THE NEW YORK TIMES [
'y A

Triumph!” &

San Francisco
Chronicle

IRUE THIG

A novel by the author of Object Lessons



ONE TR UE
THING

ANNA
QUINDLEN

LLLLLLLLL



Published by

Dell Publishing

a division of

Bantam Doubleday Dell Publishing Group, Inc.
1540 Broadway

New York, New York 10036

If you purchased this book without a cover you should be
aware that this book is stolen property. It was reported as
“unsold and destroyed™ to the publisher and neither the

author nor the publisher has received any payment for this

“stripped book.”
Copyright © 1994 by Anna Quindlen

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced
or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or
mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any
information storage and retrieval system, without the written
permission of the Publisher, except where permitted by law.

For information address: Random House, Inc., New York,
New York.

The trademark Dell® is registered in the U.S. Patent and
Trademark Office.

ISBN: 0-440-22103-X

Reprinted by arrangement with Random House, Inc.
Printed in the United States of America

Published simultaneously in Canada

September 1995

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Orm



IF YOUR MUTHER NEEDED YUU .COULD YOU WALK AWAY?

"HYPNOTICAL RESTING."

—Michael

"HEART-WR
—New York

"COMPELLING AND ARTICULATE
—Philadelphia Inquirer

“"A BOOK OF CATHARSIS.”
~The Denver Post

“GRIPPING !
—Vamtv Falr

£ ..:. h
\,‘""“"‘e.=_..

| "EXTﬁ”K(SRDINARILY ACCOM-
| PLISHED."”
i _The Buffalo News



“THERE IS NOT A SINGLE FALSE WORD IN ONE
TRUE THING. Readers of her columns in the Times
are aware that Anna Quindlen has a first-class mind;
now they will know she has a great heart as well.”
—Susan Isaacs

CRITICAL ACCLAIM FOR
ANNA QUINDLEN
AND HER NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLER
ONE TRUE THING

“ANNA QUINDLEN IS A‘MARVELOUS WRITER.
. . . Throw in Quindlen’s fémarkable ability to make
you laugh, cry and think beyond the pages, and you
have a wonderful book with a story that will touch any-
one who cares about life.”

—Sunday Advocate (Baton Rouge)

“A TENDER, BEAUTIFULLY TOLD TALE . ..
THAT WILL MOVE YOU TO REEXAMINE YOUR
INTIMATE RELATIONSHIPS IN SEARCH OF THE
ONE TRUE THING.”

—@Gail Sheehy

“ONE THING IS TRUE: THIS IS A REMARKABLE
BOOK. Anna Quindlen writes about family with all the
humanity, wit, and pain of going home. This is a strik-
ingly honest and transforming book.”

—Wendy Wasserstein

Please turn the page for more extraordinary
acclaim. . .



“THE BEST RECOMMENDATION IS THAT IT
CALLS YOU BACK FOR ANOTHER READ. . ..
This 1s a book of catharsis.”

The Denver Post

“ANOTHER WINNING NOVEL . . . IT’S EASY
TO SEE WHY QUINDLEN’S FIRST NOVEL, OB-
JECT LESSONS, WAS A BESTSELLER. . . . Women
will identify. Men should read [it] to understand what
faces their women. . . . This novel offers you vivid ex-
perience without pain.”

—Tulsa World

“ONE TRUE THING IS AS THRILLING IN ITS
EMOTIONS AS IT IS IN ITS SUSPENSE. . . . Anna
Quindlen brings all her journalistic talents to her fic-
tion.”

—Hilma Wolitzer

“ANNA QUINDLEN’S GIFT LIES IN HER UN-
CANNY ABILITY TO DOCUMENT WHAT SHE
CALLS THE ‘STURM UND DRANG’ OF EVERY-
DAY LIFE. . . . One True Thing tackles subject matter
more painful and intense than anything she’s tackled be-
fore.”

—Boston Herald

“We leave One True Thing stimulated and challenged,
more thoughtful than when we began.”
—Michael Dorris, Los Angeles Times



“IF LITERATURE WERE JUDGED SOLELY BY ITS
ABILITY TO ELICIT STRONG EMOTIONS, COL-
UMNIST-CUM-NOVELIST QUINDLEN WOULD
WIN ANOTHER PULITZER. . . . The clever mys-
tery ending (complete with satisfying twist) is an added
bonus.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“INSIGHTFUL, BEAUTIFUL AND POIGNANT
. . . This is a story of suffering and courage, the lost
and the newly discovered. It is a tale of unexpected
twists.”’

—Sunday Oklahoman

“A HEART-WRENCHING BOOK—AND THAT IS
WHAT MAKES IT SO GOOD. . . . One True Thing
examines so many facets of life and all its pain that the
reader might fear a depressing end. Yet it is far from
that. Rather, the reader will come away with a new ap-
preciation for family—and life.”

—New York Dazily News

“ANNA QUINDLEN HAS BEEN A WOMAN
WHOM OTHER WOMEN CHANNEL THROUGH.”
—The New Yorker

“SHE WRITES PASSIONATELY. . . . She gets to its
heart, painstakingly uncovering all the intensity, suspi-

cion and primitive love that bond mothers and daugh-
ters. It’s worth the price of the book.”

—The Boston Globe
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PROLOGUE






]ail is not as bad as you might imagine. When 1 say
jail; I don’t mean prison. Prison is the kind of place you
see in old movies or public television documentaries,
those enormous gray places with guard towers at each
corner and curly strips of razor wire going round and
round like a loop-the-loop atop the high fence. Prison
is where they hit the bars with metal spoons, plan insur-
rection in the yard, and take the smallest boy—the one
in on a first offense—into the shower room, while the
guards pretend not to look and leave him to find his
own way out, blood trickling palely, crimson mixed
with milky white, down the backs of his hairless thighs,
the shadows at the backs of his eyes changed forever.

Or at least that’s what I’ve always imagined prison
was like.

Jail was not like that a bit, or at least not the jail in
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ANNA QUINDLEN

Montgomery County. It was two small rooms, both to-
gether no bigger than my old attic bedroom in my par-
ents’ house, and they did have bars, but they closed by
hand, not with the clang of the electric, the remote
controlled, the impregnable. An Andy Griffith jail. A
Jimmy Stewart jail. Less Dostoyevsky than summer
stock, a jail for the stranger in town who brings revela-
tion in the leather pack he carries slung over one shoul-
der and has a thrilling tenor voice.

There was a shelflike cot arrangement, and a toilet,
and a floor with speckled linoleum, so much like the
linoleum in Langhorne Memorial Hospital that I won-
dered if the same contractor had installed both. When
the door was locked the policeman who had brought
me down the long hall after I was photographed and
fingerprinted left, his eyes more than a little sympa-
thetic. We had once been in the same beginners’ French
class at the high school, he to eke out another C in his
senior year, me to begin the diligent study that would
culminate in the Institut Frangais prize at graduation.
After the sound of his footsteps died away the place was
very quiet.

From up front, where the police dispatcher sat, there
was the sound of someone typing inexpertly, the occa-
sional animal honk from the police two-way radios.
From above there was a hum, a vague, indeterminate
sound that seemed to come from electricity running
through the wires just beneath the acoustical tile ceil-
ing. Above me were those plain fluorescent tube lights.
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One True Thing

Sometimes now, at work in the hospital, I will look
up at a certain angle and I see that ceiling again, those
lights, and the sense of being in that small space once
more is overwhelming, but not really unpleasant.

Sitting on the cot, my hands clasped lightly between
my knees, 1 felt relief. The lockup, I repeated in my
head. The slammer. The joint. All attempts to scare my-
self, all those cheap slang terms I had heard come from
the nasty fishlike lips of Edward G. Robinson as I
watched The Late Show in the den, the house dark, the
screen gray-blue as a shark, my father and mother
asleep upstairs. The can, I thought to myself. The Big
House. But overlaying them all was a different thought:
I am alone. I am alone. I am alone.

I lay on my side on the cot and put my hands to-
gether beneath my cheek. I closed my eyes, expecting
to hear a voice in my ear, a cry for help: for a cup of tea,
a glass of water, a sandwich, more morphine. But no
one spoke; no one needed me any longer. 1 felt peaceful
as I could not remember feeling for a long time. And
free, too. Free in jail.

For the first time in days, I could even stop seeing my
father, with his smooth black hair and his profile a little
dulled by age and fatigue; I could stop seeing him
spooning the rice pudding into my mother’s slack
mouth, like a raven tending to the runt in the nest, all
wild, weird tufts of head fuzz and vacant, glittery eyes.
Spoon. Swallow. Spoon. Swallow. The narrow line of
his lips. The slack apostrophe of her tongue. The blaze
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ANNA QUINDLEN

of love and despair that lit her face for just a moment,
then disappeared.

I can still see that scene today, play it over and over
again to reduce it to its small component parts, particu-
larly the look in her eyes, and in his. But, back then,
during my night in jail, for a few hours it disappeared.
All T was aware of was the hum.

It reminded me of the sound you could hear if you
walked down the street on a summer day in Langhorne,
particularly where I lived, where the big houses were.
There was always the hum. If you were attentive, stood
still and really listened, you could figure out that it was
the hum of hundreds of air conditioners. They were
pushing cold clean beautiful air into cold clean beautiful
rooms, rooms like ours, where the moldings teased the
eye upward from the polished surface of the dining-
room table or the cushions, with their knife creases left
by the side of someone’s hand, on the big brown velvet
couch across from the fireplace and the Steinway.

That was how I thought about it, although that was
not how it had been for the last few months of my
mother’s life. That was how it looked before the couch
from the den had been crowded into the living room to
make room for the hospital bed. Before the furniture
had all been moved back against the walls to make
room for the wheelchair. Before the velvet nap of the
couch had been disfigured by vomit and drool.

Inside the lids of my eyes I could see a kind of dull
reddish light, and it reminded me of the light on those
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streets at the end of the day, particularly in autumn. In
the magic hour the cars, so distinct, so identifiable,
would come down our street, to turn into driveways or
continue to some of the small streets and culs-de-sac
farther on. Dr. Belknap the pediatrician, whose patient
I had been all my life. Mr. Fryer, who worked in the
city as a financial consultant and was obsessed with golf.
Mr. Dingle, the high school principal, who could only
afford to live on our street because his wife had inher-
ited the house from her parents.

And then, late at night, after the streetlights buzzed
on, with their own hurh, a few others came. Always last
was Mr. Best, the district attorney. My brother Brian
used to deliver his T7ibune every morning, just after
sunrise, and Bri said that every time he pedaled his bike
up the driveway to the sloping sward of pachysandra
that set the Best house off from the street, Mr. Best
would be standing there. Impatient at dawn, he would
be tapping his narrow foot in leather slippers, wearing a
corduroy robe in the winter and a seersucker robe in
summer. He never gave Brian a tip at Christmas, always
a baseball cap that said May THE BEST mMaN win, which
was what Mr. Best gave out in election years.

An election year was coming up when I was in jail.

The police officer came by my cell. I knew his name
was Skip, although his name tag said he was really Ed-
win Something-or-Other Jr. I had seen him last at the
town Christmas-tree lighting ceremony in December,
when my mother’s tree was the nicest tree, with its
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