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 In the early afternoon on a Saturday in June, Jack Kennison put 
on his sunglasses, got into his sports car with the top down, 
strapped the seatbelt over his shoulder and across his large stom-
ach, and drove to Portland— almost an hour away— to buy a gallon 
of whiskey rather than bump into Olive Kitteridge at the grocery 
store here in Crosby, Maine. Or even that other woman he had seen 
twice in the store as he stood holding his whiskey while she talked 
about the weather. The weather. That woman— he could not re-
member her name— was a widow as well.

As he drove, an almost- calmness came to him, and once in Port-
land he parked and walked down by the water. Summer had opened 
itself, and while it was still chilly in mid- June, the sky was blue and 
the gulls were fl ying above the docks. There were people on the 
sidewalks, many were young people with kids or strollers, and they 
all seemed to be talking to one another. This fact impressed him. 
How easily they took this for granted, to be with one another, to be 
talking! No one seemed to even glance at him, and he realized what 
he had known before, only now it came to him diff erently: He was 
just an old man with a sloppy belly and not anyone worth noticing. 
Almost, this was freeing. There had been many years of his life 
when he was a tall, good- looking man, no gut, strolling about the 
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campus at Harvard, and people did look at him then, for all those 
years, he would see students glance at him with deference, and also 
women, they looked at him. At department meetings he had been 
intimidating; this was told to him by colleagues, and he understood 
it to be true, for he had meant to be that way. Now he sauntered 
down one of the wharfs where condos were built, and he thought 
perhaps he should move here, water everywhere around him, and 
people too. He took from his pocket his cellphone, glanced at it, 
and returned it to his pocket. It was his daughter he wished to 
speak to.

A couple emerged from the door of one apartment; they were 
his age, the man also had a stomach, though not as big as Jack’s, 
and the woman looked worried, but the way they were together 
made him think they had been married for years. “It’s over now,” 
he heard the woman say, and the man said something, and the 
woman said, “No, it’s over.” They walked past him (not noticing 
him) and when he turned to glance at them a moment later, he was 
surprised— vaguely— to see that the woman had put her arm 
through the man’s, as they walked down the wharf toward the 
small city.

Jack stood at the end of the wharf and watched the ocean; he 
looked one way, then the other. Small whitecaps rolled up from a 
breeze that he felt only now. This is where the ferry came in from 
Nova Scotia, he and Betsy had taken it one day. They had stayed in 
Nova Scotia three nights. He tried to think if Betsy had put her arm 
through his; she may have. So now his mind carried an image of 
them walking off  the ferry, his wife’s arm through his— 

He turned to go.
“Knucklehead.” He said the word out loud and saw a young boy 

on the wharf close by turn to look at him, startled. This meant he 
was an old man who was talking to himself on a wharf in Portland, 
Maine, and he could not— Jack Kennison, with his two PhDs— he 
could not fi gure out how this had happened. “Wow.” He said that 
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out loud as well, past the young boy by now. There were benches, 
and he sat down on an empty one. He took out his phone and 
called his daughter; it would not yet be noontime in San Francisco, 
where she lived. He was surprised when she answered.

“Dad?” she said. “Are you okay?”
He looked skyward. “Oh, Cassie,” he said, “I just wondered 

how you were doing.”
“I’m okay, Dad.”
“Okay, then. Good. That’s good to hear.”
There was silence for a moment, then she said, “Where are you?”
“Oh. I’m on the dock in Portland.”
“Why?” she asked.
“I just thought I’d come to Portland. You know, get out of the 

house.” Jack squinted out toward the water.
Another silence. Then she said, “Okay.”
“Listen, Cassie,” Jack said, “I just wanted to say I know I’m a 

shit. I know that. Just so you know. I know that I’m a shit.”
“Daddy,” she said. “Daddy, come on. What am I supposed to 

say?”
“Nothing,” he answered agreeably. “Nothing to say to that. But 

I just wanted you to know I know.”
There was another silence, longer this time, and he felt fear.
She said, “Is this because of how you’ve treated me, or because 

of your aff air for all those years with Elaine Croft?”
He looked down at the planks of the wharf, saw his black old- 

man sneakers on the roughened boards. “Both,” he said. “Or you 
can take your pick.”

“Oh, Daddy,” she said. “Oh, Daddy, I don’t know what to do. 
What am I supposed to do for you?”

He shook his head. “Nothing, kid. You’re not supposed to do 
anything for me. I just wanted to hear your voice.”

“Dad, we were on our way out.”
“Yeah? Where’re you going?”



6 Olive, Again

“The farmers market. It’s Saturday and we go to the farmers 
market on Saturdays.”

“Okay,” Jack said. “You get going. Don’t worry. I’ll talk to you 
again. Bye- bye now.”

He thought he could hear her sigh. “All right,” she said. “Good-
bye.”

And that was that! That was that.
Jack sat on the bench a long time. People walked by, or perhaps 

no people walked by for a while, but he kept thinking of his wife, 
Betsy, and he wanted to howl. He understood only this: that he 
deserved all of it. He deserved the fact that right now he wore a pad 
in his underwear because of prostate surgery, he deserved it; he 
deserved his daughter not wanting to speak to him because for 
years he had not wanted to speak to her— she was gay; she was a 
gay woman, and this still made a small wave of uneasiness move 
through him. Betsy, though, did not deserve to be dead. He de-
served to be dead, but Betsy did not deserve that status. And yet he 
felt a sudden fury at his wife— “Oh, Jesus Christ Almighty,” he 
muttered.

When his wife was dying, she was the one who was furious. She 
said, “I hate you.” And he said, “I don’t blame you.” She said, “Oh, 
stop it.” But he had meant it— how could he blame her? He could 
not blame her. And the last thing she said to him was: “I hate you 
because I’m going to die and you’re going to live.”

As he glanced up at a seagull, he thought, But I’m not living, 
Betsy. What a terrible joke it has been.

6
The bar at the Regency Hotel was in the basement, the walls were 
dark green and the windows looked out at the sidewalks, but the 
sidewalks were high up in the windows, and mostly he could just 
see legs going by. He sat at the bar and ordered one whiskey neat. 
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The bartender was a pleasant fellow. “Good,” Jack said when the 
young man asked how he was today.

“Okay, then,” said the bartender; his eyes were small and dark 
beneath his longish dark hair. As he poured the drink, Jack noticed 
that he was older than he had fi rst seemed, although Jack had a 
hard time these days fi guring out the age of people, the young espe-
cially. And then Jack thought: What if I’d had a son? He had 
thought this so many times in his life it surprised him that he kept 
wondering. And what if he had not married Betsy on the rebound, 
as he had? He had been on the rebound, and she had been as well, 
from that fellow Tom Groger she’d loved so much in college. What 
then? Troubled but feeling better— he was in the presence of some-
one, the bartender— Jack laid these thoughts out before him like a 
large piece of cloth. He understood that he was a seventy- four- 
year-old man who looks back at life and marvels that it unfolded as 
it did, who feels unbearable regret for all the mistakes made.

And then he thought: How does one live an honest life?
This was not the fi rst time he had wondered this, but it felt dif-

ferent today, he felt distant from it, and he truly wondered.
“So what brings you to Portland?” The bartender asked this as 

he wiped the bar with a cloth.
Jack said, “Nothing.”
The fellow glanced up at him, turning slightly to wipe the other 

part of the counter.
“I wanted to get out of the house,” Jack said. “I live in Crosby.”
“Nice town, Crosby.”
“Yes, it is.” Jack sipped his whiskey, put the glass down with 

care. “My wife died seven months ago,” he said.
Now the fellow looked at Jack again, pushing his hair out of his 

eyes. “Sorry? Did you say— ?”
“I said my wife died seven months ago.”
“That’s too bad,” the fellow said. “That’s gotta be tough.”
“Well, it is. Yes, it is.”
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The young man’s face didn’t change expression as he said, “My 
dad died a year ago and my mom’s been great, but I know it’s been 
hard on her.”

“Sure.” Jack hesitated, then he said, “How’s it been on you?”
“Oh, it’s sad. But he was sick a while. You know.”
Jack felt the inner slow burn that was familiar to him, which he 

felt when that widow talked about the weather in the grocery store. 
He wanted to say, Stop it! Tell me how it’s really been! He sat back, 
pushed his glass forward. It’s just the way it was, that’s all. People 
either didn’t know how they felt about something or they chose 
never to say how they really felt about something.

And this is why he missed Olive Kitteridge.
Okay, he said to himself. Okay now. Easy, boy.

With deliberation, he made his mind return to Betsy. And then he 
remembered something— how curious that he should remember 
this now: When he had gone in for surgery many years back, to 
have his gallbladder out, his wife had stood at his side in recovery, 
and when he woke again later a patient near him said, “Your wife 
was gazing at you with such love, I was struck at how she was look-
ing at you so lovingly.” Jack had believed this; it had, he remem-
bered, made him a tiny bit uneasy, and then— years later— during 
an argument he brought it up and Betsy said, “I was hoping you 
would die.”

Her directness had fl abbergasted him. “You were hoping I would 
die?” In his memory he had opened his arms in astonishment as he 
asked her this.

And then she had said, looking uncomfortable, “It would have 
made things easier for me.”

So there was that.
Oh, Betsy! Betsy, Betsy, Betsy, we blew it— we blew our chance. 

He could not really pinpoint when, maybe because there had never 
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been a chance. After all, she was she, and he was he. On their wed-
ding night she had given herself, but not freely, as she had in the 
months before. He did, of course, always remember that. And she 
had never really given herself freely since that night, now forty- 
three years ago.

“How long have you lived in Crosby?” The bartender asked him 
this.

“Six years.” Jack switched his legs to the other side of the bar-
stool. “I have now lived in Crosby, Maine, for six years.”

The bartender nodded. A couple came in and sat down at the 
far end of the bar; they were young, and the woman had long hair 
that she smoothed over one shoulder— a confi dent person. The 
bartender walked over to them.

Now Jack allowed his mind to go to Olive Kitteridge. Tall, big; 
God, she was a strange woman. He had liked her quite a bit, she 
had an honesty— was it an honesty?— she had something about 
her. A widow, she had— it felt to him— practically saved his life. 
They’d gone to dinner a few times, a concert; he had kissed her on 
the mouth. He could laugh out loud to think about this now. Her 
mouth. Olive Kitteridge. Like kissing a barnacle- covered whale. 
She had a grandson born a couple of years ago, Jack hadn’t espe-
cially cared, but she had cared because the kid was called Henry 
after his grandfather, Olive’s dead husband. Jack had suggested 
she go see the little fellow Henry in New York City and she had 
said, Well, she didn’t think so. Who knows why? Things were not 
good with her son, he knew that much. But things weren’t good 
with his daughter either. They had that in common. He remem-
bered how Olive had told him right away that her father had killed 
himself when she was thirty. Shot himself in his kitchen. Maybe 
this had something to do with how she was; it must have. And then 
she had come over one morning and unexpectedly lain down next 
to him on the bed in the guest room. Boy, he had been relieved. 
Relief had just fl owed through him when she’d put her head on his 
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chest. “Stay,” he said fi nally, but she rose and said she had to get 
home. “I’d like it if you stayed,” he said, but she did not. And she 
never returned. When he tried calling her, she did not answer the 
telephone.

He had bumped into her in the grocery store only once— a few 
days after she had lain down with him; he’d been holding his jug of 
whiskey. “Olive!” he’d exclaimed. But she had been agitated: Her 
son, down in New York City, was going to have another baby any 
day! “I thought he just had a baby,” Jack said, and she said, Well, 
the woman was pregnant again and they hadn’t even told her until 
now! Olive had a grandson; why did they need more kids, there 
were already two the wife had brought into the marriage. Olive 
must have said that three times at least. He called her the next day, 
and the telephone just kept ringing, and he realized she didn’t have 
her answering machine turned on. Could that be true? Anything 
could be true with Olive. He assumed she had probably, fi nally, 
gone to New York to see this new grandchild, because when he 
called again the next day, there was no answer then either. He 
emailed her with the subject line ?????. And then no subject. She 
had not answered that either. More than three weeks ago that had 
been.

The bartender was back in front of Jack, making the couple’s 
drinks. Jack said, “And you? Did you grow up around here?”

“Nah,” the fellow said, “I grew up right outside of Boston. I’m 
here ’cause of my girlfriend. She lives here.” He tossed his head a 
bit, getting his dark hair out of his eyes.

Jack nodded, drank his whiskey. “For years my wife and I lived 
in Cambridge,” Jack said, “and then we came up here.”

He could have sworn he saw something on the bartender’s face, 
a smirk, before the fellow turned away and went to place the drinks 
before the couple.

When the fellow returned, he said to Jack, “A Harvard man? So 
you were a Harvard man.” He pulled a rack of clean glasses from 
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below him, and began to put them— hanging them upside down— in 
the rack above him.

“I cleaned toilets there,” Jack said. And the idiot guy looked at 
him quickly, as though to see if he was joking. “No, I did not clean 
toilets. I taught there.”

“Great. You wanted to retire up here?”
Jack had never wanted to retire. “How much do I owe you?” he 

asked.

6
Driving back, he thought of Schroeder, what a goddamn ass that 
man was, what a shit of a dean. When Elaine fi led the lawsuit, 
when she actually did that, citing sexual harassment as the reason 
she did not get tenure, Schroeder became a terrible man. He was 
outlandish, would not even let Jack speak to him. It’s in the hands 
of the lawyers, he said. And Jack was put on research leave. Three 
years it took for that thing to settle, for Elaine to get her signifi cant 
chunk of change, and by that time Jack and Betsy had moved to 
Maine; Jack had retired. They came to Maine because Betsy wanted 
to— she wanted to get far away, and boy they did. Crosby was a 
pretty coastal town she had researched online, and it was about as 
far away as a person could get, even though it was just a few hours 
up the East Coast. They moved to the town without knowing one 
person there. But Betsy made friends; it was her nature to do so.

Pull over.
Pull your car over.
These words were said a few times before Jack paid attention to 

them; they were said through a bullhorn loudspeaker, and the dif-
ferent sound of them, diff erent from just the tires rumbling over the 
pavement, puzzled Jack, and then he was amazed when he saw the 
lights fl ashing blue and the police car right on his tail. Pull your car 
over. “Jesus,” Jack said aloud, and he pulled his car over to the side 
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of the highway. He turned the engine off  and glanced down to the 
fl oor of the passenger seat at the plastic bag that had his whiskey 
in it, bought at a grocery store outside of Portland. He watched the 
young policeman who was walking over— what a puff ed- up piece 
of crap the guy was, wearing his sunglasses— and Jack said, po-
litely, “How may I help you?”

“Sir, your driver’s license and registration.”
Jack opened the glove compartment, fi nally found the registra-

tion, then pulled his license from his wallet and handed them to the 
policeman.

“Were you aware that you were going seventy in a fi fty- fi ve- mile 
zone?” The policeman asked him this rudely, Jack felt.

“Well, no, sir, I was not aware of that. And I’m very sorry.” Sar-
casm was his weak point, Betsy had always said, but this policeman 
was beyond hearing that.

“Were you aware that your car is uninspected?”
“No.”
“It was due for inspection in March.”
“Huh.” Jack looked around the front seat. “Well. Here’s what 

happened. Now that I think of it. My wife died, you see. She died.” 
Jack peered up at the police offi  cer. “Dead.” Jack said this point-
edly.

“Take your sunglasses off , sir.”
“Excuse me?”
“I said, take your sunglasses off , sir. Now.”
Jack removed his sunglasses and smiled in an exaggerated way 

at the policeman. “Now you take yours off ,” Jack said. “Show me 
yours, and I’ll show you mine.” He grinned up at the fellow.

After holding up Jack’s license and then looking at Jack, the 
policeman said, “Wait here while I run these.” And the policeman 
went back to his car, which still had the fl ashing blue lights zinging 
around. He spoke into his radio as he walked. Within moments 
another police car came driving up, also with blue lights fl ashing.
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“You called for backup?” Jack yelled this after him. “Am I that 
dangerous?”

The second policeman got out of his car and walked up to Jack. 
This man was huge, and not young. He’d seen stuff , is what his 
walk said, what his eyes— expressionless, no sunglasses for him— 
said. “What’s that in the bag on the fl oor?” the huge man asked 
with his big voice.

“It’s liquor. Whiskey. Would you like to see?”
“Step out of the car.”
Jack peered up at him. “What?”
The huge man stepped back. “Step out of the car now.”
Jack got out of the car— slowly, because he felt winded. The 

huge man said, “Put your hands on the top of the car,” and this 
made Jack laugh. He said, “There is no top. See? This is called a 
convertible and there is no top to the car at the moment.”

The policeman said, “Put your hands on the top of the car now.”
“Like this?” Jack put his hands on the window frame.
“Stay there.” The man walked back to the car that had pulled 

Jack over and spoke to the other police offi  cer, sitting in the front 
seat.

It came to Jack then how these days everything was videotaped 
from a policeman’s car— he had read this somewhere— and he sud-
denly gave the fi nger to the two cars behind him. Then he put his 
hand back on the window frame. “Horseshit,” he said.

Now the fi rst policeman got out of his car and strode up to 
Jack, his holster strapped against his thigh. Jack, with his big belly 
hanging out and his hands ridiculously placed on the window 
frame, looked over at the guy and said, “Hey, you’re packed.”

“What did you say?” The policeman was pissed.
“I said nothing.”
“You want to be placed under arrest?” the policeman asked. 

“Would you like that?”
Jack started to laugh, then bit his lip. He shook his head, look-
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ing down at the ground. And what he saw were many ants. They 
had been interrupted by his car tracks, and he stared down at the 
tiny little ants who were making their way through a crack in the 
pavement, piece of sand by piece of sand from the place where his 
tire had crushed so many of them, to—  Where? A new spot?

“Turn around and put your hands up,” the policeman directed, 
and so Jack, holding his hands up, turned around, and he was 
aware of the cars going by on the turnpike. What if someone rec-
ognized him? There was Jack Kennison holding his hands up like a 
criminal with two police cars and their fl ashing blue lights. “You 
listen to me,” the policeman said. He raised his sunglasses to rub 
one eye, and in that brief moment Jack saw the man’s eyes, and 
they were strange, like the eyes of a fi sh. The policeman pointed a 
fi nger at Jack. He kept pointing the fi nger but not saying anything, 
as though he couldn’t remember what he’d been going to say.

Jack cocked his head. “Listening,” he said. “All ears.” He said 
this with as much sarcasm as he could.

Fish- Eyes walked around to the other side of Jack’s car, opened 
the door, and brought out the bottle of whiskey in its plastic bag. 
“What’s this?” he asked, walking back toward Jack.

Jack put his arms down and said, “I told your friend, it’s whis-
key. Come on, you can see that. For the love of Christ.”

Fish- Eyes stepped close to Jack then, and Jack backed away, ex-
cept there was nowhere to go, his car was right there. “Now you tell 
me again what you just said,” Fish- Eyes directed.

“I said it’s whiskey, and you can see that. And then I said some-
thing about Christ. Something about Christ and love.”

“You’ve been drinking,” Fish- Eyes said. “You have been drink-
ing, sir.” And his voice held something so ugly that Jack was so-
bered. Fish- Eyes dropped the bag with the whiskey onto the driver’s 
seat of Jack’s car.

“I have,” Jack said. “I had a drink at the Regency bar in Port-
land.”
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From his back pocket Fish- Eyes brought something forward; it 
was small enough to be held in one hand, yet square- looking and 
gray, and Jack said, “Jesus, are you going to taser me?”

Fish- Eyes smiled, he smiled! He stepped toward Jack holding 
out the thing, and Jack said, “Please, come on.” He held his arms 
against his chest; he was really frightened.

“Breathe in this,” said Fish- Eyes, and a little hose appeared from 
the thing he was holding.

Jack put his mouth on the little hose and breathed.
“Again,” said Fish- Eyes, moving closer to Jack.
Jack took another breath, then took his mouth off  the hose. 

Fish- Eyes looked at the thing closely and said, “Well, well, you are 
just under the legal limit.” He put the hose gadget back into his 
pocket and said to Jack, “He’s writing you up a ticket, and after he 
gives it to you, I suggest you get in your car and drive straight to a 
place that gets this car inspected, do you understand me, sir?”

Jack said, “Yes.” Then he said, “May I get back in my car now?”
Fish- Eyes leaned toward him. “Yes, you can get back in your car 

now.”
So Jack sat himself in the driver’s seat, which was low to the 

ground since it was a sports car, and put the whiskey onto the seat 
next to him, and waited for the huge man to bring him a ticket, but 
Fish- Eyes stood right there as though Jack might bolt.

And then— from the corner of his eye— Jack saw something he 
would never be sure about and would never forget. The police-
man’s crotch was right at Jack’s eye level, and Jack thought— he 
thought but looked away quickly— that the guy might be getting a 
boner. There was a bulge there bigger than—  Jack glanced up at 
the man’s face, and the guy was staring down at Jack with his sun-
glasses on.

The huge man came over and gave Jack the ticket, and Jack said, 
“Thank you very much, fellows. I’ll be off  now.” And he drove 
slowly away. But Fish- Eyes followed him all the way down the turn-
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pike until Jack came to the exit for Crosby, and when Jack took 
that exit the guy did not follow him but headed on straight up the 
turnpike. Jack let out a yell: “Get yourself some tighty- whities, like 
every other man in this state!”

Jack took a deep breath and said, “Okay. It’s okay. It’s over.” He 
drove the eight miles into Crosby, and on the way he said, “Betsy. 
Betsy! Wait until I tell you what happened to me. You’re not going 
to believe this one, Betts.” He allowed himself this, the conversa-
tion with her about what had just happened to him. “Thanks, 
Betsy,” he said, and what he meant was thanks for being so nice 
about the prostate surgery. Which she had been; there was no doubt 
about that. All his life Jack had been an undershorts man. Never 
for him those tighty- whities, but in Crosby, Maine, you couldn’t 
buy any undershorts. This had amazed him. And Betsy had gone to 
Freeport for him, and bought his undershorts there. Then his pros-
tate surgery, almost one year ago, forced him to give up the under-
shorts. He needed a place to put the stupid pad. How he hated it! 
And right now, as though on cue, he felt a squirt— not a dribble— 
come from him. “Oh, for Christ’s sake,” he said out loud. The 
whole state, it seemed, wore tighty- whities; just recently Jack had 
gone to the Walmart on the outskirts of town to buy one more 
package of them, and he had noticed there were no undershorts 
there either. Just a slab of tighty- whities sized all the way to XXX- 
Large for all those poor fat men, huge men, in this state. But Betsy 
had gone to Freeport and found him undershorts there. Oh, Betsy! 
Betsy!

6
Home, Jack had trouble believing what had happened during the 
day, it all seemed ridiculous and somehow— almost— incidental. 
He sat for a long time in his big chair, looking at the living room; it 
was a spacious room with a low blue couch on metal legs that 
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stretched along a few feet from the wall facing the television, then 
went at a right angle along the other area of the room, with a 
metal- legged glass coff ee table in front. Then Jack turned in his 
chair and stared through the windows at the fi eld of grass and the 
trees beyond, their leaves bright green. He and Betsy had agreed 
that they liked the view of this fi eld more than any view of the 
water, and as he remembered this a warmth trembled through him. 
Finally he rose, poured himself some whiskey, and boiled four hot 
dogs on the stove. He kept shaking his head while he opened a can 
of baked beans. “Betsy,” he said out loud a few times. When he was 
through eating and had rinsed the dishes— he did not put them in 
the dishwasher, that seemed too much trouble— he had one more 
glass of whiskey and got to thinking of Betsy being so in love with 
that Tom Groger fellow. Oh, what a strange thing a life was— 

But fi lled with a sense of goodwill— the day was almost over 
and the whiskey was working— Jack sat at his computer and 
googled the fellow, Tom Groger. He found the man; he was appar-
ently still teaching at that private high school for girls in Connecti-
cut; he’d be eight years younger than Jack. But only girls? Still? 
Jack scrolled through and saw they’d been accepting young men 
for about ten years. Then he found a small picture of Tom Groger; 
he had gray hair now, he was thin, you could see that in his face, 
which seemed pleasant enough, and very bland to Jack’s eyes. 
There was an email address for him attached to the school’s site. So 
Jack wrote to him. “My wife, Betsy (Arrow as you would have 
known her), died seven months ago, and I know she loved you very 
much in her youth. I thought you might want to know about her 
death.” He pressed SEND.

Jack sat back and looked at the light that was changing on the 
trees. These long, long evenings; they were so long and beautiful, it 
just killed him. The fi eld was darkening, the trees behind it were 
like pieces of black canvas, but the sky still sent down the sun, 
which sliced gently across the grass on the far end of the fi eld. His 
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mind went back over the day and it seemed he could make no sense 
of it. Had that guy really had a boner? It seemed impossible, yet 
Jack knew— in a way, he knew— the feeling of anger and power 
that might have produced it. If the guy had even been getting one. 
And then Jack thought of the ants that were still going about try-
ing to get their sand wherever they needed it to go. They seemed 
almost heartbreaking to him, in their tininess and their resilience.

Two hours later, Jack checked his email, hoping his daughter 
might have written and hoping as well that Olive Kitteridge might 
have reappeared in his life. After all, she had been the one who 
emailed him the fi rst time, about her son, and he had answered 
about his daughter. He had even told Olive one day about his aff air 
with Elaine Croft, and Olive had not seemed to judge him. She had 
spoken of a schoolteacher that she herself had fallen in love with 
years ago— an almost- aff air, she called it— and the man had died in 
a car accident one night.

Now as he checked his email he saw that he had forgotten (for-
gotten!) about Tom Groger, but there was a reply from TGroger@
Whiteschool.edu. Jack squinted through his reading glasses. “I 
know about the death of your wife. Betsy and I were in contact for 
many years. I don’t know if I should tell you this, or not, but she 
spoke to me of your own dalliance, and perhaps I should tell you— 
I don’t know, as I said, if I should tell you or not— but there was a 
period of time when Betsy and I met in a hotel in Boston, and also 
New York. Perhaps you already know that.”

Jack pushed back his chair from the desk; the wheels rumbled 
against the hardwood fl oor. He pulled the chair back in and read 
the message again. “Betsy,” he murmured, “why, you son of a gun.” 
He took his glasses off , wiped his arm across his face. “Holy shit,” 
he said. In a few minutes he put his glasses back on and read the 
email one more time. “Dalliance?” said Jack out loud. “Who uses 
the word ‘dalliance’? What are you, Groger, some faggot?” He 
pushed DELETE and the message disappeared.
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Jack felt as sober as a churchmouse. He walked around his 
house, looking at the touches from his wife, the lamps that had 
that frill around the bottoms, the mahogany bowl she picked up 
somewhere that stayed on the glass coff ee table and was now fi lled 
with junk: keys, an old phone that didn’t work, business cards, 
paper clips. He tried to think when his wife went to New York, and 
it was— he thought— not too far into their marriage. She had been 
a kindergarten teacher, and he remembered her speaking of meet-
ings in New York she had to attend. He had paid no attention; he 
was busy getting tenure, and then he was just busy.

Jack sat down in his armchair and immediately stood up. He 
walked around the house again, stared out at the now darkened 
fi eld, then went upstairs and walked around that too. His bed, their 
marriage bed, was unmade, as it was every day except when the 
cleaning woman came, and it seemed to him to be the mess that he 
was, or that they had been. “Betsy,” he said out loud, “Jesus Christ, 
Betsy.” He sat tentatively on the edge of the bed, his hand running 
up and down his neck. Maybe Groger was just yanking his chain, 
being mean for the fun of it. But no. Groger was not the sort; he 
was, Jack had always gathered, a serious man, he taught English, 
for the love of Christ, all those years at that school for little twats. 
Wait, was this why Betsy had said it would have “made things eas-
ier” if Jack had died during his gallbladder operation? That far 
back? How far back was that? Ten years into their marriage at 
least. “You were doing my wife?” Jack said aloud. “You little 
prick.” He stood up and resumed his walking through the upstairs. 
There was another bedroom, and then the room his wife had used 
as her study; Jack went into them both, turning around as though 
looking for something. Then he went back downstairs and walked 
through the two guest rooms, the one with the double bed and the 
one with the single bed. In the kitchen he poured himself another 
whiskey from the jug he had bought that day. It seemed days ago he 
had bought it.



20 Olive, Again

His own aff air with Elaine Croft had not started until he’d been 
married for twenty- fi ve years. The urgency he and Elaine had felt; 
God, it was something. It was terrible. Had Betsy felt that? Not 
possible, Betsy was not an urgent woman. But how did he know 
what kind of woman she was?

“Hey, Cassie,” Jack said, “your mother was a slut.”
But he knew, even as he said this, that it was not true. Cassie’s 

mother had been—  Well, she was kind of a slut, for Christ’s sake, 
if she was off  doing Groger in a hotel in Boston and in New York 
and Cassie was just a little kid, but Betsy had been a wonderful 
mother, that was the truth. Jack shook his head. Now he suddenly 
felt drunk. He also knew he would never, ever tell Cassie, he would 
let her have her mother as she had been: a saint who put up with a 
homophobic father, a self- absorbed asshole.

“Okay,” said Jack. “Okay.”
He sat back at his computer. He retrieved the message from 

Trash, read it one more time, then wrote— being very careful of 
spelling so it would not sound drunk— Hello, Tom. Yes, I do know 
of your meetings with her. This is why I thought you would want 
to know of her death. He sent it, then he shut the computer off .

He stood up and went and sat in his armchair for a long time. 
He thought once again of the ants he had seen today while that 
awful Fish- Eyes man had him against the car, those ants. Just doing 
what they were meant to do, live until they died, so indiscrimi-
nately by Jack’s car. He really could not stop thinking of them. 
Jack Kennison, who had studied human behavior from the medi-
eval times, then the Austro- Hungarian times of Archduke Franz 
Ferdinand being killed and everyone in Europe blowing each other 
up as a result— Jack was thinking about those ants.

Then he thought how tomorrow was Sunday and how long a 
day that would be.

And then he thought— as though a kaleidoscope of colors swam 
past him— about his own life, as it had been and as it was now, and 
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he said out loud, “You’re not much, Jack Kennison.” This sur-
prised him, but he felt it to be true. Who had just said that, about 
not being much? Olive Kitteridge. She had said it regarding some 
woman in town. “She’s not much,” Olive had said, and there was 
the woman, gone, dismissed.

Eventually Jack got out a piece of paper and wrote in pen, Dear 
Olive Kitteridge, I have missed you, and if you would see fi t to call 
me or email me or see me, I would like that very much. He signed 
it and stuck it into an envelope. He didn’t lick it closed. He would 
decide in the morning whether to mail it or not.


