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PART ONE 
 
 
 



Survive Anything Double-Chocolate Brownies

Preheat your oven to 350 degrees. Melt nine ounces of bittersweet 
chocolate and seven tablespoons unsalted butter (most of a stick). 
Chop and cut the chocolate and butter so they melt easily in a 
double boiler (if you’re like me and don’t want a big double boiler 
cluttering the kitchen, use a four cup Pyrex measuring cup placed 
in the middle of a pot half-filled with boiling water). Some people 
melt chocolate in microwaves. You could try that. Use a spatula to 
keep the mixture from gunking up the sides, stir continually and 
when it’s completely soupy set aside to cool.

Beat three eggs in a large bowl at medium-high speed until 
thick and pale, it takes a few minutes. Add two teaspoons vanilla 
extract, two tablespoons coffee (whatever’s left in the pot), a half-
cup milk and a cup of sour cream (use real sour cream!). Beat 
until fully mixed (just seconds). Reduce speed to low, add chocolate 
mixture. Don’t lick the spatula yet.

Whisk one and a half cups all-purpose flour, a half-teaspoon 
baking powder and a half-teaspoon salt together in a medium 
bowl. Fold in the flour mixture. Add a bag or so of semisweet 
chocolate chips (this can vary depending on what you’re surviving. 
When we visit Evelyn, I use at least two bags).

Grease the sides of a ten by fourteen inch cake pan, using the 
lopped off end of the butter stick. Line the bottom with parchment 
paper. Cover with batter and smooth it out. Now you can lick the 
spatula. Bake until cooked through, about a half hour (test with a 
toothpick to make sure). Allow brownies to cool before cutting.

Eat, share and repeat until everything’s okay. 
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The moon drew a rippling arrow across the surface of the lake, 
exposing Edward and Sam making love on the dock. Rounding 
the point in my kayak, I stopped, mesmerized by the romance 

of the lake, the moon and two beautiful men wrapped in each other 
on an oversized deck chair. Good, I thought, good for Edward. My 
marriage is such a wreck. I silently paddled toward the next dock and 
home. 

Not bothering to turn on the lights, I lifted the kayak into its rack. I 
stepped out onto my moonlit dock and breathed deeply, smelling pine 
and the fertile scent of decomposing lake weeds, turned and walked up 
the steep wooden steps toward the house. 

Pausing on the landing, I could feel the muscles in my shoulders 
relax a little. I could see Jack working at the dining room table with his 
campaign manager, Mark McLaughlin. Mark almost always put him in 
a magnanimous mood. I climbed the last few steps, opened the screen 
door and passed through the kitchen into the dining room. 

“Gillian, home from the sea.” Jack toasted me with his highball. 
“Drink?”

“No thanks, I’m chilled. I think I’ll make some tea. Hello, Mark.” 
I motioned to the brochures on the table. “Are these the new fliers? 
They look good.”
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“Thanks.” Mark blushed, color rising from the base of his thick 
neck to the top of his bald head. He didn’t look at me, but that wasn’t 
unusual. Mark McLaughlin’s had a debilitating crush on me for twenty 
years, since Jack’s first victorious run for State Assembly. 

“Mark and I are going over the campaign schedule. There’s a 
League of Women Voters meeting on Wednesday that I think you 
should address.” Jack tapped the datebook, open on the table. “You 
could talk about my support for Maternity Leave legislation.”

“You know I hate that sort of thing, and isn’t it Family Leave legisla-
tion?”

He shrugged. “Same thing. How many men do you know stay 
home with babies?” He swirled the ice cubes in his glass. “Will you at 
least go shake some hands for me? Please?” 

I sighed. “Okay. But no speech. Frankly, I don’t have time to put 
one together. Tomorrow I’m cooking for the mailing party. I also need 
to drop off the dry cleaning and pick up your mother’s prescription and 
make sure she has enough food for the next couple days and I promised 
Edward I’d drive with him to see his mother on Tuesday.”

“Can’t that new guy, what’s-his-name, drive him? It’s August, 
Gillian, I really need you here.” Jack sipped his drink.

“It’s Sam DaCosta, and would you subject someone new to 
Evelyn?” I held his gaze. “Although if you wanted to pick up your 
mother’s prescription yourself—”

Jack waived dismissively. “I don’t have time. You take care of 
Momma Pearl. Mark can write your speech.”

“No speech. Has Jack offered you anything to eat?”
Mark smiled shyly. “Thanks, but I ate earlier. I’ll take some tea if 

you’re making it.” 
I turned toward the kitchen.
Jack mumbled, “Why can’t she have girl girlfriends like other 

women?”
“I do,” I threw over my shoulder. “You’ve just never liked 

Maggie.”
“I like Maggie fine. But I wish you had more normal friends, like 

Katy Swanson and those girls.”
I turned and stared at him for a long moment. Mark looked down 
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at his hands. Finally I said lightly, “You wish I had more political junkie 
friends like Katy. I get plenty of politics at home, thank you. Caffeinated 
or something herbal, Mark?”

“Whatever’s easy. I doubt I’m going to bed anytime soon.”
I busied myself with the tea and with breathing through my resent-

ment. The thought of spending more time with Jack’s groupies made 
me nauseous. Jealous? I didn’t think I could be jealous at this point, 
but I hated the way they fawned and he lapped it up. Breathe. Let it 
go. Right. 

The kettle whistled and I poured, placed tea and a few cookies on 
a tray for Mark, and brought it into the dining room. Excusing myself, 
I took my own cup upstairs to our large, sparsely furnished bedroom 
where floor to ceiling windows overlook the lake. Pine trees on either 
side provide some privacy. In winter, with only a few snowmobilers and 
ice fishermen out there, we mostly leave the curtains open. Summer, 
when the lake’s crowded with tourists and boats, it usually feels safer to 
pull them, like hiding in a tent made from the sofa, coffee table, chairs 
and a blanket. 

Jack’s blue linen jacket lay crumpled on the floor. He must have 
tossed it toward the bed and missed. I gathered it up, fumbling in the 
pockets as I walked it toward the closet and my pile of dry cleaning. 
One of the many things I’ve forgiven over the years is Jack’s habit of 
leaving garbage in his pockets for me to empty. Crumpled receipts that 
his campaign treasurer would want, empty breath mint wrappers, a 
wad of bills – I imagined him quickly stuffing the change from some 
purchase in order to free himself for a firm, manly handshake —one of 
his half-dozen silver Tiffany business card holders and a credit card? 

My stomach clenched as I stared at the black strip along one side, 
the directions given in words and pictures. Maybe it had been in his 
pocket since the last time he traveled across the district, when was that? 
Last week? I turned it over. The only real surprise was that the Starlight 
Hotel had electronic keys. I let the jacket fall, tossed his litter onto the 
dresser and tucked the card in the bottom of my underwear drawer. 

Turning off the lights, I sat in my tree house room, watching the 
moonlight stripe the lake and thinking of Edward and Sam, wrapped 
in the hormonally charged illusions of new love. It was a long time ago, 
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but I could remember the hot shiver of being breathlessly, hopelessly, 
hotly in love. Nothing to cry about. I forced myself to focus on the 
children, the grandchildren, told myself that in spite of everything we 
lived a good life, really, a good life. Tears were silly. Isn’t there something 
about how expecting things to change is the definition of insanity? 

In the dark I changed into well worn, powder blue flannel pajamas 
and climbed in bed. Cooking for the volunteers tomorrow, I reminded 
myself, and using an old trick, I menu-planned until I finally slept. I 
woke as Jack slipped into bed, rolled toward me and caressed my hip. 
Scooting close, he nuzzled my neck. I could smell the scotch on his 
breath. I pretended sleep until he gave up. 

Maybe chicken wings, roasted peppers and a salad. I could make 
salsa. Listing ingredients for double chocolate brownies, I finally fell 
back asleep.

e e e

I woke just before dawn, moving slowly so I wouldn’t disturb 
Jack. Thirty years ago, when we first met, I’d loved watching him in 
this shadow light, innocent with sleep. He’d filled out from the slim 
twenty-two year old I’d worshipped. Still a handsome man, tall, broad 
shouldered, with a full head of blond hair he probably had colored 
during his monthly hair appointments at Illusions on Main. I’d never 
asked. It was always easier not to know his secrets. 

I rose, and wrapping myself in a soft chenille robe so old it held 
stains from the blueberry pancakes I used to make the children on late 
summer mornings, crept silently down the stairs and into the kitchen. 
Filling the kettle with fresh water, I set it on the stove to heat and 
ground the Highlands Coffee Company beans (shipped every two 
weeks from a small, perfect roaster in Seattle). An extravagance, an 
indulgence, a consolation, the beans released a rich, pagan scent as the 
electric coffee grinder pulverized and I shook them into my insulated 
French Press. Now, that was a reason to live.

Finally, I poured myself coffee, stepped through the kitchen door 
onto the deck and settled into the porch swing, nesting in the cushions, 
and pulled my robe tightly around me. The lake sparkled an amazing 
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pink, reflecting the mid-sunrise sky. I spent one whole summer trying to 
capture that scene, painted, drew and photographed it, but the results were 
universally disappointing. Perhaps some things were never meant to last. 

I hadn’t thought of that summer in a long time. Seventeen, the year 
before I met Jack. Hadn’t that been the summer I worked as a hostess 
at Harriman’s On the Water? Back when old man Harriman was still 
alive, before the Pattels bought and refurbished the place. That was 
the summer I spent developing my portfolio to submit to art schools, 
a long time ago. 

The pink gradually faded from the lake. I relaxed into the pillows 
and listened to the birds, breathing in the rich coffee scent. I closed my 
eyes, pushed the swing gently with one foot and started to drift off.

Suddenly something landed in my lap. My eyes flew open as I felt 
a splash of hot coffee hit my thigh and a wet tongue lick my cheek. 
“Daphnia. What are you doing here?”

“Sorry,” came a deep voice from just beyond my shrubbery. “I let 
him out and —”

“Good morning, Sam. Coffee?”
“Sure, maybe just a cup. Edward’s still sleeping. I don’t think I 

need to get back too quickly.”
I stepped around him into the house, laughing. “I doubt you’ll 

need to get back until eight at the earliest. Edward’s never been an early 
riser, one of the few things about which he and Jack agree completely. 
I forgot, do you take anything in it?”

“Black’s great, thanks.”
I returned, handed him a cup and tossed a dishtowel onto the swing 

chair. “Let’s walk down to the dock. I’m afraid I spilled coffee all over 
the cushions up here.”

“You mean Daphnia spilled coffee. I’m so sorry. Can I help clean 
up?” 

“It’ll be fine. The cushions are waterproof and older than I am.” I 
led him down the steps. 

We paused at the landing and Sam pointed to a small cabin, nestled 
into the slope between the house and the lake. “What’s that?” 

“That’s the grandfathers’ original cabin.” I smiled. “Do you want 
to see it?”
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“Sure.”
I led him along the dirt path, through the dense wild grass carpeting 

the slope to the house. 
I paused at the door to the cabin. “Better duck your head, low 

doorway.” I led him into a large, open space. The sun filtered in 
through lead-paned windows that faced the lake. Brightly colored 
throw rugs cluttered the gray slate floor. A worn leather couch, piled 
with pillows, and an old, red and gold rug lay angled in one corner 
before the wood stove. Stacks of books surrounded the couch. The 
only other furniture a paint splattered picnic table covered with stacks 
of papers, bins of pens, pencils, paint tubes and jars of brushes. An 
easel, with an unfinished stylized painting of what looked like it might 
be a landscape, faced the window. Other canvasses, in various stages of 
incompletion, leaned against the walls and the picnic table. The cabin 
smel led closed in, windows latched and everything covered in dust.

“I haven’t been in here since Jack got back from Washington.” I 
looked around. “I should get in and clean one of these days.”

Sam looked around, wide-eyed. “This place is amazing.” He picked 
up one of the canvasses. “Yours?” 

I nodded and peered at the canvas in his hand. “I’ve been experi-
ment ing with adding collage lately. I don’t think I have it quite yet, 
but I like the idea.”

“These are great.” Sam put the one down and picked up another. 
“Edward said you painted but I didn’t think… Hey.” He stopped. 
“You must have done the abstract hanging over the bed. I love that 
painting.”

“Thanks.” I beamed. “Pretty much all the artwork in Edward’s 
house that isn’t photography or brought back from his travels is mine. 
He says he loves my work but I think it’s cheaper than buying real art. 
I’m kidding,” I added when Sam began to protest.

“Do you show?”
I shrugged. “I had a few local shows years ago, but I haven’t in 

a long time. I’m always afraid it would get billed as sort of a novelty 
item, you know ‘Congressman’s Wife’ sort of stuff, or it would end up 
as a fundraiser or something. And I hated the openings I had, all that 
schmoozing.” I shud dered. “So I’m afraid I decorate my friends’ and 



	 Releasing	Gillian’s	Wolves	 9

children’s houses and let stuff pile up here. But I don’t mind, it’s the 
doing of it that I enjoy.”

Sam picked up another canvas. “Enjoy? I don’t know, Gillian, it’s 
hard to imagine ‘enjoying’ making this.”

I laughed. “That one is dark, isn’t it? I supposed scrawling rape 
across anything might make it something of a downer. Don’t worry. 
Those aren’t the ones I give my friends. Now let’s get out of here and 
into the sunshine; it’s freezing.” 

Sam reluctantly replaced the painting and followed me onto the 
path and down to the dock. We settled in deck chairs, facing the lake.

After a moment he said, “It’s beautiful. Have you lived here 
long?”

I nodded. “Most of my life. My parents died when I was a baby and 
I came to live with my grandfather.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, that must have been awful. I mean losing your 
parents.”

I shrugged. “I suppose, I don’t remember. My grandfather was a 
wonder ful parent. I think he was always trying to make it up to me. 
It’s been over twenty years and I still miss him, especially on mornings 
like this.” I looked at Sam out of the corner of my eye. “My turn to 
say sorry, the coffee doesn’t always come with self-disclosure, first the 
studio and then my life story. Jack frequently points out that my social 
filters don’t always work as well as they might.” 

“Your social filters are fine. I loved seeing your studio.” Sam sipped 
his coffee. “Your coffee’s great, too.” I laughed and he continued, “No 
really, I’m glad Daphnia got out of control again this morning. I’m 
having a wonderful time. And since you’re Edward’s best friend, I 
think it’s my job to get to know you better, try to win your approval 
and all that.”

I laughed. “You know, of course, I’ll kill you if you break his 
heart.”

“Of course.” Sam stared at the lake for a while. He turned to me. 
“So was he really that wild when he was young?”

I looked at him, surprised. “Edward?” When Sam nodded, I 
laughed. “Edward was crazy. I was so jealous, here I was with a couple 
of babies and a proper, political husband, and there was Edward, 
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thoroughly enjoying everything out there.” I shook my head.
“And then?” Sam asked.
“And then it got very ugly for a while. Turns out drugs and alcohol 

can be addictive. Who knew?” I asked, eyebrows raised. “But later it 
got better.”

I watched Sam, his gaze fixed on the horizon. Finally he spoke. 
“He went to jail, didn’t he?”

“Guess he has told you everything. Yes, our Edward’s the best 
object lesson I know for having a designated driver.” I shuddered. 
“Those were some pretty awful times.” I touched his arm. “But he’s 
okay. Better than ever. Really.”

Sam smiled softly at me. “I just don’t want… So I shouldn’t 
worry?” 

“No. Edward’s fine, he’s in recovery as they say and he’s quite the 
twelve-stepper now.” I leaned back in my chair. “I never think of those 
days. Same place, but it was a different time and we were different 
people.” I smiled at Sam. “Middle age has its consolations. I believe in 
redemption, don’t you?” 

“You mean religiously?” Sam looked at me sharply. 
“I mean personally.” I pulled my robe tighter. “I mean that we 

can’t always be defined by the mistakes of our youth, even if we’re 
stuck with the consequences.”

“I guess you’re right,” he agreed. “But what about making the 
same mistake over and over?”

“Hopefully we grow up, eventually. So does that mean Edward 
isn’t your first addict?”

Sam laughed and shook his head. “I’ve never been involved with 
someone with drug or alcohol issues. But my last relationship was, 
well, let’s just say he put the fun back into dysfunctional.”

“How so?”
He shrugged. “For starters he was married. To a very nice woman. 

They had three kids who thought of me as something of an uncle.”
“Ouch. And how about her, what did she think?” I took a long, 

slow sip of my coffee, watching the sunlight sparkle on the waves.
He closed his eyes and leaned back. “I still don’t know how much 

she knew, but she was always kind to me. I hated that.” 
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We sat quietly for a few minutes, watching the lake. 
“Eagle.” Sam pointed to a large bird scooping a fish from the surface 

of the water. He shook his head. “I can’t imagine living in one place all 
my life, although if I were going to, Lacland might be the place.”

“I was away while we were in college.”
“We?”
I smiled. “I met Jack on the second day of classes, so college was 

always a ‘we’ experience.”
“Was it love at first sight?”
“Oh yeah. You’ve met Jack. He was as charming and even more 

beautiful then. One minute of that vote-getting smile and I was lost. 
You know the one. You’ve certainly seen it on the posters; sort of 
crooked, radiantly wholesome, with just a suggestion of impropriety 
around the edges. A naïve, eighteen-year-old virgin, I didn’t stand a 
chance.”

“So you went through college together?”
I shook my head. “No. Jack was a senior when we met, taking an 

art class to fill a general education requirement. He got accepted to law 
school that fall. By the time he graduated college I was pregnant with 
Aurora, so I married him and followed. You know, whither thou goest 
and all that. Oh look, there’s the muskrat.” I pointed to a furry brown 
body plowing deter minedly through the water near the shore. “She 
goes back and forth between here and the point. I think she has a nest 
under Edward’s boathouse. So I take it you’ve lived lots of places?”

Sam shrugged. “Some. I grew up in Rhode Island where both my 
parents taught high school, he in English, she taught Chemistry. They 
were great parents, but it did make high school awkward and definitely 
delayed my coming out. This is the longest I’ve lived anywhere since 
then.” Daphnia leapt onto his lap, licking his face several times. Sam 
had to wrestle him away before he could go on. The dog immediately 
jumped down, ran the length of the dock onto the shoreline and 
waded into the shallows. Sam smiled, watching him. “I guess part of 
my inability to stay in one place is just the nature of academics. I did my 
undergraduate one place, my Master’s another, my PhD a third, then 
a Post Doc somewhere else,” he glanced at me, “under, so to speak, 
Professor Married With Kids.”
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“Ah.”
He nodded. “And finally here for a real job and, if I’m lucky, a real 

relationship.”
“How do you like it now that you’re here?”
“It’s certainly beautiful. And this has been a great year. I got tenure 

in the spring and now Edward.” He smiled. “Although I think I’d like 
to be doing more research, between job security and Edward it’s hard 
to think about moving on.”

“Aren’t you going on sabbatical in a month or so?”
“Yes, Amsterdam for a year, but then we’ll be back.”
“We?”
Daphnia ran back along the dock and again jumped onto Sam’s 

lap, this time with a dead fish hanging from his mouth. “Daph! Shit – 
that stinks.” Sam pried the fish away and threw it back into the water, 
holding tight to the dog so he wouldn’t follow. Then he dumped 
Daphnia onto the dock, walked across to kneel and rinse his hands in 
the lake. 

Drying his hands on his jeans, he turned apologetically to me. “Last 
night I asked Edward to come with me and he agreed.”

I looked down into my coffee cup. “I’m glad. Really I am. I’ll 
miss him like crazy, but still, it’s a good thing.” Suddenly half a dozen 
brightly colored fast boats rounded the point, heading for the far end 
of the lake. “Must be a fishing tournament today. That also means it’s 
seven. I should go back up. Jack will want breakfast soon.”

“I should get back, too. Maybe my prince is awake.”
“Don’t hold your breath. Come up to the house and I’ll send 

you home with a couple cinnamon rolls.” I shrugged. “They’re from 
yesterday but I bet there isn’t much for breakfast where you’re going. 
Don’t eat the cereal. When I found bugs in the box one day he said, 
‘protein.’”

Sam followed, laughing. “Well, he’s right.”
“Biologists,” I shook my head. “I’m used to this from Edward, he’s 

just a photographer and a very amateur naturalist. But you, you’re a 
professional.”

“Which is why I’ll be grateful for the cinnamon rolls.”
Just then Jack opened the screen door, wearing a blue T-shirt and 
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old grey sweatpants, cup of coffee in hand. When he saw us, he smiled 
broadly and bounded down the steps, holding out his hand. “Sam. 
Great to see you.” 

Sam shook his hand, smiling. “Nice to see you, too, Jack.” Daphnia 
ran past us to jump on Jack.

“And who’s this?” Jack asked, leaning down to scratch the wet, but 
happy, Boston terrier between the ears.

“I’m afraid that’s my mannerless dog, Daphnia,” Sam apologized. 
“I keep meaning to take him to obedience training. Sorry about the 
mud.”

Jack looked down at the dirty paw prints peppering his thigh. “It’s 
okay,” he smiled. “I was about to go for a run and get them all sweaty 
anyway. Morning, darling.” He kissed me lightly on the cheek.

I smiled absently at him. “I’ll go get breakfast started. Come, Sam, 
and I’ll get those cinnamon rolls.”

Jack put his arm around me and turned again to Sam. “Jill makes 
the best cinnamon rolls on the planet. You’re in for a treat.”

I stepped out of his embrace. “Thanks, Jack but I’m afraid these are 
yesterday’s, so they might be stale. Still,” I smiled at Sam as I opened 
the screen door, “they’re better than bugs.”

Sam laughed and turned back to Jack, who was looking out over 
the lake. “Beautiful place you have.”

“Yes, yes, we’re very lucky.” Jack nodded. Then he stooped to pet 
the dog. “Daphnia? But isn’t this a male? Or, uh, maybe that doesn’t 
matter to your people.” 

Sam raised an eyebrow. “A daphnia is a type of zooplankton, a 
microscopic animal, a water flea if you like. When Daph was a puppy, 
the way he moved looked to me just like a daphnia.”

“Oh.” Jack stood and looked out at the water.
The two men were silent. Finally, Sam said, “Okay. I need to be 

getting back. I’ll just grab those rolls from Gillian and be on my way.”
“Fine, fine,” Jack said, still gazing out at the lake. As Sam started up 

the steps, he added, “Give my best to Ed, won’t you?”
“Sure, thanks.” Sam ducked into the kitchen. “Ed?” he whispered 

to me as he closed the door.
I stood at the counter, a knife in one hand and an orange in the 
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other. “It’s not his fault. He’s in campaign mode. Here.” I pointed 
toward a large tray covered with a bright red and yellow cloth. On it 
sat a platter holding two large cinnamon rolls, garnished by one blood 
orange cut so the wedges opened like a flower. I made four quick cuts 
to the orange in my hand and laid it open beside the first. While Sam 
watched, I poured coffee into a thermos and set that on the tray as well. 
I looked up and smiled. “There you go, breakfast in bed for two.” 

He thanked me profusely as I ushered him out the front door. He 
called to Daphnia, who came bounding around the side of the house, 
racing past Sam and into Edward’s drive.

As I returned to the kitchen, I found Jack lacing his running shoes. 
“That guy gives me the creeps,” he muttered. “Naming your dog after 
bugs—”

“What are you talking about?” 
“Oh, never mind. I’ll be back in an hour.” He banged out through 

the front door. I saw him glance right, see Sam, and turn left to start 
jogging backwards along his usual route.

I sighed, poured myself another cup of coffee, refilled the teakettle, 
turned on the oven and started a pot of stone ground oatmeal so it 
would be ready when Jack returned. I put two thick slices of homemade, 
seven-seed bread into the toaster, took a sleek, dark purple eggplant 
from the refrigerator, poked it with a fork several times and placed it in 
the oven on the center rack. Finally, I sat to read the paper. 

Outside the sun hit the roses along the front wall. From the window 
facing the side yard, I could see the corner of my vegetable garden. 
Jack hated the tall chain-link fence. He would have preferred a quaint, 
British kitchen garden, even if the deer took everything. 

“What do you care?” he’d asked me. “We can afford to buy 
vegetables. It’s not like we’d starve without your farming efforts. We 
don’t need a half-acre eyesore blighting the yard.” 

But I loved my garden (which actually covered almost an acre). I 
loved the feel and smell of the dirt in the spring and the buzz of bees 
on hot summer afternoons. It made me feel proud and full and self-
sufficient to bring baskets of food into the kitchen. I relished the order 
and seasonality the garden brought to our meals. Spring spinach and pea 
salads, with raspberries or strawberries and cream for dessert, gave way 
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gradually to chard and beans and tiny, early summer squash, roasted or 
sautéed or raw. Then the garden exploded with ripe tomatoes, melons, 
blueberries, fresh corn, carrots, beets and sweet onions, and finally 
settled back again to salad greens, as the frosts came and it was time 
to dig the potatoes. In deepest January, the planning began again, as I 
dreamed over seed catalogues and my sketchpad. 

My hands itched to get into the soil. The garden needed some 
attention, only a few hours really. Between mulched walkways and 
raised beds, the garden was almost self-sufficient, but there was still 
purslane to weed out and my beans needed picking. Maybe if I included 
a bean salad on the menu I’d be forced into the garden, otherwise it 
could be days before I got to it. 

When Jack returned I held out the paper. “You’re in the news,” I 
told him, as he stepped through the door.

“I am?” He brightened.
“Something about your work on the Energy and Commerce 

Subcommittee on Health and some group called American Health 
Conglomerate, AHC? I didn’t read it closely, what’s it about?”

His face darkened, then went blank. “Nothing, just some reporter 
trying to make a mountain out of a molehill, as usual. Don’t worry 
about it.” He stalked off to shower. 

I dished out his oatmeal, placed the paper beside his plate, and left 
to run my errands.
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By nine-thirty I was trotting up the walk to my mother-in-
law’s ground floor apartment, carrying a large canvas bag full 
of groceries, a small bag from the pharmacy and an eggplant 

parmesan casserole. I cooked for her before she broke her hip but now, 
during her recovery, I tried to keep her kitchen well stocked. My hands 
full, I hit the doorbell with my elbow yelling, “It’s just me.” 

A beautiful young woman with deep chocolate skin and close-
cropped hair opened the door. “Good morning Gillian,” she said in 
a melodious accent. “Come in, the mother is in the kitchen finishing 
breakfast.” 

I smiled back. “Sabah Il Kheer, Aziza”
Aziza’s smile widened. “Sabah Il Noor, Gillian. Your Arabic is 

beautiful today.”
I laughed. “Shukran. See, I can say good morning and thank you, 

but now I’ve exhausted my vocabulary.”
“No, I have heard you say goodbye and good evening as well. You 

are practically a native speaker, although I am afraid I have given you a 
Somali accent, so they might not understand you in Cairo.”

“That’s all right, I wasn’t planning to go there anyway. I think your 
accent is beautiful in English, so it must be lovely in Arabic as well.” 



	 Releasing	Gillian’s	Wolves	 17

“Shukran,” Aziza thanked me. Taking my bags, she led me into the 
bright yellow kitchen where Pearl sat in a wheelchair, basking in the 
sun streaming in from a south-facing bay window lined with plants. 
Aziza began to put the groceries away.

“Good morning, dear.” Momma Pearl smiled at me as I kissed her 
cheek. She smelled of baby powder and the light rose perfume Jack 
always bought for her birthday. 

“Morning. What a beautiful day.” I set down the casserole dish. “I 
brought eggplant parmesan. I thought the two of you could eat some 
tonight for dinner and freeze the rest. There’s also a fresh loaf of bread 
in the bag, some nice tomatoes and a small watermelon from those 
organic farmers who sell out of the back of a pickup on the highway 
every Monday. I don’t know how they get such early tomatoes. Mine 
are still at least two weeks off.”

“Thank you, how lovely. The best thing Jack ever did for me was 
to marry you. Have some coffee.” Pearl patted my arm.

“Okay, a quick cup. Maggie’s coming to help me cook for tonight 
and I still need to shop. I’ll get it.” I held up a hand to stop Aziza and 
filled a cup from the automatic coffeemaker on the counter. Sitting 
across from my mother-in-law, I asked, “How are you this morning?”

Pearl shrugged. “The same, a bit better, it’s hard to tell. That nice 
young physical therapist says I’m progressing, but I can’t really feel 
it.”

Aziza snorted. “You don’t always think she is such a nice person 
when she is here and you’re groaning from the pain.”

“It isn’t her fault it hurts.” Pearl smiled ruefully. “But you’re right, 
it’s hard to like her right at that moment. It must be a hard job.”

“Paid torturer?” I asked. “Probably. How’s your book supply? Can 
you make it through until Wednesday? I’m going with Edward to visit 
his mom tomorrow. I’ll try to stop by and check in when we get back, 
but the library will be closed by then.”

“Oh, I’m fine, thank you. Why is Edward going up to visit Evelyn? 
I thought he didn’t like her much.”

I shrugged. “He doesn’t, but what can he do? She’s his mother.” I 
regretted my words immediately. 

Pearl looked out the window. “I suppose.” After a moment she 
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continued, “Jack’s very busy with his campaign isn’t he?” 
Just because he hasn’t visited you in months? I thought, but said, 

“Well, you know how it is this time of year.” I looked at my watch. 
“Speaking of which, I’ve gotta run. Twenty hungry volunteers are 
showing up tonight and I haven’t even started dinner. Just think, in a 
few months we’ll officially be in an off-year and everyone can relax.” 
Standing, I gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “You want me to save 
you some brownies?”

“Oh yes please,” “Yes!” Pearl and Aziza said in unison.
I laughed. “Ok, I’ll bring them by tomorrow after we get back. 

Bye, Momma Pearl, Ma’a Salaama, Aziza.” And with a wave, I left to 
their “Bye, dear” and “Ma’a Salaama, Habeebiti.”

e e e

Maggie pulled up as I was carting the last load of groceries into the 
house. As she emerged from the car, long-limbed and beautiful, dark 
curls cascading around her face, I thought (and not for the first time) 
this woman is too beautiful to be a scientist and if this were high school 
we wouldn’t even be friends. But grownup life is different, I guess. 

I greeted Maggie with, “Hi. There’s a sack of potatoes in the back 
seat. Can you grab it?” 

“Sure, no problem. Where’s the Congressman?”
“Campaigning or something. You want food first or later?” I 

knocked open the front door with my hip.
“Both.” Maggie followed me inside.
I laughed. “Of course. How can you eat so much and stay so damn 

thin?”
Maggie shrugged. “Good genes I guess. Or maybe because I’m 

stuck with my own cooking most of the time.”
I set the groceries on the counter, started the teakettle and glanced 

at the clock. “All right, it’s eleven. I’ll put these away while you eat, 
then I’ll start lunch and you can peel potatoes. Don’t worry, I’m 
betting Edward and Sam show up to help any minute now. Actually, 
I don’t expect them until noon, but by then you’ll have barely started 
the potatoes.”
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“You’re going to have so many volunteers tonight you need the 
whole crew?”

“I didn’t say I asked them to come over, I just said I expect them. 
They’ve been surviving on whatever’s growing in Edward’s kitchen, pos-
sibly supplemented by diner food, for three days. I think Edward wants 
to keep Sam around, so I expect they’ll drop by for lunch.” I shrugged. 
“I’ll make enough for four and if they don’t show up I’ll wrap up the 
leftovers and drop them off.” I took a cake from the refrigerator, cut a 
generous slice, added a dollop of whipped cream and handed it to her.

Maggie nodded her thanks. “Don’t you ever get tired of cooking 
for everyone?”

I paused, considering. “I get tired of cooking for strangers 
sometimes, although if the other choice is speeches,” I shuddered, “I’ll 
cook all day. But I never get tired of cooking for you or Momma Pearl 
or Edward, that’s a joy.”

“And Jack? This is good, by the way.” As she spoke I could tell she 
was watching me carefully, though she was pretending to focus on the 
cake.

“Thanks.” I shrugged. “Jack doesn’t care about food. He only cares 
about how the volunteers, or whoever, like the food. On his own he’ll 
eat anything. I think he lives on fast food, bagged carrots, breakfast 
meetings and fundraiser dinners when Congress is in session.” 

“Is it just me, or was that frostier than usual?”
“The cake?” I looked at her, puzzled. 
“No, the discussion of your husband.”
“Oh.” I finished putting away my packages, stored the canvas 

grocery bags and reopened the refrigerator. I knelt and peered into 
the produce bin. “Since I’m making chicken tonight, do you mind a 
vegetarian lunch? I picked too much lettuce last night. It isn’t incredibly 
fresh but should still taste good. Maybe sautéed vegetables in a warm 
vinaigrette on salad greens?”

“That all sounds great, of course. And you’re right. It isn’t any of 
my business, go on with your denial or whatever you’re doing. I like a 
good resentment, myself, warms the cockles and all that—”

I straightened up. “Sorry, I thought I’d wait until after lunch to 
spoil it. I found a local hotel key in Jack’s suit pocket yesterday.”
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“Damn. I knew it. The bastard. I’m so sorry.” Maggie sprang up 
and wrapped her arms around me. 

I relaxed into her for a moment then pulled away, wiping my eyes. 
I reached for a tissue. “I’m fine. You know it isn’t the first, or last. I just 
hate these finding out times.”

“God, he’s a shithead.”
“Yes he is. Unfortunately he’s also the father of my children, a pillar 

of this community and I’ve been married to him my entire adult life. 
Not to mention, if I left him it would tear Momma Pearl apart.”

“That doesn’t make it okay.”
“No, but it does make it complicated.” I waved her back to the 

table. “Now finish your cake or I’ll set you to the potatoes.”
Half an hour later a gentle knock sounded at the back door and 

Edward’s head appeared. “Hi. We thought we’d drop by and see if you 
need help with food for tonight.”

I waved him in and turned to look at Maggie. “Told you so.” She 
smiled and shook her head.

Edward strolled in. “What?” he asked. “What did I do now? Just 
being neighborly.” 

Sam followed sheepishly. Daphnia bounded from behind them, 
jumping on me and dancing on his hind legs.

I put down my spatula and bent to greet the dog. “Hello, Daphnia, 
how nice of you to come see me.” I scratched his ears. He licked my 
hand and ran to greet Maggie. I embraced Edward, standing on tiptoe 
to kiss his slightly stubbly cheek, then turned to hug Sam. “Come, 
come, you’re welcome. Would you like to have some lunch first? I 
made plenty.” 

At this Maggie, busy having her face licked by Daphnia, burst out 
laughing. She stood, hugged the two men and handed them each a 
potato and a peeler.

Sam looked at the peeler. “Um, you were expecting us?” 
“Unless he’s been out of town, Edward hasn’t gone more than 

three days without eating a meal here in twenty years. He knows that 
dinner tonight is the volunteers and that showing up for that requires 
both envelope stuffing and pleasantries so, yes, I was expecting you.” I 
returned to my stir-fry.
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“You eat here all the time?” Sam asked.
“Gillian exaggerates, I’m sure.” Edward immediately started peel-

ing his potato, ignoring Maggie’s skeptical look. 
Maggie picked up her own potato. “I’m here for lunch a lot, but 

Edward, I think he’s here most days.”
“She’s a good cook,” Edward shrugged, “and I like the company.”
“So do I.” I smiled. “Lunch is almost ready so if you want to pause 

the peeling and wash up, that would be great.”
Maggie and Edward flew into motion, organized the peeled and 

unpeeled potatoes into separate piles on a side table so the work could 
continue after lunch, wiped the table, gathered placemats, napkins, 
silverware and poured beverages while Sam looked on helplessly, 
holding Daphnia so he wouldn’t get in the way. 

I smiled at him. “Don’t worry, you’ll get the hang of it. As we said, 
they’re here a lot.”

Once we were all settled at the table, and he had convinced 
Daphnia to stay curled by his feet, Sam asked Edward, “Isn’t it sort of 
mooching?”

Edward looked startled. “Am I mooching?” 
I considered. “I suppose it might look that way, but I don’t see 

how you could.” I turned to Sam. “Edward’s like family. We grew up 
together. I’ve known him since forever. Why wouldn’t I feed him?”

Sam shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe because he’s a big guy—”
“You forgot ‘handsome,’” Edward interjected. “I’m a big handsome 

guy.”
Sam gave him a long, appraising look. “Oh, don’t worry, I didn’t 

forget.” 
Edward blushed. Maggie and I grinned.
Sam continued, “Because he’s a big handsome guy and it’s expen-

sive? I mean, doesn’t it bother your husband? He doesn’t seem quite as 
close to ‘Ed.’” 

I smiled softly. “Oh, I see what you mean. But what you don’t 
know is that it’s all the same money. Edward and I, and to a certain 
extent Jack and his mother and the children when they lived here, 
all live off the same pot of money. Yeah, I know it sounds odd,” I 
continued when Sam looked perplexed. “Edward and my grandfathers 
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were business partners and best friends.”
“And probably lovers,” Edward added, forking a huge bite of salad 

into his mouth.
“We don’t know that,” I cautioned, “but it certainly is a possibility; 

they were very close. Anyway, they owned a tool and dye company in 
the city, you may have heard of it, Rosenberg and Wolf? They made a 
lot of money and bought this land in the 1920s as a getaway.”

“And built the houses together. I say that’s evidence,” Edward 
winked at Sam.

“Eventually, they sold the business and retired here,” I nodded to 
Edward, “together. The family story is that they couldn’t agree on how 
to apportion the profits.” 

Edward snorted.
I continued, “So they left it all in one big pot, a for-profit Foundation. 

Edward and I are the sole heirs and board members.”
“I didn’t know that,” Maggie said, her plate almost untouched.
Edward shrugged. “We don’t talk about it much. It’s sort of an odd 

arrangement.”
“And Jack has asked us not to,” I added, taking a hunk of bread 

from the basket and passing it to Sam.
“What about your mother, Edward?” Sam took bread and passed 

the basket along.
Edward shrugged again. “She doesn’t like it either, but Grandpa 

Rosenberg was my father’s father. I guess that’s obvious since I’m a 
Rosenberg. She’s okay, though. Dad was a pretty successful architect 
and left Mom in good shape.”

“He designed this place,” I made a wide sweeping gesture meant to 
encompass the house. 

Sam looked around. “It’s beautiful.”
“Thanks,” Edward and I said together. I continued, “The last thing 

he designed was this kitchen, we redid it about five years ago. He died 
before we started construction, so I think of it as a kind of memorial.”

“So if he’s the Rosenberg, are you the Wolf?” Sam pointed his fork 
at me.

“My maiden name. It’s pretty, isn’t it? I had a hard time giving it 
up for Sach.” 
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“And Jack,” Maggie reached for the bread basket, “how does he 
feel about this whole thing? I always assumed he was paying the bills 
around here.”

“That’s what he wants you to think. Jack hates the Foundation.” 
I smiled softly. “He says it makes me more married to Edward than 
to him. But the truth is without it he’d never have been able to afford 
running for Congress. I do make him buy all my Congressman’s Wife 
clothes, the suits and shoes and things.”

“Although the Foundation more than makes up for that in campaign 
contributions,” Edward added.

I toyed with a lettuce leaf. “He’s built up a great reputation by 
pleasing the voters.” I paused and finished softly, “Especially the young 
pretty ones.”

Edward looked at me for a long moment. He turned to Maggie. 
“What is it this time?”

“Hotel key,” Maggie said simply. 
“Can we kill him?” Edward asked.
“Not until she tells us we can.” Maggie returned to her lunch.
I stared at my plate silently, swirling food around with my fork. 
“What?” Sam started, but a look from Edward stopped him.
We sat silently for a moment until Sam spoke up. “This is good, 

Gillian, what’s in the sauce?” 
Maggie and Edward exchanged grateful glances as I looked up and 

answered.
After lunch my friends cleared the table and got back to work. 

Maggie and Sam sat at the table, companionably peeling, husking, 
chopping, dicing and slicing whatever Edward, in charge of washing, 
set in front of them. As soon as they had completed one task, I whisked 
away the products and Edward brought them another basket of washed 
but unprocessed food. A bin at the end of the table gradually filled 
with compostable waste, while Daphnia nosed around everyone’s feet 
in search of droppings. 

Maggie and Sam teach in the same department. At first they chatted 
about University politics but, after about an hour, Edward called from 
the sink, “Enough shop talk. I don’t even know most of those guys and 
already I hate them.”
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Sam laughed. “I don’t know why people say academics are 
boring.” 

“Because we are,” Maggie scraped potato peels into the compost bin.
“Hear, hear.” Edward brought a bin of fresh picked green beans 

to the table and sat down to clip the ends. Both Maggie and Sam 
made exaggerated hurt faces. He held up his hands. “Not individually, 
never individually, but when you get together?” He rolled his eyes. 
“Sheesh.”

“Okay,” Maggie said, “what should we talk about?”
I scooped the peppers she’d been slicing into a bowl and started 

back toward the stove. “Not politics,” I said firmly.
“Fair enough.” Maggie eyed Edward and Sam. “So, tell us a love 

story. How did you meet? First date, all that.” She held up her hand to 
pause them. “Just enough details, I’m only asking to be polite.”

Edward turned and smiled at Sam. “I’m not sure Sam thinks it’s a 
love story, he’s looking sort of tragic right now.”

“Onions.” Sam sniffed but smiled. “Other than the stinging eyes, 
I’m blissful.”

“Soooo—” Maggie prompted.
Edward settled into his chair, the bowl of beans between his legs. 

He snipped off the ends and tossed clipped beans into a bowl on the 
table. “I don’t know if you know this, but Sam wrote a book.”

“That’s great.” “What’s it about?” Maggie and I spoke at the same 
time.

“Bayblies,” Sam replied.
“What?” I asked.
“I think he said mayflies.” Maggie frowned. “Is it related to your 

presentation last spring?”
Sam nodded, wiping tears away with one sleeve. “Less the behavior 

story I told in the seminar, the book focuses on my primary research 
area, mayfly genetics.”

“Wash your hands,” I suggested. “That should help.” 
Maggie continued, “In the seminar he presented some weird bug 

stuff, get him to talk about it sometime. For instance, there are these 
parasites that infect male mayflies and those mayflies try to get gang 
banged by swarms of other mayflies, am I getting this right, Sam?”
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“Uhm, sort of, what the parasites actually do is to engender female 
behavior in males so they eventually deposit parasite eggs in the same 
streams where female mayflies are ovipositing, but I suppose—”

“So anyway,” Edward said, loudly, “as I was saying, Sam finished 
a book and his publisher needed photographs for the cover art. 
We agreed to a series of field trips last spring to try to photograph 
mayfly emergence. You’ve seen the swarms? They’re beautiful. I was 
amazed.”

I nodded. “Grandpa Wolf used to point them out to me. They only 
live for a day, right?” 

“Actually, some of them live for years but they only emerge 
as adults for a very short time. That’s where they get their name, 
‘Ephemeroptera,’, from ephemeral,” Sam said.

“So you bonded over bugs.” Maggie shuddered and reached for yet 
another pepper.

“But mayflies are sexy,” Edward protested. “They emerge for 
one day, they don’t eat or sleep, just mate, lay eggs and die. It’s quite 
romantic.” 

“In a weird, one night stand kind of way,” Maggie sliced cleanly 
through the pepper and began scooping out the seeds. “So that was it, 
you made love amid the mayflies and here you are?”

“No,” Edward said with exaggerated patience, “we photographed 
the mayflies. Making love came much later. Not until our first real 
date.”

I scooped up Sam’s sliced onions. “I’m afraid he’s the kiss and tell 
type.”

“I know,” he said. “But that first date was pretty romantic. He 
invited me to dinner. When I got there the only lights in the house 
were maybe a hundred candles. He’d laid out all these little dishes 
of the most exquisite food, forming a path upstairs to the bedroom 
and—” he stopped and looked at me. “That was from you, wasn’t it?” 
When I nodded he turned to Edward. “You used Gillian’s food to 
seduce me.”

Edward patted Sam’s thigh. “Gillian’s food is sexy. I doubt anything 
I cooked would have worked. Although,” he looked at Sam from under 
his lashes, “you weren’t exactly playing hard to get.”
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Sam nodded slightly. “It would have been pretty silly at that point.” 
He turned to Maggie and me. “Edward is nothing if not direct. When 
he asked me to dinner, he suggested I bring my toothbrush and test 
results.”

“So you’ve been seeing each other all summer?” Maggie thought 
for a minute. “I think you’ll enjoy Amsterdam, Edward. I spent a 
vacation there a few years ago. It’s absolutely beautiful.”

“How did you know I was going with him?” Edward threw a 
worried glance in my direction.

“Because you’d be stupid not to.” She pushed aside the slices and 
reached for another pepper.

“Don’t worry, Edward. Sam already told me you’re going and I 
think it’s great.” I kept my back to them, busy at the stove. “You’ll do 
some great work. It’ll be fun.” Then I turned and smiled. “I’ll be fine. 
Really.”

“What was the name of that sculptor who visited campus last year, 
Luke something or other?” Maggie asked Sam.

Sam thought for a moment. “Luke Vanderwerken.” 
“That’s it.” Maggie said. “Wasn’t he from Amsterdam? You should 

look him up.”
I looked from Maggie to Sam. “Luke Vanderwerken was here? And 

you didn’t tell me?”
Maggie shrugged. “I think you were in Washington at the time, it 

was maybe February. He gave a talk.”
I could feel myself flush. “I love his work. It’s so sexy.”
Sam laughed. “If you say so. I did think his slides were interesting.” 

He turned to Edward. “Some of the things he said made me think he 
might be in recovery. I’ll see if I can get his contact information from 
Jenny Combs in the Art Department.”

Edward leaned back in his chair, “Great.” 
I wondered if I’d ever have the nerve to cold call a famous sculptor 

like Vanderwerken. Edward might, though. Not a shrinking violet, my 
Edward.

Later, as the three sous chefs finished assembling a giant green salad 
and I put the last batch of brownies in the oven, we heard a car pull into 
the drive.
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Maggie glanced out the window. “Jack.” 
“Shit,” said Edward. “What do you want us to do?” 
“Do?” I looked at him, puzzled. “Oh, you mean about the key? 

Nothing. I’m not ready to talk about it with him, so pretend you don’t 
know.”

“Oh, that’ll be easy,” Edward muttered.
“Don’t worry,” I reassured him. “You’re always unpleasant with 

him. He won’t know the difference.”
“Thanks. Good to know.” Edward turned back to the salad bowl as 

the kitchen door flew open.
Jack entered carrying a stack of papers. He looked startled to see 

the cluster in the kitchen, but quickly recovered with a big smile. “Ah, 
the cooking crew.” He reached forward to shake hands, but Maggie, 
Edward and Sam all held up their wet hands and motioned, in various 
ways, to the salad. 

“Right, sorry.” He settled for a short wave. “I’ll just leave you to it, 
then.” And with a quick kiss on my cheek, he breezed out the kitchen, 
heading for a distant part of the house.

“So,” drawled Maggie, “I think that went well.” 
“You want us to stay?” Edward asked me.
“God, no. Then he’d really know something’s up. Finish the 

salad and you’re free.” I paused and smiled slowly. “Actually, let’s split 
the first batch of brownies before you go. I can make another. We’ll 
talk about pleasant things and you can help me drown my sorrows in 
chocolate. Coffee?”

As she was leaving, Maggie hugged me. “Call if you need me.” 
“I’ll be fine.” She smelled of shampoo and comfort.
Edward joined the hug. “Come over anytime. You know where 

the keys are and you’re always welcome.”
I squeezed them both. “Thanks.”
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As I stepped out of the shower, I heard people arriving downstairs. 
Still a couple hours before dinner so I needn’t hurry. Mark and 
Jack could entertain. I’d always hated these work parties. They 

weren’t as bad as fundraisers, but still… In the beginning I’d swallowed 
hard, rolled up my sleeves and stuffed envelopes until my shoulders 
ached. But small talk had always exhausted me. My smile would get 
stuck. My mind thick, I said inane things. Everyone around me seemed 
so talkative, some happy, some cynical, but everyone so social. 

I’d tried to explain it to Jack, but there was no way he could 
understand. This was the stuff that made life sing for him. Surrounded 
by people, he glowed. In the limelight he charmed, witty, handsome 
and articulate, while I stood by, dull witted, the shy, uncomfortable 
helpmate. So I’d escaped to the kitchen and stayed there, as campaign 
season after season marched on, emerging every two years like one of 
Sam’s damn mayflies. Ephermeroptera, ephemeral, except campaigns 
took more than a day, much more. They started in January with 
fundraisers and meetings. Then the spring primary, Jack almost always 
ran unopposed, but there was still the Party to help. Summer brought 
parades, door-to-door canvassing, meetings and more meetings at the 
house until midnight. All followed by the Big Push to November. 
How many campaigns? Ten? 
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The children had been so small that first time, just five and nine. This 
life had formed them in such different ways. John, passionately leftist, 
eschewed Party politics for radical causes, but old ones, nothing noisy 
and chaotically present. More like me than like Jack. I could imagine 
losing myself in a dissertation about turn of the century socialists. Still, 
every two years, John emerged from the library to help his father’s 
campaign. Aurora wouldn’t even vote. 

I dropped my towel and surveyed myself, naked, in the full-length 
mirror. I’d been a little thing when I married Jack, except for the bulge 
that would in a few months become Aurora, short, underweight, pretty 
in a brunette kind of way. Still short, but after two children and half a 
lifetime spent in the kitchen, I looked stronger although softer, more 
Rubens than Maxfield Parrish. I wrapped myself in a robe and went in 
search of clothes. 

An hour later, as I was pulling a pan of chicken from the warming 
oven, Katy Swanson entered the kitchen. Regal Katy, tall and thin, 
always a touch overdressed, made everyone else look dowdy. I 
straightened. 

“Hi, Katy.”
“Oh, Gillian, doesn’t that look and smell delicious?” she gushed. 

“You’re such a wonder, how do you do it?”
“Katy, I’m tired today and I don’t have it in me for this. Let’s cut 

the crap and be real.”
She recoiled in surprise. I was pretty surprised myself. 
She said, “What do you mean? What happened? Did I offend you 

somehow?”
“Well, you slept with my husband, that’s bothersome.” I figured, 

what the hell, I’m in it now.
Katy stopped, opened her mouth, closed it. “How did you…?” 

Then she shook her head. “But that was years ago. I’m sorry you found 
out. We certainly never meant to hurt you, but why now?”

I considered her for a long moment. “I thought so. But you’re not 
fucking him now?”

“No. I’m not f-fu… I’m not with him now. We’re just friends. 
That was ages ago,” she sputtered.

“Okay then.” I handed her the tray of chicken wings. “Be careful, 
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this is hot. Just set it on the trivets on the buffet. Oh, and you might 
mention to Mark that he should keep an eye on Jack. He’s fucking 
someone, probably on the campaign, and if it slipped to the papers—”

Katy stared at me. “You wouldn’t—”
“No,” I shook my head tiredly, “I wouldn’t. Not because of Jack, 

because of my children. But, if he’s sloppy enough to let me know, 
someone else is bound to find out. Now go, before that gets cold.” 

Katy spun out through the kitchen door. I leaned against the 
counter. She won’t be coming back. Good.

A few minutes later Mark poked his head in. “Um, Gillian, Katy 
said you wanted to see me?”

“Chicken,” I said.
“It might have been about the chicken, that’s what she was 

carrying,” Mark replied.
“No, I meant she’s a chicken,” I said in exasperation. “Come in, 

come in. Don’t just stand in the doorway.”
Mark entered quickly, letting the door swing shut. He blushed and 

fidgeted. “So, what can I do for you, Gillian?”
I sighed. “Come sit down.” I softened. “I’m sorry I snapped at you. 

It’s not your fault. Please, let’s sit and talk.”
Mark smiled and sat.
“Jack’s having another affair,” I told him flatly. 
“How do you—?” 
“I know, trust me, I know.” I produced the hotel key and laid it 

on the table between us. “I found this in his suit jacket. Unless you’re 
somehow entertaining campaign donors at the Starlight Inn? Or should 
I say Sta-ligh- Inn, I think the sign has been missing an ‘r’ and a ‘t’ for 
years.”

Mark paled. “Shit.”
“I should let him get what he deserves,” I said. 
Mark jerked. 
“Don’t worry, I won’t. It would hurt the kids and Momma Pearl 

and I’d hate all the commotion. So I’m not going to ‘out’ him. But 
I’m tired of finding these sorts of things. I’m tired of ignoring them 
and I’m tired of pretending that everything’s okay. I don’t know what 
I’m going to do about it, but what you need to do is make sure I don’t 
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wake up some morning to find this all over the morning papers. Can 
you do that?”

Mark nodded. “I’ll try. It’s the sort of thing I’m good at. That’s 
why Jack hired me. I’m excellent on defense.” 

I patted his hand. “I know, thanks.”
Mark quickly covered my hand with his. “I’m so sorry, Gillian. 

Jack’s an idiot.”
“Thank you, Mark.” I gently retrieved my hand and gave him a pat 

on the arm. “You’re very kind.”
Just then a slim young woman with long, dark hair entered. “Oh.” 

She looked surprised.
“I’ll get right on that,” Mark said too loudly and stood to go.
I sighed and turned to the girl. “Hello, can I help you?” and stopped. 

I stared at her. 
She blushed. 
“Come on in,” I said finally. “Mark was just leaving.”
Mark nodded and slipped out the door. The girl smiled broadly. “Is 

there any more of that wonderful salsa? We’re out.” 
I nodded and continued to stare. She stood, moving a little nervously 

from one stiletto-heeled foot to the other. She seemed tall, probably 
the heels. Not beautiful, but pretty, interesting in her skimpy tank top, 
short black skirt and striped tights, sort of artsy. The lost wax silver rose 
suspended by a simple chain looked lovely against her pale chest. 

I finally extended my hand. “I’m Gillian, Jack’s wife. I don’t think 
we’ve been introduced.”

“Oh.” She blushed slightly then smiled brightly. “I’m Ashley 
Groves. I’m an intern on the campaign.”

“Nice to meet you, Ashley.” I opened the refrigerator, brought out 
a large bowl of salsa and held it out to her. “High school or college 
intern?”

“Oh, college. I’m a sophomore at the U.” She took the salsa, still 
smiling.

“Thank God for small favors,” I muttered.
“What was that?” Ashley looked puzzled.
“Nothing.” I paused. “What a beautiful necklace. I have one very 

like it, a birthday present from Jack. I think it’s a Montana artist. Jack 
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picked it up on vacation earlier in the summer. It looks lovely on 
you.” 

Ashley stared at me. 
I went on, “Do you think you could do me a favor, Ashley?” She 

nodded, her mouth slightly open and eyes wide. “Could you please tell 
my husband that I’m going for a swim? Tell him not to wait up. Oh, 
and there are brownies in that cupboard whenever people are ready for 
them. Maybe you could be in charge of that?” 

Ashley nodded again. 
“I’m sure Katy Swanson would be delighted to help.” Without 

waiting for a response, I turned, strode out onto the deck and bounded 
down the steps to the dock.

I stepped into the boathouse. Quickly, I stripped off my clothes 
and hung them on a hook amidst the life jackets. The August night 
felt warm and still. I walked to the slip and looked into the deep black 
water. Taking a breath, I raised my hands in prayer above my head 
and swiftly dove. Cool and soft, the water enveloped me. I emerged 
outside the boathouse. 

The setting sun streaked the overcast sky and lake. “Gashed gold 
vermillion,” the Hopkins line Grandpa Rosenberg used to quote, this 
was it, the sky, the water a gold-vermillion gash. I started a strong, 
nearly silent, crawl. I swam along the shore, away from everyone, even 
from Edward’s dock, heading in the opposite direction, far enough 
from shore that no one would notice me glide by. The mosquito hour. 
I doubted anyone would be out, not with the air still and the lake so 
calm.

My shoulders felt good, my legs strong. The water cradled me. I 
opened my eyes and let the warm tears wash away. The rhythm of 
stroke, stroke, breath, stroke, stroke, breath, took over and I stopped 
thinking, stopped visualizing Jack’s hand on that poor girl’s thigh, 
Jack’s mouth pressed against her slim neck, Jack’s body pressing down 
on her, covering her, swallowing her whole. Stroke, stroke, breath, 
stroke, stroke, breath.

After a while, my arms began to ache. Finding myself near one of 
the few remaining undeveloped lots, I swam toward shore and rested 
in the shallows. Finally, chilled, I started back, swimming more slowly, 
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a gentle breaststroke I knew I could keep up all night. As I passed my 
own dock, I looked up at the house. The windows blazed and people 
crowded around the dining room table. No one would miss me. 

Edward’s dock sat empty. Soft light came from his second story 
bedroom, but the rest of the house and the boathouse were dark. I 
climbed the swim ladder and stepped onto his dock. I hoped the darkness 
covered me as I padded toward the stairs leading to the guestrooms on 
the second floor of his boathouse. At the top of the steps, I felt along 
the mantle of the door until I found the key and let myself in. 

“Hello,” I called softly but no one answered. A shower first to 
warm up, then I’d find the spare set of sweats Edward always kept in 
a drawer in case someone got cold swimming. Then I’d crawl in bed. 
Maybe things would look better in the morning.

e e e

I woke with the disorienting feeling I was back in my childhood. 
I lay on the bed, watching sunrise through the east window. As kids, 
Edward and I had shared this room whenever his family visited. Why 
hadn’t anyone worried about us sleeping together? Two unrelated, 
opposite sex children of the same age sharing a bed, would anyone 
allow that now? Of course, we’d never felt unrelated. And those few 
times when we satisfied our curiosity by looking and touching seemed 
so innocent now. 

I rose slowly, muscles stiff from my long swim. One glance in the 
bathroom mirror confirmed my reddened, puffy eyes and wild, tangled 
hair. I found an ancient ponytail holder in the bathroom cabinet and 
pulled my hair back, straightened the bedspread and left, stepping 
carefully up the dirt path from the lake. Wiping my bare feet on the 
elegant wooden doormat, I passed through the screened porch. 

Sam, engrossed in the paper, started when he saw me. Daphnia 
jumped from his lap and sprinted forward, dancing on his hind legs as 
I opened the door. 

“Good morning.” Sam rose to kiss my cheek.
“Morning, am I interrupting?” 
“No, no, come in. Daphnia and I were just trying to think of an 
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excuse to come over for coffee.” He gestured toward the cupboards. 
“I’m afraid we can’t offer you anything. I keep meaning to bring over a 
grinder, coffee, something, but it seems too…I don’t know.” 

“Too early? Too presumptuous?” I prompted.
Sam nodded. “Something like that.”
“I think you’d be fine. But don’t worry. I know where you can 

get some coffee.” I sank slowly into a chair opposite Sam. Daphnia 
immediately leapt onto my lap. I scratched behind his ears. “Only… I 
doubt Jack is up yet, but just in case, do you think you could get it? I 
don’t want to face him right now.”

Sam looked at me. “Are those your clothes? They look a little big. 
Or is that too personal a question?”

I looked down at my outfit. The rolled cuffs of the sweatshirt 
formed thick bracelets around my wrists and the crotch of the pants 
brushed my knees. “Oh, these are Edward’s. I slept in the boathouse 
last night. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you over breakfast, but do you think 
you could—“

“Of course, we’d be delighted, right, Daph?” Sam stood and Daphnia 
jumped down. “See,” Sam gestured to the dog, who stood before him, 
muscles tensed and head cocked expectantly, “we are at your service.”

I laughed. “I’ll make you a list. There are canvas bags in the second 
drawer, to the left of the stove. If you forage, I’ll cook.”

“Now, that’s a deal.”
I walked Sam out and sat on the porch stoop, watching him stride 

the old path between the two houses. I glanced up at my bedroom, 
no lights and the curtains still drawn. I shuddered slightly and looked 
out over the lake. How many times had I sat as a child, looking at the 
same scene? Funny how it remained unaltered, though the town had 
changed so much. Sam appeared carrying two full bags. He walked 
back with Daphnia nipping at his feet. 

I opened the door for him. “Thanks.” 
“No problem,” he answered. “I think I found everything. The 

kitchen’s a mess by the way. I thought those folks were volunteers, 
don’t volunteers help out?”

“I think they’re used to leaving the kitchen to me. Did the food get 
put away?”
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“I didn’t see anything out that could spoil if that’s what you mean.” 
Sam looked disgusted. “I’ll just leave these things here and go clean up.”

“Don’t. Let’s wait until Jack leaves for the office, then we can all 
go. I’d rather not be there alone and I need to change clothes. Today’s 
our Dragon Lady day.”

“That’ll be fun.” Sam set the bags down and started filling the tea 
kettle. “Sorry I can’t join you. She sounds like such a sweet person.”

“Don’t worry. I’m sure you’ll get your chance.”
“Can’t wait. Edward told me he’d rather help me pack, even though 

it is supposed to be blistering hot this afternoon. There’s a measure of 
joy for you.”

“You’re packing for Amsterdam?” I pulled the grinder, press and 
beans from a bag. 

Sam emptied the contents of the other bag onto the kitchen coun-
ter: eggs, bread, cheese, tomatoes, peppers, and onions. “I’m pack ing 
everything. Some will go with us to Amsterdam, some into storage for 
the year. I’m giving up the apartment. No use paying rent when I don’t 
have to and when we get back, well, who knows?”

“Good plan. Couldn’t you save money and store everything here? 
Or would that be too…?”

Sam nodded. “Don’t tempt fate.”
The kettle whistled and I poured water over the grounds. I opened 

the cupboard and pulled out two cups. After a few minutes, I pushed 
the plunger on the coffee and poured. I handing Sam a cup. “Let’s take 
our coffee out onto the porch. It might be a while before the Laird is 
ready for breakfast.”

Sam and Daphnia followed me out. “So I guess you know your way 
around this house pretty well after all these years.”

I stopped and looked at him in surprise. “I grew up here. Didn’t 
Edward tell you?” When Sam shook his head, I continued, “No, I 
suppose he didn’t.” I sat in one of the wicker porch chairs, curling 
my legs underneath me, and blew on the coffee before taking a sip. I 
relaxed back into the chair. Sam sipped his own coffee, waiting.

“The grandfathers bought these lots in the 1920s. At that point, 
the only structures were the cabin I showed you yesterday and the 
little boathouse. They used it as a fishing getaway for years. Then came 
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the Depression. Grandpa Rosenberg had a sort of sixth sense about 
business. He thought the market was getting too high, so in early 1929 
he emptied their stock portfolios and paid off all the company debt. 
When everything came tumbling down and their competitors were 
closing up, the grandfathers’ company was the only one left standing. 
They were doing pretty well through the 1920s but it was the 1930s 
that made them rich.”

“Wow,” said Sam. 
“Right.” I continued, “There are two competing family stories 

about this house. One is that the grandfathers felt badly for all the local 
men out of work and decided building a year-round house was the 
charitable thing to do. The other is that labor got so cheap by 1934 that 
they couldn’t resist the bargain. Probably the truth lives somewhere in 
between. Either way, they had this house built. The Art Deco details 
are original. When they retired, this is where they lived. So when I 
came, this is where I lived, too. Except in summers, when I sometimes 
stayed in the cabin.”

Sam stroked Daphnia, who slept in his lap. “Do you think they 
were lovers?”

I shrugged. “Probably. I don’t know if they were physical lovers. 
I’m not sure I would have known, it was a different time. But what I 
do know is that they were family.” I tapped my chest. “Deep family. 
You know, they died within a few months of each other. From the 
beginning of their relationship I don’t think they ever considered life 
apart.” 

“That’s an amazing love story.” Sam gazed out at the lake. “Not 
very many people get that, gay or straight.”

“They were amazing men. Edward and I were lucky children, 
although I was the luckiest because I got them all the time.”

“I suppose he was jealous,” Sam said thoughtfully.
“Dreadfully,” I agreed. “But, of course, I was jealous of him, too, 

since the grandfathers made such a fuss whenever he arrived. It was 
only later that I realized they were trying to make up for Evelyn.”

“I don’t have a jealous bone in my body and never have.” A voice 
boomed from the kitchen and Edward emerged holding a steaming cup 
of coffee. “What are you doing here this early, and in my clothes, why 
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was there a light on in the boathouse last night, are you finally going to 
leave him, and what kind of lies is she telling you?” He leaned down to 
kiss Sam. “Thanks for the coffee.” He toasted me with his coffee cup. 
“Does all that produce on the counter mean breakfast’s coming?”

I laughed. “Which question should I start with?”
“Breakfast, of course. We’ll chop, you cook and talk.”

e e e

“Ashley Groves?” Sam forked another bite of his omelet. “I think 
I had her in General Biology. Nice kid, good solid B student, not a 
Biology major.”

“Jack’s a grandfather.” I sputtered. “Of three.”
“He’s a cad. But I’m not going to throw any stones about age 

differences.” Edward buttered another piece of toast. “Of course, Sam, 
Gillian gave birth to her first child at something like eight, so she is a 
very young grandmother. Also, I’m much younger.”

“Six months,” I muttered.
“If, my dear, you continue in this vein and decide to divulge my age 

to this delightful young man,” he dropped into a stage whisper, “he’s 
only thirty-six for God’s sake,” then continued in a normal voice, “I 
will personally plunge you back into the lake from which you came.” 

Sam shrugged. “I looked you up online. You’ll be forty-nine at the 
end of the month. It’s okay.” He smiled at Edward. “I like older men. 
They’re so, I don’t know, distinguished.” 

Edward winced.
“Stop, you two.” I said. “This is serious. Jack turned fifty-three 

last April. Ashley’s like what, twenty? His son John is older than that, 
Aurora’s almost thirty. What is he thinking?”

“I doubt he’s doing much thinking,” Edward said gently. “But 
you’re right, this is a new low, even for Jack.”

“Who knows if it is,” I said. “One of the reasons I had to get out of 
there last night is that I couldn’t face going into that room and thinking 
that he might have fucked every woman there. I always assumed that it 
was only the ones who dropped away from his group, that he’d dumped 
them or they’d gotten tired of him and disappeared from the scene. 
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But there’s Katy, standing by him all these years. And maybe they’re all 
like that. Maybe they’ve pitied me all along. The poor kitchen drudge 
with the hot rabbit of a husband.” I buried my face in my napkin. 

He chuckled. “I doubt they’re all schtupping him. You may find 
this hard to believe but I’m betting most of the women on his campaign 
actually believe in our dear congressman.”

I sniffed. “God help them.”
Edward scooted close and hugged me. “It will be okay.”
“No it won’t,” I said. “But, thanks anyway. Can you guys go over 

there with me after breakfast?”
“Of course,” Edward whispered into my hair. “If it helps, my guess 

is people are too busy thinking about themselves to worry too much 
about you.”

“Maybe, but people like to gossip.” I leaned against him.
His chest shook with his laugh. “I’ve noticed. But eventually they 

get bored and move on.”
“Right. But I still hear stories about you and it’s been, what? Ten 

years? I’m not ready for that yet.” I pulled back to look at both of them. 
“Could I stay in the boathouse for a few days? I’ll stay out of your way, 
I promise.” 

Edward looked at Sam. “What do you think, Sam?”
Sam was gazing sympathetically at me. He turned to Edward. “It’s 

not my house, honey. But if it were I’d say ‘Stay as long as you like 
Gillian, you know you’re always welcome.’”

Edward smiled. “Good answer. Stay as long as you like, Gillian, 
you know you’re always welcome.” He pulled me close.

“Don’t move,” Sam said. “I’ll clean up.”
As Sam reached for his plate, Edward grabbed his hand and brought 

it to his lips. Daphnia leapt onto my lap, licking first my face and then 
Edward’s. I relaxed, for just this moment I felt warm and safe, protected. 
It’s good to have brothers, I thought.
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Sam and Edward cleaned my kitchen while I changed and filled 
an overnight bag. I packed a lunch for Sam and threw leftover 
chicken, salad, chips, salsa and brownies in a cooler to take to 

Pearl later. I left a note on the kitchen table:

Jack, I am staying at Edward’s. I am not available to campaign 
this week. Will let you know when I’m coming home. I don’t care 
what you do but do care about newspapers, so please be discreet.  
    —Gillian. 

By eleven, Edward and I were speeding north along the interstate. 
I leaned into his convertible’s leather seats, enjoying the push of the 
wind against my face and the slight flapping of my shirtsleeve. I was 
beginning to drift off when Edward said, “Do you think I should have 
worn a suit?”

I looked at him in his pressed chinos and polo shirt and laughed. 
“Edward, it’s a hot day. Even Evelyn can’t expect a suit. Don’t worry. 
You don’t look anything like yourself. She’ll be delighted.”

Edward gave me a weak smile. “I’m almost fifty and my mother 
still brings me to my knees.”

I patted his leg. “Your mother brings everyone to their knees. 
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Momma Pearl thinks you’re a saint for even visiting her.”
“Momma Pearl’s the saint,” Edward said. “Are you sure Jack wasn’t 

adopted?”
“Do you remember Jack’s dad? He died when we were in our 

twenties.”
He shook his head. “Maybe vaguely.”
“Right, you wouldn’t remember him, Pearl didn’t move here until 

after he died.” I gazed for a moment at the passing scenery. “Jack is just 
like his dad.”

“Oh.” 
We were passing through the State Forest. I leaned back and 

watched the play of light in the treetops as we flew by and held out my 
right hand to feel the wind. The air felt warm and thick. 

Finally I said, “Sam’s great.”
Edward smiled softly. “Yeah, he is.”
I looked at him. “I don’t think I’ve seen you like this before.”
He raised his eyebrows. “Like what?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. Calm somehow. Always before you 

seemed so wound up, even with Rob, like you were afraid of saying 
the wrong thing and making it all disappear.”

Edward thought for a moment. “Well, it always did. Rob and I 
were together a long time, but it was always so off and on. Even when 
we were together, we were never really together, you know?”

I nodded. “That’s one I know well.”
“Oh sorry.” He glanced at me. “I wasn’t thinking.”
“No, it’s okay. You don’t have to do the eggshell thing around me. 

It isn’t as if not talking will make it go away. Anyway, Rob, now there 
was a charming man.”

“Yep.”
“And dangerous.” 
“Yep,” Edward agreed.
“Is he still with what’s his face?” 
He shrugged. “As far as I know.” He paused, glancing at me. “But 

you know, I think, maybe leaving was the best thing he ever did for me. 
Otherwise I would never have met Sam and Sam is—” He shrugged 
again.
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“Sam is perfect,” I finished. 
He laughed. “Nobody’s perfect, Gillian. But you’re right, Sam’s 

pretty wonderful.”
“You should keep him.”
“I plan to.” 
The wind whipped my hair and I readjusted the band tying it back. 

“Edward? Did you ever have an affair with a married man?”
He cocked his head to one side. “Affair? No. But I slept with a lot 

of guys way back when. Some of them might have been married. Not 
Jack, if that’s what you’re asking.”

I snorted. “I don’t think you’re Jack’s type.”
He glanced sideways at me. “Never underestimate the homophobic 

ones.”
“I think Maggie has.”
The car swerved as he turned toward me. “Maggie slept with 

Jack?”
“Oh, God no. He came on to her once but, no… I mean, I think 

Maggie had an affair with a married man.”
Edward straightened the car. “Did she tell you that?”
“No, just some things she’s said. And then there’s Sam and his 

professor and you and all those guys. I feel like the slow student.”
He patted my thigh. “Someone has to show the rest of us how to 

be faithful. Although I’m pretty sure Dad didn’t sleep around and look 
what it got him. Speaking of which, do you want to stop at that little 
antique place on the way?” 

“Edward, relax. All we’re doing is having lunch with her. An hour, 
two tops. You know we don’t have time to stop, you just want to avoid 
your mother.”

“You’re great for doing this with me, Gillian. Sam offered but—” 
He shuddered, “I don’t think we’re ready for that.”

“Probably. But how bad could she be? Everybody loves Sam.”
Edward looked at me. “This is my mother we’re talking about. 

And I don’t know if you noticed, but Sam isn’t what Mom would 
consider a good gender for me. Although,” he said thoughtfully, “if 
she could get past that, he’d be the girl of her dreams. He’s such a good 
Jewish boy. You know he lights candles every Friday night?”
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“Wow, we haven’t had Shabbos candles since Grandpa Rosenberg 
died.” 

“Oh, Mom always lights them,” Edward replied. “You’ve just never 
been there on Friday nights. She’s not comfortable with the goyim at 
her Sabbath table.”

“You’re kidding, right?” I looked at him incredulously. “The 
reason you guys never came down until Saturday morning was because 
Grandpa Wolf and I weren’t Jewish?”

Edward nodded. “That and she said it gave her the creeps to see her 
father-in-law lighting candles.”

“Why?” I asked.
“Because boys don’t do that, silly,” Edward explained. “Mom is 

nothing if not careful about gender.” He chuckled. “Not that it helped 
her much with her only child.” 

We traveled silently for a while. Trees gradually gave way to farm-
land and the rich smell of manure washed over us. After a while I said, 
“Hey, this morning I was remembering the summer we played I’ll 
show you mine if you show me yours, do you remember?”

Edward laughed. “I do. That was the summer I knew I was gay. We 
had all that elaborate, I guess you’d call it foreplay, talking each other 
into it, and then you pulled down your pants and I was like, that’s it?”

“Really? I was just grossed out.” 
Edward gave me a mock hurt look. 
“What? We were ten. I thought it was some sort of slimy worm 

thing.” I shuddered in memory. “Sorry, but I remember it as just 
icky.”

Edward laughed. “Guess that explains my relationship problems. 
Maybe I had to find a biologist before anyone could love my slimy, 
icky, wormy thing.” 

“I didn’t mean—” 
Edward laughed harder. 
I could feel myself blush and shut up. I put my feet up on the 

dashboard and leaned my seat back so I could watch the sky. After a 
while I said, “Edward, I don’t think I can be single again.”

The car slowed as his foot slid off the accelerator. “What do you 
mean?” 
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I wrapped my arms tightly around my stomach. “Well look at me. 
I’m old and fat and if I leave Jack, I’ll probably turn into one of those 
crazy women with cats.” 

Edward pulled the car over to the side of the road and stopped. 
Once he had safely parked, he turned in his seat. “Bullshit.” 

“But look at me.” I gestured to myself, my eyes filling.
“You’re beautiful,” Edward said flatly. “But that isn’t important.”
“What do you mean, that isn’t important? Of course it’s impor-

tant.”
“Gillian,” Edward gently took my hand, “you’re beautiful. You’re 

also kind and warm, which is much more important than if you’re 
pretty. And of course, you paint like a demented angel, all beautiful 
colors and enraged angles, and that makes you interesting. Not to 
mention that if the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach well… 
need I say more?” 

Patting my hand once again, he turned to the wheel, accelerated 
and eased the car into traffic before he spoke. “You deserve better than 
Jack, much better. You always have.” 

I started to protest and Edward held up his hand. “Stop. You don’t 
get to disagree on this. Now lay back and take a nap. I don’t want to 
hear a shmuktz out of you. We’ll be there soon.”

I stared at him a moment, settled into my seat and closed my eyes. 
I wouldn’t sleep but maybe I could just rest—

e e e

I opened my eyes again as we stopped at the guard house of Evelyn’s 
gated community. I sat up, blinking. “Is it my imagination or is it 
actually substantially cooler here?” 

“I think the heat is required to check in at the gate and only the 
very best heat, the kind that doesn’t generate sweat, is admitted. Or 
alternatively,” Edward gestured to the lush canopy above our heads, “it 
could be the trees.”

“I can never believe you grew up here. I can’t believe anyone grew 
up here. It seems so,” I groped for the word, “barren.”

“It is,” Edward said flatly. “There are no children here, although 
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some of the natives are short, nonverbal and wear diapers, and not just 
the young ones.”

“Stop.” I giggled. “You’re not supposed to make me laugh.”
“Right.” Edward turned into the driveway of a large three story 

brick colonial. “Laughing is frowned upon.” He killed the engine and 
sat for a moment. “God, I hate it here.” He took a deep breath and 
looked at me. “Ready?”

“Guess so. If you’re ready, I’m ready.” I grabbed the door handle. 
“Here we go.”

“One, two, two and a half,”
“Three!” I jumped from the car. 
Evelyn answered the door wearing a gray silk shirtwaist and pearls. 

Her jet-black hair hung in a perfect bob, curled slightly inwards to 
accentuate her diamond stud earrings. “Eddie.” She leaned forward 
so he could kiss her cheek. “You’re only twenty minutes late, that’s a 
new record.”

“It’s my fault, Evelyn,” I spoke quickly. “I’m afraid I made Edward 
help with cleanup from Jack’s gathering last night.”

“Gillian dear.” Evelyn extended her hand. “How lovely to see you. 
How nice of you to accompany Eddie on that long drive. Come in, 
both of you.” She led us through her large white living room, decorated 
with giant geometric abstracts in beige and white. “I thought we’d 
lunch outside. So pleasant next to the water, don’t you agree?” She 
opened the glass doors and led us across the patio. A small table next to 
the pool was set for lunch. “Can I get you a glass of wine? I have a nice 
white Bordeaux. Eddie?”

Edward smiled tightly. “No thank you, Mother. As you know, I’ve 
been sober almost ten years now.”

“Admirable, admirable but are you sure you won’t take just a taste? 
No? Gillian, surely you’ll have a glass?”

I looked at Edward, who appeared to be studying the pool. “No 
thank you, Evelyn. I’d love some ice tea if you have it.”

Edward glanced up and smiled gratefully. 
“Well, then. Eddie, be a dear and get Gillian some tea. And bring 

the Bordeaux with you when you come back. It will go so nicely with 
our salad.”
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He inclined his head toward his mother and headed back through 
the open glass doors. 

“Do you want some help?” I called.
“No, I’m fine,” he answered softly and disappeared.
Evelyn crossed her arms and surveyed me from head to foot. “Isn’t 

that an interesting ensemble?” 
I looked down at my outfit, a red sleeveless tank and long peasant 

skirt. “Thank you. I bought it at the—”
“You’ve always been such an artistic dresser.” Her eyes narrowed. 

“Of course, after a certain age… And I’ve always thought navy suited 
you best. It’s so slimming. Ah, here’s Eddie with our drinks.”

I turned thankfully to Edward, who appeared carrying a tray with 
two poured drinks, a wine bottle and wine glass. “Don’t leave me 
alone,” I mouthed to him as I took my ice tea.

Edward set the tray on a side table, pulled a corkscrew from his 
pocket, expertly opened the wine bottle, poured his mother a glass, 
returned the bottle and corkscrew to the tray and picked up his ice tea. 
“L’Chaim,” he toasted us, “to a lovely lunch.”

“Let’s sit.” Evelyn led us to the patio table where three places were 
set with ornate silver. In the center of each place setting sat a square white 
plate with three leaves of romaine lettuce, two white asparagus spears 
and a slice of pale cheese, all drizzled in what looked like vinaigrette. 

“When I heard you were coming, Gillian, I thought a summer 
salad would do nicely. I know how you like to watch your weight.” She 
smiled at me then turned to Edward, “And it doesn’t look like you’ve 
been spending much time at the gym lately, dear. Do be careful, the 
pounds creep on after fifty.” 

Evelyn sat and we followed her lead. “Now, Gillian, I’m sure you’ve 
been campaigning up a storm. I don’t know how you do it.” 

I opened my mouth to reply, but Evelyn continued, “How are your 
children? Is Aurora pregnant again?”

“Not that I know of.”
“It’s a shame she didn’t finish her education. And the boy, Joe?” 

Evelyn said, taking another sip of wine.
“John is still working on his dissertation. He’s coming up in a 

few—”
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She shrugged. “I always wanted Eddie to go to medical school, 
but—”

“I would have made a lousy doctor, Mother.” Edward popped one 
of the white spears into his mouth. “And besides, you have to make it 
through college to get into med school and that wasn’t interesting to 
me at the time.”

“You never finished college either, did you, Gillian?” Evelyn 
turned back to me.

“No. But I’m not sure that a degree in Fine Arts would have helped 
either of us. And Edward is doing well, his photographs are very 
popular.” I toyed with the cheese on my plate, absently wondering 
whether it was mozzarella or some sort of processed white stuff. Fresh 
mozzarella, I decided, the lunch was likely to be expensive even if it 
was tasteless.

Evelyn turned toward her son. “I suppose so. What have you been 
up to?”

“Edward’s working on a book.” 
He gave me a warning look. 
“Dragonflies, is it?” I prompted.
“Um, mayflies, actually.” Edward watched his mother carefully 

cut her salad into small pieces. “I’m doing the cover art for a book on 
mayfly genetics.” 

“Hmm.” Evelyn paused, looking at him over her fork, which held 
a morsel of asparagus.

“Actually, I’m leaving for Europe in a few weeks,” he continued. 
“My agent says travel photography is hot right now and—”

Evelyn slammed down her cutlery. Both Edward and I jumped. 
“Haven’t you shamed me enough?”

“Excuse me?” Edward asked.
“You’re going to Europe with that, that man aren’t you? Don’t 

think you can fool me with travel pictures and book covers. Do you 
think I don’t hear the rumors? Don’t you know I have to sit through 
hours and hours of insinuation? I can’t believe you would do this to 
me.” She glared at Edward, wineglass in hand. “You wouldn’t know 
this, Gillian, but the Jewish community is very tightly knit and I hear 
about everything.”
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I gaped at her. “But Evelyn—” 
“Don’t defend him, young lady.” Evelyn turned toward me. 

“I would think you of all people would understand the need for 
discretion.” 

“What?” My stomach clenched. 
“How do you think it looks for Jack that Eddie and his consorts 

spend so much time at your house? Don’t you ever think of Jack’s 
career?” She turned toward Edward, “Don’t you? Don’t you ever 
think of anyone but yourself?” She turned to me. “And who knows 
what kind of influence Eddie’s fancy boys have had on your little Joe. 
All those mincing—” She shuddered.

“It’s John, mother.” Edward set down his fork. “And there wasn’t 
very much mincing—”

“My son?” I looked at Evelyn open mouthed. “You’re worried 
about Edward’s influence on my son?”

“Well, he wasn’t the manliest of boys, you must admit that.” Evelyn 
brought her hands into her lap and looked at me. “He’s always seemed, 
I don’t know, off to me.” 

I stared at her until she broke the silence. “Well, all I can say is 
that it is a good thing your father is dead. Going off to Europe with 
some—” She paused then shook her head. “He would be so—”

I looked at my watch. “Oh, Evelyn, oh, Edward, I’m so sorry.” I 
turned toward Edward apologetically. “I just remembered I’m supposed 
to speak at a tea this afternoon. I had completely forgotten. If we leave 
now we can just make it.” I placed my hand on Evelyn’s arm. “Evelyn, 
it was so wonderful of you to invite me and I’m so sorry about this. 
Another time, perhaps?”

“But what about lunch?” she sputtered. 
Edward stood and kissed his mother’s cheek. “We’ll have to starve, 

Mother. But as you said, we could both do without the calories. Gillian, 
I guess we’d better hurry if we’re going to get you to that speech.” 

We sprinted toward the door. Edward called over his shoulder, 
“Bye, I’ll call you.”

Once we had cleared the guardhouse he pulled the car over and 
leaned back. “Thank you, thank you, thank you, you are a goddess and 
I will always be in your debt.”
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“Oh man, was she in rare form.” I leaned back too.
“Someone must have stolen her broom.” After a moment he 

continued, “There’ll be hell to pay for this, you know.”
“Only if you call her. You think that kind of mother deserves your 

attention? And you leave for Amsterdam in what, three weeks?” 
He nodded. 
“Maybe it’s Evelyn that you’re getting a sabbatical from.”
He grinned. “Maybe.”
“And, Edward?” Waiting until he looked at me directly, I added, 

“Your dad would have been proud of you. He always was and he still 
would be.”

Edward nodded. “Thanks for that. I miss him.”
“Me too.” I sat up. “We have chicken wings, salad, chips and salsa 

in the cooler – picnic?”
“God, yes. Is there chocolate?”
“There is, there certainly is. But let’s get a long way from here 

before we eat.” 
“Right.” Edward punched the accelerator and the convertible 

jumped forward.
“Maybe when we get back we could help Sam move.” I dangled an 

arm out the window. “And after that we can all go to Pearl’s and get 
some Glenda the Good witch energy.”

“And then I need a meeting.”
“And then you need a meeting.” I opened the glove box and pulled 

out a tri-fold brochure. I opened it and scanned the contents. “Six at 
St. Mathias?’

“Sure.” Edward nodded. “And if I don’t make that one, I’ll do the 
eight o’clock at the Unitarians.” 

We pulled off the highway at a wayside in the State Forest. I hauled 
the cooler from the trunk and brought it to a picnic table, while Edward 
rummaged in the glove compartment for paper napkins. “I’m starved. 
We’ll have to go light on the brownies since I promised them to Pearl. 
But there’s plenty of everything else.”

“I don’t know. I’m still pretty full from that asparagus stalk.” Edward 
sat across from me. He handed me a napkin and a plastic fork and held 
up a spoon for himself. “Always be prepared, that’s what I learned in 
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the Boy Scouts, among other things best not discussed.” He grabbed 
a chicken wing and bit into it. “Hmmm, this is much better than that 
fat-free crap Mom was serving.” 

“Promise me you won’t go back there before you leave.” I dipped 
my tortilla chip. “She was awful and you don’t need that.”

“I promise.” Edward nodded. “But I might call her.”
“Edward, did you hear her? Would you let anyone else say those 

things? Would you?” I waived my chicken wing at him.
He shrugged. “She’s my mom.”
“She’s a viper. You’re almost fifty for God’s sake, why do you put 

up with it?” I muttered, licking the sauce from my fingers.
“Look, Gillian.” Edward spoke slowly, his eyes on his food. “I 

appreciate that you’re being a friend here, but maybe you don’t want 
to start throwing around ‘why do you put up with it?’”

I paused. “You’re right. I guess I could come up with a long list of 
why I put up with it, but you probably could too.”

He nodded. “Truce?”
I smiled at him. “Okay, truce. It’s just that I love you and I hate 

to see you treated so badly.” Edward started to reply but I held up my 
hand, “I know, I know, that’s exactly how you feel. Point taken. Now 
let’s finish up and go home.”

e e e

We found Sam standing in the kitchen of his small second floor 
apartment. Despite a whirling ceiling fan, the heat was thick. Sam’s 
face and dark curly hair dripped sweat. He looked grimy, hot and 
irritable. Boxes lined one wall of the kitchen. I saw more cardboard 
boxes stacked in the living room. He held a teapot in one hand and a 
coffee grinder in the other and greeted us with a wan smile. “Hi.”

Daphnia ran from the kitchen, jumping first on me, and then 
Edward, dancing on his hind legs and wagging his entire body in 
excitement.

“Hey, boy. Yes, we missed you.” Edward bent to scratch the dog’s 
ears. He smiled up at Sam. “Looks like we’re just in time. You’re almost 
done.”
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Sam nodded. “This is the hard part, figuring out what I need for 
the next couple weeks. How was your mother?”

“Hideous.” Edward opened the refrigerator. “Ugh, this looks bad.”
Sam blushed. “I guess I haven’t been here much lately. Most of that 

can get tossed. Garbage bags are on the counter, if you’re up for it.” 
I looked at what was left in the kitchen: one pot, a cast iron frying 

pan, a few plates, some silverware. I wandered into the living room, 
Daphnia at my heels. Along with the boxes, the living room contained 
a couch, two chairs and a small desk stacked with books, papers, pens 
and pencils. In the bedroom I found still more boxes, a suitcase, a 
made bed and two folded bath towels in the closet. I returned to the 
kitchen.

“Can you help me for a moment?” I asked Edward, who was 
standing at the sink dumping a carton of sour milk. “I think I left 
something in the car and I need your help.” I turned to Sam. “Can 
Daphnia come with us? Do you have a leash?”

“Sure.” Sam looked puzzled. “There’s a leash hanging by the door. 
Where are you going?”

“Just outside for a minute, we’ll be right back.” I clipped Daphnia’s 
leash and started down the stairs.

Edward looked puzzled, but followed. When we got outside he 
asked, “What was that about?”

I leaned back against the car and looked up at him. “You need to go 
up there and put that poor man out of his misery.”

“You want me to kill Sam?” 
“No. I want you to tell him to pack up everything and come live 

with you. He’s up there trying to figure out what he’ll need if he has to 
spend the night there before you go, does he need silverware, should 
he leave some furniture and all that.” I smiled. “Were you planning 
that Sam should sleep here between now and then?”

“I hadn’t thought about it but… no, I guess not.” 
“Okay. So tell him.” I checked my watch. “Daphnia and I are going 

to walk down to the Minimart on Sixth and get us all something cold 
to drink. It should take us about half an hour. I think the Foundation 
should pay some nice strong movers to come finish this job. It’s brutal 
up there.”
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Edward gave me a quick hug and laughing, he bounded up the 
stairs.

It took me forty-five minutes. When I opened the door to the 
apartment I found Sam freshly showered, wearing clean clothes. 
Edward had changed from his polo into a dark blue T shirt embellished 
with colorful beetles and spiders. 

“Nice shirt.” I handed Edward a soda. “Tight, but it suits you.”
He grinned. “Biologists have the best graphics, don’t they?”
I handed Sam his drink, which he instantly drained. “So you guys 

ready to go? I need to get to Momma Pearl’s in time to deliver dinner, 
or what’s left of it.” 

“Sure.” Edward took Sam’s empty bottle. 
Sam nodded. “Let me just grab a few things.” He ducked into the 

bedroom. I raised my eyebrows inquisitively at Edward, who grinned 
back and nodded.

Sam returned carrying a large suitcase and a small cardboard box 
into which he threw the coffee grinder, teakettle and fry pan. “Okay, 
let’s go.” He led us down the stairs and out to Edward’s car. 

Sam hefted the suitcase and box into the back seat of the convertible. 
He hoisted himself up and over to flop in next to them and grinned 
up at us. “I’ve always wanted to do that. Just like Robin and the 
Batmobile.”

“Wow.” I picked up Daphnia and plopped him in Sam’s lap. “You 
really are a boy wonder.” 

Edward just smiled.

e e e

As we rounded the corner of Pearl’s street, we saw the two women 
sitting in deck chairs on the front patio. Pearl wore a broad brimmed 
sun hat. Her right hand lay gently on the folded walker resting against 
her chair. As soon as the car stopped, I jumped out and bounded up 
the walk. Behind me Sam sternly ordered, “Stay.” Presumably to 
Daphnia.

“Look at you.” I called to Pearl. “Did you get out here with just 
the walker?”
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Pearl beamed. “Aziza helped, but yes, it was such a lovely day I had 
to get outside.”

“That’s wonderful.” I kissed her on the cheek and hugged Aziza. 
“I had no idea you were moving around so well.”

Aziza laughed. “She’ll be dancing soon.” 
Edward arrived carrying the cooler. “Hello, Momma Pearl, you 

look wonderful. You remember Sam?”
“Of course, of course.” Pearl extended her hand. “How nice of 

you to visit. Can we offer you ice tea?”
“I’ll get chairs,” Aziza offered.
“Let me help,” Sam took the cooler from Edward and followed 

Aziza into the house.
“Such a nice young man,” Pearl said, watching them go. Edward 

leaned down to kiss her and she patted his shoulder. “I like this one 
much better than that other, Rob was it?”

Edward laughed, “That shows your good judgment, Momma 
Pearl.” 

“I don’t know about that, but Rob was nasty so often, wasn’t he? I 
don’t like to see that.” 

Aziza came back with a round of ice tea, followed by Sam carrying 
three folding chairs.

“And I think this one’s cuter,” Pearl whispered, winking at 
Edward.

Edward guffawed, I giggled, and Sam asked, “What?” 
“I think they were talking about you behind your back,” Aziza told 

him. “But it’s okay. She likes you.”
“Um, good. Thanks, I guess.” Sam busied himself unfolding the 

chairs.
When we were all seated and tea had been handed around, Pearl 

asked Edward, “How was your mother?”
He blanched. “She looked well.”
“She was impossible, we left early,” I added.
“Maybe it’s time for Evelyn to find a nice gentleman friend and 

move away,” Pearl suggested.
Edward rolled his eyes. “That sounds unlikely.” 
“What about that man you worked for, Aziza, what was his name?” 
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Pearl turned toward Aziza.
“Mr. Greene? I worked for his wife in her last months. Difficult 

woman.” Aziza shook her head. “But Mr. Greene was good to her. He 
was very sad when she died.”

Edward stared at Aziza and then turned to Pearl. “You aren’t 
actually thinking of subjecting somebody to my mother?”

Pearl shrugged. “Who knows? Some people like to have someone 
to push against and some people like to be pushed. I’m just thinking it 
might be nice for your mother to have someone.” She turned to me. 
“Maybe we could invite him to my fundraiser. I’m sure Evelyn will 
come down for that.” She looked at Edward, who shrugged and then 
nodded.

I chuckled. “Invite anyone you want, but I wouldn’t hold my 
breath on this.”

“Gillian, you really must develop a more nuanced view of people. 
No one is all good or bad. Evelyn is an attractive woman. And she was 
good to your father.” Pearl took a sip of her tea. “We’ll see. Now tell 
me all your news.” She looked at Edward.

“Well.” Edward tipped back in his folding chair. “The big news is 
that Sam and I are leaving for Amsterdam in two weeks. We’ll be there 
through the winter.”

“Amsterdam.” Pearl clapped her hands. “How lovely. I’ve always 
wanted to see Europe.”

“I have a brother in Rotterdam,” Aziza said. “He says the Dutch 
are very nice.” 

“What will you be doing?” Pearl asked Sam.
“I’ll be working with a woman who’s looking for genetic markers 

of enzymes that allow aquatic invertebrates to tolerate low oxygen 
conditions.” Sam must have seen our eyes glaze because he continued 
less boisterously, “It’ll be useful for monitoring water quality. We’ll be 
living right in Amsterdam. My colleague, Edna, has already found us a 
furnished apartment on a canal.” 

“You must take lots of pictures, Edward. How wonderful.”
“Maybe you could come over for a visit,” Sam suggested. He 

looked around at all three of us. “The apartment we’re renting has a 
spare bedroom. You should all come.”
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Pearl smiled broadly. “You see, Edward, I told you he was a nice 
boy.” She turned to Sam. “That’s very kind of you, thank you.”

Sam inclined his head toward her. “You’re welcome and you’d be 
very welcome.”

Edward glanced at his watch and excused himself. “I’ll be back in 
about an hour.”

As he walked away, I sipped my tea and looked around the circle 
of smiling faces. Maybe it was just the warm late afternoon sun, but I 
wanted to hold the moment, make it stretch, keep it like a blanket to 
wrap around myself later in the cold I knew was coming. 
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We arrived home at dusk to find a giant bouquet of roses 
leaning against Edward’s door. He read the card and, 
grimfaced, handed it to me. 

Dearest Gillian, 
I am so sorry. Please forgive me. I’ve always loved you and always 
will. Please come back. I love you.  
   Yours always, Jack.

I picked up the apricot roses, our wedding flowers and followed 
Edward into the house. Sam handed me his teakettle, then the men 
and dog left me alone. In the kitchen I carefully cut the stems and 
arranged the flowers in a large vase I found tucked in a high cupboard. 
I put on the teakettle and rummaged in the cabinets until I found a box 
of Earl Grey. 

Waiting for the water to boil I stood on the porch and watched the 
sun sink behind the hill on the far side of the lake. The flowers mirrored 
the colors of the setting sun. Why hadn’t I thought of that before? A 
bad omen, sunset colors for a wedding. Sunrises are what I thought of 
back then, nineteen and five months pregnant, my handsome groom 
smiling down at me, Grandpa Wolf elegant in a white tuxedo, giving 
my hand in marriage, swallowing his doubts. 
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I closed my eyes, remembering humiliation. I’d come home from 
college unexpectedly. The grandfathers had been so delighted. What a 
lovely surprise. How had I gotten away? Then I’d told them. I’d hoped 
the wedding would erase the memory of their faces when I said “preg-
nant,” so shatteringly sad. Jack had seemed what… brilliant, handsome, 
grown-up, with a briefcase and such lofty goals. He dreamed himself 
champion of the downtrodden, a passionate advocate of good causes, a 
savior, a messiah. I’d dreamed with him, such a believing child.

The kettle whistled. 
I sat, cup in hand, staring vacantly at the giant bouquet filling the 

center of the kitchen table, when Edward and Sam walked in. Sam 
lifted the kettle from the burner, the whistling stopped. He filled my 
cup and rustled in the cabinet for more tea bags and mugs. Edward sat 
beside me. Daphnia jumped onto his lap. I just stared at the flowers.

Finally Edward placed a hand gently on my arm. “Do you want us 
to stay or go?” 

I looked up and blinked. “Stay. I’m afraid I’m not good company, 
but I’d still like you to stay.”

He nodded and patted my arm. Sam handed him tea and quietly 
hoisted himself onto the kitchen counter.

After a while Edward asked, “So, are you going back?”
I looked at him, startled. “Not yet, I think not, maybe, I don’t 

know. It’s all so complicated.” I propped my head in my hands and 
returned my gaze to the flowers.

Sam cleared his throat. “I know it is none of my business—” I 
looked up and he continued. “I gather this isn’t the first time Jack 
has—” he trailed off. 

I shook my head. “No, not the first time. I don’t always know the 
details but I know he’s been cheating for years.”

“So,” Sam spoke slowly, clearly choosing his words carefully, “why 
now?” When I looked puzzled, he continued, “You’re thinking of 
leaving him, right?” 

I nodded. 
“It’s none of my business and, of course, given my own history—” 

He blushed slightly. “But why now? What makes this time different?”
“It’s a good question.” I paused, looking again at the roses. “I’ve 
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certainly thought of leaving before. I almost did once, remember, 
Edward?”

He nodded. “That was the first time, right?”
“Second, I think, or at least the second time I time I knew for sure. 

I packed the children off to Momma Pearl’s and hid out here for a 
week. But then it all seemed so difficult, the scandal, the children, my 
life so—” I shrugged, “I went back.”

“And you missed him,” Edward added.
“And I loved him. That always pulls me back.”
“And this time?” Sam prodded. “Will you go back this time?”
I thought for a while. “Maybe. Never say never, right? But—”
“But—” Edward echoed when I didn’t continue.
“But something shifted when I saw that girl, Ashley. She’s so 

young. Young enough I might have worried if John brought her home, 
for God’s sake.” I felt a wave of anger, a hot blush moving up from 
my chest to my cheeks. “I just thought, what a prick, what a stupid, 
goddamned prick. And then I had to leave.” I shrugged. “It may pass 
eventually, but for now I’d rather not see him.”

Edward leaned back in his chair, stretching his legs. “You know, 
honey, I’m hoping you leave him for good. Never been a big Jack fan. 
But you gotta do whatever makes your life work.”

I blinked. “I don’t know what that is.”
He smiled. “Give yourself some time. You’ll figure it out.”
“But you’ll think I’m a wimp if I go back.” I lay my head in my 

hands on the table.
Edward’s hand caressed my shoulder. “Gillian, baby, I’m the last 

person who gets to judge anyone. Especially not you. You’ve always 
thought better of me than I deserve. Don’t you think I ought to return 
the favor? So, you want to toss these flowers?” 

“No, they’re pretty. And it isn’t their fault. Besides, I’m not to the 
trashing point quite yet.”

“So what do you want to do?” he asked gently.
I looked from Edward to Sam. I blinked back tears. “Order pizza 

and watch old movies?”
Sam reached for the phone as Edward said, “Comedy, thriller or 

romance?”
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“Not romance.” I groaned. “How about something with a good 
murder?”

An hour later the doorbell rang. Daphnia barked, Edward sprang up 
to answer, Sam hit the pause button on Murder on the Orient Express 
and I turned to see Maggie standing at the door, holding three giant 
pizza boxes.

“Hi all.” She gestured with her boxes. “Cheese, pepperoni and 
that god-awful veggie-pineapple-goat cheese concoction that Edward 
likes.”

“Maggie.” I said, surprised. “Has University pay gotten so bad you 
need to moonlight delivering pizza?”

“Sam called.” She thrust the pizza boxes at Edward.
“Sam called?” I turned to look at Sam, who smiled.
“Hey Maggie.” To me he said, “I think she makes a great pizza 

delivery person.”
“Definitely.” I patted the seat next to me. “I’m so glad you’re here.”
Maggie settled beside me. “Me, too.” She squeezed my shoulder. 

“Now let’s have some pizza and you can catch me up on everything.” 

e e e

I awoke again in the boathouse. Golden light streamed through 
the lattice windows. When was the last time I’d slept this late? The 
boys had gone bed after the first movie. Maggie hadn’t left until we’d 
finished all the pizzas, another movie (something with James Cagney), 
a giant bowl of popcorn and some caramel chocolate frozen yogurt we 
found buried deep in Edward’s freezer. That would explain my bloated 
and vaguely nauseated feeling. 

I stretched, yawned and rolled out of bed. Seeing my swimsuit 
peeking out of my overnight bag, I stripped out of my pajamas, wiggled 
into the lycra and stepped out onto the boathouse balcony. Already 
warm, this would be another hot, hot day. The lake still calm, I could 
see two small fishing boats trolling along the shore to the north and 
another to the south, just around the point. 

I stepped onto the balcony rail, paused for a moment and dove. The 
cool water startled as it enveloped me. I opened my eyes and, when I 
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saw the bottom, arched so my dive leveled off. Kicking up through the 
water, I emerged with a gasp. Edward’s house loomed high above me. 
I turned toward my own home, even higher on the hill. Lights on in 
the kitchen. My garden fence and the expanse of wild grass cascaded 
down to the cabin, tucked so elegantly into the hill. I swam slowly to 
the ladder on the far side of Edward’s boathouse, hoisted myself onto 
the dock and into the nearest full length deck chair to let the sun dry 
me. As I was drifting off again, I heard footsteps and opened my eyes 
to see Sam holding coffee.

“Good morning. I thought this might be welcome.”
“You’re an angel.” As I sat up Daphnia jumped into my lap. 
Sam waited until the dog had finished his wiggly, licking greeting 

before handing me a cup. “Mind if I join you?” 
“Of course not, just how late is it?” I breathed in the rich coffee 

scent gratefully.
He stretched out on his deckchair. “It’s after nine. I’m afraid we 

ate already. Edward’s left for a meeting with a non-profit about some 
images he donated. I’m meeting him downtown for lunch later.” 

“That’s okay. I’ll finish this and head back to my house. Jack should 
be gone by then. I think he’s speaking across state this afternoon.”

“Do you need help, company, anything?” Sam looked concerned.
“I’ll be fine.” I shifted in my chair. “Um, Sam?”
“Hmm?” He was gazing out over the lake.
“What’s it like on the other side? You know, of an affair?”
He looked at me for a long moment. “Awful. And exciting. Sexy. 

Heartbreaking.” He turned his attention back to the lake. “And lonely. 
I can count the number of times we spent a full night together. Mostly at 
scientific conferences when we could pretend we were sharing a room 
to save money.” He smiled sadly at me. “If it helps, I think sometimes 
it was pretty rough on him, too. Lying to everyone is hard work.” 

I took a deep breath. “Thanks. I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be.”
“Don’t you have work to do?” 
Sam shrugged. “I’m an academic. I always have work to do. Today 

I should be finishing revisions on an article. But I’d be happy to 
procrastinate with you if you need me.”
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I laughed. “Thanks, but I’ll be fine. Jack’s too busy to spend much 
time at home this time of year.”

“Okay.” Sam looked at his watch and stood. “I better get to work. 
If you need anything let me know. Come on, Daph.”He snapped his 
fingers. The dog jumped from my lap and followed him.

“Thanks for the coffee,” I called after them. Sam waved back over 
his shoulder.

I savored the coffee and let my hair dry in the sun. I knew it would 
look shaggy and unkempt, but somehow that didn’t seem as important 
as the luxury of warm sun and a cool breeze off the lake. Eventually I 
stood and climbed the stairs, reluctantly changing into a T shirt, jeans 
and sandals, pulling my hair into a simple ponytail and allowing the day 
to begin.

I entered my own empty kitchen, listening carefully for any sound 
of habitation. The house stayed silent. A dirty bowl, coffee cup, a few 
glasses and some silverware cluttered the sink, coffee grounds, the 
sugar bowl and a box of corn flakes on the counter. Starting coffee and 
toast, I washed and tidied, wondering vaguely if Jack had assumed I’d 
be over to clean, or if he just hadn’t thought of it at all. Probably the 
latter, I decided. 

Once seated with my toast and coffee, I dialed Maggie’s number. 
Her voice mail picked up. “It’s me,” I said. “I’ll be in the garden all 
morning. Call my cell, I’m not answering the house phone. Come for 
lunch if you like. It’s sort of spooky here, which is weird because—” 
the phone beeped and I finished to myself, “this is my home.”

e e e

The garden gate opened with its usual creak. Entering, I latched 
it behind me. I used to leave it open, but one day a deer wandered in 
through the gate while I was weeding in a far corner of the garden. We 
startled each other. The deer banged around, trampled a row of spinach 
and some tomatoes, and broke several corn stalks before bounding over 
the fence. After that I kept the gate latched at all times.

August is a wonderful month for gardens and mine looked lush and 
full. It also needed some serious weeding. Even though I’d carefully laid 
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out the garden with raised beds separated by mulch covered walkways, 
the weeds always battled me for dominion. In one corner of the fence 
stood a small shed from which I pulled gloves and my portable radio. 
Cranking up the classical station, I started with the corn, and yanked 
up grasses and other weeds that had sprouted between the stalks. The 
soil felt cool and smelled rich and moist, wormy, I thought, fecund. 
Each plant I uprooted seemed to sigh out a long green whisper that 
trailed out with the roots. The loosened dirt felt soft to the touch. 
That would be all those shovelfuls of compost mixed into the beds last 
spring.

When had I first realized Jack wasn’t the man I’d dreamed him to 
be? Was it before we married, when I caught him flirting with that 
redheaded cheerleader type? What was her name? Gidget? Bridget? 
No, Claire, that was it, Claire. 

We were just talking, Jack had said. 
I believed him, furious with myself for getting jealous. What’s that 

catch phrase of Edward’s? Floating down the river of Denial. In my 
case, that’s a mighty long river. I found myself singing in my deepest, 
off-key voice, “Old man river, that old man river, he just keeps rollin’ 
along.”

I inspected the corn, pulling down the leaves on one cob to check 
the progress of the kernels. Another week, maybe, before they’d be 
ready. With such a cold spring, everything was late. I moved to the 
salad bed, a twenty-by-three, two-foot high, stone-walled bed spanning 
the north-east corner of the garden. This time of year chard, mustard 
and kale dominated, plants that grew full and shaded out everything 
else so there wasn’t much weeding. The rainbow chard sparkled in the 
sun. Maybe we’d have it sautéed with fresh mustard for lunch. Soon it 
would be time to clear space for the fall spinach crop. 

I checked the tomatoes. A few of the Early Girls were beginning to 
ripen. Zucchini needed picking. I pulled some weeds from around the 
watermelons and knocked on one of the small, yellow early varieties, 
deciding we could try it for lunch as well. 

Grabbing a basket from the shed, I circled the tall teepees of pole 
beans, so many still to harvest. Starting with the dragon’s tongue 
beans, with their mottled purple and green pods, then the vibrant 
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purple queen pods and finally old homestead, green and harder to 
find, I methodically picked the mature beans, stopping to retrieve a 
second basket midway. I’d be freezing most of these but picking kept 
up production.

As I picked I tried to organize Jack’s dalliances, first chronologically 
and then alphabetically. Not including Claire, who may or may not 
have been, I remembered six: Carol, Sarah, Peggy, Betsy, Katy, and 
now Ashley. There must be more, maybe an entire alphabet of women. 
Ashley, Betsy, Carol, Katy, Peggy, Sarah, the last will be first or whatever. 
Was it after Sarah or Peggy that I quit caring? Sarah, I think, when I 
came back. Aurora had started school and John was just walking. By 
the time Peggy came along, Jack had been elected and the children 
and I were alone all winter. Since then it hadn’t been too bad. Before 
I found out about Betsy, I’d met Maggie and then Edward settled back 
here, sober, about the time I started suspecting Katy. And now young 
Ashley, good God, what was he thinking?

I sat, then lay in the pathway, suddenly drained. Looping one arm 
over my eyes to shield my face from the sun, I let the waves of emotion 
wash over. First, a single memory floated up of Aurora, fifteen, coming 
into the kitchen white-faced, silent, unable to look me in the eye. 
Instantly I’d known that she knew, she’d seen something (would that 
have been Betsy?), and just as quickly I’d smashed my knowing down 
into some dark crevasse and gone on making dinner. But I remembered 
now and with the memory came an anger so old and dark and awesome 
that it shook me. I curled up, shivering in the midmorning heat. Then 
the images and anger came in waves. I felt powerless beneath them. 

The day I surprised him for lunch our first year back in town, 
opening the door to his office in the old Patterson Building, Jack 
kissing Carol, closing the door before they saw me, running home. 
Election night, Assembly that first time, the look on Sarah’s face, 
hot, wet, expectant. Another election night, Congress, the big one, 
seeing Katy’s face, the same. Nights alone, children asleep (“Daddy’s 
an important man, that’s why he works so late, now go to sleep, you 
can see him in the morning”). Remembering, watching my children 
find out. Watching them lie to protect me. Letting them lie. I didn’t 
want to feel this.
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Suddenly tears replaced the anger. Lying at the base of the beans 
sobbing, I felt paralyzingly sad. All those wasted years. Dripping tears 
and snot into the ground, I felt I would never stop weeping. And then, 
eventually, I did. 

I think I slept, the ground cool beneath me, the sun warm along 
my flank. My cell rang. Rolling onto my back, I sat and fished it from 
my pocket. “Hello?” My voice sounded thick and nasal.

“Gillian, are you all right?” Maggie asked.
I laughed, but it came out more like a croak. “I guess, yeah, I’m 

fine.”
“Look, I’m meeting with a grad student for the next hour or so, 

but I’ll come over right after that.” She paused. “Are you sure you’re 
okay?”

“Fine, I’m just gardening. I’ll start lunch soon. Come when you 
can.” I hung up, glanced at my basket and a half of beans and rose, 
unsteady on my feet. I piled zucchini, chard and mustard into the half-
filled basket and made three trips to the house, one for each basket and 
one for the small, sweet-smelling watermelon we’d open for desert.

After a shower and change of clothes I felt calmer, but still jangly, 
and when I poured myself a glass of water my hand trembled slightly. 
Food. Preparing food would help. I poured beans into the sink and 
turned on the radio, flipping to an oldies station, maybe that would 
change my mood. By the time Maggie arrived most of the beans were 
washed and freezing and a pan of zucchini, garlic and the stems of the 
chard sizzled on the stove. Chopped chard leaves and mustard sat ready 
for last minute inclusion. 

“I think it’s just us today.” I returned Maggie’s hug. “I could use a 
glass of wine, do you want one?”

“Sure.” She opened the refrigerator. “I’ll get it. White?” 
I nodded. 
Maggie poured two glasses of chardonnay, handing one to me. 

“Cheers. What shall we toast?”
“Honesty,” I replied. “Here’s to honesty and the thoroughly 

examined life.”
Maggie raised her glass. “I’ll drink to that if it’s your life we’re 

talking about. I’m not sure I want to examine mine too closely.”
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“Deal.” I added chard leaves to the sauté. “This is almost ready, you 
want spicy or not so spicy?”

“If we’re examining life and drinking our lunch, I’ll take spicy, 
please.” Maggie laughed and took cutlery and napkins to the table.

I added the mustard.
“Hmm, this is great,” Maggie cooed over her first bite. “If I didn’t 

love your tasty meat dishes, I could become a vegetarian. Now, what 
are we being honest about?”

I scooped some of the stir-fry onto a slice of whole wheat bread. 
“Jack’s adultery.” 

“Were we dishonest about this before?” 
“Sort of. I tend to ignore it,” I answered slowly. “I had this sort of 

epiphanal experience in the garden. I’m not sure yet how things are 
going to change, but they will.”

Maggie took another sip of wine. “This feels decadent. I feel almost 
guilty, like we’re drinking behind Edward’s back.”

I giggled. “I doubt Edward would begrudge us a glass of wine now 
and then. I don’t think it even bothers him to see us drink, I just never 
do because—” I shrugged.

“I know,” Maggie replied. “So you want to talk about the epiphany?”
“I’m not sure I can.” I took another sip, the bite of the wine cool in 

my throat. “But let’s talk about what’s next.”
Maggie nodded, biting into zucchini. “Here’s my first choice, you 

could leave him.”
I chewed for a moment. “I could, and I may, but not yet, certainly 

not before the election. I know it sounds odd, but I believe in Jack’s 
platform. Not,” I protested as Maggie started to speak, “that I think 
he does. He believes in whatever will get him re-elected, I know. But 
some of what he does is good, in spite of himself. And his opponent? 
You want that?”

Maggie shook her head sadly. “No, I don’t. I can’t stand what Jack 
does to you but I have to admit I always vote for him, if only as the 
lesser of—”

“Right.” I nodded. “So I can’t leave him before the election. And 
even afterwards, the papers, tabloids, reporters—” I shuddered. “God, 
you’ve seen them, the pathetic political wives discussing their horrid 
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marriages on talk shows. Believe me, I’ve made a point of noticing 
how it goes for them. It’s always awful. I hate the idea of our private 
business spattered all over the morning news. And I don’t even want 
to think about the comedians. Because what did I or the kids, or Pearl, 
ever do to deserve that?”

“But,” Maggie put a gentle hand on my arm, “it would pass, Gillian, 
and then you’d have a life.”

I shook my head. “Maybe, but you know it won’t matter what I do, 
if I stand by him, kick him out, slink into obscurity or write a tell-all 
book, everyone will feel free to judge me and my life. I can’t deal with 
it, I just can’t.” 

Maggie gave my arm a squeeze and changed the subject. “Did you 
pick everything in here this morning?” 

“No.” I took a deep breath. “Not the garlic. My garlic’s not ready 
yet. But everything else is fresh.”

We ate in silence for a few minutes. I said, “John’s coming home 
Friday. He and Jack plan to knock on doors across the district this 
weekend.”

“Are you going to tell him?” 
“God, no.” 
“He’s a grown man, Gillian. I think he could handle it.” 
“Maybe,” I agreed, “but should he have to?”
She shrugged. “Should you?”
“Good point,” I conceded. “But I’m not going to tell him, or at 

least not yet.”
“How are you going to manage that?” 
“Potemkin, that’s what we’ve always done,” I replied. “We’ll just 

pretend. Ready for some watermelon?” 

e e e

Later that afternoon I called Mark’s cell. He assured me Jack was 
working the other side of the district and wouldn’t be home tonight. 

“He’s worried about you,” Mark told me.
“He’s worried about scandal,” I replied. “Tell him his secret is safe 

with me. I’m not going public.”
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“He’ll be relieved to hear that. So am I, frankly,” Mark said, 
“although I’m not proud of myself for that.”

“It’s fine.” I reassured him. “Protect him. It’s what I want, too.”
“He doesn’t deserve you.”
“So I’ve heard. Give me some notice before he comes home, will 

you?”
“Sure.”
I called Edward and left a message, “Hi, it’s me. I’m staying here 

alone tonight. I’ll be fine. Just need time to think. Have fun without 
me, be romantic. You guys are great and I love you. Thanks.”

I phoned Pearl, who thanked me for calling and told me they were 
working that thousand-piece red apple puzzle. I told her I’d be over in 
the morning and signed off.

Later yet, I opened another bottle of wine, curled into an overstuffed 
chair and watched the sun sink behind the hill across the lake, thinking, 
tomorrow I’ll make plans and lists and resolutions, but tonight I just 
want to disappear.

e e e

The clock said three a.m. The house quiet; outside the lake looked 
calm in the moonlight. Sometime in the night I’d moved from the chair 
to the floor and woke with a stiff neck and headache. I felt dizzy and 
unsteady on my feet as I trudged upstairs to my bathroom. Turning on 
the light, I winced and reached for the ibuprofen bottle. When I looked 
in the mirror a sad old woman with wild hair and puffy eyes stared 
back at me. My mouth tasted dry and sour. Moving slowly, I slathered 
toothpaste on my toothbrush and scrubbed away the scummy feeling 
in my mouth. I turned the shower on full, stepped in and stretched 
my neck muscles, letting the hot water pound on them until they gave 
way. I let the water cascade over me for a long time before reaching for 
the shampoo and soap. 

I shaved, moisturized and deodorized. I patted on the expensive 
eye cream guaranteed to de-puff even the baggiest bags. I blew my hair 
dry, trying to comb in a little style. When I finished, the woman in the 
mirror didn’t look quite so old, although still sad, tired and bloodshot.
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I pulled on a robe and walked down the stairs. Turning on the 
living room light, I surveyed the damage from the night before: two 
empty wine bottles, a crumpled bag of potato chips, and a half-empty 
pint of ice-cream tipped over next to a wineglass and melting onto 
the end table. Wadded tissues and potato chip crumbs surrounded the 
overstuffed chair, some apparently ground into the carpet by my head 
and hips. Lovely, the perfect pity-party picture. 

After I’d cleaned, straightened and vacuumed, I made myself coffee 
and sat at the kitchen table looking out at the lake. Still quiet. Soon the 
birds would wake and the day would start and I’d probably have to see 
Jack. Or I could just go on hiding? What’s that old ’60s button? “Not 
to decide is to decide.” 

For me the best way to think is to cook. I started on zucchini bread 
with extra cinnamon and walnuts. While that baked, I mixed a batch 
of John’s favorite chocolate chip cookies. Once those were in the oven, 
I made bread. Then I thought that Pearl might like a fresh bean salad 
and a cold gazpacho for lunch. By eight-thirty, when Edward and Sam 
came to check on me, I’d mixed batter for crepes and was finishing a 
filling choice of apple-raisin or spinach and feta. 

They knocked on the lakeside door. Edward poked his head in and 
whistled when he saw the array of baked goods covering the kitchen 
table. “Rough night?” 

“I don’t want to talk about it,” I said. “Breakfast is almost ready. 
Help yourselves to coffee.”

Sam and Daphnia followed. “So you were expecting us again?”
I shook my head and smiled at him, bending to pet Daphnia. “This 

time I was just hoping. At some point it occurred to me that maybe the 
smells would tempt you over.”

Edward poured two cups of coffee and handed one to Sam “It 
did start smelling good about halfway here. When did you start?” He 
looked again at the array of food.

“About four this morning.” I shrugged. “It seemed the thing to 
do.”

“Who’s going to eat all this?” Sam asked.
“You’ll eat some.” I moved a rack of cookies to make room for 

them at the table. “And Pearl, and John, he’s coming home tomorrow 
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afternoon, and I suppose Jack, he’ll be back today.”
“That explains the cooking.” Edward threw himself into a seat at 

the table and grabbed a cookie. “What are you going to do?”
“I’m not sure yet.” I poured batter into my crepe pan, rolling it 

around the edges until it formed a paper thin layer along the bottom. 
“Sweet or savory?”

“Sweet.” Edward took a giant bite of cookie.
“Savory,” Sam said. “Can I help?”
“Here.” I handed him two forks. “The napkins and some placemats 

are in the second drawer on the left.” I pointed to the built-in cabinet 
in far corner of the kitchen.

“Aren’t you eating?” he asked.
I grimaced, “No thanks. I’m not up to it this morning.” I flipped 

the crepe in the pan, careful to avoid Edward’s gaze. 
He stood and strolled to the sink to wash his hands. Casually, he 

opened the recycling bin and looked in. He raised his eyebrows, put a 
hand on my shoulder and said gently, “That’s not a solution, Gillian. 
Trust me on this. I really do know. It just makes things worse.”

I nodded, blinking back tears. He squeezed my shoulder and took 
the plate I held out. 

“This looks great.” he said loudly, turning to Sam. “The benefit of 
a long friendship with Gillian, my young friend, is that you get served 
first.”

I handed Sam a plate. “The benefit of not having an atrocious sweet 
tooth is that you get served best.”

Sam smiled and took his plate. “Edward thinks it’s his many 
personal assets that will keep me, but the secret is the food.”
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A few moments after I rang the bell I heard a distinctive walker 
click-step-step and Pearl answered the door. 

“Pearl, you’re up and about. That’s wonderful. Where’s 
Aziza, is everything all right?” I leaned to kiss her cheek while balancing 
two large containers of salad and soup and a bag of baked goods. 

“I sent her to the store.” Pearl stepped back to allow me in. “It must 
be so confining for her, sitting all day with an old woman. So I send her 
out every now and then. It gives her some privacy to call her parents 
back in Somalia, poor dear.”

I carried my burden into the kitchen. “I can’t imagine how hard it 
must be to leave your family behind.”

Pearl followed me. “You do what you have to do. After her husband 
and son were killed, home wasn’t safe.”

“And her parents?” I unpacked the contents of my bag. 
Pearl shrugged, leaning on her walker. “They won’t leave. She has 

a brother in Yemen and one with asylum status in the Netherlands. We 
live a blessed life, Gillian, we really do.” 

I nodded, lifting the plastic containers as I opened the refrigerator. 
“This is gazpacho soup and a bean salad for your lunch.” I glanced at 
her sheepishly. “There might be enough for a few lunches, but you can 
probably freeze the soup.” 
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Pearl surveyed the zucchini bread, yeast bread, and cookies covering 
the counter. She sat heavily at the kitchen table. “What’s wrong? Is it 
Jack?”

“I’m fine,” I lied. “I just couldn’t sleep, probably excited because 
John’s coming home tomorrow.” I sat across from her. “Don’t worry, 
everything is great.”

Pearl watched me for a long moment. Then she patted my hand. 
“You’re a good girl. No matter what, you’ll always be my good girl.” 
Then she straightened and said, with forced cheerfulness, “So, a cup of 
tea? How about a game of scrabble?”

I smiled at her, blinking back tears. “Both would be great.” I jumped 
up to start the water as Pearl reached behind her to the shelf where she 
kept the deluxe wooden scrabble board Jack bought one Christmas. 
Preparing myself for my inevitable defeat, I cut thick slices of zucchini 
bread to serve with the tea.

e e e

As I was leaving Pearl’s, my cell phone rang. “Jack should be home 
around six,” Mark told me.

“Thanks,” I replied. 
“You okay?” 
“No,” I said, climbing into my car. “But don’t worry about it. You 

might want to come over tonight around,” I thought for a minute, 
“how about around eight? There’ll be some things the two of you will 
need to talk about.”

“Anything I should know now?” 
“Come tonight. It all depends on what he says.”
“Let me know if I’m out of a job.”
“I doubt it.” I smiled. “My guess is that Jack will do anything to 

survive politically.”
Mark chuckled. “If my job hinges on Jack’s willingness to 

compromise, I’m safe.”

e e e
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When Jack opened the front door I was ready. I’d changed into my 
Congressman’s Wife clothes, in this case a navy blue linen pantsuit, 
and applied make-up. I still wasn’t hungry, but had set the table with a 
light supper: salad, cheese, and homemade bread. 

Seeing me standing in the hallway as he opened the door, Jack 
paused. “Gillian.” 

“Hello Jack.” I inclined my head in what I hoped telegraphed 
condescending graciousness.

“I’m so glad you’re here.” He stepped forward, taking my hand. 
“I’m so sorry you thought, I’m so—” he looked at me, eyes filling. “I 
didn’t let myself hope—”

“Come into the kitchen, Jack, I’ve made us supper.” I pulled my 
hand away. “We need to talk.”

“Can I make myself a drink first?” He moved toward the liquor 
cabinet.

“Of course,” I answered. “But make it light, you need to pay 
attention to everything I say.”

I sat at the table sipping ice tea as he entered, glass in hand. He’d 
loosened his tie and looked very much the Hollywood ideal of a 
dedicated politician. I’ve always suspected his good looks won him 
more votes than his politics. “Sit,” I told him. 

He did.
“Gillian, honey—” 
I held up my hand to stop him, knowing I couldn’t let him talk or 

smile or touch me. 
“It won’t work, Jack. You can’t charm me. I’m finished.” 
He started to protest, but I rushed on. “I’m not interested in your 

explanations.” I paused, watching the color drain from his face. I could 
feel the betraying tendrils of pity beginning to unfurl and hardened my 
voice. “I’m also not interested in seeing our personal shit, your shit, on 
the front page. I’m not interested in having my family embarrassed. So 
I’m willing to save your pathetic reputation, but only on my terms. Are 
you ready to listen?” I could feel my face and chest hot and flushed. I 
was really doing it.

Jack stared at me. He fingered the fabric of his slacks. Finally he 
nodded. “Go ahead.”
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I leaned back in my chair. “First,” I held up one finger, “no more 
speeches. I will attend one campaign function per week. You can 
choose the event. I will shake hands and smile and make small talk, but 
I will not speak, understood?” 

Jack nodded, relaxing slightly. 
“Second,” I held up another finger, “I will continue to cook for 

the campaign, but,” I paused, narrowing my eyes as I looked at him, 
“if Ashley or Katy or any other woman you’ve fucked comes into my 
kitchen ever again all bets are off, got it?” 

Jack lurched forward in his chair and sputtered, “Gillian, I’ve 
never… how could you think I’d—”

“Cut the shit, do we have a deal?” I glared at him until he sat back 
and nodded, more wary. “Third, you will not touch me, ever again.” 

He opened his mouth to speak but closed it as I continued, “On 
Monday after John leaves I’m moving into the cabin. I’ll stay in the 
house when the children are home and pretend we’re a family, just like 
always. We’ll pose together for photos, we’ll make nice, we’ll survive 
the election. After that,” I shrugged, “who knows, but until November 
we’ll make a pretty facade. Agreed?”

Jack drained his glass. “Do I have a choice?”
“You always have a choice, but I don’t think you’ll like the 

alternative.”
He nodded and stood. “I’m going to get another drink. You want 

one?”
I shook my head. “No.”
“Jesus, you can be a cold bitch sometimes.” He walked out of the 

kitchen.
I picked up an arugula leaf and bit into it, savoring the bitter tang, 

then buttered a thick slice of fresh homemade rye. 
Jack re-entered, his glass darker amber and sat opposite me. “How 

long have you been planning this?”
I took a bite of the bread and chewed before answering. “I suppose 

since I met Ashley, your pubescent nymph.”
“Ashley? She’s just a girl who works on my campaign,” Jack said 

dismissively. “You’re being irrationally jealous.”
I shrugged. “Maybe. I suppose I could take her picture to the day 
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clerk at the Starlight to be sure. But don’t you think that would get 
people talking?”

Jack blanched. “Shit.”
“Right,” I answered, “my thoughts exactly. You should try this 

bread, it’s good.”
Jack picked at his salad. “I should call Mark,” he finally said.
“I already did, he’s coming over in about an hour.” 
He looked up at me, surprised, “Really?”
“Yes.” I put down my fork. “Jack, I don’t care what you do, I really 

don’t. But,” I paused until I was sure of his full attention, “you might 
want to keep it in your pants. All deals are off if I wake some morning 
to find your dirty laundry all over the papers.”

Jack blanched, started to speak, stopped and simply nodded. He 
sat back in his chair and watched me in silence as I ate my dinner. 
He finished his drink. We were both relieved when Mark rang the 
doorbell.

I nodded to Mark as he entered the kitchen. “Hi, make yourself at 
home, there’s more salad in the bowl if you’d like. I’ll clean up later.” 
I turned to Jack. “Excuse me, I have work to do,” and I exited out the 
patio door, down the steps and through the grass to the cabin. I closed 
the door behind me and collapsed onto the couch before I let out the 
first sob. The cabin air felt moist and hot, but I hugged myself close as 
I rocked back and forth, feeling it all crumble away.

e e e

The sun streamed in the east window of the cabin. I sat up from 
the couch where I’d fallen asleep wrapped in an old cotton blanket the 
grandfathers brought back from Puerto Vallarta. My suit hung over 
the back of a chair. I looked around the studio. Dusty. I opened the 
windows and breathed deep the sweet smell of wet grass.

I spotted my old running shoes, abandoned in a corner. It took 
some rummaging in my paint-clothes bin until I found a pair of shorts 
(slightly too small) and a T shirt (way too big). I changed in to them, 
tied back my hair and, carrying my shoes, left the cabin and walked 
quietly up the steps and into my kitchen. 



74	 Tara	Woolpy

Impossible to tell if Jack was home but his glass from the night 
before sat in the sink. I moved it to the dishwasher and crept downstairs 
to the laundry room where I found a clean pair of socks. Out on the 
front stoop, in the warmth of the early morning sun, I pulled on my 
socks and shoes. When had I last run? At least a couple of years.

To my right, with houses scattered at discreet distances, the road 
wound down into town. In the other direction it climbed steeply to 
a cliff above the lake, and then undulated for miles along the shore, a 
harder path but with fewer houses and a better view. I started by walking 
briskly uphill. Once atop the hill, I tried jogging a few steps. Each step 
thudded heavily, but I kept going until my lungs hurt then walked for a 
few minutes until the gasping stopped. Intervals—wasn’t that what I’d 
read?—were better than our old, run until you drop training method? 
I looked at my watch. Run for five minutes, walk one, run five, walk 
one, starting… now. I jogged. Had I always clomped so with each step? 
I checked my watch, forty-five seconds. Make that run for one minute, 
walk for one. If I make it to the Dillerman’s mailbox, that’s half a mile, 
round trip one mile. Good enough for a first day.

As I topped the crest of the hill on my way back, I remembered 
what I used to love about a morning run. My lungs hurt and I felt 
ominous twinges in my left calf, but the view from the top was worth 
it. Lacland, with my neighborhood, downtown, the lake, even the 
Pinetown Mall, spread beneath me. On Edward’s front step I saw Sam 
stooping for the paper. He looked up. I waved and ran down the hill, 
allowing gravity to take me, just hoping that my feet stayed beneath me 
all the way. Somehow I made it and stopped in front of him.

“Morning,” I panted.
Sam smiled broadly at me. “Morning.” Then he ordered, “Stretch.”
I smiled and obediently stepped into a runner’s lunge. Sam, hitching 

the thighs of his jeans to give himself room, dropped beside me. “Here,” 
he coached, “if you move your back foot you’ll get a better calf stretch 
and let your groin muscles open at the same time.” He bounced out of 
the stretch and crouched before me, pulling on my front foot. “Don’t 
let your knee extend over your ankle.”

I looked down at him. “So you’re a personal trainer in your spare 
time?” 
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He smiled sheepishly. “I’m kind of addicted to marathons so I’m 
careful about injury. Now switch sides.” After adjusting my stance 
again, he cocked his head. “When was the last time you ran?”

“I don’t know.” I sank into the pain of the stretch he’d maneuvered 
me into. “A couple years, maybe longer.”

“Well, start slow,” he cautioned. “No use damaging yourself. Hey, 
maybe you want to invite me over for some of your great coffee and 
we’ll talk about it.”

I laughed. “You’re on.” Then I stopped. “I don’t know if Jack is—”
Sam smiled gently. “He drove off a few minutes ago.”
“Great.” I straightened, groaning slightly. “I guess I overdid it.”
Sam laughed. “You’ll be stiff tomorrow morning, I think.”
I nodded. “Probably, now how about some coffee?”
Carrying coffee and a slice of toast to the kitchen table, I saw Jack’s 

note.

My dearest Gillian, 
Last night was so painful for me I cannot tell you. I cannot 
imagine what I have done to lose your trust. I will always love you 
and I pray that we can work through this terrible time.  
   Yours always, Jack

I handed Sam the note and sat heavily. Suddenly my beautiful thick 
slice of toast, slathered with homemade raspberry jam looked vaguely 
distasteful. I leaned back in my chair and sipped my coffee, watching 
Sam peruse the note.

“So you confronted him.” 
“Yeah, I did,” I whispered.
“How’d he take it?” Sam sat across from me.
I shrugged. “Never admit anything, even if they have pictures.” I 

set down my coffee cup. “It was civil. We were civil. He agreed to my 
terms.”

“Divorce terms?”
“No, too public. I mean lie to the media and his constituents 

terms.” I closed my eyes. “It’s going to be a long couple of months 
until the election.”
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“Do you have to participate?” He bit into his toast.
I shook my head. “I don’t have to do anything. But I’ll keep up 

appearances through November before I make any decisions.” I paused 
and looked at him. “I’m going to miss you guys. I’m getting used to 
our coffee routine.”

Sam smiled. “Me too. So you’ll just have to come to Amsterdam. I 
hear they have coffee there too.”

I looked at him, startled. “There’s a thought,” I said, and changed 
the subject by asking his advice about running.

As he was leaving, I said, “John’s coming home this afternoon. I 
hope you get to meet him.”

“I’d love to.” He smiled. “Do you want to come to Shabbat dinner? 
I’m afraid the food won’t be up to par, but we’ll try to make up for it 
with the company.” 

“I haven’t been to a Sabbath dinner since Grandpa Rosenberg 
died.”

“Think about it.” Sam waved and then he was gone.

e e e

Mark called around nine, as I finished dressing.
“Hi, um, Jack wanted me to call about scheduling.” He sounded 

embarrassed.
“Figures. Let me get a pen.” I ran downstairs, found a pen and 

turned over Jack’s note so I could write on the back. “Okay, shoot.”
He cleared his throat. “John is supposed to come home this 

afternoon, right?”
“Yes, I think so.” I drummed the pen on the table.
“We have a meeting at seven tonight, so Jack thought he’d stop home 

for a drink and a short visit with John before that, say around six.”
“That should minimize our time together.” I drew squiggles along 

one side of the paper.
He cleared his throat again. “So, he has a busy morning tomorrow 

but hoped that you and John could meet him for a rally at the Pines Bar 
and Grill after lunch, around one. The rally starts at two. Um, maybe 
you could bring some appetizers?” 
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“I can do that.” I wrote “appetizers” on the paper, and “one— 
Pines.”

“Great.” Mark sounded relieved. “The rally should last a couple 
hours. Then Jack was hoping that John would join us for a trip to the 
eastern side of the district. We’ll probably have to spend the night over 
there and come back Sunday afternoon.”

I laughed. “So this is Jack’s creative way of splitting custody of our 
grown son? I wonder what he’d do if we lived in a more urban district 
and he had to come home every night. So I get Friday and Saturday 
morning, he gets Saturday night and Sunday morning. He really is the 
great compromiser. Hmmm, a person could take that a couple ways, 
couldn’t they? Compromiser of the compromised.”

Mark asked gently, “Are you okay, Gillian?”
“Sure.” I wrote “OK” in big block letters. “Tell Jack that’s all fine 

with me and we’ll expect him at six.” 
Mark cleared his throat again. “Um, the Journal wants an interview 

with you, standard wife of the candidate stuff.”
“No. No interviews. Not unless you want me to tell the truth.”
“Right. I’ll put them off. Can I do anything for you, Gillian?”
I shook my head even though I knew he couldn’t see me. “Just keep 

me out of it as much as you can.” I hung up the phone and frowned 
at my paper, covered with spiky doodles. Whatever, I thought, just 
whatever. I made an appointment to have my hair and nails done, 
might as well do the role right. Then I started on the appetizer list.

Over lunch I told Sam and Edward everything.
“Are you going to talk with John about all this?” asked Edward.
“No.” I dished out pasta with Italian sausage, kale and tomato 

sauce.
“He’s not stupid, Gillian.” Edward took his plate.
“I know.” I handed a plate to Sam. “He’ll know something is 

wrong, but it won’t be the first time. It isn’t like he thinks his parents 
have a fairytale marriage.”

“How’s he doing?” Edward forked his pasta.
“You can see for yourself. Sam invited us to dinner.” 
Sam blushed. “I forgot to tell you.”
Edward beamed. “That’s great. Are you bringing food, too?” 
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I laughed. “I’ve already started the brisket and the challah dough is 
rising.” I pointed toward my bread bowl on the counter.

Sam stammered, “I didn’t mean you had to—”
“Yes she does,” Edward interrupted him. “You haven’t tasted her 

brisket, or her challah. When did you ask her to dinner?”
“This morning while you were sleeping. Oh, speaking of that,” 

Sam pulled a folded sheet from his pocket. “I picked this up at school 
and thought you might be interested. It’s a 5k run at the beginning of 
October.” He handed me the flier.

“You’re running again?” Edward raised his eyebrows.
“I don’t know if I’m running again, I ran, sort of, this morning.” 

I unfolded the flier. “Thanks Sam, this is sweet of you. I don’t think I 
could—”

“Sure you could.” Edward exclaimed. “You used to run half 
marathons all the time. October is ages from now. I tell you what, 
starting tomorrow morning I’ll run with you every day until we leave, 
that’s,” he paused to think, “thirteen times. Mom said I needed more 
exercise. You can’t be more out of shape than I am, so we’ll be great 
partners. That way I’ll arrive in Amsterdam looking gorgeous and 
you’ll be on your way to 5k.”

I laughed. “It’s a deal. But you have to get up in the morning. I 
won’t wait until nine to run, it just gets too hot.”

Edward grimaced. “Okay, okay. I’ll set an alarm.”
Just then a squirrel ran up a tree outside the kitchen window and 

Daphnia erupted, running to the patio door, jumping, barking and 
whining. The squirrel, apparently noting that Daphnia couldn’t escape 
the kitchen, perched on a branch and chattered down at the dog.

“Poor Daph,” Sam said. “He goes on Monday to get a certificate of 
health from the vet along with bunches of shots. He also gets weighed 
and he’d better be less than fifteen pounds so he can travel in the 
airplane with us. Otherwise, it’s a long haul in baggage.”

“He gets to go with you? Won’t he have to stay in quarantine?” I 
asked.

“Evidently not.” Sam wrestled his dog back from the window. 
“Although it might teach him better manners.”

“I doubt it.” Edward leaned over to scratch Daphnia’s ears. “Behaved 
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isn’t in little Daph’s nature. He’s a rebel, like me, right, boy?”
I rolled my eyes at Sam. 
He smiled. “Yes, honey.” He patted Edward’s head.

e e e

John arrived in early afternoon to find me in the kitchen braiding 
the challah. “Hi Mom.”

I wiped my hands and embraced him. “You’re here early. That’s 
wonderful.”

“I drove like a madman.” He laughed. “Terrified I wouldn’t get 
here in time to swim. It’s been incredibly hot down south. All I’ve 
dreamed about is the lake.”

“Go.” I released him. “Get in the water now. I was hoping I could 
take you to your grandmother’s in an hour or so? I have some errands 
to run, but she’d love to see you.”

“Sure,” he said, already peeling off his shirt. “Call me when it’s time 
to go.” With that, he flew out the door. I watched him run down the 
steps, across the dock and leap into the water. It was only as I saw him dive 
that I registered he must have driven the entire trip in his swimsuit.

An hour later I parked outside of Momma Pearl’s and watched John 
saunter up the walk. I waived to Aziza as she opened the door, waited 
long enough to hear Momma Pearl’s squeal of joy and drove off to my 
Congressman’s Wife beauty appointments.

That night Jack was only ten minutes late getting home. He gave 
John a big smile and a hearty clap on the back. “Good to see you, son. 
Thanks for coming up to help.”

John smiled. “Sorry I can’t do more, Dad.”
“Drink, son?” Jack asked, going to the bar.
“Maybe I’ll grab a beer.” John headed to the kitchen, leaving Jack 

and me alone for a moment. Jack concentrated on pouring himself a 
drink. I watched, wondering if he’d speak before John reentered the 
room. He didn’t.

Later, after Jack left, John asked, “Is something wrong?”
“We’re fine. You know how elections are.” I gathered food to take 

to Edward’s.
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John accepted the challah I handed him. “Yeah, I guess.” 
We carried our dinner into the street, stepping out into a warm-

winded cricket symphony. John walked ahead, tall and thin in the 
streetlight. 

Edward opened the door. “John.” he roared, enveloping him, while 
Daphnia pawed their legs.

“Hey, Uncle Edward.” 
Still holding John in a half embrace, Edward pulled me into the 

house, kissing my cheek. Sam stood a few feet back, surveying the 
scene awkwardly. John squatted to pet Daphnia.

“Who’s this?” he asked.
“His name is Daphnia, after some sort of crustacean. And this is his 

owner, Sam.” Edward pulled John forward. “Sam, this is John. John’s 
an aspiring professor, too, so you’ll have lots to talk about.”

Sam stepped forward and shook John’s hand. “Really, what’s your 
field?”

“History.” John smiled. “But I’m not sure about the whole 
academia thing.”

“You still have plenty of time to decide,” I said, handing Edward 
the brisket. I turned to Sam. “John just finished his preliminary 
examinations and is working on his dissertation.”

John shrugged as if embarrassed. “Working isn’t exactly the right 
term. I’ve only spent a few hours in the library this summer. I’ve a 
summer graduate assistantship and mostly I’ve been digitizing old 
photos and records in the basement of the Historical Museum.”

“That explains your pale demeanor,” Edward called from the kit-
chen. “You’ll need to bask in the sun all weekend, get a vitamin D fix.”

John laughed. “I’m afraid I’ll have to get my D on the run. Dad has 
me knocking on doors all around the district.”

“It should be nice weather for canvassing.” I avoided Sam’s eyes. “I 
used to love the walking, it’s just talking to people that I hate.”

John shrugged. “I can’t remember an election year when I didn’t 
go door-to-door. It wouldn’t feel like summer to me.”

Edward emerged from the kitchen and waved us through to the 
screened porch. They’d brought the old oak table from the dining 
room and set four places, positioned so they all faced the lake. Each 
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place was set with the bright hand painted placemats John, Aurora 
and I had made for Edward twenty years before. I’d sewn midnight 
blue batik fabric rectangles and let the children finger paint them with 
yellow, red and white fabric paint. The effect was only occasionally 
nauseating. Edward had brought out the ancient good silver and etched 
crystal water glasses. Grandpa Rosenberg’s candlesticks dominated the 
table. 

Sam took the challah from me and set it on a silver platter, covering 
the bread with a large linen cloth. He placed Daphnia on a cushion 
in the corner and told him to sit. To my surprise he curled up on the 
pillow and did just that.

“The table is beautiful,” I breathed.
“Wow,” John grinned. “This is amazing.”
“Do you remember Shabbat with the grandfathers?” I asked him. 

“You were so little when they died.”
John shook his head. “I think I remember sticking my fingers deep 

into the challah one night and getting scolded, well, sort of scolded.” 
He smiled. “But maybe I’ve only heard the story.”

Edward, his arm around Sam, smiled fondly at John. “I wasn’t 
around much in those days, but when I was, it was clear those guys 
doted on you kids. You’d burp and they’d clap with joy. Now,” he 
clapped his own hands, “what can I get you to drink? We have ice tea, 
milk, juice and some sparkly soda things. Or you could come into the 
kitchen and choose for yourself.” 

The setting sun touched the horizon as Sam bade us sit, lit the 
candles and covered his eyes. He sang in a beautiful, low tenor:

“Barukh atah Adonai Eloheinu, melekh ha’olam, asher kid’shanu 
b’mitzvotav v’tzivanu l’hadlik ner shel Shabbat.” He translated. 
“Blessed are you, oh God, ruler of everything, who sanctifies us with 
your laws and commands us to light the Sabbath candles.” 

“You sing beautifully,” I told him.
“He studied to be a Cantor,” Edward said, proudly.
Sam shrugged. “That was a long time ago.” 
“What’s a Cantor?” John asked.
Edward explained, “Sort of a singing Rabbi without the secret 

Rabbi powers.”
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Sam laughed. “Close enough. And since I’m the closest thing we 
have to a Rabbi, I’ll lead us through the blessings. We don’t have wine, 
so let us raise our glasses of fizzy beverage or whatever. Just smile and 
nod if you don’t know the words.” He and Edward sang the blessings 
for the wine and for the bread. I mumbled along with what I half 
remembered, and John simply watched. Sam broke off a chunk of 
challah and passed along the rest. When we all had a piece he declared, 
“L’Chaim.” and bit into the bread. “That is good.” He nodded in my 
direction.

“Thank you. It’s an old family recipe,” I told him. “You know, I 
learned to cook here. Some of my earliest memories are of sitting on a 
stool helping Grandpa Rosenberg braid challah.”

“Grandpa cooked? What about Mrs. Myrna?” Edward asked.
“He loved to make challah every Friday, but you’re right. I learned 

to cook from Mrs. Myrna. She was amazing. Mrs. Myrna was our 
housekeeper,” I explained to Sam. “She lived downtown and came out 
every weekday. I suppose I asked her to teach me to cook so we’d have 
something to eat on weekends.” 

“She was a mountain of a woman who slapped your hand hard if 
you stole a cookie, but she doted on Gillian. In Mrs. Myrna’s eyes, 
Gillian was a model child. Me, on the other hand—” Edward lifted the 
tray of brisket in front of him and breathed in deeply. “Gillian, we need 
to invite you to dinner more often.”

“You are such a flatterer,” I told him. “Which is why Mrs. Myrna 
baked all afternoon when she knew you were coming down. You 
know, the thing that used to fascinate me as a child was thinking about 
Mrs. Myrna at home with her own family. I’d get jealous, possessive, 
mean spirited I guess.”

Sam said, “So the reason I can’t cook is we didn’t have a housekeeper? 
Maybe we should take cooking lessons from Gillian so we’re not always 
begging her for food.”

Edward shook his head. “Not me, I tried, don’t have the patience.” 
Then he brightened. “But do feel free.”

“Maybe when we get back.” Sam laughed.
“Are you going somewhere?” John looked from one to the other.
“Amsterdam,” they said together. 
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Sam continued, “I’m on  sabbatical next year and Edward is coming 
along to photograph tulips or something.”

“A year in Amsterdam.” John sounded wistful.
Sam considered him. “In pondering an academic career, while 

you’re thinking about the scarcity of jobs, the long hours, low pay and 
high stress, don’t forget sabbaticals. Taking a year off to do research 
every seven or so is an amazing privilege.”

“Does it make up for the rest?” John asked.
“Right now it feels like it,” Sam answered. “Ask me again when 

I’m in the middle of next year, knee deep in all the crap I avoided while 
I was away, and the next sabbatical feels almost mythical.”

“This salad looks gorgeous.” I took the bowl Edward handed me. 
“When I told you to take whatever you wanted from the garden, I had 
no idea you’d be so inventive. Is that purslane?”

“They eat it in Asia,” Edward explained, “and I thought we could 
weed while we foraged.”

I took a bite of the tiny leaf. “Hmm, not great, a little sour, but 
interesting.”

“Try it with dressing,” John suggested. “It’s good. I like the 
dandelion flowers, the yellow is a nice contrast.”

Sam smiled. “We assumed the salad would be mostly decorative.” 
He popped a piece of roasted carrot into his mouth. “This is delicious, 
Gillian. My mother used to cook potatoes and carrots with her brisket, 
but somehow they always turned out mushy and overdone.”

“The secret is in the—” I stopped and shook my head. “When you 
get back I’ll show you.”

We ate in silence, watching the sunset. Fireflies emerged, their tiny 
lights blinking on and off like Schrödinger’s cat.

Finally, John broke the silence, a sweep of his hand encompassing 
the table. “So, do you believe in all this?” 

“In dinner?” Edward asked.
“In God,” John countered. 
“It’s complicated,” answered Sam at the same time that Edward 

said, “Sort of” and I declared, “yes.”
John laughed. “Well that’s quite the consensus.” He turned to Sam. 

“You just sang a beautiful prayer, you studied to be a cantor and you’re 
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a scientist, right? So, do you believe?”
Sam laid down his fork and looked thoughtfully at John. “Like I 

said, it’s complicated. You’re right. I am a biologist. I teach freshmen 
about the non-magical beginnings of life, about evolution through 
natural selection, about all the ways that life goes on without Divine 
assistance.” He took a sip of juice. “But I’m also a practicing Jew. The 
two realms seem completely separate to me. Religion teaches us not 
to follow our own selfish, biological imperative, but to seek justice 
and good. For me it isn’t about belief, it’s about a code of behavior.” 
He smiled apologetically. “You shouldn’t ask academics complicated 
questions, we’re trained to speak for fifty minutes nonstop, and to 
expect you’ve taken notes.”

John nodded. “I get the part about religion keeping us from acting 
badly. But do you need God for that?”

I spoke up. “I don’t know. Believing in God doesn’t make you good. 
I’ve seen lots of good church goers who steal and covet and commit 
adultery. It seems to me that believing in God is just good for your 
soul. I don’t care if there is a literal God, but life seems more barren 
without one. And,” I shrugged, “since we can’t know the answer, we 
get to pick. I pick faith because it makes my life feel better.”

Edward nodded. “When I first started with A. A., I had the hardest 
time with the whole God thing. I fought it until someone told me I 
didn’t need to believe in God, I just had to believe that there was a power 
higher than me, that I wasn’t in complete control of the universe.” He 
laughed. “It took me a while to see that I wasn’t the absolute center of 
everything.”

“Sometimes you still forget,” I teased.
“Guilty.” Edward nodded. “I don’t know if I believe in God, but I 

do believe in prayer. I was a real mess. It wasn’t until I prayed to have 
my addictions lifted that I was able to get on with my life. It worked 
and keeps working. So I have to believe at least in that.”

“Do you miss it, Uncle Edward?” John asked. “Drinking, 
partying?”

Edward looked at him wide eyed. “God, no. I’d rather be tortured 
by fire breathing midgets than go back to puking and blackouts.”

“Fire breathing midgets?” Sam asked, eyebrows raised.
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“Childhood fantasy,” Edward explained, taking a bite of brisket.
“So, how about you John?” I asked. “God?”
He shook his head. “I just can’t. I can’t see the world in terms of 

good or bad. I see people scrambling for money, sex, power. Right 
now in several parts of the world people are killing each other over all 
those things, not to mention nationalism or race or religion or any of 
the other constructs we use to divide ourselves. Where’s God in all of 
that? And of course, as a kid I had the shining example of my dad in 
church every Sunday, chasing tail the rest of the week.” He looked at 
me. “I know we’re not supposed to talk about that stuff, but it really 
burns me.”

I touched his arm. “I know it was hard on you.”
“On me? What about you?” he asked. 
I shrugged and stared at my plate.
None of us spoke for a few moments. John continued with a slight 

smile, “Guess I’ve spent too much time in the library and not enough 
with people lately. Shall I change the subject now?”

Sam smiled. “This was a perfect Shabbat table discussion. And, in 
good ecumenical fashion, it looks like we have a nice range of beliefs 
represented. Too bad we couldn’t find a religious fundamentalist to 
round out the slate.”

Edward chuckled. “Don’t hold your breath.” He turned to John. “It 
was a good topic, but it looks like your mother would like a directional 
change. So why don’t you tell us about your research? I’m hoping I’ll 
find it more accessible than Sam’s, and better dinner conversation. 
I assume you’re not looking at the genitals of bugs for example, or 
grinding things up to look at their genes?”

Sam made a face at Edward and John laughed. “Not looking at any 
genitals unfortunately, nor am I looking at or in anyone’s jeans. Oh, 
sorry, Mom.”

“You’re old enough that I assume you have but—” I held up my 
hand as he started to speak. “I don’t want to know the details until 
you’re bringing someone home to dinner and even then I don’t want 
to know.”

John laughed again. “Fair enough. My dissertation is on the history 
of radical labor unions, in particular I’m interested in the interaction 
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of Socialism and Anarchism in the Wobblies in Northern Idaho and 
Montana around the turn of the century.” 

I watched him grow more and more animated as he told the story 
of violent uprisings in silver mines and equally violent management 
reprisals. He seemed so grown up. And that night, his face lit by the 
candles and his own enthusiasm, I thought that maybe he’d turned out 
relatively unscathed by his parent’s mistakes. 

On the walk home I asked, “Have you heard from your sister?”
He stiffened slightly. “Yeah, I drove over for a weekend about a 

month ago and we email.” He paused then continued, “She wants me 
to come for Thanksgiving with Pete and the girls.” He stopped and put 
his hand on my arm. “I’m sorry, Mom, I know you’re not invited. She 
just can’t get past it all, so she goes out of her way to punish you guys.”

I patted his hand. “She’s not trying to hurt me. She’s lashing out 
at your father, she’s never forgiven him, may not ever forgive him, not 
after that last time at Kaitlin’s christening. But, don’t worry, she and I 
talk. I get down there sometimes. It’s all right. I think it is lovely you’re 
still close. You should go. Really. I don’t know what we’re doing for 
Thanksgiving, but we’ll cope and it would make me happy to think of 
my children together.”

He put an arm around me. My head hit just below his armpit. 
“You’re sweet, Mom.”

“Look at the moon.” I stopped midway between the two houses 
and pointed. “A waning moon is an unlucky time for love.”

“Isn’t that half the month?” John chuckled. “Pretty cynical view if 
you ask me.”

“Right.” I checked my watch. “It’s almost ten. We should get to 
sleep. I have food to prepare tomorrow morning.”

“I’ll help.” John glanced at the empty drive. “Hey, shouldn’t Dad 
be home by now?” 

“I expect he’s working late tonight so you can get out on the road 
tomorrow right after the rally.”

“Sure.” John looked closely at me. “That makes sense.” But he 
didn’t sound convinced.

It was close to one when Jack quietly crawled into bed. He didn’t 
roll toward me. Carrots, celery, tomatoes, green beans and dip (sour 



	 Releasing	Gillian’s	Wolves	 87

cream, yogurt, pureed red peppers, garlic and dill) and there were 
tamales and dolmades in the freezer. Eventually I fell back asleep.

e e e

I probably should have been able to do it alone. God knows it 
wasn’t my first awkward public event. But I wanted support so, along 
with John, I showed up at Jack’s rally with Edward, Sam and Maggie. 
We arrived just before one, loaded down with trays of food. Marty 
Donovan, owner of the Pines, met us at the door. I hadn’t seen Marty 
since the last campaign, although I’d sent a condolence note when his 
wife, Martha, died of ovarian cancer in January. Marty, Martha and I all 
went to high school together back when the world was young. 

“Hey Marty.” I gave the big man a hug.
“Gillian, how are you? Still looking good, I see.” 
“Flatterer.” I gestured to John. “You remember my son, John.”
“Sure I do. How are you? Still working on that doctorate?” Marty 

shook John’s hand vigorously.
John smiled. “Still working.” 
“Your dad sure brags about that.” Marty clapped John on the 

back. 
“He does?” 
“Of course he does. Nearly all the time.” Marty looked at John in 

astonishment. “You gotta know how proud he is.”
“Thank you,” John replied. “That’s good to know.”
Marty showed us into the banquet area behind the pub proper. Mark 

and his crew of college interns were setting up chairs and checking the 
PA system. He waved to us and pointed toward a long table, covered in 
white crepe paper and decorated with red and blue bunting, set along 
the back wall. Jack Sach for Congress signs decorated the walls. The five 
of us immediately started setting out food, napkins and plastic cutlery. 
John scattered lavender sprigs and cut flowers between the trays, giving 
the table a festive look.

People began arriving around one-thirty, entering in small, chatty 
groups. Some were party faithful, people I’d known for years, includ-
ing the state senator and the assemblywoman from this district, along 
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with the mayor and even a couple candidates for the school board. 
Others I didn’t recognize, many of these looked nervous and out of 
place, newcomers to political schmoozing. John turned on the Sach 
smile and worked the crowd like a professional. I did my best to make 
people comfortable.

It was after two when Jack finally arrived. He always staged his 
entrances for the best effect and this was no exception. He strode 
into the room, followed by a gaggle of aids, including Ashley, making 
excuses about the traffic, shaking hands, patting shoulders and kissing 
cheeks, that amazing, enchanting smile lighting up the room.

After half an hour of this, the local party chair walked to the 
podium. “Good afternoon.” she called and a number of people yelled 
back, “Good afternoon.”

She began with the usual litany, “I’d like to thank you all for your 
efforts… Too many to mention by name, but I’d especially like to 
thank… this is an extraordinary year… A few more months…” 

My mind wandered. From the back of the room I surveyed the 
crowd. Jack stood to one side, watching and nodding, his arms folded 
across his chest, legs slightly spread, master of the house. Mark sat in the 
last row, scribbling notes, glancing up from time to time, occasionally 
checking his watch. And of course, there was me, surrounded by 
friends, trying to disappear into the back wall. 

And John. John stood in the far corner smiling down at someone. 
He’s the best of the two of us, I thought. He’s braver than me, kinder 
than Jack. Good looking, with my coloring and build and his father’s 
height and eyes. He looked hip and charming talking with… I stopped. 
Edward saw it too and leaned into me, whispering, “I don’t think 
Evelyn needs to worry about his sexuality.” 

“But I do,” I whispered back. Edward followed my gaze to Jack, 
who was also watching John, his face rigid. 

“Oh shit.” Edward looked back at John and his companion. “Is 
that?”

“Yes, sir,” I answered. “That’s Ashley.”
Edward suppressed a giggle. “They seem to be getting on well.” 
They did indeed. Ashley looked up at John, her dark eyes wide, 

a smile playing across her face. John gazed down at her, his charm 
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turned way up. They whispered softly, completely oblivious to their 
surroundings.

I glanced over at Jack and caught his eye. He blinked, smiled tightly 
and turned toward the speaker, who was introducing a school board 
candidate. We all clapped politely, Jack, Maggie, Sam, Edward and I, 
and after a pause, as it came to their attention, Ashley and John.




