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“Engaging . . . gripping . . . irresistible!”
—New York Review of Books

“Anne Tyler has slipped into the front ranks of Amer-
ican writers . . . The Accidental Tourist is by far her
funniest book . . . her most compassionate . . . a classic
comedy of manners.”

—Book-of-the-Month Club

“A delight...a graceful comic nove] about getting
through life...”
—Wall Street Journal

“Anne Tyler has given us one of the most enjoyable
novels of the season...Its glow remains undimmed
from first page to the last.”

—John Barkham Reviews

“Tender and compelling . . . a very fine novel.”
—~Philadelphia Inquirer

“Near-perfect.”
—VYogue




“Tyler has given us an endlessly diverting book whose
strength gathers gradually to become a genuinely
thrilling one.”

—Las Angeles Times

“Engaging . . . enterfaining.”
—USA Today

“Genuinely funny ... If anything could be said against
The Accidental Tourist, it’s that it’s almost too com-
plete an entertainment package, laughter and tears all
tied together...”

—Vanity Fair

“Bittersweet . . . evocative . . . it’s easy to forget this is
the warm lull of fiction; you half-expect to run into
her characters at the dry cleaners . . . Tyler Jis] a writer
of great compassion.”

—~Boston Globe

“Anne Tyler is not merely good, she is wickedly good.”
—John Updike,
Author of The Witches
of Eastwick
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ONE

THEY WERE SUPPOSED to stay at the beach a week, but
neither of them had the heart for it and they decided to
come back early. Macon drove. Sarah sat next to him,
leaning her head against the side window. Chips of cloudy
_Sky showed through her tangled brown curls.”

Macon wore a formal summer suit, his traveling suit—
much more logical for traveling than jeans, he always said.
Jeans had those stiff, hard seams and those rivets. Sarah
wore a strapless terry beach dress. They might have been
returning from two entirely different trips. Sarah had a tan
but Macon didn’t. He was a tall, pale, gray-eyed man, with
straight fair hair cut close to his head, and his skin was that
thin kind that easily burns. He’d kept away from the sun
during the middle part of every day.

Just past the start of the divided highway, the sky grew
almost black and several enormous drops spattered the
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2 Anne Tyler

windshield. Sarah sat up straight. “Let’s hope it doesn’t
rain,” she said.

“I don’t mind a little rain,” Macon said.

Sarah sat back again, but she kept her eyes on the road.

It was a Thursday morning. There wasn’t much traffic.
They passed a pickup truck, then a van all covered with
stickers from a hundred scenic attractions. The drops on
the windshield grew closer together. Macon switched his
wipers on. Tick-swoosh, they went—a lulling sound; and
there was a gentle patter on the roof. Every now and then a
gust of wind blew up. Rain flattened the long, pale grass at
the sides of the road. It slanted across the boat lots, lum-
beryards, and discount furniture outlets, which already had
a darkened look as if here it might have been raining for
some time.

“Can you see all right?” Sarah asked.

“Of course,” Macon said. “This is nothing.”

They arrived behind a trailer truck whose rear wheels
sent out arcs of spray. Macon swung to the left and passed.
There was a moment of watery blindness till the truck had
dropped behind. Sarah gripped the dashboard with one
hand.

“I don’t know how you can see to drive,” she said.

“Maybe you should put on your glasses.”

“Putting on my glasses would help you to see?”

“Not me; you,” Macon said. “You’re focused on the
windshield instead of the road.”

Sarah continued to grip the dashboard. She had a broad,
smooth face that gave an impression of calm, but if you
looked closely you’d notice the tension at the corners of
her eyes.

The car drew in around them like a room. Their breaths
fogged the windows. Earlier the air conditioner had been
running and now some artificial chill remained, quickly
turning dank, carrying with it the smell of mildew. They
shot through an underpass. The rain stopped completely for
one blank, startling second. Sarah gave a little gasp of re-
lief, but even before it was uttered, the hammering on the
roof resumed. She turned and gazed back longingly at the
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underpass. Macon sped ahead, with his hands relaxed on
the wheel.

“Did you notice that boy with the motorcycle?’ Sarah
asked. She had to raise her voice; a steady, insistent roaring
sound engulfed them.

“What boy?”

“He was parked beneath the underpass.”

“It’s crazy to ride a motorcycle on a day like today,”
Macon said. “Crazy to ride one any day. You're so exposed
to the elements.” :

“We could do that,” Sarah said. “Stop and wait it out.”

“Sarah, if I felt we were in the slightest danger I'd have
pulled over long ago.”

“Well, 1 don’t know that you would have,” Sarah said.

They passed a field where the rain seemed to fall in
sheets, layers and layers of rain beating down the comn-
stalks, flooding the rutted soil. Great lashings of water
flung themselves at the windshield. Macon switched his
wiper blades to high.

“I don’t know that you really care that much,” Sarah
said. “Do you.”

Macon said, “Care?”

. “1 said to you the other day, I said, ‘Macon, now that
Ethan’s dead I sometimes wonder if there’s any point to
life.” Do you remember what you answered?”

“Well, not offhand,” Macon said.

“You said, ‘Honey, to tell the truth, it never seemed to
me there was all that much point to begin with.” Those
were your exact words.”

“Um...”

“And you don’t even know what was wrong with that.”

“No, I guess I don’t,” Macon said.

He passed a line of cars that had parked at the side of
the road, their windows opaque, their gleaming surfaces
bouncing back the rain in shallow explosions. One car was
slightly tipped, as if about to fall into the muddy torrent
that churned and raced in the gully. Macon kept a steady
§| .

“You’re not a comfort, Macon,” Sarah said.
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“Honey, I'm trying to be.”

“You just go on your same old way like before. Your
little routines and rituals, depressing habits, day after day.
No comfort at all.”

“Shouldn’t I need comfort too?” Macon asked. “You’re
not the only one, Sarah. I don’t know why you feel it’s
your loss alone.”

“Well, I just do, sometimes,” Sarah said.

They were quiet a moment. A wide lake, it seemed, in
the center of the highway crashed against the underside of
the car and slammed it to the right. Macon pumped his
brakes and drove on.

“This rain, for instance,” Sarah said. “You know it
makes me nervous. What harm would it do to wait it out?
You’d be showing some concem. You'd be telling me
we’re in this together.”

Macon peered through the windshield, which was
streaming so that it seemed marbled. He said, “I've got a
system, Sarah. You know I drive according to a system.”

“You and your systems!”

“Also,” he said, “if you don’t sce any point to life, I
can’t figure why a rainstorm would make you nervous.”

Sarah slumped in her seat.

“Will you look at that!” he said. “A mobile home’s
washed clear across that trailer park.”

“Macon, I want a divorce,” Sarah told him.

Macon braked and glanced over at her. “What?” he
said. The car swerved. He had to face forward again.
“What did I say?” he asked. “What did it mean?”

“I just can’t live with you anymore,” Sarah said.

Macon went on watching the road, but his nose scemed
sharper and whiter, as if the skin of his face had been
pulled tight. He cleared his throat. He said, “Honey. Lis-
ten. It’s been a hard year. We've had a hard time. People
who lose a child often feel this way; everybody says so;
everybody says it’s a terrible strain on a marriage—"

“I'd like to find a place of my own as soon as we get
back,” Sarah told him.

“Place of your own,” Macon echoed, but he spoke so
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softly, and the rain beat so loudly on the roof, it looked as
if he were only moving his lips. “Well,” he said. “All
right. If that’s what you really want.”

“You can keep the house,” Sarah said. “You never did
like moving.”

For some reason, it was this that made her finally break
down. She turned away sharply. Macon switched his right
blinker on. He pulled into a Texaco station, parked beneath
the overhang, and cut off the engine. Then he started rub-
bing his knees with his palms. Sarah huddled in her corner.
The only sound was the drumming of rain on the overhang
far above them.






TWO

AFTER HIS WIFE left him, Macon had thought the house
would seem larger. Instead, he felt more crowded. The
windows shrank. The ceilings lowered. There was some-
thing insistent about the furniture, as if it were pressing in
on him,

Of course Sarah’s personal belongings were gone, the
little things like clothes and jewelry. But it emerged that
some of the big things were more personal than he’d imag-
ined. There was the drop-leaf desk in the living room, its
pigeonholes stuffed with her clutter of torn envelopes and
unanswered letters. There was the radio in the kitchen, set
to play 98 Rock. (She liked to keep in touch with her
students, she used to say in the old days, as she hummed
and jittered her way around the breakfast table.) There was
the chaise out back where she had sunbathed, planted in
the only spot that got any sun at all. He looked at the
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flowered cushions and marveled at how an empty space
could be so full of a person—her faint scent of coconut oil
that always made him wish for a pifia colada; her wide,
gleaming face inscrutable behind dark glasses; her compact
body in the skirted swimsuit she had tearfully insisted on
buying after her fortieth birthday. Threads of her exuberant
hair showed up at the bottom of the sink. Her shelf in the
medicine cabinet, stripped, was splashed with drops of liq-
uid rouge in a particular plummy shade that brought her
instantly to Macon’s mind. He had always disapproved of
ber messiness but now those spills seemed touching, like
colorful toys left on the floor after a child has gone to bed.

The house itself was medium-sized, unexceptional to
look at, standing on a street of such houses in an older part
of Baltimore. Heavy oak trees hung over it, shading it from
the hot summer sun but also blocking breezes. The rooms
inside were square and dim. All that remained in Sarah’s
closet was a brown silk sash hanging on a hook; in her
bureau drawers, lint balls and empty perfume bottles. Their
son’s old room was neatly made up, as sleek as a room in a
Holiday Inn. Some places, the walls gave off a kind of
echo. Still, Macon noticed he had a tendency to hold his
arms close to his body, to walk past furniture sideways as if
he imagined the house could barely accommodate him. He
felt too tall. His long, clumsy feet seemed unusually dis-
tant. He ducked his head in doorways.

Now was his chance to reorganize, he told himself. He
was struck by an incongruous little jolt of interest. The fact
was that running a house required some sort of system, and
Sarah had never understood that. She was the sort of
woman who stored her flatware intermingled. She thought
nothing of running a dishwasher with only a handful of
forks stacked inside. Macon found that distressing. He was
opposed to dishwashers in general; he believed they wasted
energy. Energy saving was a hobby of his, you might-say.

He started keeping the kitchen sink filled at all times,
adding some chlorine bleach for disinfectant. As he fin-
ished using each dish, he dropped it in. On alternate days
he pulled the plug and sprayed everything with very hot
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water. Then he stacked the rinsed dishes in the empty dish-
washer—which had become, under his new system, a
gigantic storage area.

When he hunkered over the sink to let the spray attach-
ment run, he often had the feeling that Sarah was watch-
ing. He sensed that if he slid his eyes just slightly to the
left, he would find her with her arms folded across her
chest, her head tipped and her full, curved lips meditatively
pursed. At first glance she was simply studying his proce-
dure; at second glance (he knew) she was laughing at him.
There was a secret little gleam in her eyes that he was all
too familiar with. “I see,” she would say, nodding at some
lengthy explanation of his; then he’d look up and catch the
gleam and the telltale tuck at one comner of her mouth.

In this vision of her—if you could call it a vision, con-
sidering that he never did glance over at her—she was
wearing a bright blue dress from the early days of their
marriage. He had no idea when she had given that dress
up, but certainly it was years and years ago. He almost felt
that Sarah was a ghost—that she was dead. In a way (he
thought, turning off the faucet), she was dead, that young,
vivid Sarah from their first enthusiastic apartment on Cold
Spring Lane. When he tried to recall those days, any image
of Sarah was altered by the fact that she had left him.
When he pictured their introduction—back when they
were barely out of childhood—it seemed nothing more
than the beginning of their parting. When she hadjme’d
Up at him that first night and rattled the ice cubes in her
paper cup, they were already moving toward their last
edgy, miserable year together, toward those months when
anything either of them said was wrong, toward that sense
of narrowly missed connections. They were like people
who run to meet, holding out their arms, but their aim is
wrong; they pass cach other and keep running. It had all
amounted to nothing, in the end. He gazed dowi at the
Sink, and the warmth from the dishes drifted gently up into
his face.

Well, you have to carry on. You have to carry on. He
decided to switch his shower from moming to night. This
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showed adaptability, he felt—some freshness of spirit.
While he showered he let the water collect in the tub, and
he stalked around in noisy circles, sloshing the day’s dirty
clothes underfoot. Later he wrung out the clothes and hung
them on hangers to dry. Then he dressed in tomorrow’s
underwear so he wouldn’t have to launder any pajamas. In
fact, his only real laundry was a load of towels and sheets
once a week— just two towels, but quite a lot of sheets.
This was because he had developed a system that enabled
him to sleep in clean sheets every night without the trouble
of bed changing. He’d been proposing the system to Sarah
for years, but she was so set in her ways. What he did was
strip the mattress of all linens, replacing them with a giant
sort of envelope made from one of the seven sheets he had
folded and stitched together on the sewing machine. He
thought of this invention as a Macon Leary Body Bag. A
body bag required no tucking in, was unmussable, easily
changeable, and the perfect weight for summer nights. In
winter he would have to devise something warmer, but he
couldn’t think of winter yet. He was barely making it from
B N e i

one day to the nextas it was. ~

At _Zmoinems—v%l%l?m:as skidding on the mangled
clothes in the bathtub or struggling into his body bag on the
naked, rust-stained mattress—he realized that he might be
camrying things too far. He couldn’t explain why, either.
He’d always had a fondness for method, but not what you
would call a mania. Thinking then of Sarah’s lack of
method, he wondered if that had got out of hand now too.
Maybe all these years, they’d been keeping each other on a
reasonable track. Separated, demagnetized somehow, they
wandered wildly off course. He pictured Sarah’s new
apartment, which he had never seen, as chaotic to the point
of madness, with sneakers in the oven and the sofa heaped
with china. The mere thought of it upset him. He looked
gratefully at his own surroundings.

Most of his work was done at home; otherwise he might
not have cared so about the mechanics of the household.
He had a little study in the spare room off the kitchen.
Seated in a stenographer’s chair, tapping away at a type-



