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Partial List of Products Made from Oil
Gasoline, engine oil, asphalt, synthetic rubber, paraffin, fertilizer, pesticides, herbicides, detergents, food preservatives, basketballs, hand soap, film, furniture, packaging materials, surfboards, skateboards, polyester, acrylic, hair dye, pantyhose, shampoo, cortisone, deodorant, footballs, Silly Putty, upholstery, carpet backing, solvents, diesel motor oil, printing ink, floor wax, ballpoint pens, soccer cleats, boats, bicycle tires, sports-car bodies, nail polish, lipstick, fishing lures, snow tires, golf bags, perfumes, dishwasher soap, toolboxes, shoe polish, caulking, petroleum jelly, transparent tape, antiseptics, fishing rope, vitamin capsules, antifreeze, dashboards, refrigerant, coffee percolators, life jackets, rubbing alcohol, skis, TV cabinets, loudspeakers, lubricants, guitar strings, car battery cases, epoxy paint, mops, insect repellent, wind-turbine blades, tennis rackets, umbrellas, toothpaste, fishing rods, denture adhesive, linoleum, ice-cube trays, refrigerator liners, electric blankets, rubber cement, fishing boots, nylon rope, candles, trash bags, house paint, water pipes, hand lotion, roller skates, wheels, shower curtains, insulation, aspirin, toothbrushes, combs, paintbrushes, vaporizers, balloons, sunglasses, tents, heart valves, crayons, parachutes, telephones, enamel, pillows, dishes, cameras, anesthetics, artificial turf, artificial limbs, dentures, hair curlers, cold cream, soft contact lenses, drinking cups, fan belts, car enamel, shaving cream, ammonia, refrigerators, toys, unbreakable dishes, Barbie dolls, paint rollers, shoes, electrician’s tape, glue, roller-skate wheels, soap, permanent-press clothes, wading pools, propane, plywood, adhesives, credit cards, Hula-Hoops, computer parts, keyboards, awnings, AstroTurf, eye shadow, sunscreen, airplanes 



Prologue
Abadan, 1953
The first time Nick Taylor saw Abadan oil field, it was out the window of an airplane. Initially, it looked like a burned-out forest, the pipes and columns and laddered derricks like a wilderness of bare trunks and fallen trees. But then it resolved itself into what it was: a vast and complex apparatus for harvesting the lifeblood of modernity. 
Nick knew about oil. As a boy growing up in Wisconsin, he had been interested in geology. He understood that below the crust of the earth lay dark rivers and lakes of crude, and that crude was made of compressed corpses—the bodies of once-living things: plants and algae and microbial beings. He understood that its excavation was a kind of resurrection. That all these dead things, so long gone, would now animate the world. 
But right now, the hammers and pistons of the oil field below were immobile, the giant lake of crude locked up like a safe. Production was stalled due to a thorny political impasse: Iran had evicted Anglo-Iranian Oil, the British company that had built and reaped the profits of the Abadan refinery. Whoever could get the oil flowing again would gain access to one of the world’s largest oil fields. 
This was of great interest to the men on this plane.
To Nick, the flight that night felt like a treacherous oil-industry cocktail party. He did not like flying, which he associated with the war, and he was wary of being trapped for hours with his colleagues, all growing steadily drunker, himself included, in a tin vessel thousands of feet above the earth. He was a junior lawyer for the American Oil legal team, and this was his first trip to the Middle East. He felt an irrational, gnawing concern that his boss, George Monroe, who was three sheets to the wind already, would look at him and say: What the hell is this kid doing here? Although he wasn’t a kid. He was thirty years old, a veteran of a world war, a husband and a father of two, a property owner in the state of Connecticut. But something about Monroe’s bearing, the thick jowls and swaggering bravado of his speech, suggested that underneath his boardroom success, he had the instincts of a grade-school bully. The war had taught Nick to spot that sort of thing. 
The only women on this plane were two stewardesses, one of whom was chatting up a group of oilmen at the front. The other, a thin, dark-haired girl, seemed nonplussed by her colleague’s fraternizing and delivered beverages with a nurse’s brisk, slightly reproving authority. On Nick’s way to the lav, he caught her standing at the cramped service counter, surreptitiously reading. 
“Good book?” he asked, and she jumped like a startled deer.
“Just a silly novel.”
But he had seen the cover. Tess of the D’Urbervilles. He felt a pang of pity for her, having to pretend a work of literature was junk. 
It made him think of his wife, Bet. Before they married, she had planned to get a PhD in literature. Now she was a mother and a wife, and she had no time to read. When he left to catch his train into the city for work, he could feel the javelin of resentment she leveled at him. 
But the world of ideas and power and action she imagined Nick setting off to was nothing like the office of American Oil. That was the rub. Nick had taken the job with grand ideas about international law as the only bulwark between peace and conflict, civilization and chaos. Without it, humans were no better than animals rutting about in the fields, taking what they wanted, eating those in their way. This was why he had gone to law school in the first place. In retrospect, his idealism seemed naive. So far, his job had been mundane, even tedious. Of course, it had accomplished another, and arguably more important, goal: it laid the foundation for a solid, upwardly mobile Taylor-family life. His wife did not have to work her fingers to the bone the way his mother had; his children were growing up with toys and dentistry and indoor plumbing—and that was progress, wasn’t it? 
When Nick returned to his place, a tall, craggy-faced man had plopped himself down in the seat beside his.
“Mind if I join you, Taylor?” the man asked. The man—his name was Carter Weston—had been in Nick’s class at Yale. They had been more acquaintances than friends. Nick was a poor scholarship boy from the Midwest, son of a Mennonite minister, and Carter was a fourth-generation prep-school type, tall and blond, a member of the school’s most elite social clubs. They had both studied History of the Near East. In Nick’s case this was almost by accident, some arm-twisting on the part of the head of the scrappy, newly funded department who needed more students to enroll; in Carter’s case, on account of a formative passion for Rudyard Kipling novels. For a time, both men had played on the same amateur ice hockey team. 
Now Carter held out a glass to Nick. “This is what you’re drinking, right?”
Nick accepted the glass, although in fact he’d been drinking water for the past half hour. Carter did not work with American or any of the other oil companies represented on this flight. He worked for the government. But in the Middle East, Nick was learning, there seemed to be a great deal of overlap. 
“Can I ask you a question, Taylor?” Carter said, rapping his knuckles on the window. “What do you see when you look down there?”
Nick glanced out at the idle oil field receding in the growing twilight.
“Abadan,” he answered.
“Ha! Fair enough. I mean more broadly—potential? Opportunity? A headache?”
Nick considered. “All of the above.”
Carter nodded. “You know what I see? A battlefield. A Gettysburg or an Agincourt. A place people will point to and say, That was where it was decided. That was the turning point.” 
Nick regarded Carter skeptically, but the man seemed to be serious. “Of?”
A fierce look came over Carter’s face. “The battle between Communism and democracy, freedom and oppression, liberty and conformity. The battle over the future of civilization, no less.” 
“All right,” Nick said. It was a grandiose statement even for a man like Carter, and for a moment Nick had the impulse to laugh. The fact was, however, at base, he agreed. Though he would never have said anything so dramatic aloud. “So how do you propose to win it?” he asked instead. 
Carter leaned in, a lock of blond hair falling into his face. Nick remembered a joke from their ice hockey days: Weston will bite your nose off if you get too close when he’s excited. 
“This battle,” Carter said, “will be fought in a new way. Not with guns and bombs and battleships, but with intelligence and the pulling of delicate strings.” 
Nick raised his eyebrows. “Attached to what? And by who?”
Carter laughed. As quickly as intensity had overcome him, he became once again jovial. “You’re a clever man, Taylor,” he said. “That’s just what I was getting to.” 



Part I
Nick and Bet



Chapter 1
Mapleton, 1953
In Mapleton, it was spring.
Purple crocuses pushed up from the earth, and the smell of new grass and defrosting decay floated in the kitchen window—opened for the first time since the Taylors had moved into the house. Bet Taylor attempted to feed Harry, the baby, breakfast while helping Katherine, age six, lace her shoes to go outside. Nick had been gone for over a month, the longest they had been apart since the war. In his absence, the house had taken on a cozy, if jumbled and slightly claustrophobic, feel. Bet made eggs and toast for supper and left the dishes in the sink overnight. She let Katherine color in the living room, and Harry sleep beside her in bed. And for the past week, they had all been sick with a cold. 
This was the first morning Bet felt herself again. She was desperate to escape the confines of her household and go out into the world. As soon as Eileen, the housekeeper who came twice a week, arrived, Bet kissed the children goodbye, pulled on her coat, and climbed into the car. The town was gathering for a peculiar event: the destruction of its oldest house, a dilapidated Colonial on Main Street, the first step toward the construction of a drive-in movie theater. 
Bet had derided the idea of such a spectacle when it was first advertised. Don’t gape at the misfortune of others, she could hear her mother saying. But this morning her thirst for human contact was stronger than her scruples. Anyway, the old Bainbridge house-wrecking wasn’t really misfortune; the whole town was delighted by the project, and Mrs. Bainbridge herself had been moved into a nursing home. Still, the house had been built by a genuine Revolutionary War hero. And once upon a time a family had lived here. 
A predominantly female crowd was gathered, waiting for a giant, slumbering excavator to mount its attack. This was a Wednesday; the men of Mapleton were mostly at work in Manhattan. 
A round, sandy-haired woman waved at Bet from behind a bake-sale table—Barbara Marchant, the one friend (in the loosest sense of the term) Bet had made since arriving in Mapleton. Bet waved back and made her way to Barbara. “Exciting, isn’t it?” Barbara said, squeezing Bet’s arm. “I’m so glad you came out.” 
On the steps of the little soon-to-be-demolished house, Martin and Christina Peele, champions of the project and social king and queen of Mapleton, stood looking impatient, he with a megaphone in hand, she with a bright, artificial smile that conveyed underlying anxiety. 
“Greetings! Hello!” Martin Peele tested the megaphone. The crowd grew silent. “I am thrilled to welcome you all here today to begin an exciting new chapter in our town’s life,” Martin continued. “With the clearing of this lot, we officially begin construction of a venture that will bring to Mapleton one of the great pleasures of modern life: the movies! Which we can soon enjoy from the comfort of our own cars!” The crowd clapped and cheered. “Onward to the future!” Martin crowed. On cue, or maybe a little early, the engine of the excavator roared to life. There was a collective intake of breath, and the Peeles scrambled from the steps. 
Bet watched, spellbound, as the giant machine rumbled forward, and its shovel, curled like a fist, swung up and smashed into the house. The front windows shattered. 
Beside her, Barbara gasped. 
The fist-like action was repeated once, twice, and then a third time, when it ripped through the front wall, splintering the clapboards and exposing dark, ancient seaweed insulation beneath. The house revealed itself to be entirely breakable, no sturdier than a bird’s nest. It made an ugly cracking noise. 
Bet had once been inside this house. It was on the market when she and Nick were looking at properties in Mapleton. The real estate agent had led them through hastily—plans for the town’s acquisition were possibly already afoot. “The oldest house in town,” he had explained, “built before the American Revolution.” The rooms were small and dark with original leaded windows that let in only a dim and filtered light. Pigs and chickens had lived in what was now a washroom, the agent informed them; illegal ammunition had been stored under the stairs by the local militia. It had given Bet a depressing, poignant feeling, even before the shock of Mrs. Bainbridge herself, in her wheelchair in the corner, apparently not yet moved into the old people’s home. She had seemed barely sentient, a pile of sagging skin and thin white hair, but when the old woman saw Katherine, her face lit up. Katherine surprised them all by going to her and extending her hand. “I like your house,” she had said in a clear, unafraid voice, and Mrs. Bainbridge smiled. What did the old woman see? Herself as a child? Someone she’d once known? 
Bet looked around at the spectators now. Some of them had brought children, who clutched the fence with chubby fingers, watching with rapt attention. Their presence seemed ugly to her suddenly. People had brought their children to witness an act of violence and destruction. In another era, would they have gathered to watch a witch get stoned? But she was here too, of course. Her judgment was hypocritical. She thought of what Nick had said when they’d first moved here from Manhattan: There are nice people everywhere.
 
When Bet returned to 48 Middle Road, the house was tidy, and a cake was baking in the oven. Eileen had dusted the front-hall mirror, and Bet’s face was reflected back at her with unfamiliar clarity: gray eyes, wide mouth, dark hair escaping from the clips she’d pulled it back with. 
When she entered the kitchen, she was greeted by her daughter, who flung her arms around her waist and hung her head back, nearly toppling them both. “Daddy’s coming home on Friday.” 
“He is? What do you mean?” Bet asked, looking up at Eileen. Katherine was an imaginative five-year-old.
“Mr. Taylor’s office telephoned,” Eileen confirmed. “He’ll be home Friday.”
“Oh!” Bet felt the color rushing to her face. “Wonderful!” She meant it. But it was also jarring. He was not due back for another week. There were so many things she had meant to accomplish in his absence. 
Harry rattled the side of his playpen. Bet disentangled herself from her daughter and picked up her son. He was such a round, delicious baby, wide-eyed, bald as a bat. He was one and a half. Our little Buddha, Nick called him. Bet rubbed her forehead against his, which elicited his throaty, surprisingly deep baby laugh. She set him down and he crawled happily across the linoleum. 
“Well,” she said, turning back to Katherine. “Why don’t you and I make something nice to welcome Daddy home?”
“I already did.” Katherine jutted her chin out, proudly. “I made a bomb.”
“A what?” Bet asked, startled.
“A bomb,” Katherine repeated.
“No, no, child,” Eileen said at the same time. “Remember what we talked about?”
“But it is a bomb,” Katherine said, frowning. “It’s not a ball. Daddy doesn’t care about balls.” 
“Ba!” Harry beamed.
“It’s on the table.” Katherine gestured at a lump of clay and newspaper hardening on one of Bet’s new yellow dinner trays.
“It looks like a volcano,” Bet said hopefully.
“It’s a bomb!” 
“Katherine Taylor, do not shout at me,” Bet scolded. There was a part of her that often felt, in some small chamber of her heart, slightly afraid of her prickly, strong-willed firstborn. 
And she was aware of Eileen as a witness. Did Eileen go home to her own family and talk about the Taylors, this silly (Bet often felt silly in Eileen’s presence), privileged family she worked for? In moments like this, Bet wanted to tell Eileen that her own father had worked in a garment factory as a boy, that she had lived in Bay Ridge until she was nine. But their relationship did not include such confidences. 
As quickly as the temper had come over Katherine, it seemed to vanish. “Never mind,” she said and stalked off into the dining room. 
What should I do with that child? Bet wanted to say. But it wasn’t the sort of question a mother was supposed to ask. 
*  *  *
“Tell me about this bomb you made,” Bet said later when Katherine was in the bath. The room was warm, steam clouding the windowpanes.
“It was nothing.” Katherine scowled, plunging an empty coffee tin beneath the surface of the water. “I don’t even care about it.” 
“Well, it was a nice idea,” Bet said, relief making her generous. In fact, the idea was precisely what was not nice. “I only wonder how you thought of it—I mean, where did you get this idea that Daddy would want a bomb?” 
Katherine cocked her head and regarded Bet critically. “Because people do,” she said. “They talk about it on the radio. Everybody wants bombs.” 
“Not people.” Bet laughed. “Countries.” 
Katherine lifted the tin of water up high and poured it out in a loud gush. Then she looked sideways at Bet. “Daddy was in the war, you know.” 
Bet stared at her fierce little daughter, wet hair plastered seal-like to her head. “Well, that doesn’t mean he wants a bomb,” she said, standing and holding up a towel. But the warmth and coziness of the little bathroom was gone. Bet could see the dark, sticky areas of the floor under the tub where the linoleum was peeling, exposing a patch of old floor. 
“Sweetheart,” she said, scooping the girl out of the water, kissing her forehead. “Let’s not talk about bombs tonight.”
*  *  *
When Friday evening arrived, Bet left the children with Eileen and drove to pick up Nick at the train station. She arrived early, and waiting in the warm car, she was overcome by nervousness, a shadow of their first postwar reunion. They had known each other only four weeks before Nick left for the Pacific, and they had gotten engaged by letter. When he returned—her fiancé, a man she could not even distinctly picture—she had nearly fainted waiting for him on the train platform. Some echo of that first reunion was always present in those that followed, a brief disconnect between the man she held in her mind and his flesh-and-blood self, a momentary awkwardness. And this time their reunion was to be attended by some man who had been in Saudi Arabia with Nick, a Mr. Carter Weston, who was on his way north but would spend the night with them in Mapleton. Nick had sent a telegram saying this. Bet did not relish the idea of a stranger at their intimate family reunion. 
At exactly 6:22 the train pulled into the station, and Bet climbed out of the car. A strong wind tore at her scarf, and her jacket ballooned around her like a cape. She made her way to the platform, buttoning up, her armpits damp. The doors opened and the men—it was all men on the 6:22 from Grand Central—flocked out. It took a moment for her to spot Nick among them, exiting the last car from the back, battered suitcase in one hand, briefcase in the other. He looked like such a boy under his hat—slim, with the sort of flexible gangliness of a puppy, but it was more than that. There was something particularly clear-eyed and smooth about his face. Even the war had not changed that. Compared, for instance, to the man beside him—equally young, but more complicated-looking, a face of crags and shadows. Unlike everyone else, the man beside Nick was not wearing a hat. 
When he saw her, Nick set down his suitcase, grinning broadly. The other man fell back a step, aware of the awkwardness of his presence in this reunion. And Bet broke into a jog, hands still in her pockets, unexpectedly filled with both shyness and joy. Nick opened his arms and enveloped her, kissing her on the lips, rocking them both off balance. 
“Boy, is it good to see you,” Nick said, his hands still resting on her shoulders. He looked into her eyes. “Bet,” Nick said, dropping one hand and gesturing at the man. “Meet Carter Weston. Carter, meet my girl.” 
“Honored,” the man, Carter, said, dipping his head. “You didn’t tell me your wife was such a beauty.”
“Well, now, that makes me look bad,” Nick said.
“Oh, stop,” Bet said. Nick did not sound like himself.
“How’re my babies?” he asked.
“Desperate to see you. Harry’s cutting a tooth, though, so be warned. Do you have children, Mr. Weston?” She turned.
“Carter, please,” he corrected. “No, I don’t. I haven’t settled down yet. Not for lack of trying on my part.”
Nick laughed and Bet glanced over at the man. She was developing a picture.
Back at the car, Bet climbed into the driver’s seat. Nick did not insist on driving, and Bet appreciated this. She loved to drive—the smooth click of the gearshift and the way the wheel spun beneath her hands, the miracle of controlling something as elusive as speed. 
It was a beautiful evening. The branches that stretched over the road were dotted with pale spring leaves, so tiny they gave the impression of blossoms or snow. Pretty white clapboard houses sped past, picket fences, old trees; Mapleton was a true New England suburb, a historic town turned bedroom community, its kitchen gardens paved into driveways, old barns and stables turned into garages. 
“So how was it in Arabia?” she asked.
“Not as nice as it is to be home,” Nick answered.
“Looks like a nice town,” Carter remarked. He rolled down his window and fresh air whipped through the car. “There a good club here?” Carter asked. “Somewhere you can golf?” 
Nick leaned forward. He had given Carter the front seat. “There’s a club, but we haven’t gotten around to joining yet,” he said. “I think it’s a decent place.” 
“‘Haven’t gotten around to’ as in we haven’t been asked,” Bet clarified.
“That so?” Carter said, raising an eyebrow at her. “I’d think all you’d have to do is make your interest known, a handsome young couple like you.” 
“I don’t think that’s how it works.” Bet frowned. “Anyway, I don’t care.”
“Bet, now—” Nick began.
Carter continued to look at her. “I think it works any way you want it to work.” He turned toward Nick. “Well, it looks like a fine place to raise a family.” 
It works any way you want it to work. It was outrageously arrogant. But on some level, Bet admired it. 
*  *  *
Dinner was remarkably pleasant, considering the odd threesome they made and the haphazardness of the still barely furnished dining room. Nick was in a buoyant mood. Katherine had been so obviously delighted to see him, and Harry had even uttered a few gratifying Dadas in Nick’s arms. The “bomb” stayed mercifully forgotten (or reconsidered? With Katherine, it was hard to gauge) on top of the fridge. 
Carter Weston proved to be good company. He was on his way north to Boston to see his mother before returning home to Washington. He worked in intelligence, the newly formed CIA, as a project coordinator for the Middle East. In the war he had been with the OSS. He had plenty of tales to tell and the jovial good manners of someone accustomed to being a guest. 
Together he and Nick told stories of the strangeness of the Aramco compound in Dhahran, where they had spent most of the past month: the swimming pools and green lawns in the middle of the desert, the private whiskey stills in the squat ranch houses, and the themed rec-center parties—suburban American life, halfway across the planet. 
“And what do the Saudis think about all this?” Bet asked.
“Oh, they’re happy as clams,” Carter said. “‘Let the Westerners consort with the devil’—meanwhile, they’re getting rich!”
“Is that their attitude?” Bet raised her eyebrows.
“They don’t all think Westerners consort with the devil,” Nick corrected. 
“I’m not saying they’re wrong!” Carter threw up his hands in mock surrender.
After dessert (an orange Bavarian cream Bet had labored over), he had the social grace to retire early to the attic guest room. 
“What’s a spy doing hanging around with oil-company men?” Bet asked when she and Nick were upstairs in their own bedroom. 
“He’s not a spy.” Nick frowned. 
“Oh. What would you call him, then?”
“I don’t know. An operative, I guess.”
“Okay.” Bet gave her husband a look. “What’s an operative doing with a bunch of oil-company men?” 
“Keeping on top of things.”
“Ahh. That clarifies it.”
“Well, it’s not—there’s a lot of oil over there to keep safe.”
Bet regarded her husband. He was hanging his shirt with a fastidiousness that indicated he did not want to make eye contact. Meaning exactly what? she wanted to press, but she stopped herself. He was keeping something from her. And Nick was not a secret-keeper. 
Bet knew about secrets, though. Experience had made her alert to both their power and their potential for catastrophe. “I’m glad you’re home, Nicky,” she said instead. 
He looked at her and smiled, once again open-faced.
“Now come to bed,” she said, turning back the quilt.
*  *  *
In the morning, Bet woke first. Beside her, Nick snored softly, his head tilted upward, lips parted, brown curls flattened against the pillow. When he’d first returned from the war, he had slept terribly—grinding his teeth, crying out, waking before the sun rose. And most days he still got up before dawn. At seven a.m., she would find him in the garden smoking and digging a trench around the shed to stop rain rot, repairing fence posts, tearing out wild sumac. In the winter, when it was frozen, he would be at his desk working, wrapped in a blanket, a victim of his own parsimony: he refused to raise the heat before seven. In those early-morning hours, he smoked, and when he saw her, he’d stub out the cigarette. It was a habit he was ashamed to mix with his family life. He didn’t talk about what woke him up. 
Today Nick was out cold, though. When Bet heard baby Harry’s cries from the next room—exclamations, really, shouts of excitement and wonder, as if every morning he woke in a new and marvelous place—she wrapped herself in her robe and whisked him downstairs to the kitchen. 
To her surprise, Carter Weston was already awake, reading the newspaper, a glass of orange juice in hand.
“Good morning,” he said, half rising.
“Good morning,” Bet replied, pulling the robe tighter, suddenly aware of the frumpiness of the terry cloth, the thin shift she had on beneath. “I didn’t want to wake Nick . . .” she said vaguely. 
“Good woman to let him sleep,” Carter pronounced. “He needs it.”
Harry squirmed in Bet’s arms. She placed him on the floor, where he sped on all fours to the cat, curled in her basket. The morning seemed suddenly heavy, a tangle of awkwardness. “Can I get you something?” she asked. “Coffee? An egg?” 
“I don’t eat before noon. Don’t mind me—just go about as normal.”
Harry began a series of exclamations aimed at the cat, a difficult orange creature named Mabel who had come with the house. Mabel streaked across the kitchen and hid beneath a chair. 
Bet took the fry pan off its hook, cut a slice of butter, opened the icebox for eggs. What she really wanted to do was go back upstairs and comb her hair, get dressed. But that seemed like an admission of vanity or prudishness. She cracked the eggs too early into the still-cool pan. 
“Harry, old boy,” Carter said. “That’s no way to make friends with a cat.”
Bet glanced over to see Carter lean forward, elbows on knees, and drop one hand to the floor, rubbing together his fingers. “Here, kitty,” he said and sure enough Mabel rose from her crouch, trotted toward him, and thrust her head against his palm. 
Harry scrambled across the floor after the cat and sat down with a soft diaper thud at Carter’s feet. “You have to lure them, you know?” Carter said, addressing Harry. “Make them come to you.” The cat curled her lean body around his legs. 
Harry gazed up at Carter in concentration. And Carter looked directly at Bet.
The eggs began smoking in the pan.
“Damn it,” Bet said, shutting off the flame.
Carter rose quickly and opened the window over the sink. Both toddler and cat followed his movement with their eyes.
Bet thrust the pan under the faucet, where it steamed and hissed.
“Ba!” Harry exclaimed as Carter sat back down. “Ba! Ba!”
 “Oh, ba, is it?” he asked. “A ba kind of day?” He looked around as if assessing. “I’d say that’s about right.” 
“You could feed the cat,” Bet said coolly, gathering herself. “Her food is under the can opener. And there”—she indicated with her chin—“is her dish.” 
“Absolutely,” Carter said, a smile spreading across his face.
And in that moment, Bet felt as though he knew her. As if, in fact, they knew each other. As if what had transpired between them were an entirely different exchange. 



Chapter 2
Once Carter Weston was safely deposited at the train station, Nick felt the day fall open. It was warm for April and he was going fishing with his daughter. The neatly kept lawns of Mapleton sped past. Connecticut was so lush and green in contrast to the brown and gray and white of the Middle East. New England was still young and fertile. In the desert, nature was ancient and exhausted. You couldn’t spend time in such a place and not think about death. 
“Will we catch anything?” Katherine asked from the back seat.
“Don’t know,” Nick answered. “That’s how it is with fish.”
Katherine was silent. Nick glanced at her in the rearview mirror. He could see that she was working something out.
“If we catch one,” she said after a time, “will its family miss it?”
“Its family?” Nick repeated. “No.” Katherine looked out the window pensively, squinting into the wind. “Fish don’t have families,” he added cheerfully. “And if it’s a little one, we’ll throw it back.” 
Katherine seemed to accept this. She leaned back and let the wind blow her hair against the seat—what had become of her toddler curls? When had she become a long-haired little girl? He had been away only six weeks and in the interim his daughter had grown up. 
Now that Carter was gone, Nick’s brain felt looser. The intricate web of memories and information sagged in relief, the folds brushing up against themselves. Carter emitted a constant, buzzing frequency—he had asked Nick to play a role in an operation he was planning in Iran, a plot that would serve both American Oil and U.S. government interests. The role had already been sanctioned by Nick’s boss, George Monroe (who was an old pal of Allen Dulles, the CIA director), which begged the question: Was it a proposal or an assignment? That was for Nick to sort out. “Take your time thinking it over,” Carter had said. But anyone who spent five minutes with Carter knew that he was not a man who liked to wait. 
“Why me?” Nick had asked, genuinely flummoxed. The CIA was an elite cabal of prep-school chums with pedigrees like Carter’s, and Nick was a junior lawyer with no family connections to power or influence. Despite himself, he was flattered. 
“Because no one will pay attention to you,” Carter had answered, his eyes twinkling in a way that was both joking and dead serious. “And”—Carter became solemn—“because you’re a patriot.” 
“Is that right?” Nick asked.
“Of course!” Carter laughed. “Patriotism, my friend, is a natural resource. And I’ve got an eye for it.”
At the stoplight now, Nick turned to look over his shoulder, and a spear of pain shot up his neck. His vision flooded with light, and the car jerked left in his frozen hands. He blinked and yanked the wheel to return the car to his lane, sending Katherine crashing against the back of his seat. 
“Daddy!” she exclaimed indignantly.
In moments like this, the bits of shrapnel embedded in his shoulder seemed to come alive, small fish darting through the thick medium of his flesh, brushing against nerves. He had to relax, breathe deeply, and envision a cool, blue light spreading outward from the back of his head. This was a technique of his own devising. He had not shared the feeling that his shrapnel was animate with anyone, not even Bet. 
Behind him a horn blared.
Gingerly, he again looked left. This time the shrapnel stayed put.
 
It had been a dry winter, so when Nick and Katherine reached the river, they found it to be more of a creek, a wide swath of pebbly riverbed with a channel down the center deep enough for fish. Katherine was delighted by the matchbox of flies Nick had brought, ancient and dusty as they were. 
“My brother made those,” he offered. “A long time ago—you see how the feather is tied onto the hook?”
Katherine looked.
“It takes a lot of time. Patience.”
Katherine glanced up at him. “You have a brother?” she asked.
The question sent a pang through him. Surely he had told her about Ame. Was it possible he hadn’t? “I did,” he said. “The boy in the photo hanging over my desk.” In the picture, Ame stood beside their parents in the doorway of Nick’s childhood home.
There was a vividness to him that belonged to a different universe—his lanky form, glowing and hazy-edged, illuminated by the sun. Their parents were dark, sharply outlined in the shadow of the house. To Katherine, Ame would never be more than a black-and-white photo. Sadness struck Nick with a sudden force. 
An uncertain expression came over Katherine’s face. “The one who died,” she said, trying it out.
“He died,” Nick echoed, surprised to find his throat hot and tight. “That’s right.”
“Not old,” she said somberly.
“He was twenty.” Nick felt the need to turn from the gaping hole he had opened. “Boy, he loved fishing,” he added in a voice that sounded false. 
Katherine looked at him skeptically, detecting his retreat.
Nick focused on stringing the fly, squinting against the brightness. He handed her the rod. “Ready to fish?”
*  *  *
Nick’s own father had frowned on fishing. Idle hands are the devil’s workshop was a guiding principle of Amos Taylor Sr.’s life. And fishing was filled with idle by his account. 
Amos Taylor Jr., or Ame, as he was known, was drawn to idleness. Or not exactly idleness but the kind of quiet, unstructured activity that allowed the mind free range. Unlike Nick, Ame was not a good student. He was not a diligent worker or a great athlete or even very curious. He was not “good” by either the extreme and penitent standards of his father’s stern system of belief or the more general standards of the town of Stewart Mills and of the era. He did not aim to please. But he knew how to fish, and he was beautiful: a tall, shambly boy with dark eyes and a kind of looseness to his movements. Years later it would occur to Nick that Ame’s fine features, air of insolence, and shaggy-haired androgyny would have made him a heartthrob if he had been a teenager in the 1970s. But instead, he was a teenager in the 1930s, and all these attributes made him suspicious, a member of the counterculture before it existed. 
On Sunday mornings, Pastor Amos Taylor Sr. left for his small, uninsulated church at dawn to stoke the fire or open the windows, depending on the season, and prepare for the service. The boys were under strict instructions to observe the Sabbath, which meant sitting in the dim, smoke-smelling parlor of their home, clad in stiff Sunday shirts and trousers, reading the Bible. Their poor mother, twenty years younger than her husband, was also held to this ritual—no chores, no cooking, certainly no work or play. And for years, the members of the family dutifully observed this. 
But when Nick was ten, his mother became ill with the sort of chronic malady loosely termed failing by the country doctor who oversaw the health of everyone in Stewart Mills. Now on Sunday mornings Constance Taylor remained in bed. Ame and Nick were expected to continue the Sabbath tradition alone. And for a time, they did. One day, however, Nick was awakened before dawn by Ame standing over him, a finger raised to his lips. Ame was dressed in the clothes he wore to milk the cow, feed the chickens, muck the outhouse, and cart water from the well. As a strict Mennonite, Amos Taylor Sr. forbade conveniences—the Taylor home had no indoor plumbing, no plush furniture, and, even when the rest of Stewart Mills got power, no electricity. 
Nick donned his own work clothes and followed his brother down the ladder from the attic where they slept. In the kitchen Ame had assembled a small sack of pantry scraps—a heel of bread, two apples, an end of cheese—which he swung over his shoulder. In the shed, he picked up two slim birch sapling rods and a small box of hooks and flies. “Where are we going?”
Nick asked, thrilled but also terrified: of discovery and of being smote by God for breaking the Sabbath. Ame’s face lit up. “We’re going to see Wisconsin,” he said, grinning, as if Stewart Mills were in some counterfeit state, as if the real Wisconsin existed only in the slate-gray streams and rivers, the brown ponds and deep hush of the woods. 
Fishing became the boys’ Sunday-morning ritual—transgressive, thrilling, and peaceful at the same time. If their mother realized that they were not sitting somberly in the parlor during those hours before church, she never let on. It was not clear where Ame had learned to fish. He was a solitary boy with few friends. But he knew where to go and when and exactly what bait to use for what fish and how to cast in a graceful looping arc. Possibly if Amos Sr. had seen the meticulous care with which his son approached the task, he would not have considered it idle. But this was not a risk either Ame or Nick considered taking. 
They traipsed all over the woods behind Stewart Mills to unspoiled lakes and creeks and rivers, full of fish and frogs and tiny minnows. They whacked their way through dense underbrush and clambered over boulders. Once they encountered a bear not more than ten yards away, small and black and shy. Mostly, the boys were quiet. And they always made it home in time for their father’s service. 
In the ritual of fishing, Nick learned several things from Ame. Ame fished for his own pleasure, which was a rebellion against the stultifying, joyless order of the Taylor household. To Nick, a citizen and a pleaser, this was novel. He was a boy who tried automatically to be a good member of any group—quick to gather kindling for a campfire, to volunteer to clap erasers in school, to clear the table at home. He had a tendency toward moderation and a preoccupation with righteousness passed down to him by his father. Ame’s striving for pleasure, personal satisfaction, the mastery of an unnecessary skill, belonged to a different moral universe: the moral universe of the self. And this was the universe where Ame lived long before it, like his looks, came into fashion. 
It occurred to Nick now, helping his daughter cast her hook into the swirling eddy, that his father, so stern and disciplined and focused on duty and responsibility to property and to other people, was a patriot. And Ame, whose allegiance was to something larger and quieter than a country or a town or even civilization, was the opposite. 
One afternoon when Nick and Ame returned from school, their father was waiting for them at the kitchen table. His expression was, if possible, more stern than usual, and he held his cane across his lap. They had been spotted returning from the woods that Sunday by a member of the congregation. And a caning was the punishment Pastor Taylor deemed appropriate. 
“Don’t punish Nick,” Ame said calmly. “It was my idea.”
A series of emotions crossed their father’s face, from anger to something almost like cunning. “So you would like to take both beatings,”
he replied and Ame did not flinch. 
Amos Taylor Sr.’s eyes flitted to Nick, cowering against the door.
No. Nick shook his head. That’s not fair. Did he say it aloud? Anger, mortification, and fear roared in his ears. Afterward he would be haunted by this question. To be fair, he was ten, Ame was fifteen—they were not equals. But all the same, it raised the question of cowardice. For years—long after his parents were dead (both of them by the time Nick left for the Pacific) and Stewart Mills was in the rearview mirror—the memory of watching his father’s cane fall across his brother’s back, the dull thud of contact and the repressed cries that followed, haunted Nick. He had let his brother take his punishment. 
So of all the things Ame taught him, there was also this.
*  *  *
Unlike young Nick, Katherine was not afraid of her father. In fact, she was delighted by the rare occasion of having him all to herself. Why did some fish like worms and others like flies? What was the biggest fish in the river? Might there be a shark?
She was a clever child, so much more free with her questions and concerns than he’d ever been. 
“Katherine,” he said after some time. “No more talking. You’ll scare away the fish.”
They had been there almost an hour when a boy appeared, wading downstream. He was tall and dark-haired and thin. His wrists protruded from his shirtsleeves, and the rolled-up cuffs of his trousers were sopping wet. The sight of him startled Nick. 
The sight of Nick and Katherine seemed to startle the boy as well because he stopped short.
“Good morning,” Nick said, reeling in his line. The boy looked at them warily. He had a wide, square forehead, too broad for his narrow frame; there was something familiar about him that Nick could not place. 
“Don’t let us stop you passing. We’ll hold our casts.” Nick took Katherine’s rod and reeled in the line.
The gentle burble of the water running down its channel and the buzz of a dragonfly filled the silence. The boy resumed his wading, shoulders hunched forward uncertainly. 
“You from around here?” Nick asked. “Do I know you?”
The boy shot him a startled glance and shook his head.
“Nick Taylor,” Nick said, extending his hand.
Reluctantly, the boy accepted it, stepping nearer, the current swirling hungrily at his ankles. “Curtis Stanvein.” He drew himself up. Then Nick recognized him. His mother was the teacher at the center of a dispute at the local school. Her picture, together with this boy—her son—and her husband, a “confirmed” Communist, had been in the paper last week. The husband was accused of—agitating? Organizing? Something to do with China . . . Nick had not actually read the article; the gist of it filled him with distaste. It was one thing to be on guard against Communism in Iran, another to ruin the life of some poor teacher’s family. What good did that do anyone? It certainly wouldn’t make this boy skulking down the river love his country. 
“You fish?” Nick asked.
“Sometimes.”
Now that the boy had said his name, he had a different bearing; it was as if the exposure had stripped him bare, and in his nakedness, he was challenging, almost defiant. 
“Here,” Nick said, holding out his own rod. “Care to try your luck?”
Surprise flashed over the boy’s face. “All right.” He shrugged, accepting the rod.
Nick was aware of Katherine looking on with interest and some level of perplexity. In a vague way, he was aware of himself as a father, as a person from whom she was learning how to conduct herself. It lent the exchange a feel of importance. 
“Here,” Katherine said, picking a fly from the matchbox and holding it out. “You should try a new one.”
The boy accepted the fly and detached the old one with expert fingers. Watching him—the shaggy hair, the newly squared shoulders, the ease of his lanky body holding the rod, stepping back to cast the line—Nick had the odd sense that he had conjured the ghost of Ame. 
The fly dropped into the swirling middle of the stream.
“How did you get it so far out?” Katherine asked.
The boy shrugged, pulling it back in.
“Daddy,” Katherine said, and Nick realized it was the second time she’d said it. “Help me.”
Wordlessly, Nick took her rod and watched as the boy beside him pulled the rod back and swung it forward in a skillful arcing motion; the fly dropped dead center in the channel of the river. Nick felt as though, if he didn’t speak, didn’t breathe, they could remain there, all four of them—Katherine, himself, the boy, and the ghost of Ame. 



Chapter 3
The Sunday after Nick returned was Easter, and he rose from bed quietly, careful not to wake Bet. He washed and dressed and went out into the hall. The faint sound of singing came from behind his daughter’s door. He rapped lightly and she flung it open, her face delighted. “Easter?” she asked. Nick raised a finger to his lips and gestured for her to follow. 
On the kitchen table was a pretty straw basket filled with colored eggs and jelly beans, a small plush bunny perched on top. Bet had assembled this last night. Easter baskets were a tradition in the O’Malley family. Some vestigial Mennonite sensibility in Nick made him suspicious of this, just as he was of many of the lighter, more frivolous O’Malley traditions—the lavishing of gifts at Christmas, for example, and the silver dollars for lost teeth. He knew it was dreary of him to disapprove—what was wrong with a little joy?—and he tried to shake his father’s voice from his head. 
This morning he had his own surprise planned. He was bringing Katherine to Boyd’s farm to pick out a chick.
He did not tell her where they were going (except that no, it was not yet time for church), so when they pulled into the dirt lot off Route 7, a disappointed, uncertain look came over Katherine’s face. 
“I thought it was going to be something nice,” she said, slumping in the seat.
Nick turned around once he had brought the car to a stop. “Who says it’s not?”
Across the farmyard, Joe Boyd came out of his house. The stub of his wooden leg was unbooted, the tip protruding from the right leg of his pants. They were here in part because Nick made a point of trying to help Joe out. Joe was a navy man. He had also fought in the Pacific. Someone had told this to Nick. He and Joe did not speak of it. But the random unfairness of how they’d come through hung there between them. Joe was a one-legged farmer now, for Christ’s sake. You could see his wife in the field most days, driving the tractor, doing man’s work. 
Joe lifted his hand in a salutatory wave.
“Happy Easter,” Nick called, opening the door for Katherine to climb out.
“Yes, sir.” Joe bobbed his head. He looked squarely at Katherine. “You ready for an Easter chick?” As if on cue, a rooster crowed in the distance. 
The look that spread across Katherine’s face was beautiful—wariness followed by confusion followed by dawning delight.
“A chick for me?” She turned to Nick.
For the rest of his life, Nick told himself, he should remember this.
*  *  *
When they returned to Middle Road, Bet was at the table in her robe and slippers, feeding Harry. Her hair was still in rollers, and the kettle was heating on the stove. She did not appear in any way ready for the eleven o’clock service. 
“Look, look, look,” Katherine said, entering behind Nick, chick extended in her hands. “It’s for me! To keep!”
Bet registered the bit of yellow fuzz wriggling and peeping in her daughter’s outstretched hands.
“It’s an Easter chick!” Katherine exclaimed. “I’m going to call him Fluffy! Because, look, his feathers are like fluff!”
“A chick?” Bet turned to Nick, her face incredulous. “You got a chick?” 
“Look, look!” Katherine stuck the little flapping, peeping creature into Harry’s crying face. Like magic, Harry brightened. He, too, turned to Nick, incredulous. 
“We always got a chick on Easter, growing up,” Nick offered. “For good luck.”
Bet tilted her head to the side. “Because you had chickens,” she said. “Where are we supposed to keep that?” 
“In my room!” Katherine cried. “It can be my pet!”
Bet narrowed her eyes and shot Nick a look.
“I was going to build a coop,” he said sheepishly, the fun gone out of the surprise.
“Mmm.” Bet nodded. “It’s lovely, sweetheart,” she said to Katherine, “but I don’t know if we can really keep it.”
“What? Of course we can!” Katherine exploded. “Daddy got it!”
Now did not seem to be a good time to mention church. The idea that they would be late made Nick anxious, though. He had turned his back on his father’s faith, but still he went to church most Sundays. The Episcopal church of Mapleton was more forgiving, less condemning of creature comforts and the accumulation of wealth. He could not imagine Easter without church. Even the Easter he had spent aboard an aircraft carrier had involved a sermon, a whole audience of Marines—boys, really, almost no one older than twenty-four—sitting together, heads bowed, in the belly of the ship. Whether they were true believers or simply hedging their bets on the afterlife, they’d gathered as one to consider something greater than themselves, beyond the scope of their earthly futures. 
Bet, though, had grown up attending endless Catholic Masses that were too elaborate and Italian in style for her Irish family, and as soon as she was confirmed, the whole family had dropped church. She accompanied Nick only on Easter and Christmas and, occasionally, Labor Day Sunday. On ordinary Sundays he went with only Katherine, whose lack of enthusiasm was reinforced by Bet’s truancy. 
“Can I take over?” Nick asked, indicating the bowl of mush on the table and the general mess that was Harry.
Wordlessly, Bet handed him the spoon. Harry craned around to better see his sister and the chick, which she was now trying to push, not so gently, into her Easter basket. 
“Why don’t you girls go up and get ready for church?” Nick ventured. “Harry and I will get the chick squared away in its box.”
“I don’t know if I have time for church this morning,” Bet said in a chilly voice.
“Can we stay home and take care of chickie?” Katherine clamored.
“It’s Easter Sunday,” Nick pleaded. Bet sighed, and Nick felt the daily flesh and blood of marriage turn to gristle.
 
In the end, all four Taylors went, though they were late, which embarrassed Nick. He was a firm believer in punctuality. Time was a zero-sum game; showing up late was stealing another person’s minutes. In this case, it was both less clear and more dangerous whose time Nick, Bet, and their children were stealing: God’s? The minister’s? The whole congregation’s? It was a small transgression against the tenets and principles by which the community lived, the unspoken agreements without which there would be no civilization. 
Civilization was such a fragile thing. Nick believed this with an anxious conviction. He had seen it break down. And if one knew how brittle it was, how delicate and improbable its framework, one was particularly bound to uphold it. The charade of strength and durability was vital to its existence. And here, in some infinitesimal way, Nick felt this late entry to church to be a tiny but dangerous exposure of its tenuousness. 
The minister, a young man about Nick’s own age—had he served? He had the look of an army man—spoke stiffly about Gideon and Joshua and the conflict in Korea. Nick’s mind drifted. He looked over at Bet, holding squirming Harry on her lap, and felt reassured. 
Marriage was what he had dreamed of during the war. What all the boys in their foxholes and damp sleeping hammocks dreamed of—a dream so ubiquitous, it seemed like something they had been given or instructed to want: a pretty wife, a baby or two, a warm and pliant body to bury oneself in, a neat household with a waiting pipe and slippers. He was lucky—it really was what he wanted! War was a specific poison and the construct of marriage its specific antidote. If it didn’t suit you, its lifesaving embrace might become a noose. He reached over and squeezed Bet’s hand. She did not pull away. Neither did she squeeze back. What was it like to be the antidote? 
He did not think about this. He thought instead of Carter’s “proposal.” His “answer” (as if it were up to him) was due by tomorrow. The trip to Iran would be a secret, kept even from his wife; not private, the way his time in the war had been, but actively obscured. Iran, at this delicate moment, did not welcome Americans, especially oil-company executives. He would tell her and everyone else that he was going to Beirut. The lie stuck in his craw—Thou shalt not lie had been a seminal tenet of Amos Taylor Sr., a central edict of being a man. The lie would separate Nick from his wife. And this, more than any other misgiving, gave him pause. 
*  *  *
Bet’s parents arrived in time for Easter dinner, Frank O’Malley’s new state-of-the-art Pontiac Chieftain nosing like a shark into the driveway. 
Nick and Bet went out to greet them, Harry in Bet’s arms.
“Oh, how fine it is to have you back, Nicholas,” Mary said, kissing him briskly on the cheek. “We worried we’d lost you to the Arabs.” 
“Mother.” Bet rolled her eyes. “We knew he was coming back.” 
“I’ve read Lord Jim. You never know when a man might fall in love with wildness.” 
“Well, you’ve got me back,” Nick said jovially, taking Harry from Bet. He walked toward his father-in-law, who had opened the hood of the car and stood peering down into the engine. 
“Can I help you out here, Pop?” Nick asked. The word always stuck on his tongue, even if it was what the old man wanted to be called. 
“The oil’s low.” Frank frowned, making a show of poking at the car’s black innards. “And I filled it last week, damn thing.”
Frank O’Malley loved cars and loved to pretend he understood how they worked. His know-how was an obvious charade, indulged and exploited by friends and family for its comic potential. 
“If you take your grandson, I can have a look,” Nick offered.
“Give me the boy.” Frank smiled, extending his arms. “But forget the oil. It’s Easter, isn’t it?” Frank joggled his delighted grandson up and down. He was a superb grandfather; he never attempted to discipline or teach lessons or lead by stagey example. In his work, he was a driven and successful businessman who had pulled himself out of Bay Ridge into the upper middle class. He had a reputation for being uncomfortably forthright. But with his grandchildren, he was good-humored and relaxed, easygoing and fun. “What do you say, pal?” He grinned at Harry, who lifted a fat hand to his grandfather’s cheek. “Did the Easter Bunny visit last night?” 
“He did!” Katherine hollered, running up the walk from the house. “And guess what I got!” 
Nick glanced nervously at his wife. 
Bet shook her head, but then began to laugh. “I give up!” She threw up her hands. “Fine.” She glared theatrically at Nick. “But you had better get going on that coop.” 
“A coop?” Frank asked.
“For the chicken Nick wants us to raise.” Bet grimaced, but to Nick’s relief, there was humor in her expression. 
*  *  *
Later, when the meal had been served and the children shooed outside to play with the neighbor’s responsible fourteen-year-old, Bet’s mood seemed to darken again. “I keep thinking about the Rosenbergs.” She sighed. “I was reading about their children the other day. Those little boys—they’re just ten and six. And they know their parents are about to be killed! It’s awful.” 
The adults were still seated at the table, the detritus of the meal spread before them—coffee cups and chocolate-smeared dessert plates, crumbs and empty wineglasses. 
“It’s a bad business.” Frank O’Malley shook his head. “But you can’t have convicted spies just roaming about.”
“Daddy.” Bet looked horrified. “They’re in prison, not roaming about! And the electric chair!” She shuddered. “It’s inhuman!” 
Frank’s jaw stiffened. “I’d say what’s inhuman was them giving our secrets to the Soviets. Putting an atom bomb in Stalin’s hands! Look at the mess that’s gotten the whole world in.” 
Bet sighed. “I’m talking about their children, Daddy. Those boys don’t care about the Soviet Union or America or Communism or democracy. Now they’ll be orphans.” She looked as if she was about to cry. She was too porous, Nick felt; she absorbed the uproar of the world. When she was angered or frightened or saddened at something happening halfway across the globe, it became as urgent to her as the events of her own life. 
“We saw the Stanvein boy the other day when we were fishing,” Nick offered, intending to change the subject.
“You did?” Bet gaped. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t think of it.” It was true. Why would he have thought to tell her? There was also the strange, indescribable magic of the moment; putting it into words would have ruined it. 
“What was he like? Was he with anyone else?”
Nick shook his head. “An ordinary boy. By himself.”
“Fishing alone? See, this is what I mean! All these children!” She turned back to her father. “This poor boy, his father is a Red, or supposedly is a Red. He’s going before the Senate and all that because he’s a China scholar and someone’s accused him of plotting with Mao or God knows what . . . and now this boy and his mother have moved to town and are being absolutely ostracized. People are throwing trash on their lawn! Slicing the tires on their car! It’s so ugly!” Her cheeks were flushed. It occurred to Nick she was a little tipsy. 
“Trash!” Mary exclaimed, as if this were the crux of it.
 “You’re down in the weeds here, Elizabeth,” Frank said in his most businesslike voice. “That fool McCarthy may be an idiot, but he’s not wrong that we need to be on guard. Do you know what Karl Marx prescribed in that book of his? World revolution as a necessity—world revolution! The extinguishing of the market economy! This was his condition for success!” 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Bet asked. “And I don’t think Judy Stanvein and her son are fomenting revolution. Talk some sense into my father, Nicky, would you? Tell him the Communists are not massing on the border.” 
“Well, that’s true,” Nick said. “Not on our border anyway.” 
“But elsewhere, right, Nicko?” Frank O’Malley looked satisfied.
Nick did not answer. “I do feel for those boys.” He sighed.
“Look around you, my dear,” Frank said to Bet in a kinder voice. “You’ve got a beautiful house, a happy, healthy family. You’ve got all the freedom you want and plenty to eat, your children can go to school and get medicine when they’re sick and—for Christ’s sake, they can have an Easter like this! I’d say all that is worth protecting, wouldn’t you?” 
“It’s not going anywhere, Daddy.” Bet sighed. She seemed worn out by her own vehemence.
“Because we won’t let it,” Frank O’Malley said. 
Nick looked at his wife, at the remnants of the meal spread across the glossy mahogany table: the monogrammed napkins and silver utensils they’d been given for their wedding, the mint jelly and the dinner rolls. The grandfather clock ticked, and the refrigerator hummed. It did strike Nick as beautiful. 
Bet looked back at him with tired, worried eyes.
 
After the O’Malleys left and the dinner dishes were done, Nick stood alone in the now clean and orderly kitchen and pulled the string of the overhead coil. The room plunged into darkness. 
From upstairs he could hear Bet’s footsteps, the bathroom door opening, the tap turning on; she was putting Katherine to bed. Harry was already sound asleep. Outside the window over the sink, the night sky was clear, the stars bright. A car whooshed by on Middle Road, its headlights momentarily illuminating the glossy surface of the refrigerator, the Formica counters, the ticking wall clock. 
Night as it had been in the Pacific returned to Nick—the stars obscured by humidity, the air thick, the specific papery rustle of wind in the palms. The sharp feel of danger, a prickle along his skin even when he slept. On the islands he would never have paused, stilled by indecision, in the middle of an open space. Even now, remembering, he had to remind his heart it did not need to race. He was in America, in Connecticut, in his own house. But for a moment it was almost as if he missed the dense, unquiet Pacific night. 
He crossed the floor to the telephone and dialed Carter.
“He is arisen!” Carter said by way of greeting.
Indeed—Nick knew the reply, beloved by Episcopalians. “All right,” he said instead, fixing his eyes on the brightest of the stars outside. “When do we leave?” 



Chapter 4
In a weak moment while Nick was gone, Bet had allowed Barbara Marchant to corral her into editing The Modern Mapleton Household for the local Junior League. (“You went to Vassar, Betsy. It’s practically your duty!” Barbara had insisted.)
The book was to be a contemporary update of Mapleton Manners, a volume of quirky recipes and jaunty anecdotes and tips from the previous generation. The proceeds would help fund the new library, a cause Bet was happy to support. But reading the submissions from her neighbors made her skin crawl: Smile when you answer the telephone; it will make your voice sound more friendly! And This delectation—yes, unfortunately, this was a word; Bet had looked it up—will put all work aggravation out of Pater’s head. Pater? Who called her husband Pater? Mapleton was apparently rife with Anglophiles. The enterprise was not improving Bet’s feeling of connection to her town. 
Working at the little writing desk in her bedroom the week after Easter, Bet spied, to her dismay, Christina Peele’s blue Buick pulling into her driveway. As head of the local Junior League, Christina was the “publisher” of The Modern Mapleton Household. 
The doorbell chimed and Bet could hear Eileen’s footsteps crossing the hall and then Christina’s insistently cheery voice.
“Mrs. Taylor?” Eileen called up the stairs. Call me Elizabeth, Bet had said so many times. But Eileen would not budge from the formality. 
“Good morning!” Christina beamed as Bet descended the stairs. “I’ve got some real gems for you to edit! And I’m absolutely dying of thirst. Can I trouble you for a cup of tea?” 
“Of course,” Bet said, forcing a smile. Talking to Christina was tiring. There was an element of theater to her conversation that made you into the straight man for her routine. 
“I can read you Birdie Watkins’s addition,” Christina said with a wink.
Birdie Watkins was a local eccentric. Or at least an eccentric by Mapleton standards. She was older (all the grown-ups in Mapleton seemed to be under forty); she was unstylish (plump, with gray hair worn in a bun, and messy clothing: long drab skirts, sweaters, and brogues); and she was scattered. Once upon a time, she had been some sort of singer in St. Louis. 
“So,” Christina said. They were in the kitchen now and Christina sat down with a dramatic air of collapse. “Listen to this.” She pulled a folder from her bag and extracted a piece of notepaper. “It’s a recipe for Swedish herring salad. 
“‘Here is a little something I like to make when I’m feeling blue,’” Christina read. “‘My grandmother, who was from Sweden and always disliked American food, used to make it for me when I was a girl. And when my boys were little’”—here Christina widened her eyes at Bet; there were rumors about Birdie’s two sons, an artist and a writer, both of whom lived in the city, one purportedly a drunk, the other a homosexual—“‘they gobbled it up. It’s sweet and it’s salty, which, in this country, is rare. The trick is to find really good herring.’” 
“All right.” Bet nodded.
“‘Recipe.’” Christina paused for dramatic effect. “‘Two cans pickled herring, one can of beets, one fresh apple.’ Can you imagine? ‘One boiled potato, one yellow onion.’” 
“I suppose if you like herring . . .” Bet offered. She was thinking about her own grandmother in her small apartment, cooking cabbage. Bread of the Irish, Gran used to say. 
“And of course, she says to go into the city to get the herring,” Christina said. “To the Upper West Side.”
Bet felt her irritation with Christina harden. “I like it up there.”
Christina looked at her in surprise. “Do you? You’ve been?”
“Of course! I used to walk across the park when we lived in the city.”
“Well.” Christina frowned. “I’m not going there.” 
“Why not?” Bet asked, though she knew the answer.
“Why not? Because it’s all Jews and Puerto Ricans. And it isn’t safe.” 
“Oh.” Bet shrugged, taking the folder from Christina. “I never had any trouble.”
“Well.” Christina’s own face hardened. “I’d be careful.”
*  *  *
Before the war, before Nick and the children and Adult Life, with all its expectations, obligations, and victories of diminishing size, Bet was going to get a PhD in American literature. It was a wild idea but one she’d embraced wholly as an undergrad at Vassar. Higher education was new to the O’Malleys. Bet’s mother was unimpressed. A doctorate? She said the word so that it rhymed with chocolate and sounded equally fanciful. Her father thought the idea was a hoot. Frank O’Malley was a successful man, the owner of a utility holding company that he had built from the ground up. He was the first person in his family to go to college. And he viewed Bet’s acceptance to Vassar (class of ’43) as a triumph over the old New England establishment. If she got herself a PhD as well, that would give those fusty blue bloods who called America theirs the ultimate kick in the pants. An O’Malley with a PhD! And a woman to boot! 
The chip on her father’s shoulder seemed silly to Bet, an American translation of the age-old Irish-under-the-yoke-of-the-English narrative. He had a bigger house, a better car, and more money in the bank than most of the wealthy old WASP families she had met. Bet had nothing to prove about being Irish. But she did have something to prove about being a woman. Only two women had ever graduated from the Yale PhD program she had set her sights on. 
 
The letter from the army had come in the spring of Bet’s senior year. A mysterious summons in the little wooden mail cubby she checked after lunch every day. It sat there alongside two fat missives from Greg Knotting, the pretentious Harvard student she was dating, a young man who had avoided the draft on account of bad eyesight. The letter was thin and pale blue. It instructed her not to discuss its contents and invited her to a meeting about “opportunities for women in the army” in the art library on Saturday. Had the name of her beloved English professor Helen Blankenship not been attached, Bet would have been suspicious. “Opportunities for women in the army” had the sort of ring to it that her father, who was a realist, had taught her to avoid. 
But that Saturday, the sedate, wood-paneled library was populated by a group of the school’s brightest and best students. Professor Blankenship sat at the center of a circle of chairs, wearing a stern expression and a long ladylike string of pearls not usually in her repertoire. The radiators clanged and hissed, and the dusty Persian carpets gave off a wet-dog smell. Bet felt a hiccup of anticipation, the promise of something different and relevant. This was 1943; the war was well under way. She and her fellow classmates did their part for the war effort—conserving heat and knitting hats for soldiers on the front, taking Red Cross first aid and air-warden classes—but these were abstractions, busywork rather than action. Here, in this beloved room, she felt the presence of real potential. Professor Blankenship began to speak about Athens and Sparta and the evolution of modern warfare, the growing importance of information. Information, that thorny web of facts and figures at the heart of all university study, was also a weapon. Like a machine gun or a bayonet, it had life-and-death powers. And at this moment in time, the military was in desperate need of intelligent, analytical minds to gather, decode, and manipulate it. The women assembled here had been selected for their promise in this arena. And if they wanted to serve their country, there were opportunities aplenty. If they signed on, they would need to be discreet, possibly—at times—deceptive. Bet was enthralled even before the army captain entered the room. She was first in line to accept the packet of screening materials. 
From then until the end of the semester, Bet and four other recruits gathered in the privacy of Professor Blankenship’s sitting room every Thursday night to go over the weekly packets. There were problem sets to be solved and returned and information about cryptography to be learned—arcane details of the English language, which letters appeared most frequently in combination, historical ciphers . . . and when graduation came, they received word from the army that all the girls in their little “unit” had passed. They would be heading to Washington, DC. 
Walking out into the night, Bet felt unparalleled exhilaration.
They were to be circumspect, so there was no whooping or giggling or crowing about the adventure ahead, but the girls buzzed with the heat of contained thrill as they walked down the lamplit paths of the campus. Between her shoulder blades, Bet felt the rustling of invisible wings. And as she walked, she felt them unfurl, light and buoyant; it was a struggle to stay grounded. The wind was warm and the leaves were a deep, soft green and she felt part of this young and promising group, their secret like an invisible current between them, the heady pride of being chosen. They had worked hard and succeeded, and now they were promised a journey to a new place and a meaningful challenge none of them had ever imagined. It was like finding a door in a wall. 
Sometimes Bet would return to this feeling in her mind like the memory of an exciting kiss, a hoarded scrap of the original, still redolent of thrill. But sometimes, it was like a painful photograph, a trace of something gone, evidence of the scope and breadth of excitement she had rarely felt since. 
*  *  *
At Arlington Hall, Bet was assigned to a cryptography project for the U.S. Army Signal Intelligence Service. Before this, she had always been told she had no head for math. And it was true that long division and equations with fractions had petrified her in grade school. But here, she found she was actually good at recognizing patterns, which was the heart of their work. 
The cryptography was challenging, but also deadening at times, the meticulousness and repetition, the long hours of sitting at an uncomfortable desk, the headachey, dry heat of the building. But then came the successes—thrilling, enlivening, like nothing Bet or any of the girls had ever experienced. 
The project Bet was assigned to was called Venona. It was brand-new and top secret and involved decoding intercepted NKVD cables, spying not on the Japanese or Germans, as she had expected, but on the Soviets. It was clear, even then, that the Soviets were not entirely our allies. There were many people in power, especially in the army, who believed Stalin would betray the West and make a separate peace with Hitler. And there was a suspicion that the Soviets had embedded intelligence agents throughout the U.S. government. Uncovering the identities of these embedded agents was the objective of the Venona Project—and the work, therefore, was doubly clandestine. They were spying not on an enemy but on a wartime ally. 
Just as Bet was brought on to the Venona Project, it was discovered that the Soviet cryptographers had made a terrible mistake. They had duplicated pages of the unbreakable encryption technique known as the one-time pad. And this error meant their unbreakable system could in fact be broken. The girls on the Venona Project began to decipher the code names of Soviet spies: Liberal, Antenna, Ales . . . these referred to Soviet agents. Antenna, for instance, worked on the Manhattan Project. Ales worked in the State Department. Figuring out who exactly these code names referred to was not Bet’s or any of the girls’ job. In fact, they were not even to speculate. The implications were too serious. The deciphered cables were sent up the chain of command to those with context. If appropriate, they would act on the information. Not even the president of the United States knew of the project’s existence. 
Bet loved being a part of this clandestine operation. The girls came from all over America, and what a huge and varied country it turned out to be! Among her new peers, Bet was suddenly a Northerner, not a Mick; an Easterner, not new money; a college girl, not a Vassarite. The dorm they lived in, a cream-colored building that had once been a finishing school, was a melting pot. 
Bet’s roommate here was Sadie Gozol, a New Yorker whose background, in Bet’s prior life, would have been considered utterly different from her own. By the new standards of the day, though, Sadie was basically Bet’s demographic counterpart. Sadie was an only child, the daughter of a successful silk importer, and, like Bet, the beneficiary of her father’s first-generation-immigrant success. She was a year younger and enrolled at Wellesley. And she was the first Jewish person Bet had ever befriended. 
“You’re rooming with a Jewess?” her mother asked when Bet called home to report on her setup. “Why, because you’re Catholic?”
Bet and Sadie roared with laughter over this. The beauty of Arlington Hall was that no one cared about such things. After all, the powers that be had already taken the bold step of employing women. Relative to that, religion and culture (if not race—there were no Black women at Arlington Hall) were trivial. 
Bet and Sadie had much in common. Sadie was shy but quick and could easily make Bet laugh, and they shared a love of books. Sadie loved vast social novels like Vanity Fair and Bleak House. Bet loved modernists: Virginia Woolf, Ford Madox Ford, and Joseph Conrad. But both girls—or were they women? Bet felt on the cusp, independent but not yet weighed down by all the cares the word woman implied—loved reading late into the night, no matter how early they were rising. She loved their spartan, bare-walled room made cozy by the lamplight and the connection of lying in their twin beds not more than five feet apart while their minds roamed the far corners of the earth. 
In the morning they would join the queue of girls in robes and nightgowns unpinning their curlers, brushing their teeth, jockeying for position in the shower line. While the work was serious—they were engaged in war!—the earnest decorum of Vassar was absent from this place. 
 
Bet had been in Washington for only two months when she met Nick.
It was a Friday night, and on Friday nights Jean Farleigh, a sharp-tongued Baltimore girl who had worked as a bookkeeper before the war, led a party from the dorm out to a jazz club called the Quonset. On this night there was a Dixieland band playing. Bet was not a fan of Dixieland—so hectic and addled!—but she liked going out. Jean always kept tabs on the soldiers—who would be where when, what battalions were on leave, who was passing through town before deploying or on the way to another training location. And according to Jean, this was an especially auspicious night. A class of Marine officer candidates were on leave from Quantico, all of them “handsome devils.” Jean joked about hunting for a husband who would get her out of Baltimore, though of course she was dead serious. 
There were twenty girls on the trolley into town, a larger number than usual. From the moment they gathered in the front hall of the dorm, the night had the feeling of a party. On the bus, they hung on to the hand loops and swung as they went over potholes, bumping against one another’s hot talcum-powdered bodies. In those moments of togetherness, Bet always felt a little bit removed—aware that to belong to the group, she had to set aside some pure, highly specific part of herself. The theater of conformity demanded a kind of subterfuge. There was freedom in this—she could hoot with laughter and toss her hair and talk about boys along with everyone else. But there was also a particular kind of loneliness. 
At the Quonset, Bet ordered her “signature drink”—bourbon and lemonade. Every girl should have a signature cocktail was one of Jean’s half-joking, dead-serious requirements. Before coming to Arlington Hall, Bet had never so much as tasted bourbon. Here she found she actually liked it. It was her father’s drink. That was how she thought of it. It gave her a little spark of Frank O’Malley’s boldness. 
Beside Bet at the crowded bar, Sadie, who didn’t like alcohol, ordered a 7 Up. Bet did not enjoy having Sadie at her side on their nights out. Sadie was never anyone but herself and Bet felt a rebuke in this. Sadie clammed up around members of the opposite sex. In the loud hubbub of the Quonset, she was a deer in the headlights. She came along only because of Bet, which heightened Bet’s guilty feeling of annoyance. 
“Is Jean seeing that officer she met last weekend?” Sadie asked.
“No idea.” Bet shrugged.
Sadie nodded, the blue light of the bar sign casting a ghostly shadow on her face. A new number started, something quick and light, and Bet could see several of the girls take to the dance floor with partners. 
“Let’s join the group,” she said, nodding toward the far wall where a knot of girls from Arlington Hall had formed. “Secretary” or “In communications” the girls answered when asked about their work. “Message and signal routing.” Sadie slid off her stool obediently. She was almost a full head shorter than Bet, even in her heels, which in this atmosphere made Bet feel mannish. The bar area was especially crowded, and it took some doing to make their way across the room. 
“There they are,” Bet said brightly when they were no more than a few feet from the group. “Go on, I’ll be right there.” She ducked around a trio of naval officers before Sadie could follow her and walked briskly toward the ladies’ room. 
In the fluster of trying to shake her friend, she did not remember that right before the bar, there was a step down. She had the sensation that the ground had disappeared, and she flung out her arm and grabbed at the first solid object, which turned out to be the shoulder of a Marine. The drink in her other hand crashed to the ground. She and the Marine both lurched. But just before she fell, he righted them. 
“I’m sorry,” Bet said, heart racing, blood rushing to her face. “I didn’t see—”
“It’s a bad spot for a step,” the man said. “Downright treacherous.”
He had curly hair—she could see this even though it was cut short—and a kind, open face.
“Thank you,” she said, her blush deepening.
“Get the girl another drink, Taylor!” someone shouted over the general din.
“Would you like another drink?” the man asked. Bet appreciated the way he didn’t skip a beat. He didn’t chafe at the ribbing, and he didn’t look embarrassed. “What was it?” he asked her, flagging the bartender. 
“Bourbon and lemonade,” Bet answered.
“Bourbon and lemonade?” he repeated, looking amused.
Bet nodded and winced. Her ankle hurt.
“Are you all right?” he asked. “Do you want to sit down?” Without waiting for an answer, he turned to a man on a bar stool and asked him for his seat. 
With some relief, Bet sank onto it.
“There,” he said. “That better?”
“So stupid of me.” Bet sighed. “Just rushing and not looking . . .”
“Where were you rushing?”
The bartender slid over her drink.
“Oh, nowhere, just the ladies’ room.”
The uncertain look that crossed the man’s face made Bet laugh.
“Only to escape,” she said. “Not because—not for any natural causes.”
He grinned. “Well, I’m glad we’ve established that.”
Bet smiled. “It’s important for a lady to be up front.”
This time the man actually threw back his head and laughed. “So what were you escaping from?”
This made Bet color, remembering Sadie. “Just—I wanted a moment to myself. I came with friends.”
The man studied her face. “Nick Taylor,” he said, extending his hand.
“Bet O’Malley.”
He smiled, and in Bet’s head, all went quiet. “Nice to meet you, Bet O’Malley,” he said into this new fragile silence.
He brought her home that first night after the Quonset by cab, paid the driver, and stood before the grand entrance to the dormitory looking handsome and also shy. It brought out her own boldness. “Good night,” she said, cocking her head coquettishly. He hesitated and then leaned in and kissed her uncertainly. But she kissed him back fully, and his courage deepened. She was surprised to find her knees go watery and her heart race. 
“Take care of that ankle,” he said, stepping back when the front door opened, a triangle of light. In the thrill of their conversation, she had forgotten all about her injury. 
They saw each other twelve times in the month before he left. He was in the officer training program at Quantico and would soon be deploying for an unspecified destination. So they both had secrets—only his secret was unknown even by him; he wouldn’t know where he was headed until he arrived. She respected the fact that he did not talk about his imminent deployment with the boastfulness or self-conscious gravity so many soldiers did. He was not looking for adulation or pity. Instead, the topic remained out of sight, a door they were approaching with turned backs. 
They did not go to any more bars. The Quonset that night had been an anomaly for Nick, who was not drawn to drinking or raucousness. Although it turned out he did like to dance. They went to Club Kavakos one night and danced well past midnight. They went to lunch at the Hay-Adams and soldiered their way through unfamiliar dishes at a new French restaurant Jean had told Bet about. They canoed in the Tidal Basin. 
The time they spent together was filled with a shimmering sense of connection. They talked and talked, walking along the Potomac and through the Washington Mall and the park of Dunbarton Oaks—of their families and childhoods, their likes and dislikes, books they had read (Nick, too, was a reader), the people who had shaped them. Bet felt she was picking up all the disparate pieces of herself and palming them into an alluring narrative, crafting who she was, for her own benefit as much as for his. She wanted to go to Italy, and she wanted to learn to tap-dance; she hated organized sports, seafood, and chicken as a term of endearment. She loved quilts and dahlias and anything with chocolate. All of it was true, only she had never said it aloud before. 
Also, there was the kissing—long and sweet and searching, a world unto itself. She had never liked kissing so much. Its importance was heightened by the fact that they did not sleep together. They were both virgins. They did not discuss it—God forbid; Bet would have been embarrassed to admit she was not actually so determined to wait until marriage as Nick assumed she was. So they waited. 
 
One evening they went to the movies downtown. This required taking a streetcar and it was a Saturday night; the sidewalk was crowded with servicemen on leave. Amid a group of rowdies, an old woman was trying to make her way onto the streetcar with two shopping bags. “Can I help you with those, ma’am?” Nick asked, extending his arm outward to clear a path through the boisterous bodies. The woman accepted and looked at him with eyes moistened by relief. 
“That was kind of you,” Bet said later, after they had safely escorted the woman to the door of her building. “Do you do that often? Help strangers with their things?” 
Nick looked puzzled by the question. “Isn’t it common courtesy?”
Bet had not, truth be told, even noticed the old woman in the crowd. And in her own frame of reference, she knew her father to be deeply helpful to his many aunts and uncles and older relations—paying for someone’s home repair, driving someone else to church—but she had never seen him notice and assist a stranger in some task. Nick was a good Christian, in the most basic sense of that word, and Bet found this romantic. 
There was a comfort and ease to their communication from the start. Later, Bet would wonder at this. It was as if they already knew they would marry and spend their lives together, as if the whole thing were preordained. It diminished a certain excitement and offered honesty in its place. The only secret she attempted to keep was about her work, and even that she did not keep for long. 
“How did you come to take a job as a secretary?” he asked one night.
Bet was not good at lying. “It’s a special kind of secretary,” she explained and burst out laughing at the look on his face. “Not that kind.” 
She described the tests and training, the math and translation involved, without using the word cryptography. “You’re a code breaker,” he said, impressed. 
“Don’t ever call it that.” She trusted him entirely, but still, she did not tell him about Venona. She did not mention that the cables her group was deciphering were from the Soviet Union, not Japan or Germany. That was too secret. So there was a part of her, after all, that she kept to herself. 
*  *  *
Nick proposed by letter, from the Pacific, eight months after he left. Something had happened. Or cumulative somethings; she sensed it in his letters, and he alluded to it: a crystallizing of the forces that would define his life. He wrote of this obliquely. As soon as he came home, he wanted to marry her. Bet was caught up in the sense of mystery and fate and longing and answered with one word written on the back of a photo of them taken on the steps of the National Gallery just before he left: Yes!
Later, when Nick was home again, Bet asked him what had prompted his proposal. Why not wait until he returned? He was quiet for so long, she thought he had forgotten the question. 
“Because I realized I might forget myself without you.”
“And this would be a bad thing?” she asked.
He looked at her intently. “Yes.” 
So the man she was marrying was not drawn to abandon. This was a good thing, but on some obscure level she found herself disappointed.
Some weeks after Nick proposed, the Vassar girls in DC received a visit from Professor Blankenship.
There was great excitement over her arrival. Blankenship had left academia for good and was in Washington for a top-secret meeting, a circumstance that sounded as glamorous as it was intriguing. But at dinner under the fluorescent lights of the canteen, which smelled of gravy and cleaning products, they were consumed by awkwardness. How little they actually knew this celebrated, enigmatic teacher who had seemed so regal in the hallowed halls of Vassar. She appeared smaller, more rumpled, less worldly than they remembered. She ate mashed potatoes and soupy roast beef along with the rest of them and sopped up the juices with a crust of bread. She was obviously ill at ease outside her work. So they spoke mostly about the war—the new front in the Pacific, the Doolittle raid, the code breakthrough that had revealed the coordinates of General Yamamoto. It was a kind of perverse small talk, heavy and yet light. Bet’s mind drifted to Nick. He was still in the Pacific; that was all she knew. 
After dinner, Bet managed to catch up to Blankenship. It was a gray night; the walkway from the canteen was slick with rain. The wind tugged at Blankenship’s full, old-fashioned skirt. 
“I read Orlando finally,” Bet volunteered. “I loved it.” 
“Oh, yes?” Blankenship blinked behind her fogged glasses. “It’s rather a strange book.”
“It is,” Bet said. “But I think that’s why I liked it—it seemed so much more fantastical than anything else by Woolf.”
The professor frowned. “So literature is still something you’ve an appetite for?”
“Definitely,” Bet said, meaning it. But where was Blankenship’s usual warmth and encouragement? It had been replaced by this brusque dismissiveness. “I’m still planning to apply to graduate schools when . . .” She faltered, trying to find a sensitive way to say it. “Afterward.” 
“When the war is over,” Blankenship substituted.
“Right.”
Blankenship stopped walking and turned to face Bet. “I admire your zeal,” Blankenship said. “I hope it all goes as you plan.”
“Why? Do you think it won’t?” Bet asked. The drizzle had begun again, and she felt fine mist against her face.
Blankenship sighed. “You have a fiancé, right? In the Pacific?”
Bet nodded.
“Well, that’s fine, but these things—” She looked off to the side. “These things have a way of changing one’s course. A beau at the front who will be coming home, all this excitement here . . .” She waved her hand to indicate the twilit campus. “You could go back. Of course. But if you marry, if you settle down, that’s a different choice.” 
Bet regarded her revered mentor. Who was Blankenship to spread this dourness? To quash her cherished ambitions with such a light touch? And if this was such a derailing place, why had she recruited Bet to come here? She did not speak. 
“Elizabeth.” Blankenship’s voice was softer now, pregnant with a kind of sadness. “I don’t mean to humbug. I just know the way these things go. I’ve seen it often. You’re young. You’re bright and optimistic. I’m telling you what you can’t see or what you maybe haven’t thought about, that marriage, love, family—it’s an alternative choice. Not wrong.” She looked directly at Bet here. “But a different path.” 
A siren wound up in the distance.
In unspoken agreement, they began to walk again.
“Nick is different,” Bet said, seeing his thoughtful, intelligent face, the way it changed when he talked about his favorite books. 
“Is he?” Blankenship gave Bet a not-unkind look. “Anyway, the rest of the world is not.”
*  *  *
When Bet was done typing up Birdie Watkins’s nostalgic anecdote and recipe, she stowed her typewriter carefully on top of the bedroom bookshelf. She no longer dreamed of writing a dissertation on it, but some small corner of her brain still held on to the vague notion that she might, someday, need it for something important. Something entirely different from The Modern Mapleton Household cookbook. 
From downstairs she could hear Harry crying. It was almost time for Eileen to go, almost time for lunch. The afternoon gaped before her: a series of meals and snacks and diaper changes, arguments with Katherine, long hours of tea parties and building and knocking down towers with blocks. 
In a few weeks The Modern Mapleton Household would be finished and sent off to the printer, bound in pale blue canvas, the front decorated with an unconvincing drawing of a steaming roast. Christina and Barbara would ask how Bet wanted her name to be written beneath it: Edited and complied by Mrs. Nicholas Taylor or Elizabeth O. Taylor? But Bet would not want her name to appear at all, not as Mrs. or as Elizabeth. 
These books would lie around in kitchens all over Mapleton for the next however many years until children or grandchildren picked them up and wondered at the weird old-fashionedness of Swedish Herring Salad and Cream Cheese Biscuits,
laughed at the
quaint connotations of domesticity, and ultimately tossed them into the trash. The books would conjure for these yet-unborn successors a whole way of life redolent of midafternoon meal preparations, games of bridge, and deep and sustained domestic effort. And if her name was stamped on it somewhere, her own offspring would imagine her into such a background and think they understood something essential about her life. The thought gave Bet a strange pang of anxiety: she would be misunderstood, misrepresented by her own ghost. 



Chapter 5
“Welcome, my friend,” Carter said when Nick stepped off the tarmac in Beirut. He offered Nick a flask of whiskey and a tin of sticky dates. “Are you wearing your driving shoes?” 
Apparently, there would be no hot meal or good night’s sleep before they set off. Nick’s first role in the plan, which had an actual Hollywood-sounding name (though no one on the ground used it), was to drive with Carter across Syria and Iraq into Iran. With the oil pumps at a standstill due to England’s embargo, Iran’s economy was failing, and there was growing unrest on the streets. The newly elected democratic socialist prime minister, Mohammad Mossadegh, had stripped the shah of power and was seen to be cozying up to the Soviets. There were reports of daily clashes between the Iranian Communist Tudeh Party and shah loyalists. 
The CIA’s plan was to “help” place the shah back on his throne.
The shah, who had always been a great friend of the West, would in turn ratify a new oil deal that was beneficial to Iran and to the West. The details of the CIA’s plan were secret. But Carter was emphatic that it would simply “assist” the already determined corps of Iranian shah loyalists. 
Nick’s role was tangential. As a representative of American Oil, he would meet covertly with powerful Iranians—wealthy landowners, oil ministers, and members of parliament—to drum up support for a new, more equitable oil deal (nothing like the rape and pillage Iran had experienced under the Brits) that the shah, once back in power, would put in place. 
Carter drove like a maniac. They wound through the outskirts of the city and into the mountains around the curves of treacherous passes and along the rims of cliffs. The road was crowded: trucks, buses, and cars with their horns blaring, shepherds and shaggy camel caravans. Carter was in high spirits and had a million things to say. The plan to overthrow Mossadegh and put the shah back on his throne was the brainchild of Kermit Roosevelt Jr., an old prep-school friend of Carter’s, a grandson of Teddy Roosevelt, and the chief of the CIA’s Middle East division. “A capital chap, smart as a whip, and canny, knows everything there is to know about Persian history, and he’s great friends with the shah. Which is a big help, given the shah’s paranoia—the man is downright neurotic. But he’s got all sorts of grand ideas of how to bring his country into the future. Roosevelt swears it. It won’t be just us feeding him our pipe dreams. He wants to build schools and hospitals and modern roads, to give women rights and bring the countryside into the modern age. Do you know how those peasants live? No property rights, no running water, no electricity! It’s practically medieval!” 
The best part of the plan—here Carter grew even more excited—was that it was all perfectly legal. Replacing the shah would not be a coup but a countercoup! It was Mossadegh who had stripped the shah of the power he was granted in Iran’s own constitution. The man was ruling by emergency decree! He was a democratic Trojan horse! And so the plan—Carter grew nearly incandescent here—was simply to serve Mossadegh with a royal edict demanding the shah’s powers be reinstated. The generals would back the shah, and Mossadegh would be escorted to house arrest. Iran would have its rightful leader and its oil. It would embark on a new era of development and progress. And, most important, the country would stay out of Soviet hands! 
“Isn’t it a bit sticky that Mossadegh was elected?” Nick interjected. 
“Sure, but so was Hitler!” Carter countered gleefully.
“That’s a bit of a stretch,” Nick said, which made Carter laugh. He was a zealot, but his high spirits were infectious.
The countryside was beautiful and hilly, terraced with plantings: grapes and vegetables, figs and twisted cypress trees. 
“Can I ask you a question?” Nick said. “Have you had much personal experience dealing with the Soviets?”
“Ha!” Carter was delighted. “I’ll tell you a story, Taylor. We’ve got the time, haven’t we? Another”—he glanced at his watch—“twenty hours to Tehran, my friend.” 
The story was a long one. It involved many of what Nick came to think of as Carter Weston elements, half true, half borrowed from noir films and spy novels—parties and commandeered mansions, defunct royalty and late-night twists of fate. Only this one did not have a happy ending. In 1944 Carter had been sent by the OSS to Romania to help evacuate Allied airmen shot down over the Ploiesti oil field. He had fallen in love with the city of Bucharest—the palaces and the beautiful women and majestic boulevards. He’d made friends with many elite Romanian families. “I introduced them to charades,” he crowed. “And they were mad for it, like they’d been waiting their whole lives to play British parlor games!” All had been at least relatively harmonious between the Western allies and the occupying Soviets. But then suddenly, in January of ’45, the Soviets began rounding up any Romanians determined to be of “German descent,” never mind if their families had been in Romania for hundreds of years. Friends and assets of Carter’s were dragged from their beds and placed on boxcars headed for Siberian work camps. “These people they were taking were no more German than you or me! And their wives and mothers and sisters were begging me to do something, to stop the madness. After all, these Communist thugs who were rounding up their loved ones were supposed to be on our side, and I was a representative of the goddamn U.S. government! But I couldn’t do a thing. Those assholes didn’t give a damn. They just kept throwing people on their trains. Everyone—lawyers and doctors and members of the aristocracy. And most of those men?” He shook his head. “They’re still working in Stalin’s nickel mines. If they’re lucky. The rest are lying dead in unmarked graves.” 
Lawyers and doctors and members of the aristocracy. Carter’s words rang in Nick’s ears. “Would it have been better if they were working-class people?” Nick asked. 
Carter looked surprised. Then he threw back his head and laughed. “Aha! Spoken like a true Communist!”
Nick shrugged. The whiskey he had been drinking made his joints feel loose, and the hot wind through the window buffeted his face almost soothingly. 
“You’ve got your own terrible stories, I’m sure,” Carter said, sobering.
“I do.” Nick dipped his head in assent. “But I’m not telling them.”
Carter looked over at him with respect. “Fair enough.”
They drove the next few miles in silence, and finally, Nick fell asleep.
 
When he woke, the sky was growing dark. They were past Damascus, on the pipeline road to Baghdad, which was long and straight and flat—miles of sand and rocks, the rough surface of a planet. The stars were more vivid than any Nick had ever seen, hanging as if suspended from myriad invisible strings. A few small trucks trundled by, their headlights appearing on the horizon like the eyes of otherworldly creatures. 
“Still alive there, Taylor?” Carter passed him a thermos. Nick blinked and stretched. His neck was sore, and his mouth felt as if it were full of rust. He poured coffee into the cup-shaped lid. It was thick and lukewarm. He drank it thirstily. “All right,” Carter said, pulling the car onto the shoulder of the road. “Your turn to drive, mate.” 
Nick drove for the next few hours, digging his fingernails into his palms to stay awake. He thought of his home and of Bet and the children. It was midday there; Katherine would be playing, Harry upstairs sleeping. The sun would be streaming in a long golden pool over the dining-room table, the cicadas outside buzzing. 
Yet Bet knew nothing about where he was—not even the name of the country. It made him feel only half present, the vast expanse of desert they were crossing like a liminal space. If he were to be lost here, if the car went off the road, what would she make of what he had been doing? 
When Carter woke, they stopped for dinner at a roadside caravansary. They ate goat stew while squatting beside a group of shepherds, truck drivers, and traveling salesmen. A Bedouin tribe was camped nearby. Children approached with outstretched hands. “Merry Christmas!” Carter distributed coins and peppermints. When he had no more, he raised his hands above his head in a gesture of surrender. “Mayday!” he cried. “Mayday!” and the children echoed the word as if it meant please. 
“Onward to the revolution!” he said, clapping Nick on the shoulder as they started back to the car.
Nick regarded him—his hair wild from the wind, a streak of dirt across one cheek. “You’re a lunatic.”
“Ha!” Carter said, climbing into the car. “If I’m a lunatic, what’s a reasonable man like yourself doing here with me?”
“Good question,” Nick said. Carter was a lunatic, but Nick did believe in what they were doing. He believed in stemming the tide of Communism; he believed oil
was the currency of progress. This was the truth. But it was too earnest to say. A gust of hot wind blew into his face. 
“To see Persepolis,” he said instead.
“That”—Carter smacked his knee—“is a good reason.”
At the border, as Carter had predicted, the sleepy guard paid them no heed. Without batting an eyelash, he entered into the log the names Nick gave him: Nicholas Taylor and Karl Marx. 
*  *  *
They arrived at the home of Ben Bingham around midday. Ben was a friend of Carter’s from Groton and the area representative of the CIA. His house was outside Tehran, at the end of a dirt lane of low and unimpressive-looking dwellings, crumbling sandstone and red clay surrounded by scraggly olive trees, loose chickens, and goats. When they pulled up in front, Ben’s children ran out, a blond boy and girl. These little beings with their pale hair and skin and Western clothing looked wrong here, vulnerable to the sun and wind, out of their element. Nick had not imagined children in this place. He’d imagined men—Communists, nationalists, supporters of the shah, supporters of Mossadegh, even for-hire revolutionaries. No one irrelevant to the making of history. But of course, there were others. Most people, generally speaking, were irrelevant to the making of history. 
Carter made introductions. There was Bingham’s wife, Robin, an Iranian attaché, and another oilman, formerly of Anglo-Iranian, the overthrown avatar of Britain’s imperial power. Nick was surprised to see him. Anglo-Iranian was much hated by the Iranians and wasn’t supposed to have any say in the new oil deal. The man was short and dapper in tortoiseshell glasses and loafers: Dwight MacNamara. 
“Nice to meet you, nice to meet you,” Dwight repeated as he shook hands. He had arrived yesterday. In Dwight’s blinking, sun-dazzled eyes and reflexive smile, Nick saw an unfortunate reflection of himself, a foreigner with opaque objectives, as out of place as the blond Bingham children. 
Of the assembled people, only Ben Bingham, the head of the household, seemed in his element. Lanky and tanned, with rolled-up trousers and bare feet, he had a hawkish nose and high cheekbones. Carter had told Nick he was a New Yorker, a Princeton grad, an ex–air force colonel. “You know how Ben here got in with the folks up north?” Carter said, clapping Bingham on the back. “He vaccinated their cows against the plague! Like a witch doctor! Tell them how you did it, Ben—what was it? You pureed a dead cow’s liver in a Waring blender and injected it into the living ones?” 
“Liver daiquiris,” Bingham affirmed.
“That’s ingenuity.” Carter spoke with admiration.
There was something restless and only half tame about Bingham. He had ridden by camel across Egypt and evaded capture by the fedayeen. He’d fought the Germans in Africa. How did a man like him fit into the civilized world? Nick had known men like that in the war. Men who weren’t sated by ordinary pleasures of home and hearth, family and property. In the war they were often heroes—Jack Higgins, for example, whose eyes changed color with the adrenaline of battle. But there was no quiet peace on the other side of battle for such men. Jack Higgins was dead, his eyes the dull gray of everyday life, open against the white Pacific sand. Bingham would never be content to retire to a place like Mapleton. He needed a frontier. 
Bingham led them across a courtyard of fruit and shade trees and a pretty, blue-tiled swimming pool to a well-stocked bar. He fixed them strong drinks. The promise of a comfortable bed and roast chicken for dinner filled Nick with outsize excitement. 
How was it possible Carter didn’t feel the fog of travel that enveloped Nick? It was three in the afternoon, a napping hour. They’d both been up all night. In the corner, Carter and Bingham pored over maps and documents, drinking vodka and fresh tangerine juice. From the kitchen came the clatter of dishes and intermittent exchanges of Farsi and English between Bingham’s American wife and a young Iranian housemaid. The children splashed about in the pool. 
Nick took out his own papers, an elaborate itinerary with notes and bios of various men—it was all men, of course—he was to meet. He pretended absorption to avoid chatting with Dwight, who hovered anyway, nakedly hungry for social contact. Was Nick new to the Middle East? How did he know Carter? How long had he been at American? Where had he gone to law school? The man peppered him with questions. He was the sort of person Nick instinctively recoiled from—a “boxer,” as Bet would say, someone who tried to sniff out where you’d grown up, where you’d gone to school, and the clubs you belonged to in order to put you in a box. There was no way to box Nick, though—Dwight would find no points of connection with a man from Stewart Mills. 
But Dwight pressed on. Had Nick ever been to Isfahan? An amazing city, the most beautiful in Iran, he would have to go while he was here. Known for its ancient architecture and gardens. It also had the best pubs and hotels in Iran, the most like home. There was even a club where you could get a decent steak. Had Nick noticed that Iranians didn’t smile in public? Dwight had thought they all suffered from indigestion when he first arrived. Or that they hated Americans. Ha! But no, this was not the case—they loved Americans! It was just the cult of mourning they based their whole culture on, grieving for some imam who had died three thousand years ago. Dwight guffawed. Time to move on, my friends! The future’s this way! He clapped his hands, interrupting Carter and Bingham, who looked up at him, startled, as if trying to place themselves. Nick was embarrassed by association. 
Nick rose and put away his papers. He had already read them on the plane. Ardashir Ahmad Nafisi, undersecretary to the minister of the interior; Barwer Ebrahimi, second magistrate to the justice; Nasir Semnani . . . the list featured a bewildering array of names and titles. 
The heat was intense, dry and scalding, completely unlike the humid air of the New England summer that Nick had left behind. His lungs felt tight. Wide circles spread under the arms of Dwight’s short-sleeved oxford, and Nick could smell the acrid mixture of his own sweat and the artificial spice of his deodorant. Why was the man still wearing his bow tie? 
“I think I’ll have a swim,” Nick announced.
“A swim! Oh, yes! Ha! By all means!” Dwight exclaimed, as if this were a great joke.
Nick made his way to the room he had been given, a narrow, high-ceilinged chamber dimly lit by a small window out to the open-air passageway that served as a hall. A single bare bulb hung overhead. He did not turn this on as he changed into the trunks. Even without direct sunlight, the room was oppressively hot, the air stagnant and trapped. It reminded him of the thick heat of sleeping on board an LST. 
He went back to the courtyard, climbed down the steps into the pool, and struck out underwater. The children stopped horsing about to stare at this adult intruder, and when he popped up and shook the water from his hair, the nearest one—a young towheaded boy, maybe six or so—broke into a grin. 
“You can swim a long way underwater,” he said.
“Practice.” Nick rested his arm on the pool’s smooth, tiled edge.
The boy narrowed his eyes. “Teach me.”
Nick regarded him. He could see the boy’s resemblance to his father: the pale hair, the high cheekbones, the almost feral intensity. “Well, mainly you just have to commit to it,” he said. 
The boy submerged, swam a few yards, and came up sputtering. “Who taught you?” he demanded.
Nick had learned to swim in basic training. How to jump in with all his gear and shed it—pack, rifle, and combat boots—in ten seconds flat. How to hold his breath, how to gain ground underwater, how to steady his heart. He remembered the sensation of drowning, the panic of being weighed down, water filling his nose, washing against his eyeballs. It was all about control, learning to subjugate animal reflexes, not to thrash, not to gasp, not to let one’s brain flood with adrenaline. What lay beyond this, when you learned to get there, was a chilling sense of power. 
“My brother taught me,” he lied.
The boy dove under again and came right back up. “See?” He shook the water off, his frustration apparent. “That’s my best.”
“You’re kicking too hard,” Nick said. “Small movements. Like a shark.”
The boy ducked under and made it a little farther this time. He emerged, measured the distance with his eyes, and tried again.
Nick hoisted himself up onto the side. To his relief, Dwight had settled down in a far corner of the courtyard with a book.
“Better,” he said when the boy made it another yard. “Try filling your belly when you breathe.”
The boy nodded.
His look reminded Nick of Katherine’s expression when she was coloring: still and focused. Usually, Katherine’s face was an open window to all the quick currents of feeling that passed through her, moving from wonder and excitement to indignation or dismay in moments, with full transparency. It impressed Nick, how open the child’s face was and the depth but transience of her feelings. “Katherine will mature, and her emotions will even out,” Bet insisted. Nick was less certain. Not everyone could be smoothed and regularized by civilization’s lathe—look at Ame, for example. He had been too much his own person. He had bucked standardization. 
The boy emerged from the water, even farther down this time, gasping and sputtering and pleased with his progress. “Good work,” Nick said, standing up. 
He walked over to the corner where Bingham had turned a section of the red clay wall into a rudimentary bulletin board tacked with news articles, charts, and a few photographs. In the middle was the cover of Time magazine from the previous winter naming Mohammad Mossadegh Man of the Year. The article was both celebratory and critical—he was the first democratically elected leader in the Middle East but a dangerous nationalist with Communist sympathies. Nick stared at the photo. The man had a long, tragic face, grooved and wrinkled, his nose outsize and curved, yet somehow it was exactly right, handsome even, proportionate to his gravitas. His eyes were sad and knowing. 
The ideals the man espoused were noble—national autonomy, democracy, independence.
“Grand-looking fellow, isn’t he?” Carter said from behind him. Nick had not heard him approach.
“He looks wise,” Nick said.
Carter clapped Nick on the shoulder. “Don’t go soft, Nicko. That’s the face of chaos.”
“Mm.” Nick frowned.
Bingham joined them. The young Iranian woman who’d been helping Bingham’s wife in the kitchen appeared. “The dinner is ready if you desire.” 
“Dinner!” Carter said, rubbing his hands together. “I could eat a horse. But thanks to Bingham, we won’t have to.”
Bingham raised his eyebrows. “Only camel here,” he said somberly.
“You won’t let me forget that, will you?” Carter guffawed. They all filed into the dining room, Nick at the rear, like a junior classman behind his elders, smiling at but not included in the joke. 
 
Dinner was a combination of American and Persian dishes: the chicken Nick had been smelling, roasted à la Fannie Farmer; a kind of sweet, grated carrot dish with cinnamon; a steaming pile of yellow rice; and many small side dishes Nick ate with gusto though he did not know what they were. Robin, Bingham’s wife, served junket for dessert, a gelatinous, milky mass dotted with watery canned cherries. Meanwhile, outside, the garden was full of bright, plump oranges, lemons, and jasmine flowers, abundant fresh things. 
Several Iranian shah loyalists came for dinner, among them a former British intelligence asset, an imposing man introduced by Bingham as Bashir, the “commander of the streets,” and General Fazlollah Zahedi, a key player in the CIA plan. The British intelligence asset was full of inflammatory reports—the Iranian Communist party had issued support for a Soviet oil concession in northern Iran, and the party was gaining traction outside of Tehran. They had rallied yesterday in the small city of Hamedan. 
Between courses of brandy and Iranian sweets, Nick stole out to the courtyard for a smoke. The air was cool, the sky a lovely, orange-tinged lavender above the roof. A movement in the shadow of the opposite wall startled him—the girl who had called them in for dinner, also having a smoke. She stubbed out her cigarette beneath her heel and bent to pick it up. 
“Good evening,” Nick said, and the girl bobbed her head. She was plainly dressed in a white blouse and black skirt with an apron, no head covering or cloak. Since arriving in the country, Nick had seen women dressed both ways, some swaddled in black cloaks and veils and others in fully Western garb. 
“It’s a lovely evening,” he said, the brandy and lack of sleep making him expansive.
“Yes, sir,” she responded. “It’s very nice.”
Her accent was almost British. “Do you live here with the Binghams?” It was late, almost eleven. “Or in the village?”
“In Tehran,” she corrected. “But I have a room here when I am working late.”
Something occurred to him. “It must be dangerous now, going back and forth.”
“Dangerous, sir?”
“With all the rioting, the Communists?”
A look of confusion crossed her face. “It’s not—” Something seemed to dawn on her. “Ah. No, it’s all right.” She dipped her head hastily. “Good night.” 
Wait, he wanted to say, hungry suddenly for conversation with an Iranian, an ordinary person, not the men smoking cigars inside. But detaining her did not seem appropriate. “Good night,” he said, and was left alone again, listening to the men’s voices from inside, laughter from somewhere without. It certainly did not sound like rioting in the streets. But they were far from the city center, he reminded himself. 
 
After dinner, lying in bed, Nick was wide awake. He longed for Bet’s observations, which were always incisive. He’d have liked to discuss the night with her—what would she have made of Bingham? And Zahedi? She was a good judge of character, of what people really thought or wanted, a much better judge than he was. 
His job now, though, was to pen a bland and reassuring narrative for her, to take all that was strange and different and uncomfortable and fit it into a familiar story: he had traveled, he had arrived, he would have meetings, he would come home. He took out a sheet of airmail paper and the fountain pen Bet had given him for his last birthday—much too rich and inky for the thin paper. The letter would be shuttled by courier and posted from Beirut. 
My love, he began, and paused. My darling was how Bet began her letters. The word was not natural to him. My sweetest, he added. My dearest wife. Letters made everything feel like the last thing; every sentence held the whiff of death. When he was in the war, he had felt this acutely. Death was a speculative observer perched on his shoulder, looking to see what he would write. 
I’m writing to you from the first real bed I have sat on (let alone slept in) since I landed three days ago, so forgive me if I fall asleep and my pen drags on the page.
The desert outside Beirut is strange. It’s like driving through the ashes of a giant fire, a whole expanse of used-up, burned-out life.
He stopped here. He wanted to express what this made him think of: Would this desolation someday be everywhere? Was this the destination of human and animal life? The deep forests of Wisconsin and lush lawns and shady streets of Mapleton—would all these someday be compressed into viscous black sludge? And what about the bustling cities of London, Paris, New York? Would these, too, be reduced to mineral and used to power some future civilization’s advancements? 
Or was the desert like the blight that traveled through the pine tree at the edge of his garden in Mapleton? It was a Hinoki cypress, imported from Japan, an evergreen with wide flat fronds that arranged themselves like terraced fans. Each year a few layers of these would grow brown and withered, seeming to signal the tree’s death. But in fact, this was a part of its cycle, a roving rather than spreading drought. A branch would wither and darken, and eventually, after a year or two, come back. Maybe, in time, the Middle East would be blooming and verdant. The desert would move elsewhere: New England, Europe, Japan . . . if the universe was just. But who thought the universe was just? 
He did not write this.
The sunrise this morning was beautiful, he wrote instead. Maybe it’s the dust particles in the air or the reflection of the sand . . .
And then, as he’d predicted, he fell asleep with the pen still in hand.



Chapter 6
August in Mapleton was deadly quiet. So many of its inhabitants left for houses on the shore or in the mountains, away from the heat. Nick was still in Beirut and Bet had, once again, a lonely, left-behind feeling, as if she and the children were castaways, stuck in the doldrums on a forgotten ship. They ate their frozen beef patties and powdered mashed potatoes and played paper dolls and Go Fish and tried to stay cool in the stuffy, low-ceilinged rooms of their faux-Colonial house. In the heat, the dining-room carpet Nick had brought back from his last trip gave off a musky scent. 
Yesterday, Nick’s first letter had arrived. In it he sounded strange and formal, as if striving to be poetic. He couldn’t say when he’d be home. Beginning of September? Mid-month? It all depended . . . “On what?” Bet had asked him before he left; his answer was vague. Bet understood; there were things about his work he could not discuss. She was not worried, exactly. Nick was a careful person, a man with good common sense. Still, she felt the distance. The places where he was, she could not picture: Baghdad, Beirut, Basra, exotic names on colorful pages of the atlas. And Carter
Weston would be on this trip. She had no doubt Nick was honest, but Carter Weston was not. She didn’t have to know the man well to understand that. 
 
Today, Bet was taking a train into the city to meet her old friend Sadie. It had been years since she’d seen her. After the war, Sadie had remained in DC with the Signal Intelligence Service. She had never married. She went back to Brooklyn to be with her parents on vacations and holidays. 
Bet took care pinning up her hair, applying lipstick. It felt important not to appear to have let herself go. Had she let herself go? Her hair was still lush and dark, her figure trim; she always dressed neatly and in keeping with, if not entirely by, the fashion of the moment. In her mind, though, she suspected that the scattered and primal demands of motherhood—feeding, wiping, clothing, absorbing storms of outrageous feeling—had chipped away her concentration-requiring powers of insight and analysis. That motherhood, in general, had made her less sharp. The thought made her anxious. 
 
Sadie had chosen a bland Italian place on Fifty-First Street. Walking out of the midday sun into the dim and uncrowded restaurant, Bet felt a twitch of her old irritation—why not pick somewhere more fun or festive and enjoy being a single woman in the city? This was the problem with Sadie. She failed to capitalize on her own freedom and opportunity. But why was she so critical of her old friend Sadie, she rebuked herself. 
And then there she was, across the room at a table for two, looking exactly the same as always—her dark hair pinned back, a prim blouse, no makeup. The sight of her filled Bet with unexpected happiness. Here was someone who had known her before she was a mother and a wife. 
“Sadie!” she exclaimed. “I’m so glad to see you!”
“I thought it would be good to sit over here, near the window, for the breeze.” Sadie had never been one for the theater of pleasantries. “You’re nice to come into the city when it’s so hot. Although it’s better than Washington.” 
“This is perfect!” Bet said. “And you don’t look a day older than when I saw you last.”
“That’s not true.” Sadie blushed.
A waiter emerged and poured them water.
“I’ll have a martini,” Bet announced. “For old times.” They had never had martinis together, certainly never at lunch. No matter. A burst of transgressive excitement made her bold. Bet wanted a martini. 
“How is Nick? And Katherine and Harry?” Sadie asked, diligently remembering the names of the children she had never met.
“Oh, they’re fine, all fine. The children are . . . children.” Bet rolled her eyes. “Nick is in Beirut, so I’m a little weary.”
“Beirut?” Sadie raised her eyebrows. “For American Oil?”
“He has to travel for work.” Bet made a vague gesture. This was not what she wanted to talk about. “But how are you? How is Washington these days? How is Blankenship?” 
“It’s fine,” Sadie said. “And so is Helen. You know how she is, always working.”
Bet nodded, though she didn’t actually know. She had never worked directly with Blankenship. “How about Jean?” she asked. “And Amy? And what about what’s-her-name, with the plaid dress?” 
Sadie duly recounted that Jean was on the ENIAC computing-system project (how much less thrilling than code-breaking! It was depressing to picture Jean at middle age); Amy still worked with Blankenship; Beatrice was the name of the girl (ENIAC project too) in the plaid dress. No, she didn’t wear it anymore. Beatrice now favored brown suits. This made Bet laugh. The martini was a release. She persuaded Sadie to try it, and Sadie sipped it tentatively, as if it might burn her tongue. 
“Sadie,” Bet said, leaning in. “I have to ask you something.” She cast her eyes around. The restaurant was all but empty; there was no one within earshot. “It’s about the Rosenbergs.” 
Sadie blanched.
“I keep wondering—were they among the Venona names? The names we broke?” She leaned in closer. “Was he Liberal?”
A series of expressions passed over Sadie’s emotionally transparent face. Surprise, confusion, and—was it guilt?
“Bet,” Sadie said, the color flooding her cheeks. “You know I can’t talk about that.”
“I need to know. I can’t shake it from my mind.”
Sadie’s silence was enough.
“Oh my God,” Bet said, raising a hand to her mouth. “Of course he was.”
“I didn’t say anything!”
“You didn’t have to.”
“That’s the hard part,” Sadie said finally. “Thinking about where the information goes, the end of it.” 
Bet nodded. But she was thinking about the Rosenberg boys again. The article she had read described the younger child watercoloring quietly when the news of his parents’ execution was announced. Liberal had been such a triumph to decode. 
“The Rosenbergs were caught on other things, Bet. Most of the work we did is still classified. It didn’t even come into it. Honestly, I don’t know if any of the committees even know about it.” 
“It’s strange.” Bet shook her head. “I’ve been thinking of them so much. They looked so . . . ordinary.” She shuddered. “I never thought of the work we did as, I don’t know, leading to a family. I never even thought of it leading to real people.” 
Sadie cocked her head to the side. “They were spies, Bet. They were traitors to our country.”
Bet took the last sip of her martini. She looked at her reflection in the mirror on the opposite wall. Her face struck her as vague—was it the alcohol?—and convictionless. “They must have really believed in what they were doing.” 
“Just because you believe in something doesn’t mean it’s true.” Sadie sighed.
The conversation moved on to Sadie’s parents, to living in Washington, to Bet’s work (how stupid it sounded to her own ears) on the Mapleton Junior League project. 
“Tell Nick to be careful over there,” Sadie said as she kissed Bet goodbye. For a moment, Bet forgot she had mentioned Nick was gone. She must have looked surprised, because Sadie squeezed her arm and added: “Oil is in the middle of so many things now.” 
 
On the train home, Bet tried to shake the sense of gloom that had come over her. In the future, the Venona Project would reveal a kind of nebulous middle ground. It would verify the Rosenbergs were guilty, though not as guilty as some thought. Either way, the highly classified revelations of Venona hadn’t factored into the case, as they were still closely guarded, not even known to the president. But in this moment, the connection between her own work and that family’s fate felt scaldingly immediate. Bet had been so certain back then, poring over those documents with the other girls. The work had felt serious, albeit abstract, something that pertained to nations and warfare, international politics and security. At bottom, their work revolved around the unspeakable threat of nuclear destruction, something too awful to stop and ponder. It had hovered there in the background, a dark shadow against which every other cost paled. Against which any individual human beings seemed insignificant. 
Was that what it was like for Nick, following oil around the globe, ensuring it was in the right hands, that all the t’s were crossed and i’s dotted on major international agreements? Chasing important if dry abstractions, tethered only to promises and threats, not actual people living actual lives? Like, for instance, the people who actually pulled the oil out of the earth or transported it around the planet. The thought was vague. Her notion of Nick’s work was vague. She had never been to Beirut or the Middle East. And the legal work itself struck her as dull and ponderous—or, worse, crass. Oil was really another form of money, its extraction and allotment just another piece of the broad and unequal foundation on which human lives were built. And Nick was such an inquisitive, thoughtful person. At one point, before the war, before marriage and children, he’d dreamed of becoming a history professor. He had told her this once, almost wryly, as if it were humorous. Though in fact, it made perfect sense—he was interested in history and law the way some men were interested in baseball or horse racing. She did not like to think that he might have chosen his job at American Oil because of her or on account of the ubiquitous pressure to rise up in the world, to provide his wife and children a certain kind of life. 
The train drew further from the city, and through the window, Bet caught glimpses of ocean, marshes, even small beaches. It was a fine life, a good life she and Nick had in Mapleton, such a long way from the meager, poverty-shaped lives of their grandparents. Nick’s paternal grandparents existed as a bare sketch in his mind—Dutch immigrants, subsistence farmers with no education. And Bet’s known to her, and beloved: Granny and Gramp in their tiny apartment in Bay Ridge, Granny’s hands red and deformed from years of taking in wash, her back bent and teeth soft from childhood malnutrition. 
They would have had no complaint with a man choosing work because it provided the best life for his family. Or with Bet decoding documents to serve her country—the country that had taken them in and given their grandchildren the opportunities they had dreamed of. Thinking of this made Bet feel better. Wasn’t it, after all, the nature of progress? 



Chapter 7
In Iran, the days unfolded in a blur of meetings and long taxi rides. Nick met, in secret, with the men whose names he had been given. They were mostly from ancient royal families, allied with the shah, the Persian aristocracy. Their own personal fortunes stood to gain as much as their country from the shah’s return and an oil deal that would get the pumps running again. On the drive across the desert with Carter, he had felt part of a meaningful, even righteous purpose. These meetings had none of this romance. Most of the men he met were pragmatic rather than ideological, less interested in repelling Communism or promoting progress than in returning to their former prosperity. They were not obvious purveyors of modernity. 
Meanwhile, the Binghams’ courtyard became home to a small cast of Iranian shah loyalists, ex–British intelligence assets, and Americans. Robin had taken the children to Tabriz, where they would be safer. Carter was in his element, presiding over a kind of rollicking chaos, full of comings and goings, whiskey and lemons, and strong Iranian coffee. 
Roosevelt, the grand pooh-bah of the plan, ducked in and out beneath the cover of night. He was full of stories of being smuggled in piles of blankets or on the back of produce wagons to secret meetings with Iranian generals and members of the monarchy, only portions of which, Nick suspected, were grounded in fact. Like Carter, the man was a romantic, in love with his own Scheherazade-like tales. 
One of the Iranians, the big burly man who had been a longtime informant of the British, took a shine to an old player piano in the corner that produced Strauss waltzes and polkas, flying his hands theatrically over the automated keys. On the opposite side of the swimming pool, Carter played records on the Binghams’ Victrola—Benny Goodman, Oklahoma!, Guys and Dolls. Sometimes strains of music from the piano and the Broadway musicals overlapped, forming a raucous cacophony. Nick found he had to drink a certain amount in order to feel sane. 
Only some of the men at Bingham’s home knew the details of what exactly was being planned. But all supported the shah, either for their own reasons or, as Nick began to gather, because the CIA had paid them to. 
This was revealed in the following manner. Nick had become friendly with Darya, the young woman who worked for the Binghams. When he returned from his meetings in the afternoons, she was often the only person at the house, and she was good company, sharp and well educated. She wanted to become a secretary in the American consulate eventually and had worked as a housekeeper and nanny for the Binghams for two years. She was, at least generally, aware of what the men were plotting. She herself was a staunch shah supporter—before Mossadegh’s election, her parents had worked their entire lives in serving positions in the palace and had passed on an almost familial sense of love and respect for the shah. 
“I don’t understand,” Nick remarked one afternoon over the cup of mint tea she’d brought him, “how Dalek and Farid became such strong supporters of the shah.” Dalek and Farid were two of the most boisterous members of the courtyard gatherings, young men who worked closely with Bingham on disseminating stories to the press both in Iran and abroad that were helpful to the shah. 
Darya smiled. “Well, Dalek will tell you himself that his loyalty belongs to whoever pays the most, and Farid does whatever Dalek tells him to.” 
She must have noticed the look of incomprehension that crossed Nick’s face. “But of course, he is trustworthy. It’s just not the ideas that bind his loyalty,” she said, misunderstanding his expression. 
“Of course.” Nick swallowed, chagrined at his own stupidity. It was obvious. Of course Roosevelt and Carter and Bingham had CIA funds to dispose of as they saw fit, and of course there were Iranians eager to work for whichever side would pay the most. It was naive to be surprised. Still, he was, and the surprise was dismaying. This battle will involve the pulling of delicate strings. Carter’s words spoken on the airplane over Abadan floated back. 
After that, the boisterous scene at Bingham’s made Nick uneasy. How many of these people actually believed in what they were doing? And on a practical level: How could you plot a covert action with such a porous cast? 
After all his meetings, he gave both Carter and George Monroe (via encrypted telegram) an account. This person wanted X concession to be made in the new oil deal, the next wanted Y, another would back the shah in return for a guarantee of support for his own future oil concession and a license to prospect . . . 
Only one of the individuals Nick met with seemed genuinely gripped by the need to stave off the Communists and inspired by the idea of modernization. He was a young man from one of the northern provinces, the son of a tribal leader whose land included an identified but as yet untapped oil field. He was poor compared with the others, though there was potential in his land. Ahmad Marhavi was his name. 
Unlike most of the other men Nick had met, men who invited him to their grand villas or flats in the fashionable parts of the city, Ahmad proposed meeting in a busy café. “I will be wearing a blue cap and drinking a sweet coffee,” he’d replied to Nick’s invitation. He had a round, handsome face and twinkling good spirits. And as Nick talked with him in the bustling, fountained courtyard over dark, sweetened coffee and flaky pastries, the exchange took on a downright enjoyable quality. 
Ahmad, as it turned out, was predisposed to support the shah, but not due to ancient family connections or lineage or even on account of all he stood to gain if his country’s oil could once again run freely. Rather, it was because of a deep and personally informed hatred of the Soviets. During their occupation of northern Iran in the war, the Soviets had requisitioned his family’s land, raped his mother and sister, and stolen the sheep his family relied on for income. He had been a teenager at the time, and the anger and mortification he had felt under the occupation (“My brothers and father and I had to sleep in the shed with the sheep!”) had given him a profound suspicion of everything Communist. The poverty that had overtaken his family without their sheep and with their house half destroyed by the Soviets made him hungry to tap into the oil discovered on his land. “We have gold beneath our feet and yet we can’t dig it up!” he said with frustration. Despite the awful stories he recounted and the deep personal loss (his mother and favorite sister dead of war-related privations), he liked to laugh. 
Of all the men Nick had met here, he liked Ahmad best.
 
The third week Nick was in Iran, Ahmad sent Nick an invitation. He was getting a pilot’s license and needed to clock a few more trips to earn the graduation certificate; did Nick want to join him and his instructor on a day flight to Persepolis? He understood Mr. Taylor wanted to see the place. 
It took a moment for Nick to get the reference. Of course; on their drive from Beirut he had told Carter this. It was not untrue. He did want to see it. He had learned all about Persepolis in college, the crown jewel of the Achaemenid dynasty, the first great modern empire. Its rulers had tolerated the customs and practices of the people they conquered instead of snuffing them out. Emperor Cyrus had written the first declaration of human rights. The story of Persepolis had been required reading for the Founding Fathers of the United States. Nick could recall the etching of the ruin in his worn high-school history textbook. It was, maybe, the first foreign place he had conceived of as real—as existing elsewhere on the planet he inhabited, in the same moment as he, a cautionary tale about the passage of time. Certainly he wanted to see it. 
On the day of the flight, Ahmad greeted him with enthusiasm. “Now you will see Iran, Nicholas!” It made Nick think of Ame: Now we will go to Wisconsin. 
Nick strapped himself into the third seat behind Ahmad and the dour flight instructor, a heavy, mustachioed man who did not look like an airplane pilot. In the small plane, Nick felt his spirits, which had been flagging, rebound. He was glad to get away from Carter and Roosevelt and the rest of the men assembled at Bingham’s. He and Ahmad did not talk over the roar of the engine and he found himself thrilled by the rattling lift of takeoff, the spread of landscape outside the windows—the urban mess of Tehran and the sharp peaks of the Elburz Mountains giving way to flat terrain. Once upon a time, this land had been crisscrossed by massive aqueducts. The high plains had been green and bountiful; the towns and villages had supported twice the number of people they did today. This poor country had once been the apex of modern agriculture and government. And it could be again! This was what he was doing here, what they were all doing here—wasn’t it? Helping return Iran to its rightful splendor and helping its people belong, once again, to a powerful modern state. They were sitting on a fortune in crude; why shouldn’t they live like kings? The trip resurrected the kind of grand thoughts he’d had on the drive across the desert. 
When the plane landed, a hot wind blew dust and grit. “I am a good pilot, no?” Ahmad grinned as they scrambled down the plane’s retractable metal steps. 
In front of them, some distance away, rose the terraced ruin of Persepolis, a pale yellowish brown, columns jutting skyward without a roof. The wind was stiff, and they made their way toward the ruin with collars turned up. It was funny—the closer they drew, the less Nick felt its reality. The actual ruin seemed humbler, less impressive than the one in his imagination. 
At the top of the steps, there were small groups of tourists and solitary wanderers, a few women in long black cloaks.
“You know,” Ahmad told him, “in the time of Shah Reza, the father of today’s shah, such garments were forbidden. In service of progress and modernization, Shah Reza forbade the wearing of headscarves and cloaks. He said it was medieval. It was time for Iran to step out from under such superstitions and into the future. But of course, the women who wore them, and their husbands and fathers, they did not think this was superstition. It was their faith. To them, for women to have naked heads was blasphemy. Doom. Many women refused to leave their homes without a headscarf. It was too shameful to consider such a transgression. This was in the countryside, of course. In the cities, people were more ready. They were already modern. But in the country—no. They never forgave him.” 
“It does seem a bit rough,” Nick said. “If you look at it from that point of view.”
Carter, too, had talked about the old shah’s quest for modernization. “The Persians are a stubborn people. They need to be encouraged to put aside the crutches of their faith,” he had said. He disapproved of the young shah’s retreat from his father’s stark edicts: “He needs encouragement to maintain his gumption. It’s not in his nature to be bold.”
But Nick felt sympathetic toward the people who had cringed at this affront to their faith. It hardly seemed the ruler’s business to strip women of their coverings if they wanted to wear them. Was casting away the trappings of faith essential to promoting progress? He and Carter had argued the point recently. No, Nick found himself insisting, it was not, despite his own rejection of his father’s faith. 
Nick wandered toward the Gate of All Nations—a giant doorway, four stories tall, flanked by stone carvings of bulls with men’s heads, knobby-kneed and crumbling. 
The dryness of the air made Nick’s throat hurt. He shielded his eyes and looked to the broken tops of the pillars. A memory flashed into his mind. Once, when Katherine was very small, Nick had taken her to climb an old stone observation tower. When they came down, they stopped at the foot of it to eat their lunch in its shade. Katherine had become agitated. “It’s too tall!” she’d cried in a panic. “It will fall on top of us!” Nick had tried to reassure her. But she was unconvinced. “It’s falling,” she had cried, looking up, her vision playing tricks. Nick had laughed. Now, though, standing here beside the massive Gate of All Nations, Nick felt off-kilter. Katherine had not been wrong; there was a moment when every tower would fall. 
Ahmad appeared beside him and clapped Nick on the back. “You Americans think you are inventing the first great modern empire and yet here was something even bigger and stronger two thousand years before you.” 
“Is that what we think?” Nick asked.
“Certainly,” Ahmad said. “You can call it whatever you want—securing the peace, spreading democracy—but it’s empire you’re after.” 
“Democracy, all right,” Nick said. “But not empire. I’d say we’re after freedom.” Nick shook his head. “Self-determination for all peoples. That isn’t empire, is it?” 
“It’s your way of empire.” 
“Wanting everyone to determine their own outcome? To have a say in their own governance?”
“Ha!” Ahmad grinned. “Be careful what you wish for. There are many stupid people.”
“Can’t argue with that.” 
They walked a ways in silence, stepping carefully over the uneven stones. “You see this?” Ahmad pointed to a pillar topped by a sort of griffin-like creature. “This is my favorite. The Huma. She flies always around the earth and never touches the ground. It is considered good luck if her shadow passes over you.” 
Nick shielded his eyes and gazed up at the stone creature—the sharp, curved beak and empty, bulbous eyes. It had a mane-like fin rising along its neck, and its legs were broken off, amputated by time. 
“Some people say that like the simurgh or the phoenix, she has seen the world end three times,” Ahmad added.
Nick frowned. “But how does the world end three times? Then it’s not the end, is it?”
Ahmad raised his eyebrows. “Every ending is a beginning! You must have a saying like this in America too.”
“Not when it comes to the world.”
Ahmad shrugged. “Ask her yourself.”
Nick looked up, cupped his hands around his mouth, and called, “How does the world end and begin anew?”
Ahmad laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. “She will get back to you.”
 
The scene at Bingham’s compound when they returned was even headier and more antic than usual. The royal decrees demanding Mossadegh’s resignation had finally been smuggled to the shah and signed. Tomorrow, they would be served to Mossadegh. Bingham and Bashir, the imposing “commander of the streets,” had rioters prepared to rise in support of the shah. General Zahedi had the troops ready to stand against Mossadegh. 
“It’s here! Drink up, lads,” Carter crowed, sloshing gin into fresh glasses for Nick and Ahmad, who accepted with a merry bow, rising to the occasion more capably than Nick. 
“Ready, old boy?” Carter asked, clapping Nick on the back. “Tomorrow Iran will be a new country!”
“Sure,” Nick said, raising his glass, although the declaration gave him a hollow rather than triumphal feeling.
“To the Age of Oil!” Ahmad grinned.
“The Age of Freedom!” Carter corrected. 
“The Age of Progress?” Nick suggested.
Ahmad was delighted. “The Age of Progress. That is a more American way to put it.”
*  *  *
Against all odds, the plan succeeded. Not on the first attempt, which involved delivering the decree that Carter and Roosevelt had set so much stock in, but some days later, amid massive rioting and without any legitimizing legalese. Mossadegh was placed under house arrest, and the shah was summoned back from Italy, where he had retreated. Nick learned all this from the remove of the Binghams’ compound, gleaning it from the bits and pieces of news that floated out from the city center. His own role, such as it was, was complete. He was eager to go home. 
For years, there would be debate about the sequence of events and who was responsible: Who had tipped off Mossadegh and foiled the first attempt at the coup? Who had spearheaded the second—the CIA or the Iranian generals? Who had started the rioting—the Communists or the shah loyalists? And how many on each side were paid by the CIA? 
The American press billed the overthrow as a “popular uprising”; the people had revolted against a “Communist demagogue” and reinstated their rightful leader, the shah. There was no mention of the CIA or the State Department or oil-company interests. The Iranians understood more clearly—and more quickly—that the Americans had much to do with the matter. 
There were questions historians would debate: If Mossadegh’s government had been left in power, would it have turned Communist, or would Iran have remained the Middle East’s first independent socialist democracy? Would Iran have become the City on the Hill and beacon of secular democracy the West was always in quest of? There were many casualties from the rioting, another element historians would debate—three hundred? One hundred? One thousand? 
But within a year, the stalled hammers and pistons of Iran’s oil fields were pumping once again.



Chapter 8
After Iran, Nick was given a promotion and, with the promotion, a raise.
“Don’t invest in the market,” Frank O’Malley advised. “Buy something of real value—something that will keep.” As a survivor of the Great Depression, Frank was suspicious of investments. 
For Nick, the sudden surplus was unprecedented. It was 1954; the country was emerging from a recession. Even last year, he had worried over the electricity bills. To have more than enough for the first time in his life felt like a strange sort of magic. He didn’t spend a penny of it except to buy flowers for Bet. 
Bet, however, took no comfort in their recent financial padding. How would that help if the Soviets dropped an atom bomb on New York? Bet had seen photos of the nuclear test on that tiny atoll in the Pacific, not to mention pictures of those poor Japanese in Hiroshima. And the Soviets had a hydrogen bomb now too—this had recently been announced. How could you have such weapons sitting around and never use them? A man didn’t put a television in his living room with the expectation it would never be turned on. 
Bet began to have a recurring dream: Planes flew overhead, a giant alarm sounded through Mapleton, and she was not with her children. They were at school or in the park, or she was out on some errand or at a doctor’s appointment. She’d wake with a start in a cold sweat and be unable to fall back to sleep. Sometimes she’d get out of bed, go to the kitchen, and eat bread and jam or cottage cheese and canned pineapple, hoping to soothe herself with a full belly. 
Once, while she stood in her bathrobe looking out into the night, she saw the dark silhouette of some low-slung creature—a fox or a weasel, maybe—run past with something alive hanging from its mouth emitting terrible, high-pitched squeaks. This, she thought obliquely, is the future. In the morning, the melodrama of the thought made her laugh. In the moment, though, it had felt chilling and profound. 
*  *  *
In October of that year, Carter Weston invited Nick and Bet to join him and his new fiancée, a young socialite from Kentucky named Virginia, for a weekend trip to Vermont. Carter had inherited a whole valley—two square miles and eight houses—from his father, who’d had the vision (and the cash) to buy the properties out of foreclosure during the Depression. Nick and Bet had not yet been introduced to Carter’s fiancée, and neither had ever been to Vermont. 
“He says it’s like going back in time,” Nick said when he relayed Carter’s invitation.
“Let’s go,” Bet said, surprising herself. “I like the sound of that.”
Bet’s parents agreed to take care of the children for the weekend, although they questioned the destination.
“The Northeast Kingdom?” her mother asked. “Is that even in America?”
Frank was confounded. “Why would you visit a place with no electricity or running water on purpose?” 
“I think it sounds romantic,” Bet answered.
Frank shook his head. “It sounds backward.”
But backward was alluring to Bet. 
Unlike Nick, she had grown up with little exposure to the wilderness. Both Frank and Mary were descended from long lines of Irish peasants who had been driven by the hardships of living on the land closer and closer to cities over the years, from the wilds of Donegal to Brooklyn. And while the O’Malleys had moved out to the suburbs at the first chance, they had no interest in the country. They liked Orange, New Jersey, precisely because it was not as “wild” as some of the other towns they’d considered. Its streets were laid out in neat, inorganic symmetry; its homes were stately and well groomed. The oak trees along Montague Street gave off a calm, carefully planned shade. 
Frank O’Malley was not much interested in nature; he was a people person. And while Mary was more reserved than her husband, she was deeply suspicious of nature, from the squirrels that nested in the tree outside her kitchen window to the towering spears of brussels sprouts in the garden whose nubs were often infested with little black bugs. She was delighted by man-made creations: the accordion she forced Bet to learn as a child, the lovely porcelain figurines of shepherds and French queens that she collected, the beauty of Fred Astaire’s dancing or a perfect Jell-O mold. 
The O’Malleys had made only one exception to their avoidance of wildness—and Bet, age eight, had wholly embraced it. Frank O’Malley had decided the best way to mark his ascent of the corporate ladder was to “summer” in the manner of his WASP business associates, many of whom retired to Maine every August. Mary had pushed back at the notion: Maine was so far! And so cold! Wouldn’t Atlantic City be a better choice? She’d never be able to persuade her parents to join them. This did not sway Frank—the implausibility of bringing the Donnellys, who were even more old-world, more provincial, and more carping (though also more helpful) than his own widowed mother, was part of his scheme. And so, in June of 1931, the O’Malleys had set off for Mount Desert Island. 
The resort they had booked, sight unseen, turned out to be a white clapboard building in the understated “rusticating” style favored by New England’s aristocracy. This was a strike against it; both Frank and Mary preferred substantial stone, brick, or stucco buildings that didn’t look as if they might blow away in a hurricane or burn down (which this one had, twice already, a fact that made Mary anxious). Its broad, plain windows did have an exceptional view over Northeast Harbor, which was full of spired white yachts and glittering sunlight, and the porch of the inn was broad and shady. One could sit there and order tea or lemonade or fashionable cordials, which in theory was marvelous. 
In reality, neither Frank nor Mary felt quite welcome to sit and enjoy their cordials or lemonade or tea on the porch, partly because they were Irish, and partly because they were new. They’d sit in the row of wicker armchairs and the hushed, energetic chatter of the Asticou’s patrons would part around them like a stream around stones. Half the vacationers at the inn spent their time sailing their own yachts and schooners off to island picnics. The O’Malleys’ boatlessness seemed almost second class. 
It did not help that Frank O’Malley was a rising star in the new and booming industry of electricity. The old New England families who summered here lived mostly off railroad, steel, and coal fortunes, which, since the crash, were not what they’d once been. Meanwhile, the O’Malley fortune was on the uptick. Electricity was a growing business. The whole country needed lights and radios and refrigerators, electric toasters and coffee percolators, and the intricate business of how these necessities of daily life would be powered was a new frontier. There was cable to lay and buildings to wire, power plants to build, transformers to design, and the whole mess of products to divvy up and regulate. And Frank O’Malley had a finger in all this. 
The patrons of the Asticou resented and snubbed him for it.
But unlike the rest of her family, Bet immediately loved Maine. She liked the elements of nature her mother derided: the variety of insects, the weathered, splintery wood of the docks and porches, the beaches full of broken mussel shells, the cold, damp wind that blew off the water, the pungent smell of drying seaweed. She liked the challenge all this posed, the feeling of crafting a cozy, makeshift habitation in an inhospitable place. She loved the screened porches at the back of the inn, the rocks on the beach, and the thin wooden walls between the bedrooms, which gave the whole place a whispery, intimate, improvisational feeling. She was, Nick would tease her later, a born “rusticator.” 
But embedded in her memory of this summer in the “wilderness” was also her first experience of tragedy. As an only child, Bet might have been lonely if it weren’t for the puppy she had begged and pleaded her father to allow her to bring along. He was a foxhound-terrier mix, given to Bet by her uncle Mack, Mary’s younger brother, who had found him on the side of the Gowanus Canal. On account of the dog’s origin, Bet named him Moses, and Moses was a piece of work. He was afraid of his own reflection and barked and howled madly at approaching strangers—not menacingly but in terror. He chewed through gates and chair legs. And he loved Bet fiercely. 
At the Asticou, Moses slept in the dog kennel, but during the days, he explored the woods and rocky beaches with Bet. He was not afraid here, away from civilization. He galloped, and his tongue lolled; he nipped at Bet’s heels, and in his company, she fell in love with the coast. 
Then one night Moses escaped. The Asticou’s dog handler, a wizened, cruel-looking man, let the dogs into the dog yard after dinner, and somehow Moses had wiggled through a corner of the fence. 
“Gone,” the handler stated without apology when Bet came to get Moses after breakfast. “Bugger wormed out that corner.” He gestured. “He don’t come when you call him.” 
Bet stared at the man. She could imagine poor Moses running wild in the woods, scared out of his wits.
All day she called for the dog—along the beach and in the woods, under the porch of the hotel, by the service entry where milk-rimed jugs stank in the sun. She saw him around every corner, behind every rock, except he wasn’t. She did not eat dinner. Frank O’Malley pulled on his little-used rubber boots, rolled up his sleeves, and searched with his daughter until the moon rose. 
Bet began to invent stories: Moses had caught his paw on a root and lay writhing somewhere, starving; he had been attacked by a raccoon; he had fallen into the sea and drowned. Maybe he had found another nice family, her father suggested, which was, to Bet, a new, bittersweet kind of tragedy. Or maybe he was tearing around in the woods, eating nuts and berries, having the time of his life. He was a wild dog, after all, wasn’t he? More wild animal than pet. This Bet conceded. The idea of him racing through the woods, pricking his ears at tiny sounds, was oddly comforting. He had gone over to his wild side. When he got hungry enough, he’d come back. 
Then Archie, the kennel keeper, found his collar. The fine blue leather, the sweet silver bell. There was blood along one side of it, a stain of lacy brown. At the edge it deepened to black. He showed it to Bet. He was a man who had never been sheltered from hard truths; it did not occur to him to shelter the girl. For a moment Bet held to preposterous hope that the collar might offer some encouraging explanation. The look in her father’s eyes clarified it did not. 
Something horrible had happened to Moses. After all her terrible imaginings, the lacy stain of blood was worse.
That was the end for Bet, who saw death for the first time up close in all its foreverness. Moses’s death revealed the inverse of time, which up until this moment had only been measured forward—how much time until dinner, until her birthday, until Christmas Eve. It had always narrowed; each passing day brought her closer to some desired or dreaded destination. Now, suddenly, she understood it also worked backward. Every day took her farther from Moses. The distance between them would grow. She had left him behind, stuck somewhere on a high cliff or in a deep hole, his little, hopeful face and bright eyes looking after her, inquisitive: She wasn’t leaving, was she? She couldn’t leave him! But it wasn’t up to her—time was a speeding train that would bear her away while he remained forever stopped in adolescence. 
The O’Malleys never owned a dog after Moses. And after that summer, they vacationed at the Jersey Shore, where the structures of civilization were more permanent and nature mostly vanquished. Only the sea itself was the reminder of indomitable forces. And to sit comfortably beside this, unshaken by the waves, was a small but significant way of asserting human primacy. This reassured Frank and Mary. 
 
Bet was the only O’Malley who came away from that summer in Maine with enthusiasm for the country. Maybe on account of this, for Bet, the prospect of a weekend in the wilderness of Vermont was alluring. And it had been so long since she had gone anywhere without her children. 
Katherine hovered by Bet’s side as she packed a bag for her to bring to her grandparents’ house. Pajamas, Sunday clothes, a small case of childhood medicines—aspirin, ipecac, calamine lotion . . . “Just in case,” Bet said as she zipped up the pouch. 
“Just in case of what?” Katherine looked at her in alarm. 
“Nothing serious, just, who knows? In case you get sick?” She wished she could take the words back. Why had she introduced the idea of what-if? 
But once Katherine and Harry were settled with Bet’s parents, they seemed happy as clams. As soon as they were out of sight, Bet did not miss them. She and Nick were ready with their bags by the door when Carter and his fiancée arrived. “Aha!” Carter called out the window at Bet in her warmest blue shearling jacket. “If it isn’t Lewis and Clark!” 
“Lewis, anyway.” Nick grinned, patting Bet’s shoulder. “I don’t know about Clark.” 
Virginia, Carter’s fiancée, was not what Bet expected. She reminded Bet of a giraffe—long-necked with a small head and a pretty, delicate face. In the back seat beside Bet, she told silly stories about Louisville cotillions and her three cats. How on earth had she ended up engaged to Carter? What did they talk about? Bet could barely imagine them alone together. She nodded and smiled along with Virginia’s prattle. From the front seat over the roar of the engine, she caught snippets of more intriguing conversation—McCarthy’s attack on the army, Eisenhower’s new domino theory . . . there was no way for her to join in. When they crossed the border of Vermont, Bet feigned sleep until her pretense became the real thing. 
She woke when the car stopped. They were on a dirt road beneath an undulating ridgeline. These were old mountains, Nick said, hearkening back to some geology class he had taken in college, their jagged edges eroded by weather and time. They looked friendly rather than sharp. Already the ground was covered with snow. “Looks like we’re a little late for the foliage,” Carter said, turning around. “Do you ladies ski?” 
“Very funny.” Virginia frowned. “Where’s the house?” She had transitioned from chatty to suspicious, even anxious.
“This way.” Carter pointed up the hill. “But this bird”—he patted the steering wheel—“is not going to make it up.”
Carter and Nick each hoisted a couple of suitcases, and with much slipping and scrambling, the four of them climbed the hill. Bet’s toes froze, and her undershirt became soaked with sweat, but the exercise was exhilarating. The woods on either side teemed with a kind of whispering, glittering stillness—the dark pines and bright birches, the occasional pop and crack of frozen trunks swaying in the wind. Ahead of her, Nick shouldered her bulky suitcase and his own smaller one, pointing out slick patches to avoid, joking with Carter. 
And then, suddenly, there was the view: a wide-open expanse of field lined by dark forest, the sun sinking below the mountain. And at the edge of the field stood an old farmhouse—weathered clapboard with a peaked roof and an attached barn. There was a side door with a small covered porch and, above this, dormer windows. The red front door in the broader part of the house faced the valley and, beyond it, the mountain. The sinking sun was reflected in the panes of the windows like brightness from within. 
“Last House,” Carter pronounced.
“Why do you call it that?” Bet asked.
“Name of the last man to live there.” Carter grinned. “John Last, a widower with seven children.”
“Poor man.” Bet blinked. “Sounds lonely.”
“I don’t know,” Carter said. “Seven children. He probably got no peace.”
“Amen.” Nick set the suitcases down at his feet.
Bet took a deep breath of cold air. It was a storybook house.
“You’re going to love it. I promise,” Carter said, putting an arm around Virginia.
“You are insane,” she retorted.
And Bet laughed at the truth of this.
 
They made it across the field, and once Carter managed to shoulder open the side door, which was unlocked, they entered a narrow hall that led to a large, old-fashioned kitchen. A giant stone fireplace and hearth anchored one end of this, and a hulking slate-and-iron Franklin stove anchored the other. The furnishings reminded Bet of her childhood dollhouse: a wide stick-legged table and chairs, a rag rug, open shelves of tin plates and mugs. 
It was dead cold, as there was no furnace. But the caretaker—a man who came out from the nearest town of Banville—had put wood and kindling in each of the woodstoves and fireplaces. Carter and Nick set about lighting these, and Bet and Virginia wandered, in their coats and boots, through the house. Next to the kitchen was a small, windowed living room, which Carter had had outfitted with wing chairs and an ugly plaid couch. Everything else was ancient—the fire tools and copper bed warmers, the rocking chairs and blanket chest and hooked rug. An actual spinning wheel sat in the corner of the room. 
As the house began to warm, they removed layers of coats and scarves. Carter brought up supplies from a storeroom in the cellar—cans of pears and peas and beans, a jar of applesauce, dried venison, soft sprouted potatoes, a tin of dry biscuits. 
“Do you keep all this here?” Bet asked.
“Sure,” Carter replied. “I like to be prepared.”
“For what?” Virginia asked. She had settled in a rocking chair beside the stove, wrapped in a quilt.
“Who knows?” Carter shrugged. “A Soviet takeover? Nuclear war? Government collapse?” He disappeared back down the cellar stairs.
“Good grief,” Virginia muttered.
When Carter reemerged, he held a bottle of whiskey aloft. This he opened and poured into four tin cups. Bet extended her hands before the fire crackling in the Franklin stove. 
“Here,” Nick said, pulling over a chair. “Sit. Warm your feet.”
The sun had now fully disappeared and Carter set about peeling and slicing potatoes and heating corn oil in an iron skillet while Nick lit the kitchen candles and kerosene lamps until the room was bathed in a warm, flickering light. Carter rebuffed Bet’s offers to help. “Top off everyone’s whiskey, Taylor,” Carter ordered, and Nick complied. The sky turned to a deep and starry blue. 
“This,” Carter said when he had finished scraping fried potatoes onto everyone’s plate, “is where we’re coming for the end of the world.” 
“Is that right?” Nick asked.
“Carter, stop!” Virginia pouted.
But Carter did not. “Where better to be for World War Three than our own Noah’s ark?”
Nick raised his eyebrows. “Is that what this is? An end-of-the-world escape? And here I thought it was a place to play checkers and relax.” 
Carter laughed. “That too,” he said. “I have a checkerboard here somewhere.” He cast an eye around the room. But instead of rising, he sat forward and once again topped off everyone’s cup. 
“Bet,” he said, focusing on her. “What would you do if the end of the world was nigh?”
“I know what I’d do if I were up here, Carter,” Virginia said. “I’d murder you.” 
“Of course.” Carter dipped his head in assent. “If you could wait that long.”
“Well, first of all, I’d have the children with me,” Bet said, although as she said it, the idea became bleak—her poor sweet children! They were too soft for end-times survival. 
“All right.” Carter nodded.
“And Nick too,” she went on.
Nick feigned surprise.
“And I would have books,” she said, cheering herself. “New books and old ones. Great Expectations, The Waves, Middlemarch . . . The Wouldbegoods.” 
“You think The Wouldbegoods would hold up?” Nick asked. 
“Absolutely,” Bet said, brightening. “I could dream of floating islands and Yorkshire pudding and English country bogs. I’d also bring new books, ones I haven’t read yet. Ayn Rand, though isn’t this whole scene you’re asking us to imagine just what Ayn Rand writes about? And some Patricia Highsmith novels, and practical books . . . a fishing guide, basic first aid. Instructions on how to build fires and chop trees and all that. And chocolate. And a pen and paper so I could write things down and hide them in some bombproof container for future generations, if there were any, to find.” 
“What would you write? History?” Carter asked. “A kind of thumbnail sketch?”
“No,” Bet said. There was something heady about being the center of Carter’s focus. “I don’t think I’d be the best person for that. I always mix up the Greeks and Romans and important dates . . . anyway, I don’t know if history would really offer people much guidance.” 
“Why not?”
Bet took another swallow of her drink. “Well, if our civilization goes up in flames”—she shrugged—“it was probably on the wrong track from the start.” 
“I don’t know.” Carter frowned. “You might be able to pinpoint exactly where it all went south.”
The wind blustered against the windowpanes.
Bet shuddered. “I wouldn’t want to do that.”
Carter swiveled his attention to Nick. “Nicko? What about you?”
Nick looked amused. “All I know is I’d bring my fishing gear.”
“Though you can’t fish in the winter,” Bet offered.
“Who says it’s winter? And I’d bring my swim trunks.”
“You wouldn’t need swim trunks if it was the end of the world,” Virginia said darkly. She had a vaguely rumpled, unfocused look. It occurred to Bet that she was very drunk. They all were. 
Nick raised his eyebrows playfully. “Well, I suppose you’re right,” he said. “So my fishing gear, a pen and paper, and a couple of history books. And I’d fish buck-naked if I liked.” 
“Would you like that?” Bet asked, squinting at him.
“Did you think about this when you were in the war?” Carter asked, becoming suddenly serious. “Did you ever think, This is it. This is the end?” 
“For everyone or for me?” Nick frowned.
“Either, I guess—same thing for you anyway, right?”
Nick looked at him levelly, his gaze sobering. “Not the same at all.”
“Okay.” Carter nodded. “Fair enough.”
“Poor Nick,” Bet said. “Don’t drag him back to all that!” Questions about the war made her anxious.
“It’s all right,” Nick said, glancing at her. “Sure, I thought about that. There were plenty of moments I thought my time was up.” 
“And . . . what did you do when you thought that?”
“Well, I thought about my girl, of course,” Nick said.
But it was not a real answer. Even drunk, Bet could see that. He was sticking to his light tack. What had he actually thought about? She had never asked him this. She had asked where he was, what he’d seen, yes, but not what he’d thought about, and his answers to all her questions were cursory, at best. 
Carter looked over at Bet.
Beneath her blanket, Virginia shuddered. “You must have seen people die.”
Nick said nothing.
In the Franklin stove, the fire popped. For a moment, the night teetered on the edge of bleakness.
“What about you, my little nude fisherwoman?” Carter asked Virginia, veering it back.
“I’m going to bed,” Virginia said.
“Very wise.” Carter nodded, though he made no move to help her up.
Virginia made no move either.
“Would you like me to help you get settled?” Bet asked.
“No, no.” Carter rose, shaking off his brooding look. “I will show you, my dear.”
Virginia held out her hand like a child, and he pulled her to her feet with surprising tenderness.
In the silence that followed, Nick and Bet looked at each other across the table. The old house creaked and wheezed beneath the weight of Carter’s and Virginia’s footsteps. In the keyhole of the stove, the flames leaped. 
“We should have water,” Nick said, standing and going to the bucket Carter had hauled in from the well. He filled their cups. Outside, the moon gleamed on the snow with a bluish light. “What are the words of that poem?” Nick asked. “‘These woods are lovely, dark and deep / But I have promises to keep / And miles to go before I sleep’?” 
Bet nodded. She loved that last stanza, the allure of darkness and mystery versus the pull of obligation, the comfort of the ordinary. When they were courting, she read it to Nick. “You didn’t really think about me in the war, did you? In those moments you thought your time was up?” 
“I did,” Nick said. He looked deadly earnest.
“But you barely even knew me yet.” Bet regarded her husband. “I mean, we were practically strangers.”
“I knew what I wanted,” Nick said, looking at Bet directly, and Bet was surprised to feel herself blush. “It wasn’t really thinking,
though,” he continued. “It was different. But you were a part of it.” 
There was the sound of Carter’s returning footsteps. “Now you get to hear my end-of-the-world plan,” he announced. 
“All right,” Nick said, returning to his usual, more sanguine self. “Let’s hear it.”
Carter sat down and refilled his glass. His plan was to sell off the land and houses of Last Valley to a hand-selected group of colleagues and friends, starting with Bet and Nick. There were already three habitable houses and four others he was in the process of fixing. The river was full of clear, cold water that ran straight off the mountain, and the fields were rocky but fertile—they had once been among Vermont’s best. There was plenty of wood for burning, and the mountains surrounding the valley made it hard for outsiders to reach. All of the houses had their own deep-spring-fed wells. 
“So you think when the world ends we need to live like primitives,” Nick said.
“Absolutely! What was it Einstein said? Something about not knowing how World War Three would be fought but the one after that would be waged with sticks and stones. I’d say he had that right.” 
“Where did they go?” Bet asked, thinking about the valley’s earlier inhabitants. “The original villagers? And the Lasts?”
“There’s no record. I tried to find out,” Carter said. “They all abandoned ship at the same time, within a few months. It was so communal. You couldn’t survive in a place like this without community. But there’s nothing that tells us where they were headed, where they ended up. It was the middle of the Depression, so cities, maybe? Or farther west? But this guy”—he rapped on the chair—“John Last, he was something of an artist, a wood-carver.” Carter got up and turned the chair around, revealing intricately carved rosettes. “He and his children were the last ones out.” 
The idea of this man filled Bet with a sudden sadness, as if it were she, not John Last, in this house raising seven hungry children, looking out at the dark, indifferent mountain every night. 
Nick shook his head. “What a life.”
Bet regarded her husband. He had a horror of aloneness. He was a family man to his core. He would die without his family. This struck her suddenly as both reassuring and weak. 
A gust of wind blew, and something knocked against the side of the house. Bet shivered in the dark.
“Bedtime.” Nick rose and extended his hand to Bet.
Carter sat down again and smiled. “Go on, you lovebirds.” There was something grim, even forlorn, about his tall form sitting at the table in the flickering candlelight. 
“You’re going to stay down here, my friend?” Nick asked.
But Carter, with his elbows on the table and head bowed, did not look up.
 
In bed, Bet burrowed against Nick’s warm body underneath the feather tick. She was chilled, not only by the cold of the bedroom but by Carter’s talk. He wasn’t wrong; up here in this remote corner of the wilderness, she felt safe. Since arriving, she had not thought about the news, or Mapleton, or anything else of significance. Except for her children, the larger world had ceased to exist. 
Nick slid an arm under her neck and pulled her against him in the familiar way that was the reward of marriage, this solid, dependable, earned comfort. For Bet, it was on par with sex or pain or hunger—a dumb, animal force. Was it some echo of infancy, of the urge to cleave to a mother’s breast? Even if she and Nick had spent the evening apart or angry or in some argument, when they crawled into bed, the current of their physical connection returned. 
What had he meant about thinking of her in those moments he’d been close to death? Beneath the years of their comfortable, shared suburban life, he was still the mysterious boy from Wisconsin whom she knew only from his own telling—bookish, capable, determined to make something of himself. This pocket of the unknown was alluring. She took his hand and held it to her lips. 
 
The next morning Bet woke with a headache and frost on the coverlet. Sun glittered on the icy windowpane. She imagined the children at her parents’ house. It was Saturday; they would be in the kitchen eating coffee cake and bacon and whatever other treats Mary O’Malley spoiled them with. They were always happy with their grandparents, who provided a kind of predictable, solid order Bet felt her own household, no matter how she tried, never quite did. 
Nick had risen already. From downstairs, she could hear his voice. She pulled on her things quickly, the cold floorboards stinging her bare feet, and went down to the warm kitchen, where she was greeted with coffee and oatmeal sweetened with syrup. Carter’s late-night gloom was gone. Nick was flush with enthusiasm for the day’s plan: breakfast followed by snowshoeing. Virginia was still asleep. 
 
The coffee did wonders for her headache and there was a cheery brightness to the world outside. The snowshoes were large and round and required a waddling, wide-legged gait that Bet found hilarious. Possibly she was still drunk. She fell again and again. Nick, too, was happy, grinning boyishly and teasing Carter about his “inheritance”—a vast money pit on which he’d now pay taxes. 
When they struck out into the forest, they all three became quiet, as if this were something they had discussed. Tiny footprints crisscrossed the snow like evidence of a party: the delicate tap-tap impressions of moles and rabbits, the thicker, deeper imprints of the raccoons, badgers, and deer, the narrow, whispering stride of the fox. Melting snow made glistening streams down tree trunks. And here, suddenly, Bet thought of Moses. The image of him arrived with clarity—the pink skin of his snout and belly under his white fur, the faint scattering of spots like freckles on his back. And with this came the image of her younger self: unformed, earnest, and determined, scrambling over the rocky Maine coast. The woods returned her to her girlhood the same way they returned the green, Midwestern boy version of Nick. 
And Carter? She focused on his form tramping ahead, his green wool jacket, a woodsman hat with ear flaps. He, too, was altered here. Only he did not look younger or rawer or simpler. He looked determined. 
They reached the top of a small hill and could see from the edge of the woods back to the house, smoke puffing from the chimney. “So?” Carter turned, eyebrows raised. “What do you think?” 
Bet felt a current of excitement, a feeling of promise and potential that was oddly like relief. What if she and Nick were, all joking aside, to buy this place? To have their own escape? Nick had his promotion and his raise. The house was not expensive—this was a remote corner of the state. They could afford it. Maybe this was the reward the Taylors in Wisconsin and the O’Malleys in County Cork had been working toward from the beginning, a kind of return to the past. Frank O’Malley would have been appalled at the thought. Bet was not. 
“I love it,” Bet breathed.
Nick was looking at her, not at the house.
She knew that if it became theirs, she would throw herself into its transformation, a massive project that was somehow existential rather than domestic. Entirely unlike anything else. 
“It’s a beautiful spot,” Nick said. And in that moment she understood that, for all Nick’s thoughtfulness and sense of purpose, this would be her choice. He loved it because she did. 



Chapter 9
“Back into the hands of real Americans,” Carter pronounced when the contract for Last House was signed, the money transferred. It had taken time to finalize. Carter had to complete work on his own home in the valley before he could move out of Last House. This was the summer of 1956. Harry was five, Katherine was nine. 
“What, we’re real Americans and you’re not?” Nick asked. 
“Absolutely!” Carter grinned. “You can’t be a real American when you own the whole valley. Real Americans are on the way up. Once you’re there, poof”—he spread his hands. “You’re something else.” 
“Which is what?”
Carter frowned. “I don’t know. I haven’t worked that out.”
“It’s not good, whatever it is.” Nick shook his head, and Carter laughed.
 
That first summer they spent at Last House, Nick took off the whole month of August. He had never taken such a long vacation. All spring, the promise of it had waved and bobbed ahead of him like a child’s vision of Christmas. 
“I hope the children like it,” Bet fretted.
“Why wouldn’t they?” Nick asked. It had not occurred to him to be troubled by his children’s likes and dislikes. It would be good for them to spend time in the woods, boring and wholesome, demanding of skill and imagination. What did it matter if they liked it? 
“Katherine can be so unpleasant when she’s unhappy.” Bet sighed.
The idea disturbed him. They were raising a daughter who felt free to be unpleasant when she was unhappy? He would have been caned by his father if he’d ever been “unpleasant.” 
“Only if we let her.” He frowned. “And we won’t.”
He did not understand this generation of children—or, rather, this modern version of childhood, so full of privilege and promise, so devoid of hard work and responsibility. Katherine had nothing to be unpleasant about—she did not have to wake before dawn to milk the cow or haul water from the well. She never had to miss school to dig up potatoes or harvest corn. She sat through Howdy Doody on the sofa rather than endless sermons in hard chapel pews. 
The morning they left for Last House, Nick hitched a trailer he’d rented to the back of his car. The trailer was filled with books and bedding, stainless-steel cutlery, a desk for him and a reading chair for Bet, a new set of tools. They did not need much. Carter had left the house furnished with John Last’s sturdy, handmade things as well as the odds and ends Carter himself had installed (two Persian carpets, and a fine English croquet set, among other items). 
The drive was slow. Harry was carsick and Katherine complained of a headache. Bet tended to both with exasperated kindness, and Nick felt his own mood darken. 
But when they arrived, the place was even more beautiful than he remembered. He’d been there twice since that first autumn visit. Both times, the weather had been gray, and the house looked rickety, the woods around it menacing and dark; he had suffered from buyer’s remorse. On this day, however, the sun shone, and the sky was clear. The grass glowed almost golden, the mountain a deep blue; the individual outlines of pine trees were as clear as if they’d been etched. And there was Last House itself, its weathered clapboards a beautiful soft gray behind a screen of foxglove and wild daisies, towering pink and white hollyhocks. 
“This is it?” Katherine asked. Despite himself, Nick held his breath.
“This is it,” Bet said.
“It’s beautiful!” Harry exclaimed with his usual enthusiasm as they climbed out of the car, straightening stiff legs and backs. He ran across the grassy lawn to the swing Nick had hung from a branch. 
“I can swing as high as that mountain!” Harry exclaimed, jumping on and pumping his legs.
“Almost!” Nick laughed.
The boy became serious. “No,” he said, slowing down. “That mountain is higher.”
Nick nodded thoughtfully. “But you know what? We can climb it.”
A smile broke over Harry’s face.
Katherine was last out of the car and walked more measuredly to peer into the windows. She cupped her hands around the glass and looked into the kitchen with its broad table and woodstove, the giant stone hearth. “This is old-fashioned,” she said gravely, but there was approval in her tone. 
Nick heard an exclamation from inside the house. When he entered, he discovered Bet standing in the living room staring at a strange two-foot-tall statuette of a beaked and winged creature with wild eyes. A Huma bird; Nick recognized it at once. 
“What on earth?” Bet asked.
“It’s ugly!” Katherine pronounced.
“It’s a Huma bird,” Nick said. “An Iranian thing. Carter must have brought it back.”
Harry, who had followed Nick inside, bent to examine the statue’s carved talons.
There was a note tucked beneath the Huma’s feet. Welcome to the End-of-the-World Club, it said in Carter’s elegant slanted script. 
“Does Mr. Weston think the world will end?” Katherine asked.
“Well, nothing lasts forever, does it?” Nick said without thinking, and a worried expression crossed Katherine’s face. “But forever’s a long way away,” he added. “The world’s not ending anytime soon. That’s only Mr. Weston’s idea of a joke.” 
*  *  *
For Nick, the surprise of owning Last House was the effect it had on his wife. She had always preferred reading to more domestic activities—it was part of what he’d fallen in love with about her. But now she entered a frenzy of production: sewing curtains and pillow covers (haphazardly, the final products hastily cut, imperfectly hemmed), repainting old tables and chairs, learning how to can fruit. For her birthday he gave her the new Lawrence Durrell novel, but it sat on her bedside table, uncracked. 
In the evenings, Nick played ball with Harry and checkers with Katherine. He scraped out the gutters, repaired the shed, and replaced the weather-beaten clapboards on the north side of the house. In the late afternoon they swam in the pond or played croquet with the set Carter had left. And here, in the cool of the mountain’s shadow in the morning or in the sun-painted field in the evening, Nick felt closer to his wife. Whereas at home they were siloed in their own areas of interest and responsibility, here they had a project together—the project of Last House. 
And Nick had so many skills to share. His mother was long dead, yet he felt her ghost everywhere. The poor woman, with no daughter and a recalcitrant husband; Nick had been the closest thing she had to an apprentice and confidant. How uncomplainingly she had toiled! Not only washing and cooking but splitting the wood that her husband couldn’t, mucking the horse’s stall. Nick had learned to repair broken hinges and rotten sills. Here, all those chores were relevant. Bet was impressed by his capability and eager to be taught—these long-dormant proficiencies were strong currency at Last House. In the evenings after the children were asleep, he and Bet made love more often than at home, with more abandon; they inhabited their bodies fully after days spent being active, of using their hands and feet and backs. 
At night the deer rustled and sighed at the edge of the forest; the fox prowled through the field. Nick listened and watched. One morning, walking down to the pond, he found the carcass of a snowy owl, its body mauled, beautiful white wings spread as if it had been brought down just as it was taking flight. 
 
The summers at Last House blended one into the next, all virtually the same, though distinct from everything else. It was a different kind of time, layered rather than straight, and every year the house seemed to provide a more essential escape. Stocking it with supplies became an obsession for Nick: filling the cellar with cans of food, planting vegetables, splitting and drying giant piles of firewood. It gave him a visceral satisfaction, unlike any of the other accomplishments in his day-to-day life. He could imagine himself a frontiersman like his paternal grandfather, a Dutch immigrant and subsistence farmer whom he knew almost nothing about. 
“You’re turning into Carter!” Bet teased. “Getting ready for apocalypse!”
“Better safe than sorry.”
Nick shrugged. It was only partly a joke. The world did not seem to be a safe place. The Soviets had swept into Hungary with tanks and machine guns; the Doomsday Clock ticked. There was panic over “peak oil”—a new idea; what would happen when it ran out? 
But all this fell away when they were at Last House. The world did not seem to be ending, if only because it was so small. This was the real luxury of the place. There was no newspaper to be had for miles, and the radio picked up only one, often-fuzzy station. 
Carter had largely succeeded in his dream of filling Last Valley with friends and colleagues: Robin and Ben Bingham, the MacNamaras, the former CIA Baghdad bureau chief . . . “How is Last Valley an escape when you bring all your colleagues along?” Nick asked. 
“That’s the beauty!” was Carter’s answer. “It’s an escape for all of us.”
Nick did not ask him to elaborate on “us.” By feats of determination and twists of fate, he found himself included. That was surprising enough. 
In the evenings, there were gatherings. Drinks at Carter’s or games of cards at the MacNamaras’, picnic suppers by the river. The children caught fireflies and played capture the flag while the adults drank and told stories. Almost all the men had spent time in the Middle East. But they didn’t talk business, they talked adventure—driving through deserts, interviewing sheikhs and princes, eating camel stew at raucous caravansaries. All of them were white and Western, but from the distance of Last Valley, they turned these experiences into entertaining narratives in which they played the lead parts. 
“You sound like a bunch of British colonists in India,” Bet scoffed once. “Characters in a Rudyard Kipling story!”
Carter was delighted. Nick was embarrassed. But from then on it became a running joke—Last Valley was “Carter’s Raj” to Bet. 
 
Outside Last Valley, Nick never spent more than a day or two with his children from dawn till dusk and away from other humans. At home there was always Eileen or the O’Malleys or a visit to the beach club or any number of Katherine’s friends ducking their heads and saying nervous hellos, squealing with laughter behind closed doors. Here, in the bubble of Last House, he witnessed firsthand Harry’s good nature and Katherine’s moods and intractable stubbornness. And he saw something about Harry that he’d not heard about first from Bet: the boy was fierce to the point of unreason when it came to his sense of justice. 
It was the second summer in the house that Nick first encountered this.
Carter had sold the largest parcel of land in the valley to the Binghams, who had torn down the original house and built a modern villa in the style of Frank Lloyd Wright. And for Robin, who had grown up with horses, a stable and paddock. Ben, contrary to Nick’s prediction, had settled happily into a gentleman farmer’s life. He had money, which helped. 
“Take our carriage for a drive up to the lake,” Robin Bingham kept urging Bet. Nick did not like the idea of a horse-and-buggy ride; he’d grown up with a horse and cart, not as a quaint, old-fashioned hobby but as the family’s primary means of transport. The purchase of his first automobile remained one of the most satisfying moments of his life. “Dinkins would love to drive you!” Robin insisted. Dinkins was the groom the Binghams had hired to look after the horses and, when they were in New York, the ugly Frank Lloyd Wright house. Nick didn’t like the idea of being driven any more than he liked the idea of the drive. 
Bet was persuaded, though. The children would love it, she said. Harry adored animals. It would be memorable,
which was better than pleasant or
even perfect—a holy grail of midlife. Reluctantly, Nick conceded. Maybe she was right. 
The day of the buggy ride was overcast and muggy, and Nick woke with a stiff neck; the shrapnel in his shoulder ached. But the ride began happily enough. The horse, a giant, elderly Clydesdale named Sam with great liquid brown eyes, captivated the children, who fed him apples and carrots and exclaimed over the softness of his muzzle. Bet had packed a picnic—cold chicken and deviled eggs and bottles of birch beer and tiny almond cakes. Fat bees and dragonflies buzzed over the fields, and Last Mountain looked like a woolly, sleeping creature in the haze. 
But the horse began to slow as the track grew steeper. He stopped, shook his head, and refused to move until Mr. Dinkins brought out his whip. Mr. Dinkins was a small, wrinkled widower whose face suggested hardship and bad health. He had served in the First World War, in the trenches, and was hard of hearing on account of the blasts. 
Harry looked at Nick with round eyes when Dinkins whipped the horse. “Doesn’t that hurt him?”
“Not too much,” Nick said.
Sam started walking and then stopped again.
“Come on, you stubborn old boy,” Mr. Dinkins said, giving him another tap with the whip.
The old horse did not budge.
Harry looked at Bet, who looked at Nick.
“Yip-yip!” Dinkins said, whipping him in earnest, and grudgingly, Sam picked up his hooves.
“He’s too old,” Harry said anxiously. “It’s too heavy for him to pull us.”
“Go on, you old monkey,” Mr. Dinkins chided, slapping the horse harshly with the whip.
“He’s not a monkey,” Katherine grumbled, “he’s a horse.” 
“It’s not right!” Harry cried. “It does hurt him!” 
“That’s just the life of a carriage horse, Harry,” said Nick firmly. Nick felt his own brow begin to sweat. It was too warm, the air too muggy. He had known the ride was a mistake. 
They heaved along a rutted incline, the buggy bouncing and jolting. At the top, the horse again stopped.
“Why don’t we hop off and give Sam a break,” Bet suggested.
Dinkins did not hear her. “Git, git, git,” he said and raised the whip.
An unprecedented fierceness came over Harry. Anger flashed across his face. “Stop! Stop!” Harry shouted and jumped off the buggy. To Nick’s shock, he ran in front of the horse. 
Bet screamed and Nick jumped from the wagon, and for a horrible moment it seemed like the horse would trot forward and the boy would be trampled. 
But he was not. The horse didn’t move and Dinkins’s whip stopped.
“You shouldn’t hit him like that!” Harry shouted at Dinkins, red-faced. “He’s old and he’s tired!”
“Harry!” Nick barked, flooded with adrenaline.
Dinkins looked incredulous and Nick felt a rush of shame. Here was a man in a threadbare coat who had lost his hearing and God knows what else in a horrible war, driving someone else’s wagon. And here before him was a small, well-fed boy at his country house throwing a fit over the feelings of a horse. In that moment, Dinkins became Nick’s own father—not the harsh authoritarian Nick had rebelled against as a boy but the world-weary man he understood from the vantage point of middle age, a man whom life and ambition had repeatedly kicked in the teeth. 
“Apologize to Mr. Dinkins,” Nick shouted, feeling heat rise to his face.
“But Sam needs to go home,” Harry insisted tearfully.
“He’s right!” Katherine chimed in. She had jumped down and now stood beside her brother.
“I’m sorry!” the boy said, crying, his voice still thick with rage.
“Let’s picnic in the valley,” Bet pleaded. “All right?”
“I can turn ’im around if you say so,” Dinkins said, deferring to Nick. “Your choice.”
“Turn him around,” Katherine said as if the question were hers to decide.
Nick had the impulse to grab her by the ear. “Bet?” he said instead. He knew his voice sounded harsh. “What would you like?” 
“Let’s go back.” She sighed. “The horse is tired. We can eat in the valley.”
“Fine.” Nick nodded curtly. “Thank you, Mr. Dinkins. Why don’t you drive Mrs. Taylor down. I’ll walk the children.”
With much squeaking and groaning of the old buggy, Dinkins managed to turn back. And once he was pointed toward the stable, Sam took off at a trot. 
Nick and his children watched Bet’s erect back grow smaller with distance.
“Go,” he commanded his children roughly. Harry’s fierceness turned to snuffling.
Nick walked behind his children with a feeling of despair he could not understand, and no one spoke. Where had he gone wrong? Who were these children? He could feel the blood beating in his temples. It didn’t matter that maybe they were right about the horse, who was old and tired and sweaty. It didn’t matter that Harry’s heart was kind. Dinkins was an old man, a war veteran, a man to whom they owed respect. And Nick was their father, not some coequal to be heeded or ignored at will. 
They did not picnic.
Nick drove the car back to Last House stony-faced. When they arrived, Bet sent the children to their rooms. Harry was tearful and Katherine sullen. Nick himself felt strange and monstrous. Bet tiptoed around him. When she brought the children dinner, Nick could hear them speaking in hushed tones. 
“It was sweet of Harry to be so worried about the horse,” Bet said mildly after the two of them had eaten. “He didn’t mean to be rude. He was just distracted by his worry, I think.” 
Nick grunted, drying a pan.
Bet sighed. “He’s only six.”
Nick cleared his throat. It took effort to break through his own silence. “A boy can’t lose sight of basic respect because he’s worried about a horse.” 
“What were you like when you were six? Didn’t you worry about things?”
A vision of himself as a boy following Ame home from the woods rose in his mind. He remembered the fear of discovery, of having broken rules. “Sure, I worried. But do you know what my father would have done if I had showed such disrespect to an older man, a war veteran?” 
Bet was quiet. She did not say, And isn’t that exactly why you are different? Though he knew she was thinking it. 
“Fine,” he sighed after some time. “They’ve been up there long enough.”
The children traipsed downstairs—Katherine unbowed, her jaw set, Harry subdued and puffy-eyed.
“Let’s go look for shooting stars,” Bet said. “The clouds are gone.” She wanted to make amends, to bridge the gap between her husband and her children, and this impulse went some way toward softening Nick’s resentment. 
Bet spread an old blanket on the grass. Wordlessly, the Taylors lay down on it.
Nick knew constellations from nights floating off the coast of the Marianas. Except those were constellations of the Southern Hemisphere: Centaurus and Crux and Carina. He was glad you couldn’t see them here. 
Instead, here were Orion and the Ursas and Cassiopeia . . . the stars of his youth. They knew only Nick Taylor the boy and father and husband; Nick Taylor the child who had gone fishing with his brother; Nick Taylor the man who ate English marmalade from a clay jar and liked to warm his slippers before the fire. They had never looked down on Nick Taylor the soldier. 
“Oh!” There was a collective intake of breath as a star streaked across the sky, the first meteor of the night.
“Did you make a wish?” Bet asked.
“I forgot!” Harry cried.
“That’s all right,” Nick said. “If you make one now, it still counts.”
It was the first kind thing he’d said to the boy since the stupid fracas over the horse, and he was filled with regret, and with love—his sweet boy; he was so young! It wasn’t Harry’s fault that he cared as deeply about an old horse as he did its driver. He’d been born in a fine time and a fine place—in the richest and safest nation on earth! And wasn’t that what Nick had wanted? Wasn’t that what he’d hoped? That his own children would have freedoms and comforts he hadn’t? That their hearts and minds would be shaped by peace? Wasn’t that progress? 
Harry squinched his eyes shut. When he opened them, he looked excited.
“Don’t tell us your wish!” Katherine commanded.
“Keep watching,” Bet said. “There’ll be another.”
Soon there would be other objects moving through space. Satellites, tiny modules bearing radio transmitters around the globe. “The Soviets have one ready. They’ll launch it any day now,” Carter had told Nick and Bet slyly last week. “You heard it from me first.” And of course, Carter was right, though Nick did not know this yet. Sputnik would be shot into the cosmos in less than two months. 
“How does a satellite return if no one is flying it?” Bet had asked.
“It doesn’t.” Carter looked delighted. “It burns up on the way back.”
“Like the Huma,” Nick had said and at the time it had seemed funny, a kind of inside joke. Flying forever without touching the earth. But now it struck him as poignant. A sky full of flying objects whirling around the planet, transmitting information and following commands, doomed from the start. 
He reached across his children and found Bet’s shoulder. She looked over at him in surprise, then reached for his hand. Her fingers were warm. The tops of his children’s heads brushed against his arm. The sad old horse was safely in his stall. Dinkins, God bless him, was probably smoking a pipe out on the steps of his cabin. There were worse ways to live. Small creatures rustled in the woods, and wind blew through the pines. They were lying on the surface of a spinning planet. Bits of cosmic debris hurtled toward them and caught fire in the hot miasma of Earth’s atmosphere. 
And Last House squatted solidly behind them, its windows casting rectangles of light.



Chapter 10
Every summer the MacNamaras held a Fourth of July party for all the inhabitants of Last Valley and their houseguests. Like the Binghams, the MacNamaras owned a house in Last Valley, a large ramshackle farm they had painted a jarring shade of yellow. Dwight MacNamara’s wife, Antonia, had apparently (and somewhat incredibly) been an amateur actress before she married, and every year the event featured a dramatic reading of some scene from a Shakespeare play performed by Antonia and her guests. She assigned the various roles at random, and the rest sat and watched in a haze of alcohol and awkwardness, occasionally bursting into raucous applause. There were those who relished the opportunity to ham it up—the scenes selected were always either comic or so tragic (Lady Macbeth with imaginary blood on her hands, Romeo in Juliet’s crypt) that they could only be performed in jest. Bet was not among these enthusiastic actors. She had a mortal fear of taking center stage, especially before friends and neighbors. What was fun about making a spectacle of yourself? Or of having so many eyes trained on you? She could imagine her father, who’d worked so hard to be respected by the likes of the people here, looking on in bafflement. 
“How on earth did you do that?” she asked Nick on the occasions (there were at least three) that he’d good-naturedly allowed himself to be cast (Bottom in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Petruchio in The Taming of the Shrew, a gravedigger in Hamlet). He read his lines with game, understated humor, and his poise in this bizarre situation was more impressive to her than any successes he’d achieved in his international negotiating work. 
Despite the theatricals, Bet looked forward to the Fourth of July party. It was fun to have an occasion in the wilderness of Last Valley to dress up, and there were almost always interesting, or at least new, houseguests: writers and artists and men of business, not just the usual oilmen and State Department types. Ben Bingham played bartender, mixing stiff martinis and champagne punch with novel ingredients (one year, it was boiled raisins). You could count on entertaining hijinks and social snafus. 
The summer Harry was sixteen and Bet was forty-four they went to the party without Katherine or Nick. This was 1967, the summer of love, and the summer of race riots from Newark to Minneapolis. But Last Valley, of course, felt none of this. 
Katherine had stayed on at Bennington College over the summer to do research for one of her professors. The professor was a woman, and her field was linguistics, which was new at Bennington, and Katherine was taken by it, both the study of language and the life of this bohemian professor. “I learned something about linguistics when I was doing cryptography,” Bet mentioned when Katherine told her about the research job. Katherine had nearly fallen off her seat. “You did what? Why have I never heard about this?” It was gratifying to have Katherine’s admiration; she was usually so disapproving of Bet’s life. 
On the occasion of the party, it was a relief to Bet to have Katherine’s critical eye and harsh tongue absent. Bet was critical of the MacNamaras herself, but not to the extent that she didn’t enjoy the event. Katherine, though, had to ruin the fun with vehement and humorless objections: Antonia was not just a snob but a dangerous fool. Dwight, who worked at Dow Chemical now, was a soulless fascist. But Bet was genuinely disappointed when Nick woke the morning of the party feeling sick. “You and Harry go without me,” he insisted. “I want a full report.” 
“Just me and Harry?” Bet blanched.
“C’mon, Mom,” Harry said. “It’ll be an adventure.”
 So they went. There were other teenagers there, the offspring of Carter’s original Last Valley chosen: the wild Bingham boys and Sissy MacNamara and the Cahills, all of whom Harry had spent many long, intermittently boring summers with and whom Bingham allowed to dip into the rum punch. 
Bet put on her new summer dress with a square neck and cap sleeves that showed off her arms. By five p.m., the day had clouded over, and a spirit-dampening rain began. The party would be inside rather than on the terrace, which made it some degrees less fun; the MacNamaras’ house was full of dim, low-ceilinged rooms and drafty fireplaces. There was a cozy, renovated barn, but the teenagers always colonized this. 
“Do you think Mr. MacNamara’s a spook?” Harry asked as they drove down the hill, half an hour late. He had been reading Graham Greene. Over the years, Dwight had transformed from a skinny, socially awkward Brit into a potbellied almost-American. He smoked cigars and gave unsolicited real estate advice. 
“What? No. Harry, don’t start into that.” Katherine had recently decided Carter was a spy (fair enough) and taken to theorizing dramatic intelligence backgrounds for everyone in Last Valley. Harry was delighted by the exercise. 
“Why not? I like the idea that he’s a sort of Vermont James Bond. Makes it all more exciting.”
“His Fourth of July party?”
Harry shrugged. “Everything.”
Bet laughed. He was right. She felt a swell of love for him—her boy, her baby, so other from her in a way that made her more rather than less connected to him. He was his own magical, mysterious entity, not some reconfiguration of her own qualities the way she always saw Katherine. It made their overlaps feel meaningful, almost romantic. 
The party was busy when Bet and Harry arrived, the cramped front hall full of umbrellas and muddy footprints. Some fusty Frank Sinatra record (God forbid they put on anything contemporary) was playing in the living room. “Bet and Harry, my dears,” Antonia said, bustling in from the dining room. “I hear poor Nick is unwell!” 
“He’s so sad to be missing—” Bet began but Antonia was in her grand-hostess role, which did not involve listening.
“You know where to find the kids,” she said to Harry. “Run along. And you”—she took Bet by the arm—“come with me. Let’s get you a drink because I have plans for you.” 
Have fun, Harry mouthed behind Antonia’s back before disappearing down the hallway. 
“Oh, dear,” Bet said, meaning it.
“Your name in lights—it’s King Lear this year. You are Cordelia.” 
“Definitely not.”
“Pshaw, it’s not acting. You know that by now.” Antonia plucked a glass of champagne off a tray and thrust it into Bet’s hand. “You’ll be marvelous. And look—” She pointed across the crowded room to a stooped gentleman with a flop of gray hair in his face. “It’s Albert Thomas,” she said in a hushed voice. “He’s visiting from London. And he’s agreed to read Lear.” 
“No,” Bet said. “I have a terrible reading voice.”
“What? You read like an angel,” someone said, and Bet whirled about to see Carter smirking delightedly. His blond hair was graying at the temples and there was something harder about his face than when they’d first met. He had recently departed from his second wife; his marriage to Virginia had lasted only two years. 
“Then it’s decided,” Antonia announced. “Cordelia.”
“Oh no, I really can’t—” Bet protested, mildly panicked. Antonia had already turned away. “Carter! Why would you do that?”
“Nice to see you too.” Carter brushed her cheek with a kiss.
“Now I’ll be too nervous to enjoy myself!”
“Nonsense.”
“Oh, really? What’s your part?”
“I don’t act.”
“You are a terrible person, Carter Weston.”
“Guilty as charged,” Carter said, placing a hand over his heart. “Look, I’ll get you out of this pickle, Cordelia.” He winked.
Bet drank her champagne quickly and took another. It went straight to her head, since she had eaten no dinner. In the dining room, there was a long table of the usual Fourth of July fare—Robin Bingham’s rice casserole, Antonia’s baked drumsticks, lots of damp red-white-and-blue-themed desserts. Nothing easy to eat standing up without dripping down her new dress. And the prospect of the reading, stupid as it was, made her stomach jumpy. Plus, King Lear lurked near the trifle. Bet did not want to be drawn into some sort of joking practice session, Greetings, Cordelia, wink-wink . . . Bet never liked talking to Dwight’s British upper-crust associates with their confusing sense of humor and clever references. 
“Follow me,” Carter said, interrupting a distracted conversation she was having with one of the Binghams’ houseguests.
“Excuse me,” Bet said, following obediently. There was something irresistible about Carter’s definitiveness.
He led her through the kitchen and down the back hall into a dim laundry room. “Dwight’s about to get things started. But you’ll be safe hiding here.” 
“Hiding?” Bet echoed, draining the rest of her champagne. “That won’t work.”
“Sure it will! You just ducked out to check on Nick or you were getting something from the car. Or you’re powdering your nose.”
“What? No!”
“Then, by all means, read! You’ll be an excellent Cordelia.”
Bet made a face. Her eyes were adjusting to the dimness. She had never been in the MacNamaras’ laundry room. There was a sink along one wall with a wringer at the end and a small woodstove for heating irons. It was now dark outside, and through the window she could see the half-moon. On the wide sill, silhouetted in the blue light, was a familiar form. 
“Why did you give everyone those?” she asked, the champagne suggesting a change of subject as a viable means of escape.
“The Huma?” Carter followed her gaze. “As a reminder, I guess.”
“Of what?”
“Good question.” He looked out at the moon. “Endings and beginnings? Survival?”
Bet shivered.
He squinted at her. “You don’t like her, do you?”
“Like her? I don’t know. I guess I don’t understand that kind of art.”
“What—Iranian art?”
Bet shrugged. “Just, I don’t know, mythical art. Religious art. Fables and gods and Virgin Marys.”
“The Huma is no Virgin Mary. Who, by the way, was human.”
“Not really,” Bet said. “I mean, that’s sort of the point, isn’t it? Or, anyway, she’s perfect. I like thinking about imperfect things, human things—people and feelings and relationships.” 
“Of course you do!” Carter grinned. He looked delighted. “You’re at the top of the pyramid of needs—you aren’t menaced by forces that render the bulk of human interaction irrelevant.” 
Bet frowned. “What forces are you thinking of?”
“Weather. Famine. Disease . . . war.”
Bet narrowed her eyes. “You think human feelings are frivolous.”
“Not frivolous. Just top-of-the-pyramid stuff. They’re not top of mind when you’re trying to survive.” 
“Oh, so at the bottom of the pyramid, you can’t feel anything? It’s all darkness and light, the birth of Jesus and the world blowing up?” 
Carter laughed. “Something like that.”
“Speaking from your own experience down there at the bottom of the pyramid.”
“Touché.”
Bet ducked her head. “I rest my case. You are captivated by the Huma bird, and you’re not menaced by great forces.” 
“That”—Carter paused dramatically—“is a matter of debate.” 
“I think you’re flattering yourself.”
This time Carter threw back his head and laughed.
From the kitchen, Bet could hear Antonia call, “Readers? We’re getting started!” Somehow, she had forgotten. Now a burst of adrenaline shot through her. 
“Bet?”
Dismayed, she heard Antonia’s footsteps in the hall.
“Here,” Carter said, taking her hand as if this were a natural thing to do.
Was her heart beating helter-skelter at the prospect of being forced to perform or at the pressure of Carter’s warm palm? Bet let herself be led through a doorway to a dark landing above a set of steps going down to the basement, the wall lined with cans of paint, a mop and broom, rags hanging from hooks. Carter shut the door, plunging them into complete darkness. “Bet?” Antonia called again. Her voice was close; the laundry-room doorway, maybe. Bet felt her heart race. Carter’s hand grasped her bare arm and she could feel his breath, which smelled of whiskey and cigarettes, on her ear. In the darkness, he found her face and held a finger to her lips. 
Antonia’s footsteps receded. A sense of transgression washed over Bet. What was she doing? As if feeling this, Carter gripped her arm harder. She was aware of his face mere inches from hers, the warmth of his body and the scratch of his shirt, and she could feel a portal opening between this life and another, a momentary alignment, the two passing so closely, it would be possible to spring across. 
Something involuntary in her flinched, and without thinking, she turned her head. “Where’s the door?” she heard herself say robotically. There was a moment of stopped time, and then Carter opened it. 
 
The rest of the evening passed in a blur. Bet was quiet on the drive home with Harry and cranky with Nick, who wanted water and a thermometer and a bowl of soup. 
She slept terribly.
“How did you avoid the play?” Harry asked in the morning as she handed him a plate of eggs and toast. “I thought Mrs. MacNamara had a role for you.” He looked rumpled and possibly hungover. 
“The play?” Bet repeated, feeling her face flush. “I hid.”
“You hid?” Harry sat back wide-eyed and then began to laugh.
“Don’t tell your father.” Bet frowned. “He would be mortified.”
“Good for you, Mom,” he said, shaking his head. “You’re better than Antonia’s stupid plays.”
“That’s kind of you.”
“Now that I think about it, those plays prove that Mr. MacNamara was never a spy. He has zero ability to shape-shift.” He shoveled a forkful of eggs into his mouth. “Carter Weston, on the other hand . . .” 
Bet felt the color rush once again to her face. She turned to light the kettle. “Bring a tray up to your father when you’re done,” she said. “I’ll leave it to you and Katherine to sort out the spies.” 
*  *  *
One day at the end of that summer, Bet looked out the window and thought Harry was dead. 
She was upstairs folding laundry when she caught sight of him, lying on his back on the grass. The chill of terror that came over her was so strong, she would think of it later as a premonition. 
“Harry!” she called, wrestling open the window.
He lifted his head and waved vaguely.
“You gave me a heart attack!”
“Oh,” he said, laying his head back down. Her heart attack did not seem to trouble him.
Bet went outside, still shaken. “Wouldn’t you rather sit on one of those comfortable chairs?” 
Harry lifted himself onto his elbows and looked at her. “I like lying on the earth. It feels more substantial.” He patted the ground beside him. 
“More substantial than a chair?”
Harry nodded and patted the ground again.
It was persuasive. Bet sat. She was aware suddenly of the vast expanse of substance beneath her, miles and miles—what was the diameter of Earth? Somewhere below her, a hot ball of magma churned. Harry was right. She could feel it. 
“Do you have a cigarette?” she asked.
Harry sat up, legs crossed. He patted the breast pocket of his shirt and pulled out a small cigarette case. When he opened it, Bet saw it was filled with five neatly rolled joints. She had never smoked marijuana but she knew instinctively. “Share one?” he asked, pushing a lock of greasy hair behind his ear. To Nick’s dismay, he’d been letting it grow, and it was well past chin-length. 
“Harry!” Bet exclaimed.
“What?”
“I’m your mother!” Maybe Nick was right—she was too accessible as a parent, too tolerant; she had not set boundaries firmly enough. She’d never managed to make Harry do his chores or go to baseball practice. She had never wedged him into the sports teams or clubs where young men were supposed to practice the discipline of life. Maybe if she had, he would not have asked her something like this. 
Harry lit the joint and blew out a stream of smoke. “Here.”
Bet looked from her son to the joint and back. Then, to her own surprise, she accepted it. 
She scrutinized the thin brown roll and ashy tip. So this was what all the fuss was about—the Beat poems and long hair and rock and roll songs. She held the joint to her lips and took a drag. The smoke in her lungs was harsh, woodier than the smoke of her Virginia Slims. Nick would be horrified. She was always telling him not to be so hard on his son. Harry’s got a good head, Nicky. He’ll be all right. But would a boy with good common sense offer a marijuana cigarette to his mother? 
Harry grinned at her and then stared at the sky.
“I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t feel anything.”
“Sometimes it takes a while.”
Bet waited. She suspected that it would not work. Giddy, their little brown-and-white terrier, trotted over from behind the house, surprised to see them sitting on the grass. “It’s all right, Giddy-girl,” Bet said, and the dog jumped onto her lap. She had bought the dog for the family, though it was obvious to everyone that Giddy loved Bet most. 
“Tell me something,” Harry said earnestly. “Do you think of yourself as an open person?”
Bet squinted at him. “Of course I do.”
He seemed to consider this. “Not to ideas,” he amended. “Are you open to experience?”
She looked at her son, who looked back at her not with judgment but with curiosity.
Was she? As a child she had been adventurous, and as a young woman at Arlington Hall, she had hungered for experience—she had felt herself buoyed by a current of new ideas and challenges. But now? It struck her she did nothing she could not picture first. She was like a blind woman sweeping her imagination before her, taking small, carefully probed steps. It dismayed her to think of this. 
“I don’t know.” She sighed.
Harry regarded her.
“Are you?” she asked, still feeling un-high. In fact, her brain felt made of marble—a boring, impenetrable stone. 
“I’m open to meaning,” Harry said. 
“What does that mean?”
“I’m open to receiving messages.”
Bet frowned. “Messages from whom?”
Harry shrugged. “The universe. It’s all right, Mom.” He grinned at her. “The universe is talking to me.”
And suddenly she felt the chill take hold again. He looked so young and handsome and strange to her; her son, but also a person with his own unknowable thoughts and feelings and sense of life. 
“I don’t know,” she said, pushing Giddy from her lap. “Be careful, Harry.”
A series of expressions crossed Harry’s face—amusement, consideration, and then a searching look. “Careful of what?”
“Of what messages you listen to.”
“Don’t worry, Mom, you’ll keep me safe. I’m always listening to you.”
Later, she would return to that over and over, like a pebble her fingers would worry in her grief. What messages had she given her son? 



Part II
Katherine



Chapter 11
If you Google Harry Taylor, you will find the two photos that appeared again and again in newspapers when he died, the first from the St. Matthew’s yearbook when he was a sophomore, and the second a candid snapshot taken three years later. The pictures are a perfect yin and yang of youth at the time—they seem to confirm a narrative of dissolution, the hazard of freedom, the dark politics of the era. I think this is why the newspapers loved them. 
In the first, Harry is a clean-cut fifteen-year-old in blazer and tie. He’s grinning at the camera with a cheerful, open face, a boy you would hire to mow your lawn or walk your dog. In the second, he’s hunched over, elbows on knees, shaggy-haired and unkempt, and there’s a cigarette (or a joint?) in his hand. He’s beautiful, a little androgynous with his wide mouth and high cheekbones. The image itself is darker, the figures in it less defined. Yet somehow, despite the trappings of jaded rebellion, his face still has that unshakable Harry Taylor innocence. 
There are other people in the background: a big guy leaning against the counter, a skinny guy with glasses, a woman with her feet resting on Harry’s chair. If you look closely, you’ll recognize the curtains and, above the door, the cuckoo clock Mom and Dad brought back from Austria—it’s the kitchen of Last House. Harry is looking at someone outside the camera’s frame—he’s hopeful, questioning, focused. This was the subject of much conjecture. But I know who he was looking at, because I was there. 
*  *  *
The weekend that picture was taken, we were having a “powwow.” That’s what Huff, the big guy leaning against the counter, called it. He probably even stuck a feather in his hair and whooped with his hand over his mouth. For a lefty radical, he was an ignorant asshole. We were all naive, at best academically aware of our privilege, ignorant of our assumptions. But in our defense, we were sincere. We really believed we could change the world—or at least our own country. America still felt like a malleable construct in those days, a clay sculpture that hadn’t yet set. We were eager to blunt the rough edges, hack out the imperfections. 
But by we, I don’t mean Harry. 
The caption below the image in the Times reads
Harry Taylor and his radical left-wing collective. Though none of the people pictured ever thought of themselves as part of a collective. And Harry was never a left-wing radical. 
He was just my brother and a kid who loved the woods.
*  *  *
As a teenager, I hated Last House.
My parents loved the place. For them I think it was a kind of church, a place of respite, an escape from the suburbs, Dad’s work in the city, the objects and pressures of their everyday lives. 
I hated the quiet and the loneliness of it—the spiders and dead flies in the window sashes and the long, uneventful evenings, the bear prints by the pond and the barn owl’s otherworldly screech in the night. I’d curl up on the window bench near the fire and read as if my life depended on it—Dickens, Joseph Heller, Agatha Christie; anything to take me elsewhere. If we’d had phones, those devices of the devil that I rail against to my grandchildren now, I’m sure I would have been addicted. But we didn’t even have TV. 
Sometimes I was allowed to bring Nancy Huntley, who lived down the street from us in Mapleton and had been my best friend since first grade—sweet Nancy, loyal as a hound, always happy to do what I wanted. I’m afraid to say that when I went away to college, I couldn’t leave her behind fast enough. But at Last House, we’d lie head to toe on the window bench, taking turns reading aloud from juicy Victoria Holt romance novels. There was always some governess minding a sickly child in Corfu or Capri who was “ravished” or “swept off her feet” by a dashing older man—ha! We didn’t bat an eye at nonconsensual intimacies passed off as romance back then. 
Unlike me, Harry loved Last House. He caught frogs and wrote on birch bark and made forts from branches and stone walls and big plate-size tiles of moss. He and Giddy went on endless walks. He knew the names of wildflowers and trees. I don’t know who taught him. My mother loved the woods, but she didn’t know much about them. It wasn’t her way to master a thing with information. So I guess it was my father who taught Harry, hearkening back to the Wisconsin of his youth, which he never spoke of to me. Anyway, Harry knew all about nature: the golden birch and the white pine, the difference between a copper and a red beech, the names of wildflowers—Indian paintbrush, jack-in-the-pulpit, joe-pye weed. Last House turned Harry into an environmentalist, and this was long before the environment was deemed essential or chic. It was still a romantic ideal rather than a scientific reality, vital to our souls rather than to our biological existence. Of course it was that too; we just didn’t understand that yet. 
Although I take that back. Harry did. He was ahead of all of us.
*  *  *
To write about Harry and how he came to do what he did, I must begin with my own journey. I can hear Harry jeering at me now, teasing me for beginning his story with myself. He always said I was self-centered, and he was right. If anyone else had pointed that out, I’d have thrown a fit. But I could never stay mad at Harry. It was as if he emitted some calm, neutralizing frequency. He was not self-centered at all. Maybe that was a part of it. 
My first job after graduating from Bennington College, class of ’67, was as a teacher at a private girls’ school on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. I was delighted because it meant living in the city. My mother was delighted because the Montley School was exactly the kind of place she’d always felt quietly shut out of yet also above. She was clever, my mother. She knew how to turn her insecurities upside down. If she wasn’t “their kind,” she was better. If she and my father weren’t invited to join the yacht club, it was because they were too interesting. The yacht club, according to my mother (smart woman!), was for people who had nothing to recommend them other than their WASPy old names, people who’d done nothing with their lives. That was how she navigated the slippery social politics of coming from outside the bubble of the old elite New England families that she found herself inside. 
Montley was a school for New York society’s smart girls, the ones with skinned knees and heavy eyebrows, library books tucked under their arms. They spoke in long, intelligent sentences by the time they were ten. I was hired to teach high-school English. To my students, I was a kind of celebrity—a new, young teacher with long hair and short skirts (but stockinged legs! Montley required these). In my classroom I had a shelf of books by Beat poets and Sylvia Plath and Karl Marx. Never mind that I was hardly any more liberated or experienced in the real world than they were themselves; I had assumed the trappings and that was enough. 
My mother helped me move into the third-floor walkup I shared with a mousy fellow teacher and outfitted the apartment with all sorts of proper middle-class accoutrements: bed and bath linens, china, pots and pans from my parents’ house on Middle Road, plus a twin bed and a dainty ruffle-skirted chair she picked out for me at Macy’s. I teased her about all the lacy napkins she had bundled up—did she think I was going to be hosting dinner parties? I didn’t even have a living room; it was just a kitchen and two bedrooms. “You never know,” she said, winking. I have no idea what sort of 1940s social escapades she was picturing. She was delighted by the prospect of the free, cosmopolitan life she imagined me leading, one that she’d never experienced, having married so early and during the war. She was married at twenty-one! Out of the cradle and into the birthing chamber. That was her particular Walt Whitman experience. I stuffed the napkins in a drawer and never took them out again. 
Yorkville was a deeply unexciting part of the city. In the beginning, though, I liked the leafy tree-lined street, the damp wind that blew off the East River, and the plain brick apartment houses with their old German and Italian ladies peering suspiciously through lace drapes. My apartment smelled of the clove bread and sauerkraut that the old ladies on the floors below me cooked. They were stern-faced proper Bavarian women who wore tweed skirts or drab, button-up dresses that suggested monotonous, semi-physical work. (“What are they, prison wardens?”
my mother asked when she first encountered them. She was very suspicious of Germans.) These ladies were always home, always attentive to comings and goings, and generally seemed to ensure a kind of security. For some reason, they liked me. As I walked past their doors on my way up after a long day of teaching Chaucer and Beowulf and other Old English classics I never cared much about, they’d hand me plates of leftover sauerbraten and potatoes, thick slices of apple cake and vanilla sauce, cucumbers swimming in salty vinegar. 
The first half of that year was like a cocoon, a time of subterranean development for me. I taught all week, and Saturdays I saw friends from Bennington—girls like me having their first real taste of independence, working as secretaries or teachers or publishing assistants. We’d meet at an Irish pub called the Shamrock on East Sixty-Sixth Street. 
I had a friend named Susan who worked at Cosmopolitan magazine. She knew people and places to go and felt at home in New York in the proprietary way of people who have grown up there. On weekends I tagged along with her to parties where young publishing-industry types smoked hash and the old guard drank heavily and once in a while there was the excitement of Norman Mailer or Gore Vidal ducking in. Occasionally some sleazy editor or hanger-on would try to seduce me if he failed to land one of the more glamorous young interns. I was never a beauty; there is a kind of straightness and symmetry to my features that conveys purity, which some men find attractive even if it does not radiate sensual promise. Susan, who was softer, rounder, and had a look more in keeping with the standards of beauty of that time, loved the attention of these men and the connections these parties secured. She wanted to become a writer, and she became one, although I don’t much like her work. But I grew sick of traipsing around to places where I was neither interested nor of interest, a skinny high-school English teacher with no literary aspirations. 
Every Sunday, I took the train home to Mapleton to have dinner with Harry and my parents. Harry was still in high school at St. Matthew’s. He was a mediocre student and a reluctant athlete (three seasons of sports were required and he served his time on the football, basketball, and wrestling teams). He was always well liked, though. He was a true soul; there was no ounce of guile in his body. For these dinners my mother would make steak and peas and junket or pineapple flambé, something fancy and not very good, and I’d try to imbue the story of my week with excitement: Could they believe I wasn’t allowed to teach any modern novels in my senior English class? Not even if they had won Pulitzers? Nothing written after 1920! 
My mother was always quick to empathize. My father, however, would take an opposing position: The students could read modern works on their own time, couldn’t they? 
And Harry would fidget or space out and generally not contribute. At some point that winter, it all began to seem oppressively dull and disappointing. This was the beginning of my adult life? This was my experience of the sixties? 
This was in January of 1968. Dr. King was still alive, but he was tired—his face worn and sad and his speeches wearier, more complicated, less hopeful than the early ones for which he is most famous. All fall there had been anti-war protests; students were marching and sitting in and burning their draft cards. Abbie Hoffman had tried to levitate the Pentagon with the help of a thousand flower-power followers. What was I doing milling around debauched publishing parties and teaching at a private girls’ school? 
I began to refuse the German ladies’ rich nourishing food, and soon enough they no longer extended it through their half-open doors. Instead, I ate rice and beans and hot dogs; for breakfast, I ate saltines and cottage cheese. I grew bony and thin and stopped wearing makeup. I was getting ready for something. 
*  *  *
My mother and I shared this intense, even worshipful admiration of Dr. King. It was, I’m sure, tinged with all sorts of projections and appropriations. We weren’t aware of that then, though. We only knew that listening to him speak profoundly moved us. She and I sat glued to the television when he was on Meet the Press and The
Merv Griffin Show and when he gave his famous Riverside Church speech. We both cried when we heard him read the Langston Hughes poem: “America never was America to me, / And yet I swear this oath— / America will be!” 
For me, those words read by Dr. King in the nave of that church are the embodiment of a kind of American patriotism. A belief in this country as a promise and a process rather than a static entity. A country that defines itself by its ideals rather than its history. I think, even as naive as I was, I understood how generous that sentiment was; as a person of color, he had been thoroughly excluded from those ideals—freedom, opportunity, equality—and yet he still defended their possibility. 
Of course, we know now that he was running out of patience when he delivered that speech. He was discouraged. America was on its way to stomping out his optimism. We celebrate him and quote him, but we don’t actually read what he wrote. The man published four books, but how many Americans, for all our adulation, have read them? 
Anyway, my mother and I listened to these speeches together. Sometimes, if Harry was home, he would listen too. He didn’t really like to engage, though. He was a big kid—tall and lean and handsome; people always thought he was older than he was—but he was unusually sensitive. The moving speeches, the footage of the riots and beatings in the South, stirred something he was afraid of inside him. 
Harry got sad, while I got angry.
On the evening of April 4, 1968, I was at the kitchen table in my apartment grading my students’ papers when I heard a woman’s scream from an apartment opposite mine. I went to the window. On the sidewalk, there was a child’s bike lying on its side—I remember this because it seemed as if it had been ditched in haste, as if this were why the woman had screamed, as if something terrible had happened. And of course, something terrible had happened, though the bicycle had nothing to do with it. 
We didn’t have a television and I wasn’t listening to the radio, but it was warm and the windows facing the back garden of the brownstone were open. People began to step outside, and someone turned up their radio: “Dr. Martin Luther King is dead.” The blood rushed from my head, and I had to sit down. 
My mother was the first person I called, and the two of us wept and wept.
On the radio there were reports of rioting in cities all over America, of anguish and rage. Elsewhere in New York, people were out on the streets crying, singing, walking together, holding each other upright, mostly peacefully. In Harlem, Mayor Lindsay made his famous walk down 125th Street. But it was quiet in white, working-class Yorkville, and that quiet galled me. 
The next morning in the classroom, I felt hot and cold. The world was on fire and here I was, teaching these doe-eyed children about the wife of Bath! After third period, I simply walked out. There was a protest happening in Central Park, an outpouring of grief, anger, and resolve. I heard about it on the radio in the teachers’ lounge. I had to go and be a part of it. I didn’t care if I was fired for leaving. 
Manhattan was wild. People poured from their brownstones and buildings and headed through the streets to hear the speakers in Central Park. The buds were out on the trees, and the wind off the East River hurled litter and grit. On Lexington Avenue I fell in with a group of girls around my age who had left the insurance office where they worked. After a few blocks, two of them removed their pumps and walked barefoot on the cold sidewalk. It seemed to make perfect sense—it was a new day, a new world, a new kind of war! We would all have to strip down. 
It was so crowded, we weren’t able to get closer than the edge of the park and we had no view of the podium. We heard only snippets of the speeches—Dr. Spock and Ossie Davis and James Forman all spoke—but we stood there all afternoon. Suddenly it seemed as though those girls were my dearest friends, my partners in mourning, fear, and excitement. Someone produced a few bottles of beer, which we drank, and I bought a cup of sugary roasted peanuts. We listened and held each other and cried. 
But they lived downtown, so I walked home alone. And on my way back to Yorkville, I passed a fancy building on Park Avenue with an American flag waving in the breeze. That flag flying high struck me as a terrible insult. All across America, people were in pain, cities were on fire, and here, this fancy building could not so much as lower its flag. I marched up to the doorman and demanded he take it down. 
He was some poor schlub with a face like a turtle’s and a shiny, bald head. I still remember his suit: maroon and gold, too short at the cuffs. I began to make a scene. Didn’t they know, I demanded, a great leader of our nation was dead? 
The man called for his supervisor, the building manager, and his supervisor was an ass. I was an ass too, ranting and shouting. People were staring, and the manager kept taking my elbow and trying to steer me down the block. So I sat on the sidewalk. I think I knew I was being ridiculous. But I was filled with beer and blind rage and the self-important sense that I, Katherine Taylor, needed to make a statement! 
This was when I met Brent. He had been walking past and stopped to see what caused the commotion. By that time, a small crowd had gathered. He thought I was deranged, he told me later. He wasn’t used to seeing Upper East Side white girls making a ruckus like that. 
But he paused and listened long enough to understand what I was making a scene about.
“There are more important things to fight for, sister,” he said, extending his hand to pull me to my feet.
It stopped me in my tracks: A young, good-looking Black man in a sports coat and one of those felt fedoras. He made the admonition sound like an invitation rather than a rebuke. The manager let go of my arm. “You know this man?”
he asked. In Brent’s presence, he had recast himself as my protector, a role for which he knew the script. Simple as that. It was a posture I’d see repeated over and over when I spent time with Brent, down to the facial expression, always cold-eyed and a little haughty; the militiaman countenance, Brent called it. 
“Fuck off,” I said, surprising Brent, the manager, and myself.
Brent took me around the corner to a grim, lonely-hearts type of diner. We sat down in a booth toward the back.
I hadn’t realized how cold I was.
“Here,” Brent said, and he got up and handed me his jacket.
Then he sat and regarded me. “What were you doing back there?”
“I don’t know.” I blushed. “It was stupid, I guess.”
“Not stupid.” He shook his head. “You were feeling it.”
I tried to make out what he thought of this.
“Were you coming from the park?” he asked. “The speeches?”
I nodded.
“Where’re the people you went with?”
“I went alone.” I said it defiantly although on some level I was embarrassed by this.
Brent narrowed his eyes and then grinned. “Of course you did.”
I liked that he saw me in that way.
We ordered burgers and beer, and Brent peppered me with questions that I answered between bites.
He was familiar with the Montley School, it turned out. He’d grown up across the river in New Jersey and gone to college at Columbia. Now he was a student at Columbia Law School. He had been on his way to Harlem from the park. 
I had never met anyone like Brent. To be honest, I had never eaten dinner with a Black person before—that’s how white the world I lived in was. I was thrilled by the knowledge that what I was doing was new, that there were people in Mapleton who would think it was transgressive, a white girl eating with a Black man. But I also just liked him right from the start, felt that true spark of attraction and interest and whatever else it is that sets some human relationships apart. 
“Why did you move to New York City?” he asked. I’d had enough beer to feel loose and light-headed, no longer abashed about the scene I had made. 
“I wanted to be a part of things. I wanted to be a part of . . .” I searched for the word. “Change.”
“And are you?”
“Am I what?”
“A part of that.”
“Not really,” I admitted.
Brent cocked his head. “Why not?”
That was the beginning of our friendship, if that’s the right word for it. I told him I was an English teacher, that I knew no one doing anything meaningful in the city, which was not entirely fair—after all, I knew plenty of teachers and, through Susan, some powerful editors and writers, but at that time only protest work seemed meaningful to me. 
Brent had an idea. I was an English teacher, so did I like to write? Because he knew a small activist newspaper called the Leaflet that was looking for a writer. I should come uptown and meet him at its office the following Monday. He would introduce me. 
I walked home with a thrill that obliterated my sadness. I still had Brent’s jacket draped over my shoulders—tweed, a little worn, smelling of cologne and cigarette smoke. I had met someone intriguing, and he had invited me to step out of my current life. 
That night I lay in bed hearing the rustling and cooing of the pigeons in the air shaft, the dull, disgusting thud of their bodies bumping against the window screen. Our upstairs neighbor was playing some sort of old-world accordion music. Combined with the insistent cooing of the pigeons, it formed an oppressive soundscape, the music like a physical irritant, a bug crawling on my skin. Finally, I got up and forced open the heavy window that led to the fire escape. I sat out there in the chilly spring night in my pajamas and looked over the street to the higher buildings downtown and the pale night sky, the young leaves flickering gold and green in the streetlights. No one was walking on Eighty-Fifth Street, though I could hear the vibrations of the city, the pulsing unrest and agitation of what I thought of as the real New York. It soothed me. I always had that feeling when I lived in the city, the sense of a safe and cozy burrow in a crowded, bustling place. It’s thrilling—that primitive balance of separation and togetherness, individual and group. 
 
Later, I asked Brent why he’d stopped and taken an interest in me that afternoon, a silly barefoot white girl on Park Avenue throwing a fit. He shrugged and smiled with a twinkle in his eye: “I have an eye for talent.” 
The fact is, Brent was a born connector. He knew how to read people—who would get along with whom, what combination would be efficient. It was part of what created his unique position in the movement. He was a man who knew everyone, was liked by almost everyone, and yet belonged to no one. He moved freely between all the entrenched niches of the moment: the Panthers, SDS, SAS. He had friends in the Columbia administration and among the most militant student activists. 
I like to think he saw something in me that he knew could be of use.
 
When I took the bus uptown Monday afternoon, I only half believed Brent would be there. I had his jacket. That was the only semi-guarantee. This was before cell phones and texts and all our contemporary means of connection. We had not even exchanged phone numbers. I had no way to confirm the date. 
But there he was when I stepped off the bus at four o’clock. “Little Red Riding Hood.” He smiled. I was wearing a wide red headband. “Now I’ll take you to meet the wolf.” 
He lifted a hand to the back of my shoulder and the gesture sent a spark of excitement through me. It was crowded on the sidewalk in front of the Columbia gates, so different from the sleepy, shady Yorkville world I inhabited. On the campus green, students were everywhere—on the steps and on the grass, perched in a row on the ledge of one of the brick classroom buildings, a banner that read REVOLUTION hanging from their feet. It smelled of weed and french fries and cigarettes. 
We moved through all this together and as we walked, Brent explained things: Here was where the Students for a Democratic Society camped out, staging their protest of the university’s part in the “war machine”—its research laboratories and Defense Department think tanks, the alumni who were leaders of major corporations. Over here was the SAS, the Society of Afro-American Students, protesting the construction of the university’s new gym, a complex that would have separate entrances for “the community” (which was largely Black) and “the students” (who were largely white). Over there was a group of downtown radicals. And of course, all around the outskirts, the campus police. The famous Alma Mater, a statue of a seated woman with a wreath on her head, was draped with a banner that read RAPED BY THE COPS. This made an impression on me, the word rape so prominently displayed, the comedic context, the discord between the dignified Greco-Roman statue and the words emblazoned across her. I imagined a man like my father taking this in. 
This was a few weeks before the major student protests began on campus, the strikes and the busts, the red flag flying over the math building. You could feel all that coming, the anger and frustration and the spirit of insurrection simmering beneath the surface. 
Brent made his way through this like a born politician. He knew everyone, avoided no one. And everyone liked him. This was obvious. 
“This is Katherine Taylor,” Brent would say, like he was laying out important information, like I was someone people should know. He didn’t need to put a finer point on it. Because I was with him, I was vetted. A new world opened before me on that day—a world of young people carving their own paths through the thicket of rules and structures previous generations had erected to keep them “safe.” Unlike their parents, they wanted change and improvement, not stability. My whole being responded instinctively. 
We made our way out the back gates of the campus and walked down a gloomy stretch of Amsterdam to 119th Street.
The wolf, Brent explained, was the editor of the Leaflet. Martin Berk had been in Brent’s undergraduate class. Together they’d edited the student paper, a “regular, straight-up student news rag,” as Brent described it. Then after graduation, Martin had started this independent radical paper. Supported primarily by Martin’s own trust fund (he was the son of a wealthy furniture manufacturer, though this was apparently not to be mentioned), this paper stood on its own two feet, off campus, and reported on what was happening in the movement—not only the big, obvious events on campuses and in big cities but “the people’s movement” as it unfolded in state universities in the Midwest, small Southern cities, meatpacking plants and garment factories and steel mills. That was the idea, anyway. The Leaflet was anti-war, anti-exploitation, anti-poverty, pro-self-expression, pro-socialism, pro-transparency. These were all official positions. 
Brent and I rode a tiny gated elevator to the sixth floor and walked down a cabbage-smelling hall to an apartment that had been converted into the Leaflet’s office. 
The door opened into a light-filled room with bare hardwood floors, three wooden dorm-style desks, and a view out the back over lower buildings washed yellow and gold by the sun. There was a woman typing at one of the three desks. She had the wildest, curliest mane of dark-ringleted hair and did not acknowledge our entrance. Beside her was a door marked by a hand-scrawled sign that read Outlaw in Chief. It opened, and a wiry, sandy-haired man with little Trotsky glasses emerged. He wore tan corduroys that looked like they’d fit a ten-year-old, a worn blue oxford shirt, and a critical expression. 
“Katherine,” Brent said, “meet Martin Berk, a man with ink running through his veins. And Martin,” he said, giving Martin a hearty handshake, “this is Katherine Taylor—Bennington grad, English teacher at the Montley School, damned tenacious activist.” 
Martin regarded me. Beside him, the curly-haired woman was still typing madly, her Smith Corona keys clack-clack-clacking in a way that seemed to assert dominance. 
“Brent tells me you want to be a journalist?”
I glanced at Brent. “Sure.”
“What kinds of stuff do you dig writing about?”
I had to fight the instinct to laugh. “Protests?”
Brent raised his eyebrows and turned the corners of his mouth down in an expression that said Fair enough. The woman finally stopped typing and looked at us. 
“Right answer,” Martin said, jumping up to perch his slight body on the radiator cover. “When can you start?”
“Here?” I asked. “At the Leaflet?” 
“Here. At the best damn paper in New York.”
“Give her a minute to think about it, fuckwad,” the woman said, and turned to me with a mincing smile. “Martin is an asshole.”
“Jade,” Brent said, ducking his head hello, “meet Katherine. Katherine meet Jade.”
I extended my hand and Jade looked at it as if it were a gesture she did not recognize. I blushed and dropped it.
“All Heil Columbia!” the headline on a paper lying on her desk screamed. In a giddy, almost drunk feeling of desperation to grab at a new life, I said: “Next week?” 
Martin grinned.
“There you go,” Brent said. “Problem solved.”



Chapter 12
The new job came with a shared apartment. I’m sorry to say, I quit Montley and moved to Harlem with shamefully little concern for my students or my roommate. What became of her and the old German ladies? Or of my students’ careful, assiduously researched papers on Henry James? I have no idea. I never looked back. Only now do I wonder who took over the grading, who paid my half of that month’s rent. I was twenty-one years old and real only to myself. 
Life is so full of minor characters we slough off. In memory, they step forward—bigger sometimes than the people we thought were essential to us. I knew the tea my roommate drank every morning and the way she looked out the window at the little backyard, chewing quickly, almost apologetically, as she ate. I knew she grew up in Pittsburgh, that her father died when she was a baby. I knew the way her face loosened and relaxed when she spoke with her mother every Sunday night. How many people in our lives do we know like that? And the old ladies—in my own old age, I have so many questions: Where had they been during the war? Where were their husbands? Back then I gave them no thought. What did their stories matter in the face of the urgent moral questions of the present? Now I can see the way Gudrun, the smaller and friendlier of the two, would clasp her hands together when she saw me, her eyes pale and moist. I reminded her of someone, I’m certain. 
My parents were aghast at my leaving Montley and taking a job with a paper my father considered a muckraking pamphlet. When I told them what I had done, my father drove into the city and took me to lunch at the Yale Club, where he delivered a stern lecture on commitment and responsibility. I’m sure he had wise things to say, but I have no idea what they were. I remember instead looking around the room and thinking that, like so many of the spaces my father inhabited, it was filled with graying, middle-aged white men. 
 
My new apartment was a sunny prewar on 117th Street that the Leaflet’s last news writer had vacated when he fled to Manitoba to avoid being drafted. I had three roommates plus whoever was sleeping on the couch, which was always someone. 
There was a guy who called himself Nehru and sat like a yogi on the steps of Low Library protesting from dawn till dusk, wearing a Tibetan monk’s robe. There was a group of students who carried out agitprop theatrics to protest the war and threw pie in the faces of army recruiters. There was a Barnard undergrad who organized an actual bra-burning. Many of the people I got to know through the Leaflet were Red-diaper babies. They’d grown up in homes of revolutionary parents—left-wing filmmakers and American Communist Party members of the 1930s. They’d been born unshackled to convention and propriety, raised on big ideas and liverwurst. 
I was no longer the oddball who got too worked up about injustice, who couldn’t keep her feelings in check. Everyone was worked up! Everyone was emotional! No one told me to pull it together or get a hold of myself. I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t sleep after watching the news or seeing photos of Vietnamese villagers carrying their dead. If anything, I was more restrained and measured than many of my new friends. 
The Leaflet was full of manifestos and statements. I was one of two journalists who wrote actual news, which meant loosely reported stories. Everyone else wrote papers. I followed leads, conducted interviews, called people in Oakland and Chicago and South Bend to get information on the actions of different protest groups. 
We were busy beyond belief. Within a week of my starting, Columbia students took over Hamilton Hall. They slept on the floor and allowed no one inside. SDS held the student dean hostage in his office. It was the talk of the nation, and I had a front-row seat. The other members of the Leaflet were so deeply involved that I was the only one left to write the whole thing up. 
And I loved it! The mess of the office with its piles of papers and clacking typewriters, dust bunnies as big as mice in the corners. Everyone was constantly agitated. There was no distinction between my personal and professional or political life. Police brutality, racism, war, the military industrial complex—these were the things we talked about whether we were out at our favorite dive bar on Saturday night or in the Leaflet office. We were privileged and clueless and arrogant—we actually thought we could understand what it was like to be, for instance, Black or poor or drafted, despite being white and almost entirely middle or upper class, living on salaries paid by Martin’s trust, enabled by vast safety nets we took for granted. The list of our conceits and missteps is a long one. But we believed America stood at the precipice of disaster, that democracy was dying, the status quo was corrupt, and the government was made up of war-hungry white supremacists. Most important, we believed we could change all this. Our hubris seems naive, even mockable, in today’s world of realpolitik. 
Which recent president was it who likened America to a giant cruise ship, a monolith that can be moved only slowly and with patience? Now America has become a construct that ordinary citizens feel helpless to affect. We were lucky not to see it that way. It imbued our lives with a feeling of significance. When I think, for instance, of the night in Jordan Mesner’s apartment on East Seventh Street, when we climbed the fire escape and lay on the roof looking at the stars, or of the hash-muffled haze at a farm upstate when I fell in love, for a moment, with a beautiful, one-legged boy just back from Vietnam, it’s made so much more poignant for being part of what I saw as a vital, daily struggle we were living. 



Chapter 13
One of my new roommates was a big, lazy, charismatic guy named Huffner. He was Martin’s second in command at the Leaflet. Senior editor was his title, even if he did very little in the way of work. He was tall and broad and liked to play solitaire in his boxer shorts. He ate sardines from a can and cooked oatmeal in great pots that he kept on the back of the stove and scooped from all week. I was at once fascinated and repulsed, intimidated and thrilled at the fact that we were sharing an apartment. He was a slob, and he played his records—the Doors, the Mamas and the Papas, the Band; everything had an article in front of it—much too loud and at all hours. I always felt prudish shuffling into the bathroom in my monogrammed terry-cloth robe (a gift from my grandparents). “Good morning, Buffy,” he would say with a leer. He wasn’t mean; he just wasn’t remotely respectful. 
Unlike Brent, Huff smoked a lot of weed and sold hash. But like Brent, he knew everyone and everything; my proximity to him granted me access to everything else. Which was, at least in the beginning, intoxicating, even if it sometimes left me cowering in my room. All the famous radicals of the movement passed through that apartment—Bernardine Dohrn and Bill Ayers, Mark Rudd, even Eldridge Cleaver. I was often left cleaning up their messes, their empty beer bottles and full ashtrays, hair and razors floating in the clogged shower drain. 
Once Abbie Hoffman crashed with us. I came home from a day of pounding the pavement for a story I was reporting to find the toilet overflowing, the bathroom floor soaked with piss and shit. I was already tired of dealing with everyone else’s shit on a metaphorical level: I was not about to make it literal. I slammed back out the door and down the steps and all the way to the Columbia library where Huff and Martin and Abbie were leading a “study group” on all the ways the university supported the war effort. They were sitting cross-legged on the floor sermonizing to a group of undergraduates. “Which one of you is coming back right now to plunge the toilet?” I demanded. 
“That’s right,” Abbie said, banging his fist on the floor.
After that, Huff treated me with more respect.
My other coworkers at the Leaflet were Dmitri and Jade. Dmitri was Czech—pale and aloof and serious. His parents were Holocaust survivors who’d been blacklisted as Communists in the 1950s. I had no context for him and his experience. He had a gaunt, handsome face and always wore a brown corduroy jacket with a sheepskin collar that seemed either too hot or too cold for the weather and contributed to the impression that he was in pain. He and Martin would go for long coffees at the Hungarian Pastry Shop, where they debated political theory and chain-smoked. Other than that, Dmitri did not socialize. In the office he and I enjoyed a kind of solidarity as the two who did the most reporting and wrote the fewest manifestos. Later in life, he became a successful intellectual, a professor at a German university. I met him for coffee once, and a more well-fed, complacent sort of wisdom had replaced his haunted look. “How did we put up with those idiots?” he asked. 
Jade was Dmitri’s opposite. Her real name was Jane, though no one called her that. She had a round pug-like face and was always smiling, even when she was biting off your head. She confused being confrontational with being direct. She was harsh but not emotionally honest. Can you tell I didn’t like her much? She was in her element giving orders. Maybe because she sometimes slept with Martin, she was the only person who could boss him around. In another life, she’d have been a sassy, pigtailed sorority sister. I take back what I said before about everyone being sincere. Not everyone. For Jade, activism had to do with her ego and the social milieu, as well as other darker, more perverse things I would learn about only later. 
 
From time to time, Brent checked in on me. He was basically the author of my new life, the conduit through whom I had connected to all this. But he himself was not exactly a part of it. For one thing, he had another life in the Black community, which, despite the white Columbia student movement’s insistence of solidarity, was largely separate. Brent was, at times, a bridge between the two groups. He was more serious, more pragmatic, and more modern, really, than people like Martin. And for all his matchmaking between groups, he remained neutral generally. He had ambitions—he dreamed of clerking for a federal judge, and he had a prestigious NAACP fellowship lined up. 
We’d go to the diner around the corner, and he’d ask me questions almost like a father: How was the Leaflet going? Were they letting me write what I wanted? How was my living situation? 
We had dinner the day after Nixon won the election. I was full of extreme predictions.
He eyed me skeptically. “Don’t experience it until it happens,” he said.
It was a simple idea but weirdly revelatory. I always experienced things before they happened. It was how I prepared myself. 
He was suspicious of Huff. “Is he leaving you alone? That boy is hornier than a brass band,” he said another time as we sat slurping twin bowls of the cheddar cheese soup with croutons that was our favorite. 
“I’m fine,” I answered, blushing. Huff was a ladies’ man. Though for whatever reason, he never made a play for me. Maybe it was my skinniness or my small breasts or some unshakable veneer of propriety I’ve been told I have—a vestige of my father’s Mennonite roots. I was glad he left me alone, even if, in some obscure, unadmittable way, I was also stung by this. 
“You let me know if you need to find a new pad or something,” Brent said, and I was thrilled by his protectiveness.
He took out his wallet and I had the sudden desire to know what his hand felt like; he had long, elegant fingers with short, square nails. I imagined him reaching over and pushing the hair out of my face. 
“What’s up?” he said. I must have had an odd expression.
“Nothing,” I said, and my voice sounded strange.
“You’re a puzzle, Swifty,” he said, giving me a searching look. That was when it occurred to me that I was in love.
*  *  *
After that, I thought about Brent all the time. It was frustrating that I still knew so little about him personally. He knew where I was from, where I’d gone to school, my favorite books, and yet I knew only the bare minimum about what had shaped him. His parents were from the South, though he had been born in New Jersey. He was middle class, had attended Catholic school, and his father owned a uniform and work-wear shop. Despite all our conversations, I’d never learned the intimate pieces of his experience that amount to true personal knowledge—what kind of child he’d been, what it was like to grow up as a Black boy in a largely white suburb, his greatest fears, what he loved. I didn’t know how to ask those things, and he was good at deflecting. 
I’d had only two serious boyfriends—and by serious, I mean in terms of the time commitment, not objective emotional reality. I don’t think I’d ever been in love before Brent. There was Charlie Metcalfe, who’d shepherded me through my high-school prom and senior-year tea dances, a suitably bland, tennis-playing simpleton whose tentative, heavy-breathing groping gave me a certain power that I liked. And Cam Saraval, an Amherst student whose squirrelly-ness made him the unlikely object of my obsession my junior year of college. I think, in retrospect, he was a closeted gay man and that I loved not him but his elusiveness. The feeling I had for Brent was nothing like this. 
I was aware that when we ate together at the diner or walked down the street, people looked at us, a Black man and a white woman. And for me, this was exciting—it heightened the sense of specialness I felt in his presence. I imagine it felt galling to him. We did not acknowledge it. On a political, national, movement level we talked about race all the time—the inherent racism of the police, the brilliance of the Black Panthers’ free breakfast program, Huey Newton bound and handcuffed in that horrible courtroom. But in terms of ourselves, our friendship, our own individual lives, we danced around the subject. I had this sense that being un-racist meant being color-blind. Laugh all you want at the naïveté of this, the inherent privilege; I’m just being honest. And I wasn’t alone in believing that. There’s some progress in the fact that the idea is so obviously laughable now. 
 
During this period, I did not go home much. There was a real schism between those of us who were in the movement and those who were not, especially between us and our parents. Huff, for example, never went home. He was from some small town in Ohio and claimed he’d go back only to blow it up. At the time I thought that was a figure of speech. 
Martin had these mysterious visits with his “old man” once in a blue moon for which he’d put on a jacket and tie over some horrible ratty T-shirt as a personal fuck-you toward the dress code at his father’s country club. I assumed those T-shirt-and-tie lunches had to do with money; specifically, with bankrolling the Leaflet and paying all our crappy salaries, which no one openly acknowledged were covered by Martin’s trust fund and, therefore, by the capitalist industrialist system we railed against. I know his father was wizened because later, when Martin was arrested, I saw his picture in the paper. Martin was referred to as “son of the man whose company popularized TV carts.” He must have been eighty, bald as a baby, with a surprisingly soft, baffled face. 
In the beginning, I wasn’t as extreme in my separation from my family. This was partly due to Harry, who was still in high school during my first few months at the Leaflet. Not only was he my brother; he was my best friend. I couldn’t go more than a couple of weeks without seeing him. I’d come home on Friday night, and we’d head to the drive-in and watch the double feature sitting on the hood of my parents’ car. We’d bring our own popcorn and the macrobiotic health bars I made out of barley and carob and God knows what else. “Horse food,” Harry said. Still, he’d gobble them up. Even his palate was good-natured. Sometimes we’d smoke grass. 
A few times my mother joined us and on those occasions we stayed clean. She’d wear her warm camel coat and lie on the hood of the car between us and ask questions about our friends, our social lives, what we cared most about. She was hungry for information. Harry was an astute observer of others, of social interactions, and he’d feed us funny stories about the characters at his school. 
When Stanley Kubrick’s 2001 came out, the three of us went to see it at the drive-in. It was chilly, so we sat inside the car rather than on the hood, cozily squished into the bench of the front seat. We covered our laps with Dad’s old Marine Corps blanket and sipped hot chocolate Mom had brought in a thermos. None of us were into sci-fi but everyone was seeing the movie and talking about HAL and the monolith. We watched, enthralled, surprised by how it moved us. This was, after all, the middle of the space race. The Soviets were winning; they had already landed a vessel on the moon and I said something about that. 
“I’m not so sure,” my mother countered. “I wouldn’t be surprised if we had our own men up in space.”
“What?” I said. “It would be all over the news!”
My mother raised her eyebrows. “Only if they knew they’d come back.”
“Since when did you become a conspiracy theorist?” Harry laughed.
My mother shrugged. “There’s a lot going on out there that we have no idea about.”
“You are basing this on . . .” I said.
My mother was unruffled. “Life experience.”
“Ha!” I responded, rolling my eyes.
“Far out.” Harry nodded, growing respectful.
That was a fundamental difference between me and Harry. Even as a young man, he could recognize wisdom in what I dismissed as ignorance. 
*  *  *
Harry had always dreamed of going to California for college. He loved swimming and sunshine and the idea of the Pacific. He was sick of Mapleton. So he applied to Occidental College in Los Angeles sight unseen and was thrilled when he was accepted. 
Once Harry left for California, I’d go for a month or two without talking to my parents and even longer between visits. I was aware that every time I set foot in their lovely house on Middle Road and ate a “square meal” in the dining room, I was wooed by all those material comforts I scorned in daily life: the plush stair carpet, the shady awning and cool drinks on the terrace, the luxury of a full refrigerator, a clean bathroom, a down-filled sofa covered in velvet, pleasing to the touch. I was deep into Marxist philosophy; at the Leaflet, we were not a have-your-cake-and-eat-it-too bunch. 
At dinner, I’d make inflammatory statements, partly to feel better about gobbling up all this consumer comfort. My father would argue, but only if I remained calm. He couldn’t abide raised voices or actual fighting. Despite his work as an international oil lawyer, his house in the suburbs, his two cars, and his renouncement of his father’s orthodoxy, he was still a conflict-avoidant Mennonite at heart. He liked measured tones and calm, intellectual debate. My mother mostly agreed with me, though she didn’t like the feeling of being judged. I don’t blame her. She’d get flustered and passionate about defending my father’s right to his own positions. The whole back-and-forth was predictable and tedious. 
Harry wrote me often from Occidental, which was not what he had pictured.
You know, Kit Kat, he wrote, this place wouldn’t be half bad if there were a few more people with brown hair. All the blondness makes you feel like a stranger. Imagine being dark-skinned! Here, Black people don’t exist. Even a brown-haired brute like me is out of place. Didn’t Mom once call us black Irish? What was that all about?
Have you ever thought about what it means to be from a place with no history? It makes you selfish. It’s like the world exists just for you, just for right now. When you’re in a place with history, you understand that you’re part of a bigger project.
He didn’t like the weather—or lack thereof—either. I
thought I would like all this sunshine and warm air, he wrote, but now I think it makes everything cheap. When you live in a cold climate or a big, polluted city you have to believe there’s something more to life than physical comfort. Otherwise, life would stink! Here, the weather’s always nice, the landscape is beautiful; why believe in anything but having a good time? I thought I’d like that, but I hate feeling purposeless. You know what I mean, Kat? Dad would die if he lived here. I miss driving around on highways where I know the names of the places I pass—New Canaan, Yonkers, Bridgeport—it’s like they each have a flavor and a smell. Here, it’s all just words on road signs. They’re not mine to love or hate.
I don’t know what his day-to-day life out there was like; he was an obfuscator from the start. After he died, we learned he’d had a girlfriend, a young woman named Gisela from Chicago, whom he’d never told any of us about. She made macramé handbags and sold them at a chic Los Angeles boutique. I’ve been hiking a lot lately, he wrote another time. On these trails in the hills behind the Hollywood sign. You can see for miles because the vegetation is lower, and the hills are steep. It makes you think about how we’re living on a planet, not just in a city or a state. I’ve started to learn the names of the local plants and flowers, which are totally different than the ones we grew up with: matilija poppy and fishhook cactus and evening primrose . . .
 
In January of Harry’s freshman year, the Union Oil drilling platform off the coast of Santa Barbara exploded and leaked a hundred thousand barrels of crude into the Pacific. It was awful—the papers and news broadcasts showed pictures of seabirds dying in pools of viscous black stuff, of seals and dead fish washed up on the beach. Harry was horrified. He really felt all that death. He joined the people bringing truckloads of straw from inland to absorb the oil and mopping up the sand and nearly failed out of school that semester. 
I got to the beach today, one of his letters read, and there was this mother duck and her babies stumbling around, all covered in crude. She was trying to find a place for them to settle down, I think. One of them kept stumbling and falling and she’d go poke it with her bill to keep it moving. It was awful, Kit Kat. You knew how it was going to end, so what was the point? This lady who was part of my team wanted to try to get them, the ducks, into a pail of clean sand because she thought that might actually wash it off. We only had this one little pail, and the mother would barely fit into it even if we were able to catch her and stuff her inside, but I agreed to try—what else was there to do? The trying was better than just watching, you know? So we kind of ringed around her and she was squawking and hissing and I managed to get her in my arms and over to the bucket, and you know what happened? She died. Just like that, in my hands. One minute flapping and screaming and the next she was lifeless.
And then you think about what killed her, all this shit dredged up from the bottom of the sea or under the bottom of the sea, even—and for what? To run our stupid cars and planes and all the other obnoxious machines we use to make ourselves powerful. To dominate the food chain and ensure we come out on top. It’s a kind of playing God, really, isn’t it? Living as if the Earth were made for us.
Do you ever think about how many other things are living all around us, Kit Kat? Like all the plants and trees and animals? All these things we treat as if they are expendable. But there’s nothing objectively special about us. We’re only the most destructive. We’re like those weeds Mom is always battling in the garden—those things that crop up everywhere and suck the life out of everything else. Or termites, the kind of creature that destroys its own home, reduces it to collapse. We’re an invasive species.
At the time I only thought: Poor Harry, he hates it out there. But I think that time out west, that oil spill, these things began to change him. Life took on a darker cast. 
And he turned a sharp eye on our father’s oil-company work.
Do you ever think about what the things you love are built on? he wrote. Like, for example, Last House. We love it for being remote and simple and away from everything, and meanwhile, it was bought with oil money. Ha! Think about that!
*  *  *
One afternoon, I invited Brent out to Mapleton. He had played tennis in high school, the only Black player on the school’s varsity team. I was a halfway decent player myself, having been forced by my mother, who had never learned, to take lessons. It was kind of a running joke between us—when would I invite him out to the club so he could dust off his old Don Budge racket? 
We were working together, handing out invitations to a community forum we were trying to get off the ground—one of those build-bridges-between-students-and-neighbors efforts we were always failing at—when the idea occurred to me. The campus was dead. The neighbors were irritable and hot. No one wanted our flyers, and the smoggy air was like a giant suffocating sponge. Brent started talking about the beach, how great it would be to eat a hot dog and feel the cool sea wind on your face, and I got the idea of going to Mapleton. Brent had a car—he was one of the few people who did—that he kept in a desolate uptown parking lot. “Let’s drive up there,” I said. “My parents belong to a beach association!” 
Brent raised his eyebrows. “Is that right?” he said. “A beach association that lets in people like me?”
“Fuck them if they don’t!” I said. “It’s a free country, isn’t it?”
 
“Right now?” my mother repeated when I called to tell her we were coming. I had the sense I’d woken her from a nap.
“You don’t need to do anything, Mother,” I said. “We just want to cool off at the beach.”
“No, no, you have to stay for supper,” she pleaded. “We never see you, Kit Kat.”
And so it was decided: an afternoon at the beach and supper on Middle Road. My own Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner. I did not mention that my friend was Black. 
 
The traffic leaving the city was brutal, as always. By the time we arrived, it was already four o’clock. We tumbled out of the car, faces softened by the wind (the car had no air-conditioning), our ears still thrumming from the engine, our backs sticky with sweat. 
We raced from the car to the water, and I ran in fully clothed. Brent stopped when he was knee-deep, his trousers rolled, and watched me strike out for the rocks. Do you know that feeling of seeing yourself through someone else’s eyes? The newness and the opportunity? I was drunk on it. Being Katherine Taylor through Brent Cousens’s eyes meant being a braver, bolder, more fully formed version of myself. 
There was no changing room at this little strip of beach, so Brent pulled his suit on in the bushes that bordered the parking lot; I was already soaked, floating on my back, staring up at the clouds. The whole place was empty—four p.m. on a Thursday in August, the good families of Mapleton were all ringed around the pool and courts of the tennis club. The beach association was just a step beyond public, a quiet, unglamorous strip of shore between a jetty and a row of houses with their own beach. Brent and I swam way out. My dress, some kind of cotton shift, was like a bulky envelope of seaweed, and it made me laugh as it drifted up around my neck and ears, bunched under my armpits. When we returned to the shore, we threw ourselves on the pebbly sand to dry, and I swear I felt as happy as I ever have. 
What did we talk about? Maybe, finally, Brent’s family? He had an older sister, a schoolteacher, and a younger sister, just out of high school, already married. This was a disappointment to Brent. He didn’t believe in “the woman’s trip.” There were a lot of people in the movement who were into that—cooking and sewing and painstakingly making things you could buy in the supermarket: runny jam and yogurt and unsweetened granola, sour pickles and dense, un-delicious wheat bread. Brent and I were in agreement that this was backward stuff. Why “reclaim” endless labor that the industrial revolution and modern supply system had liberated women from? That was regressive. Hadn’t we worked hard to get away from all that? His younger sister, in her marriage to a young, arrogant community organizer, was being sucked back. When he talked about this, he revealed a harsher side of himself. He did not forgive her for this regression. He did not allow that she might simply have a different set of ideas and feelings about what she wanted from her life. I met her once. She was a lovely woman with a shy, kind smile, and she obviously loved him hugely. Yet he was curt with her, even dismissive, almost as if he was embarrassed. There was no generosity in his treatment of her. It was one of the few areas where I recognized that he was not perfect. 
That day, as we lay there in the sun, my dress crisping around me, the salt streaking our skin, a man came over. “This is a private beach,” he said. He was probably my father’s age, wearing madras pants and thick-rimmed glasses. 
“I’m Nick Taylor’s daughter,” I answered, sitting up, shielding my eyes. “We belong to the association.”
The man looked from me to Brent. I could see the man’s wife—a thin woman in tennis whites, setting up drinks on a picnic table—pretending not to notice. 
“Sorry, I didn’t catch your name,” I said, which seemed to fluster him.
“Who’s your father?” he asked instead of answering.
“Nicholas Taylor?” I said. “Is there a problem?”
“I don’t know,” the man said, looking from me to Brent again.
“Well, if there is, it’s your problem,” I said, scrambling to stand, the blood rushing to my face. 
“No problem,” Brent said at the same time, his hand falling gently on my arm. For a moment we stood there in silence. Finally, the man ducked his head and walked back to his wife. 
“You’re spoiling for a fight, Swifty,” Brent said later when we climbed back in the car. “Getting rowdy with that asshole wasn’t going to change anything.” 
“Neither was ignoring his horseshit!”
Brent gave me a long look. “We don’t all have the luxury of losing our temper with strangers,” he said, and I felt the color rush to my face. 
 
When my mother answered the door and saw us, she did not look surprised. She was a cool customer, my mother. If anything, she seemed excited. My father was more transparent. He turned from the shelf he used as a bar in the living room, and his face registered astonishment before his features regrouped into a formal version of himself. “Nick Taylor,” he said firmly, as if this needed saying, and extended his hand. Brent shook it with his usual poise. 
For dinner, my mother made her special chicken à la king, which always left her in a bad mood—too much work, too little reward. You had to give her all sorts of appreciation for the effort or she became prickly. I hated playing that game. But for all my spoiling for a fight, I did want Brent to like my parents. I wanted them to appreciate him. So I gave my mother compliments, and Brent asked for seconds, and I could feel her warming up. 
My father, however, remained surprisingly cool, even stern. I don’t know what I expected. My father was for Nixon and the war and going slow when it came to change of any sort. But I had imagined he would see in Brent the unexpected kinship I recognized—two men of preternatural calm and moral center with old-fashioned sensibilities. Two men who shared a reverence for the law. But they were from two different countries. 
I never heard my father say a racist thing in my life. But I never saw him take any action against racism either. He championed the underdog—the Communist and his family who were run out of town, the Iranians and Arabs he worked with in the Middle East, the team with the higher hill to climb. But he had nothing to do with the civil rights movement. And he didn’t join my mother in front of the TV when she watched coverage of the sit-ins in the South, the protesters getting sprayed with fire hoses, the small, brave children escorted by the National Guard to new schools. 
In Mapleton, there was this older, Black “gentleman” named Wayne Hargow who was a handyman-at-large. He would drive people to the airport, pick up their groceries, clean gutters, rake leaves, cart away junk. I put “gentleman” in quotes because it was how he was always described, and this designation seemed essential somehow to his status. He was more trusted than Joe McFay, the Irish carpenter who was said to cut corners, more beloved than the brooding Italian painting crew known as John Higgenbotham’s boys, around whom people kept their silver and jewelry locked away. But whenever Wayne came to drive my father to the airport, it was as if they were each playing a role. They’d have a smoke and look over the garden or the gutters or the loose shutters, and my father would speak clearly and firmly and adopt an erect, formal stance. Wayne, for his part, ducked his head often and chuckled warmly with the air of a man used to defusing tension. Once, I saw him leave, and when he thought himself unobserved, he drew himself up and spat into the bushes with a particular vehemence. I understood the role he played came at a personal cost. 
At this dinner, my father was formal, even interrogatory, with Brent: Where were you raised? Do you have siblings? What sort of law do you plan to go into? 
Brent answered the questions with grace. I squirmed at my father’s relentless somberness.
Had he been this formal when I brought home Cam Saraval, my beau junior year at Bennington? Or Johnathan Gerwood, the Montley history teacher who I wasn’t dating but my parents thought I was? I had not brought many men home over the years. Huff liked to threaten he’d invite himself when he caught wind of one of my infrequent trips to Mapleton, and the idea was preposterous. I had never invited anyone home from the Leaflet. 
Brent, though, was much more moderate than my Leaflet friends. He was a law student, for Christ’s sake! He was wearing a collared shirt! My embarrassment and discomfort at my father’s chilliness made it hard to concentrate. 
Between dinner and dessert, my mother snuck in a smoke. I spotted her as I cleared the plates. She was standing against the side of the house, one arm folded across her chest, holding her elbow, head tilted back. She looked like a person who wished to escape. 
When I stuck my head out the French door, she said, “Coming,” in a falsely cheery voice. She took a last breath and ground the cigarette beneath her heel, stopped to pick up the butt. 
“We’d better be getting back to the city,” I announced coolly. “I don’t think we have time for dessert.”
“Oh, but we have cherries and junket!” my mother exclaimed. “Wouldn’t you like some?” Her voice was warm, even pleading, though in her eyes there was mild panic. She knew exactly what I felt. 
 
When we drove back to the city, the traffic was light, the evening not yet dark. The streetlamps looked like long-necked herons craning over the road. 
“What’s the matter, Swifty?” Brent asked.
“I guess I thought they’d be nicer. I don’t know why my father was so . . .”
“You don’t?”
I was driving and could feel him looking at me intently. The directness of his gaze made me color. “I guess I do—” I began.
Brent cut me off. “You do,” he said. “Don’t pretend around it. That’s the worst thing you could do. You know exactly why they weren’t whatever it was you thought they would be. You know it and if you pretend you don’t, you enable it. They don’t like the color of my skin. They see me and they see a Black man—a man who will get their daughter in trouble. A man with a difficult, unpromising future. You fill in the rest. But name it. Your own backyard is the first place you have to call it.” 
 
That night we walked all the way to my apartment from the lot where Brent parked his car. Even in the dark, the air was hot. The streets had a charged energy—it was the summer of ’69, after all, of the Stonewall riots, the Miracle Mets, and the Manson murders. Neil Armstrong had walked on the moon, and Woodstock was under way. SDS had imploded in its own fractious mid-June convention. The restive feeling on the streets matched the weather in my head: testy, wound up, and breathless. I was ashamed of my parents. 
And I was in love.
The whole walk I plotted how to ask Brent up to my apartment. It would be a leap from one track to the next, friendship to romance. I didn’t doubt we would make it. Hadn’t this transition been ahead of us from the start? 
But when we reached the entrance of my building, Brent stopped short. “Katherine,” he said, and I thought, for a fantastic moment, that he would kiss me. 
“There’s something I have to tell you,” he said. “I’m leaving for Berlin next month. I got a Fulbright.”
If I were a boat, I would have tipped. I hadn’t even known he’d applied.
He looked at me with something upsettingly like pity. Did he know how profoundly this news affected me? Had I been so bald, so needy and childlike in my adoration? There was this thing between us, I realized, an imbalance of power; our friendship—and this was the ultimate confirmation that’s what it was—was his to nurture or chuck. 



Chapter 14
After that chilly dinner, I shut my parents out. I didn’t return home for months—not for Thanksgiving, not for Christmas. My mother called religiously every Sunday night. Most of the time I’d let the phone ring and block out the image of her looking out the kitchen window, biting her lip. My father wrote me these long, formal letters—mostly updates on his travels; his work took him to Iran, Saudi Arabia, even Indonesia. He never wrote about what he was doing, only the travel itself—an ancient site he’d visited or an obscure city, maybe a king or a prince or a leader he’d met. To me it was all dull oil-company work in service of profit, enabling of harsh, repressive governments. The only politics he spoke about with me were local: the new affordable-housing apartments being built near the railroad station (he thought this was good—it wasn’t right for the town workers to have to live in a different community than the one they worked in), the lowering of the school tax (this was bad—what was this country’s future if its populace was ignorant?). For a Republican, he had much in common with a Roosevelt-era Democrat. But I gave him no credit for this. He had voted for Nixon! His letters always ended with an invitation (though not a plea, never a plea) to come visit, for my mother’s sake. 
But I didn’t.
I began traveling more for the Leaflet—Chicago, San Francisco, Oakland. Martin didn’t balk at bankrolling it. I used my travel as an excuse not to go home. I was arrested twice. The first time was for a march down the length of Central Park to protest the war. We had no proper permit. I had a sign that said END THE WAR BEFORE IT ENDS US.
When the cops cracked down, I was shepherded into a paddy wagon by an older Black cop who seemed more weary than aggravated. “All right, ma’am,” he said as he steered me into the belly of the truck, the reflexive ma’am as depressing as the arrest. The second arrest was rougher. I was participating in a kind of agitprop protest of the My Lai massacre. A group of us—including Martin, whose brainchild it was—bought bags of chicken blood from a butcher in Spanish Harlem and smuggled these downtown. We took the subway to Thirty-Fourth Street and walked across to the UN. I remember the feel of the slick plastic bag, which I clutched like a hot-water bottle, warmed by my body, under my coat. When we arrived at the UN Plaza, half of us fanned out across First Avenue and began throwing the blood bags at passing cars while the other half waved signs saying THOU SHALT NOT KILL and THEIR BLOOD, YOUR HANDS. That time the arrests were swifter and more violent. The officers had billy clubs and helmets with eye shields. Martin, among others, was knocked to the ground and concussed. The officer who muscled me into the back of his car was pissed off, a wiry red-haired guy with a sneering face. “Who do you fuckwads think is going to clean up this mess?” he asked. “You going to come back and scrub that blood off the street when it starts to stink?” 
Both times I was released right away; I was a white woman, and I was, at least ostensibly, with the press. Truth be told, I was mortally afraid of jail. For all my passion for being outspoken, I’m a terrible coward about physical punishment. 
 
Martin was increasingly fixated on big corporations and their role in fueling the American war machine. First, he was anti–Dow Chemical for manufacturing napalm, then he was anti–defense industry—Lockheed Martin, Boeing, Drummond, giant companies whose profits came solely from manufacturing destruction: aircraft, ammunition, guns. He wasn’t the only one who felt that way, of course. This was a big focus of the movement, the places where our opposition to the war and to capitalism intersected. 
And then he zeroed in on Big Oil, the heart of American imperialism, the cause of dysfunction in the Middle East. It was the cornerstone upon which all other tools of modern warfare depended; oil was jet fuel, gasoline, plastic. Without oil there were no bombers, no aircraft carriers, no tanks and transports. There was no movement of troops across continents and oceans. There were no “global powers” dueling over systems of government in far-flung countries, trampling the poor and the vulnerable, employing tools of oppression to steal a natural resource. 
“The whole Pacific theater during the war?” Martin would rail. “It wasn’t about getting closer to the mainland. It was about preventing the imperial planes from refueling. Without their planes, the Japanese had nothing—without oil, they had no planes!” He wasn’t wrong. He was into the underlying currents that determined movement on the surface. “Why do you think the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor in the first place? The oil embargo! They couldn’t import oil, so they had to track down their own in the East Indies, and to do that, they needed to blow up the American navy’s ships!” 
I did not take his obsession with oil personally. I drew a distinction in my mind between my father’s work and the industry. He was a lawyer, not a businessman. He wasn’t a Rockefeller or a Carnegie. Anyway, I preferred Martin’s line of thinking to Huff’s “kill the pigs” rhetoric. 
But I didn’t agree with Martin’s approach. He began hanging out with a fringe radical group who called themselves the Fog Dogs. I never knew if they were really a coherent entity or some sort of inside joke. Martin was “over” nonviolent protest. Sure, it had gotten the Civil Rights Act passed, but look at urban America! Black people were living in ghettos, victims of an undeclared war. And what had all the sit-ins and marches and nonviolent protests accomplished? We were still sending kids over to Vietnam to die for a war none of them cared about. He wanted all of us at the Leaflet to pivot toward direct action, active disruption. He wanted to provoke violent police response as a way of educating the public about the corrosive violence of the system. 
I didn’t like the upside-down logic of that. I guess that was the boundary of my radicalism—the whole “turn up the heat to burn out the fire” way of thinking. Huff and Jade were on board, though. They all began spending time with a crew of downtown radicals. Distance grew between us. 
 
I woke up on Easter morning to beer cans and ashtrays strewn around my apartment’s common space. Some disheveled radical visiting from Oakland was crashed out on the couch. The excitement and novelty of living in that apartment had worn off, but to move would have meant I was prioritizing creature comfort, privacy, space, and quiet—values of the petit bourgeois. Plus, I was lazy, and the apartment was cheap. 
I was heading home for the first time in months. Harry was back from college for spring break, and my father and I had made a kind of shaky peace. We never “had it out.” He never asked why I had pulled so far away, and I never confronted him directly about how he’d received Brent. We clarified nothing. We let time and momentum nudge us along to a safe, amnesiac harbor. For years, I judged myself for this. Now I can see a kind of sense—or is it realism?—in it. We each knew where the other stood. We didn’t believe we could change each other. 
Anyway, I was too tired to fight. We were arguing all the time at the Leaflet, in my apartment, and in general in the movement. And I was still out there reporting—flying to Detroit, San Francisco, Ohio, sleeping on floors and sofas, forgetting to eat. 
On Easter morning, the sidewalks were empty, the sun glinted on bits of mica in the concrete. Tiny leaves dotted the trees. It was early, and the city was indifferent to the holiday; bums slumbered in church doorways, leaflets flapped and blew around the Columbia green. Lone pedestrians walked with shoulders hunched against the wind. Little paper cups stabbed through with candles rolled merrily on the Low Library steps, left over from last night’s vigil. In Oakland, two members of the Black Panthers had been jailed in a police raid. My fellow Leaflet writers had made ponderous, repetitive speeches, and now, in an act of serious discord, I was heading to Mapleton, the land of chocolate bunnies and clean, bright kitchens, of flowers and teapots and tidy household arrangements—vitamins on the lazy Susan and photographs on the mantelpiece. 
 
Harry was waiting for me when I stepped off the train. He was sitting on a concrete pillar at the end of the platform, wearing one of Dad’s fishing hats and a corduroy jacket with the collar turned up. His hair was longer than it had been when I’d seen him last. He bounced his heels against the concrete. The sight of him filled me up—Harry was like that. He had this kind of purity of self that put you immediately at ease. I hadn’t seen him in nearly eight months. 
“How’d you know I would be on this train?” I asked.
He shrugged and swept me into a hug that almost tumbled us both into the tracks.
“Were you just going to wait all day?” 
“I don’t know,” he said. “I knew you’d be on this one.”
Harry was never good at school or clever in any quantifiable way, but in matters of the heart, of human nature, he had almost extrasensory talent. 
“Dad’s out chopping wood,” Harry said once we were settled in the car.
“Uh-oh.” Dad chopped wood when he was mulling something over. It was a preamble to an announcement or the address of uncomfortable topics. That was Harry’s and my joke, anyway. If Dad was chopping wood, someone was about to get grounded. 
Harry let his hand surf the waves of air outside the window. “Carter’s coming.”
“He is?” This was unusual for a family holiday, although Carter himself was not an unusual presence in our home in those days. “On his own?” 
Harry shrugged. “As far as I’ve heard.” Carter’s womanizing was a topic in our house—not for Dad, who didn’t touch such subjects, but for my mother, Harry, and me. 
“Hide the whiskey,” I said, though I was pleased. Carter brought out a different side of Dad, who, in his presence, became looser and less serious. At Last House, he’d play softball, batting and smoking at the same time, clapping this firm, approving clap whenever someone got a good hit. Maybe that’s what he’d been like in the Marines. It made you want to please him. 
When I was a kid, Carter would come over for dinner and he and my father would drink whiskey on the screened porch until late in the evening, talking about exotic places, referring to people by their last names. I’d pretend to fall asleep on the sofa inside and lie there listening, gathering a sense of my father as a person who existed outside our family. 
Harry reached into his breast pocket, took out a joint, and rolled up his window to light it. He looked at me out of the corner of his eye. “Just lay off the capitalism-is-destroying-the-world talk.” 
“But capitalism is destroying the world.” 
Harry shrugged. “So do you have to talk about it?”
“Conflict avoidance is a luxury of the bourgeoisie,” I said as if this were a well-known quote. Maybe it was. My head was awash in edicts and directives and liberal platitudes. 
 
When we arrived, my mother was in the kitchen patting down a dripping leg of lamb. We always had lamb on Easter. Why lamb? Why the exact creature that gamboled across Easter cards and inspired the sweet, painted figurines my mother arranged on the mantel? I’ve always thought that tradition speaks to the cruel side of Christianity, the obsession with blood and body and Crucifixion—the cute lamb representing joy and spring and new life is also the roast carved on the table. 
My mother looked up when we came in, and the smile that spread over her face was almost painful to see. She wasn’t a smiley woman. This was genuine joy at having her children home. 
I kissed her and she smelled of butter, face cream, laundry soap.
“My sweet girl,” she said, holding me.
My poor mother—I think of her now, of how lonely and bored she must have been. She felt things in the same way I did. And she had no one to keep her company in those depths. My father wanted calm and safety, not emotion. Everything in their life was set. That was her generation, I guess. Their households clean, tidy, and immobile, built to last. So, too, was their concept of the relationships of the people who populated it: mother, daughter, neighbor, house cleaner—these were static entities. I can see now that for my father, this was vital, the best protection he knew against all that was ugly, tangled, and difficult. My mother, though, longed for something different. She was forty-seven years old, and she’d been living the same life since she was twenty-three. 
“You look thin!” she said, pulling back and holding me by the shoulders. “Never mind.” She hugged me again. “I won’t turn into my mother.” 
“Of course you will,” Harry said, helping himself to a deviled egg. “And Katherine will turn into you.”
“That will never happen,” I said. My mother didn’t bat an eye. She was used to this kind of derision from me. 
Out back, I approached my father, watching him for a moment before he spotted me. He looked thin; his shirtsleeves were rolled up, the ax hanging from his hand. 
He turned. “I didn’t hear you pull in,” he said, straightening up and wiping sweat from his brow. His smile was broad and sincere. Some combination of love, familiarity, and plain exhaustion extinguished my hostility. 
The sun was strong. I could feel it through the chill. And the spring leaves were that beautiful newborn shade of green that lasts only a week or so. In the city it was so easy to forget about the seasons; it was either hot or cold, and the air smelled of man-made things: garbage, exhaust, french fries. All this nature struck me as poignantly beautiful. 
“It’s nice to see you, Kit Kat,” my father said.
“It’s nice to see you too.” I responded. And I meant it. We paused there in the sun, not arguing.
 
Carter arrived bearing gifts: a giant box of exotic sweets—Turkish delight, candied apricots, spun-sugar eggs—a game of horseshoes he’d lugged from some far-flung place, and a bottle of scotch for my father. He was such a likable man, full of dramatic adventure stories and tales of narrow escape from Communist governments and repressive dictatorships. He was consulting for the shah or something—this was well before the revolution. I still don’t understand what his work was exactly. I suppose he was CIA, and as such I disapproved of him. For my generation, the CIA was evil, linked to the messes in Indochina and Cuba and the execution of Lumumba in the Congo and even, eventually, to infiltrating the movement itself. But Carter was a bold, charismatic person. I can’t imagine he’d have been any good at sneaking around, keeping a low profile. 
At some point my grandparents arrived, Gramp in a suit and tie and Grandmother in her Sunday finest. They were getting old. Gramp was in the late stages of emphysema. I hated to see it. We were on opposite sides on every subject, but I loved that conservative old bastard. When I was little, he’d take me for walks along the boardwalk on the Jersey Shore and give me money to pick out penny candy. “Stretch it out,” he’d say. “Or blow it all on something excellent. Just don’t let it disappear—know what you’re doing and make it a choice.” He taught me about money. Beneath all my anti-consumerism and talk about the evils of the dollar, there has always been a little girl who loves the feeling of cool coins in her hot palm, enjoys the quick tick of running numbers in her head. My grandfather brought that out in me. 
For dinner, all the guests were in their Easter best except for me, and I knew it pained my father to see me at the table in my worn T-shirt and bell-bottom jeans. Even Harry had put on a blazer and a collared shirt. My insistence on eschewing grandeur was my way of saving face for being there. 
My father said his grim and ponderous Midwestern grace, passed the mint jelly, picked up his heavy silver cutlery. I imagined any number of people from my normal New York life seeing me with the spoils of corporate oil money. 
I made derisive comments, but I ate heartily.
Between dinner and dessert, Harry and I slipped out to the back steps. No one went up or down those steps—the door led to an unused side hall. This had been our hideout when we were kids. The steps led down into a thicket of yew bushes; the stone was moss-covered, clammy with moisture and disuse. Sitting there surrounded by the overgrown greenery, we felt like we were at the bottom of a well. 
Harry reached into his pocket and pulled out a joint. For a few minutes we rested our heads against the house, passing the joint. 
“I quit school and enlisted,” Harry said, just like that.
“What?” I asked because I honestly didn’t think I’d heard him right.
“I can’t stand it, Kit Kat. And it’s not only California and Occidental, though it’s true that I hate that place. I don’t see the point.” 
“Harry.” I pinched out the joint. “Are you out of your mind?”
Harry looked at the sky. “I don’t think so.”
“You want to go to war.”
He nodded.
“What?” I practically screamed. “You want to go to war? To that war? Killing innocent Vietnamese people is something you believe in?” 
Harry sighed. “I can’t explain it. I’m not good at words the way you are, Kat. But I feel like nothing I’m doing here is real. Like college, and all this”—he gestured at our house, lawn, the cars parked in the driveway—“is pretend. People are over there fighting and dying and some of them have children and wives and families and I’m just—” 
“What, you don’t have a family? We don’t count?”
“No, you count. Of course you do. I’m just saying no one relies on me. I’m not providing anything. I’m just consuming. And I want to feel like I’m contributing. It’s not fair that I don’t have to go to war because I’m in college. I don’t even like college! I’m not good at it! It’s like . . .” He cast around, wild-eyed. “I’m parked there to keep safe because I have parents who can pay.” 
I stared at this irrational, emotional stranger who had replaced my brother. “That is the most fucked-up thing I’ve ever heard,” I said. Fear grabbed at my chest. “There’s this messed-up amoral war invented by a bunch of sick assholes in our government, and you’re saying you want to go be a part of it because if you don’t go, it isn’t fair? You think your going changes anything?” 
Harry hung his head. “I don’t expect you to understand.”
I scrambled to my feet and nearly toppled off the step. “Well, that’s the only thing you’ve said that makes sense. Have you told Mom and Dad?” 
 
I’m afraid I was the one who dropped the news on my parents before Carter and my grandparents had even left Easter dinner. I was selfish in my fear. At home I was still the girl who walked around like an unpinned grenade. My mother cried for a week straight. 
My father’s reaction was more opaque. I imagine that, as a veteran, he had some respect for Harry’s choice. He believed in service and containment and Communism as an existential threat. He made beds as he had been taught in the Marines—tight corners, shipshape. 
I was afraid that Harry would die, but I was also afraid he would become like my father: firm and serious, a dark and unknowable crater at the center of his self. 
 
Then somehow Harry failed his physical—nasal polyps, a finicky problem that everyone except Harry was overjoyed about. He could not go to Vietnam. He moved into his childhood room in Mapleton and became a ghost of his usual cheerful self. He lost weight. He went for long solitary sails in the small boat he’d built with my father when he was a boy—a heavy, unseaworthy vessel that he’d never before shown much interest in. My mother would call me, frantic with worry: “Harry’s been out on that horrible boat since six a.m. Do you think I should call the Coast Guard?” Her general aversion to water sports fed a deep and closely held conviction that he’d capsize and sink, no one around to witness. 
Over those months, Harry became more combative, or maybe it was more passionate, about the things he believed in. That May, my father hired some men to come and cut down the old beech tree beside our house. Its trunk had developed a sort of hollow where rainwater pooled. My father worried it would rot, and the rot would spread, and in a storm, the tree might fall on the house. Also, I think he was tired of cleaning beechnuts out of the gutters and hearing my mother complain about the way it blocked the sun in our living room. 
Harry knew about trees. At Occidental he had taken a forestry class. This tree was at least four hundred years old, he figured, judging from its girth. “Older than America,” he said. “Think of what it’s seen! You can’t just cut it down because it might rot.” 
“It’s a beautiful tree,” my father agreed, “but you can’t be sentimental about these things.”
Harry did not rage or pitch a fit. When the men arrived with their ropes and saws, he sat under the tree and refused to budge. My parents were mortified. My mother pleaded and scolded. What did he want? Had he lost his mind? It was only a tree, for God’s sake! This was before tree-sitting was a thing, before the activists in Sweden and Humboldt County, certainly before anyone in Mapleton, Connecticut, had ever heard of it. It reminded me of his long-ago protest over Sam the horse—it brought out the same fierceness. My father’s expression turned grim. “Don’t be foolish,” he said, and there was an unfamiliar hardness to his tone. He did not like being caught between his son and these hardworking men. They were my father’s age and paid by the hour. To them, Harry was a long-haired rainbow child with the luxury to make a stink about a tree. One of them wore a U.S. NAVY VETERAN cap. “Can my son and I have a moment?” my father asked, and the men retreated to smoke in the driveway. I’d come out to spend the day “fishing” (a euphemism for doing nothing) with Harry. From the upstairs window, I couldn’t hear what my father said. Harry merely looked up at him, pale-faced and resolute. 
After some time, the men returned. Like a jury, they looked from my father to his son. One of them asked if they should climb over Harry and get to work. They were big and burly. Harry was just a skinny kid. 
There was a long stretch where no one spoke. My father stood there, arms crossed, head bowed. From my window I could see his balding crown. Finally, he lifted his head and spoke. I could not hear what he said, but the men climbed back into their truck and drove away. 
When my father turned to go inside, I could see his face. He looked old and tired, and his jaw was set.
At the base of the tree, Harry didn’t look happy either. He leaned his head against the trunk, rough and gray as an elephant’s leg. As I watched, he reached his hand behind him and gave it a pat. The standoff cost them both. 



Chapter 15
In the fall of 1970, Harry moved in with me. He’d survived living with Mom and Dad at Last House for most of the summer, but he couldn’t stomach Mapleton. 
“This is your brother?” Huff asked by way of greeting.
“This is Harry,” I answered, and Harry stood, held out his hand.
“At ease, soldier.” Huff laughed.
I could see Huff through Harry’s eyes: big, slovenly, with a mean-spirited edge. Huff was better behaved with women. In his ham-handed, overbearing way, he could be charming and flirtatious. With men, he was always in a pissing contest. The one exception was Martin. Around Martin he grew subdued—he was, after all, a creature of Martin’s devising, as I saw it; he was the brute, Martin was Dr. Frankenstein. 
If I’m being fair, I have to admit Huff had a kind side too—or at least a capable side that sometimes manifested as kindness. I saw him help an old man who’d fallen on a busy corner of 116th Street. The man had hit his head and was dazed and bleeding. Without hesitation, Huff half carried him over to a bench while everyone else, myself included, stood around asking, “Are you all right, sir?” when he obviously was not. Huff had been a linebacker in high school, a good one, I guess, and it left him with a certain bodily capability and confidence. 
But he was unpredictable when he was drinking. “Hello, doll,” he sometimes said when I walked into the living room. “Were you born with that pole up your ass?” 
How did I put up with it? He liked to make people feel self-conscious. I think he was energized by discomfort.
Anyway, I began to see that side of Huff more clearly when Harry moved in. I began to see a lot of things more clearly when Harry moved in: Jade, I understood for the first time, was a babe, despite (or in connection to?) her bossy, sorority-girl style. The bodega where I shopped had rats. The stairway to the second floor of my building had a path of footsteps worn along one side and not the other (why? Did people go up but not come down? Did they walk down the stairs more lightly?). Harry was always noticing things like that, life’s flotsam and jetsam. It was good for me to be reminded of it. I was so busy looking ahead, looking up, being angry, I forgot to look exactly where I was standing—and that was all Harry saw; these were the things that drew his eye. That was a part of his undoing. 
One day after he’d been crashing on our sofa for nearly a month I came home early from a trip to DC. I’d been reporting on a Vietnam Veterans Against the War protest, camping out on the National Mall with a crew of sweet, shell-shocked young veterans, eating Spam and hash from a can and trying to take coherent notes on disjointed war stories (are there any other kind?). I was sad, cold, and hungry. They were just kids, in many cases younger than I was, and even the most cheerful of them, the ones with girlfriends and placards and stories they wanted to tell, had that dead look in their eyes. They shed despair like a virus. It stuck with me. 
When I let myself into my apartment, I expected no one to be home. Harry had gotten a job at Nathan’s hot dogs. Instead of an empty apartment, though, I came upon Harry and Jade on the futon, a mix of pale limbs half obscured beneath her mess of long dark hair. I must have gasped, because she looked up at me, an open mouth above two big pale breasts that swung when she lifted herself upright. I didn’t look at Harry. “Welcome home,” she said, grinning. 
I walked back outside, onto Broadway, then down to the corner deli, giving them time to clear out.
The next morning Harry was alone on the futon and we acted like nothing had happened. But I never walked in on him with anyone again. That part of his life was his, just as that part of my life was mine. We were, after all, products of the same upbringing. In New York, we lived in a world that had thrown off formality and inhibition, but try as we might, we could not do that with each other. 
 
Meanwhile, Harry managed to get along with Huff. Harry could get along with anyone. He figured people out and gave them what they wanted simply by exposing that part of himself. His success, like all good chameleons’, stemmed from rearrangement, not phoniness. 
At this point Huff worked at the Leaflet in name only. This was no loss—he had never been a good writer. Sometimes he drew cartoons and illustrations, though he couldn’t draw any better than he could write. He remained on the payroll largely on account of being Martin’s friend, and in this kind of freewheeling capacity, he took Harry under his wing. Huff and Martin started these mini-sit-ins outside the Pan Am Building on Park Avenue, protesting “outposts of capitalist excess,” and I think Harry logged some time in that no-win enterprise. I wasn’t paying much attention. I was just glad he’d found something to do. 
My parents did not love the fact that Harry had moved in with me. But at least he was smiling again, and he wasn’t fighting in the jungles of Vietnam. My mother found any excuse to come into town to see us. She was dying to be let into our world. She wanted to walk through campus with me, meet my friends, see the office of the Leaflet. But I wasn’t confident or imaginative enough to want to include her. In her nice wide-legged slacks and blouse, her dark glasses and vague affectation of Jackie O.—all I wanted was to hustle her out of sight. 
I was now a woman in my own right, and being a daughter in the presence of my mother diminished that. So she had to settle for dawdling at homemade signs tacked on bulletin boards advertising meetings for various groups: women’s power, Black power, gay rights, equal rights. 
“How will it work when everyone is exactly equal?” my mother wanted to know. “Is there enough, really, to go around?” I was appalled by this sentiment, so chauvinist, racist, survivalist. I railed at her about the capitalist racket, the smallness of her Depression-era mindset (“But I don’t have a mindset,” she protested. “I have questions”). She was a good sport about it, really, mild-mannered in the face of my patronizing. But she persisted: Wouldn’t there always be some way people sorted themselves? If it wasn’t race or gender or class, would it be intelligence? Physical strength? Blood type? Weren’t there always bound to be haves and have-nots on account of finite resources? The constraints of weather and geography, for instance? Who got the high ground with fertile soil versus who got the desert? 
I think she honestly wanted to discuss this, but to me she sounded like a social Darwinist. I could see things only in oppositional terms. Today I’d love to have this conversation with her. I have an answer: The process of working toward greater equality is the point. The medium is the message. The journey is the destination. Something like that. It’s the effort to make life more equal, more bearable for everyone, that counts. And if we don’t try, what are we left with? A lifetime of showing off our most selfish instincts, protecting our own little slice of whatever it is we want—power, money, resources, the best seats on the bus. Life may be filled with struggle but what you struggle for is what matters. And if it’s only your own survival, you’re no better than the dinosaurs. 
 
One Sunday in the spring, my parents appeared on the doorstep of our building. Harry had been crashing at 117th Street for almost eight months. It was warm and we had our windows open; the air carried the whiff of doughnuts and also garbage left out overnight, a hint of oxygen blowing up from the big old trees in Riverside Park. When the bell rang, I hung my head out to see who it was—there was no buzzer; you had to go down and open the door for them. I was still in my nightclothes, which is to say an old T-shirt and underwear, no bra, and the sight of my proper father in jacket and tie down on the street froze the greeting in my mouth. Honest to God, my first instinct was to duck back in and hide. There were dishes smeared with Indian lentils I’d cooked the night before, beer bottles, overflowing ashtrays, a hookah (Huff’s) in the living room—we had hosted an SDS spin-off group from Newark the night before. Harry was still asleep on the futon. 
I shook him awake. “Mom and Dad are downstairs,” I hissed.
He blinked and sat up with a wide-eyed expression on his face. “Are you going to answer?”
“Maybe not.” I shook my head.
At that moment Huff appeared in the hall, a rumpled bear awakened from hibernation. “Is that Martin?” he asked. “Prop the door when you go down, all right? He’s on his way over.” 
The idea of my mother and father meeting Martin outside was even worse than the idea of running down to get them myself. I pulled on jeans and splashed water on my face, gargled with mouthwash in two minutes flat. 
I flew down the stairs and outside as Martin was approaching the stoop.
The ensuing greetings were a tangle of awkwardness. Something was not right; I knew that immediately from the expression on my mother’s face. But since Martin was standing there, all curly hair and shit-eating grin, there were hellos and introductions to get through first. 
“Pleased to make your acquaintance.” Martin bowed. “I didn’t know our little Katherine hailed from such a fine family.” My usually unflappable father looked disgruntled. Martin looked delighted. Harry walked down into the middle of this. “Harry, old chap,” Martin said, clapping him on the shoulder. “I’ve just met your father! What a pleasure. I’ll leave you to your reunion.” I don’t know what sort of part he thought he was playing—British boarding-school chum? Pretentious academic? Martin was always trying on roles. 
My father got right to the point: My grandfather was dead. They’d driven into the city to tell us. That was the look on my mother’s face, her eyes puffy under her makeup. She’d loved her father. I’d loved her father. He’d been sick a long time. His death was still a shock. 
Harry stank of weed. I’m sure I was no better. And there was no dignity in delivering such news here on our urine-smelling stoop. I could see it made my father wince. Harry, to his credit, got in the car with them and drove back to Mapleton. 
I had a tight deadline at the Leaflet, and I guess I clung to that as a kind of escape. I went to see my grandmother the next day and to the funeral the next week. But in that moment, I stood on the sidewalk waving as they pulled away as if they hadn’t driven all the way into the city to tell us, as if my bereft mother didn’t clearly want me to come home. 
 
After meeting my parents, Martin was different. He was more interested in me and Harry. Our relationship had always been limited. I think he saw me primarily as useful—a good student, a good reporter, a good worker. Not a real radical or a meaningful player in the game he was determined to win; I was just someone he could rely on, a supporting character in his pageant. 
Now I think he saw potential.
“Tell me what your old man does again?” he said that Monday in the Leaflet office. I was typing up a piece I’d written. I wrote everything on yellow legal pads in those days, scritch-scratchy handwriting I could barely read myself. I was more hassled by the question than suspicious. Plus, he already knew—we’d discussed it when I was hired. But now he was interested. “An oilman! Of course he is!” He practically rubbed his hands together. He was such a character with his pale, skinny body and oversize cap of curls, those little John Lennon glasses and his awkward, erratic way of moving, so unselfconsciously dictated by childish impulses to crouch down and brace his hands on the floor, leap onto the window ledge, or drum his fingers on his seat. He was the opposite of composed. The opposite of organized. I think he was often hopped up on some substance or other, though somehow, I didn’t understand this at the time. I ascribed his energy to his wiry stature, his excitable moods. 
“How can we turn that brother of yours on to the movement?” he asked. “Why doesn’t he write for us?”
I explained that Harry wasn’t into writing, wasn’t into politics, really; his heart was in the right place, but journalism and protest weren’t his jam. “So what’s he into?” Martin wanted to know. “Is he a pothead? Does he like girls?” 
“Harry’s into nature,” I said. “And he doesn’t need you to get him into anything. He’s on his own path.” Never mind that I was always trying to draw Harry into the movement myself. 
“He’s into nature!” Martin was delighted. “That’s good,” he said, wheels turning. “Smart boy.”
 
Around this time there was a lot of fear of FBI infiltration into various corners of the movement, including at the Leaflet. J. Edgar Hoover’s Counterintelligence Program (COINTELPRO) involved spies and informants at all levels, so I won’t say we were paranoid; we were rightfully suspicious. I was in DC when the local SNCC office was approached by two men claiming to be from the West Coast Black Panthers. They wanted keys to the file cabinets in the office. The local chapter head refused to hand these over, saying he’d heard nothing about this. The men returned the next day with guns and shot up the door. But then it turned out those men were not West Coast Black Panthers; they were petty criminals on the FBI payroll, hired to stir up trouble between SNCC and the Black Panthers. That’s just one example. 
One day I came across something curious. I didn’t think about it much at the time, although I should have. I was way uptown—154th Street—tutoring English in this little hole-in-the-wall nonprofit, and it was a beautiful day, so I decided to walk down along the river. Somewhere around 140th I ran into Jade. She was sitting on a grubby park bench, her eyes darting. “Jade!” I called, and instead of waving, she looked away. “Jade!” I called louder. 
“Hey,” she said, feigning surprise.
“What are you doing up here?” I asked.
“Just . . . hanging.”
My disbelief must have been written on my face. This was not a charming or in any way appealing bench.
“Fine.” She seemed hassled. “I’m waiting for a date.”
A lot of things crossed my mind, among them, alarmingly: Was Jade working as some sort of prostitute? There wasn’t much love between us, but still, I was genuinely concerned. “Are you all right?” I asked. “Do you want to talk?” 
“Oh, babe.” She rolled her eyes, slipping back into her usual condescending self. “I’m fine. You run along, now. Mama Jade’s got this.” 
The whole exchange was jarring, and the idea that she had some sort of sex-work side hustle was disturbing enough that it drowned out any other suspicions I might have had. But that encounter, her sitting nervously on that bench, was something that would recur to me years later. 
This was around the time that Martin and Huff began to organize crits and I started to sour on the Leaflet. Crit was short for criticism, and crits were sessions Martin arranged that were loosely modeled on this thing the Weathermen were doing. It was based on an idea from Mao’s Little Red Book. Martin wanted to “challenge facile thinking,” “inspire self-examination,” self-serious bullshit like that. The idea was that people (mainly Martin, Huff, and Jade, at first) would write short papers about issues, for instance: “Weaning America from the Teats of Big Oil” (Martin), “How Whites Can Support Black Struggle” (Jade), “Handbook for Urban Guerrillas” (Huff). Each person would read the paper to the assembled group and then submit to a crit session that addressed not only the logic of the writer’s argument but also the writer’s own “baggage”—bias in his or her thinking, the influence of gender, class, and race, the experience he or she brought to the table. Not inherently a bad concept, but in practice, it was another way for Martin and Huff to stand in the spotlight, strutting like peacocks, impressing starry-eyed undergraduates. I had been reading their papers for almost two years at the Leaflet—some had merit and insight (Martin’s); others were ideological backwash (Huff’s). Why would I want to hear them read aloud onstage? 
I went on this particular night only because I was tired of being harangued by Martin. Also, I needed a favor from him: more money for travel to cover the protests in Chicago. 
I arrived late and could already hear raised voices as I descended the stairs. I paused halfway, listening, absorbing the discord—fractious, complaining tones echoed beneath the stately, arched ceilings of the church. The crit was held in the basement of St. John the Divine, that giant granite cathedral on Amsterdam Avenue, a place I have always loved for its asynchrony—a grand, medieval structure hunkered beside dilapidated brownstone walkups, crowded bodegas, and Cuban sandwich shops. I suppose housing the crits was in keeping with the general mandate of the church to be relevant. But it struck me as the wrong place for something like this. Upstairs there were incense and candles, the murmurs of a few lonely people praying. Downstairs, a bunch of self-important undergrads whipping themselves into a frenzy. 
In a basement Sunday-school classroom with posters of Bible quotations and airbrushed Jesuses hanging on the walls, fifteen or so people ringed around a blackboard. The audience was mostly, as I had expected, undergraduates, plus a few longtime Leaflet contributors. Then, to my surprise, I saw Harry. He was sitting near the front, his head bent, forehead on fist, shaggy hair obscuring his eyes, and a paper, handwritten, on his lap. How on earth had he gotten himself into this? His posture was that of a student waiting to deliver a dreaded presentation. He had never liked speaking before a group. 
The room was focused on a woman sitting up front on a high stool, absorbing criticism. She was small and mousy-looking with long, no-color hair and red-rimmed eyes. 
“Are you familiar with the concept of anti-monogamy?” Martin asked. He was leaning back in a chair at the center of the room, presiding like a judge. His legs were crossed tightly, girlishly even, and his body inclined in such a way that his whole small physique seemed as pointy and sharp as an aimed dart. “Have you thought about the ways exclusive relationships create hang-ups?” This was a current preoccupation of his. He was anti-monogamy as well as anti-capitalist. The former was obviously a self-centered ploy to sleep with the girl he lusted after—a buxom, snaggletoothed recent Barnard grad—despite the fact that she had a boyfriend. 
Yes, she was familiar with it, the girl said, sniffling. Her feelings about the necessity of a women’s movement weren’t changed by the concept. Her voice was losing conviction and I felt for her, the poor thing, up there in front of these people, publicly scorned by a man several years older who had the outsize power of being the organizer and the publisher of a paper, however small its readership. 
“Then you haven’t considered it. Your thinking is sloppy,” Martin rebutted.
I tried to catch Harry’s eye. He did not seem to have noticed my entrance. Why had he not told me he was coming here? Or that he was preparing a paper? It was so unlike him—Harry the easygoing; Harry the apolitical. I didn’t like it. 
Martin and two male undergraduates offered a few more “points” to the rabbity girl, who slunk, defeated, back to her seat in the audience. 
At which point Harry rose, stretched, and pushed the hair from his face. His eyes passed over me and then hiccupped back, registering. His look of surprise dissolved into a smile. He raised one hand in a shrugging wave. 
And then he sat in the girl’s vacated seat at the front.
“My name is Harry Taylor,” he began, “and I’m new to these sessions, but Comrade Martin”—he doffed an imaginary cap in Martin’s direction—“asked me to write a little something about something I care about, which is the environment. Or, specifically, the animals and plants and living things we share this planet with.” He cleared his throat. “Even more specifically, the animals and plants whose lives we blatantly disregard daily when we dig up oil and pollute our waterways and our oceans, when we throw industrial waste into our rivers and marshes, and when we manufacture and use weapons of war. Yeah.” He pushed his hair back again, licked his lips. He was not comfortable, but he was not nervous. 
“‘I was at school in California when the oil spill happened and I saw firsthand how little respect we have for the creatures around us, how little we do to protect them. I saw so much death on the beaches of Santa Barbara—the seaweed, the seabirds, the fish . . .’” 
It was distracting to see Harry the advocate overlaid on Harry my brother, the boy who had crept into my bed to curl up beside me until he was ten years old, the Harry of our back-step hideout, the Harry who was obsessed with the stars. He wasn’t a good speaker, but the message he delivered was compelling. He told the story of the duck and the pail of sand. I watched him, and I watched the group take it in. 
When Harry finished, Huff began a loud, slow clap. Harry glanced over with an open, expectant look.
“Bravo,” Martin called.
The group shifted uneasily. Clearly this was not the usual response to a reading. The rabbity-eyed girl who’d spoken before him frowned. 
“So how are we gonna move on this?” Jade asked. “Do you have a suggested action plan? Sit-in at the oil-company headquarters or something?” 
“Sit-ins are over,” Huff said in mock outrage, banging his fist on the schoolhouse desk he had squeezed into.
“Pipe down,” Martin said. “But true, sit-ins are done. What’s step two? That’s what Jade’s asking.”
“Step two,” Harry repeated.
“To forward the revolution,” Martin clarified. “This is a key part of the global struggle, certainly. But it won’t drive itself. It won’t happen on account of telling stories, of trying to clean those sorry motherfuckers washed up on the beach.” 
Harry sighed. “So—bring more attention to the problem?”
“Bingo.” Martin made a silly arrow-shooting pantomime.
“Burn down the house, burn down the house,” Huff began chanting.
“That’s not really my thing,” Harry said, somewhat apologetically. “I don’t know too much about how laws get passed and stuff.”
“No matter!” Martin sprang up. “Fuck the government. Fuck all the walls of impenetrable power that they keep us trying to scale. Direct action. That’s where it’s at here. Direct action, my friends.” 
“Protest outside the earth sciences department?” one of the undergrads hazarded.
“Earth sciences,” Martin scoffed.
“Take over a drilling platform?” a sleepy-eyed undergrad in a Peruvian poncho suggested.
“Fighting words, my friend,” Huff affirmed.
“Are we gonna critique the paper, though?” a girl sitting beside the rabbit-eyed girl asked. “I mean, isn’t that the point? Get into bias and stuff?” 
Martin fixed his gaze on her before responding, and the effect was quite brutal. “The point—is to spur action. And to spur action, we need to have clear objectives. I think Harry has given us a good one, don’t you?” 
The girl shrank a little, frowned more deeply. “Kind of?” she answered.
“I’d say certainly,” Martin corrected.
“I’m sure I’m biased—” Harry began.
“No matter.” Martin rapped his knuckles on the blackboard. “Imagine an action. That’s your job tonight, people. Now”—he looked around the room—“who’s next?” 
 
That was an education for me—about my brother, who cared more deeply and felt more deeply than I had given him credit for, and also about Martin, who liked Harry, which was unusual for him. Martin didn’t like people. He was a user, a narcissist. But he took an interest in Harry. 
Harry and I walked home together along Broadway, past the liquor stores, the dive bars, the diners and coffee shops, past the lingerie shop with red feather-trimmed bras and spangled garters hanging in the window. Old men smoked on the stoops, users nodded off on the sidewalk, taxis streaked by, a blur of headlights and exhaust. The whole scene felt over the top, a kind of anti-Mapleton wonderland for two children raised on beach picnics and tennis lessons, square meals and high-school chapel, not to mention long, endlessly quiet summers at Last House. There was something giddily freeing about walking with my brother, seeing it with his fresher, younger, less jaded eyes. We stopped and bought big, sloppy slices of pizza, the kind you need to fold to manage, hot cheese hanging off the sides and grease running down our fingers. We laughed about Huff and his ham fists and about Martin, a little leprechaun stirring up trouble, poking at the poor girl with her earnest paper. Harry was serious about the paper he had given. No one had twisted his arm, though he’d found the crit as pretentious and self-serious as I had. 
“Why didn’t you tell me you were doing it?” I asked, and Harry looked at me in surprise.
“Martin said he told you I was signed up. That you said you weren’t interested.”
That should have given me pause. But Martin was like that. He had a penchant for fucking with people. It didn’t strike me as out of the ordinary at the time. 
 
Brent came back from his Fulbright that spring and I wish I could say my crush—is that what I should call it?—on him was over. It was not. I’d had a few affairs, nothing that stuck. At one point I slept with Huff, I am sorry to admit. I pushed that immediately under my mental mattress, and it’s still there, collecting dust. I can’t tell you how it happened, only that I knew it was a mistake. 
When he returned, Brent was more serious.
He was starting a new job at a prestigious downtown law firm. This, too, made him seem more adult, somehow beyond the rest of us. As soon as he smiled, I felt that warm rush in my gut. “Are you still growing?” he joked when he came by to say hello. “You look taller, Swifty.” 
Harry met him for the first time in Central Park at an anti-war rally.
It was a gorgeous day—warm and bright and the trees beginning to green, clouded with those beautiful delicate explosions of flowers and leaves. I remember this because I was so struck by it. Nature in New York is so fragile, each spindly tree planted in its plot of earth between concrete sidewalk squares like a specimen isolated for observation. 
Harry and I walked downtown through the Ramble. It wasn’t pastoral like it is now. It was dangerous back then, those towering brown boulders covered with graffiti, trash strewn through the underbrush—used condoms and gum wrappers and Styrofoam cups. I was used to it. Harry was not. “It’s like, what, nature is just a giant convenient trash can?” he said, and stopped every few steps to pick up garbage. 
Brent was at our agreed-upon spot when Harry and I arrived, leaning against a concrete pillar, hands in his pockets. He was always well dressed in a way that was radical at the time—everyone else looked so scroungy with their long hair or Afros, bell-bottoms with frayed hems, and T-shirts. Brent had this kind of neat helmetlike hair and nice slacks, a collared shirt. He walked toward us, grinning. “Swifty!” he said and gave me a big hug. To Harry he extended his hand for an old-fashioned handshake. 
We spent that whole day together. It just flowed, so to speak. The pieces fell seamlessly into place. We hung around the rally listening to some riled-up Columbia and NYU students speak. A pretty young woman with hair down to her knees played guitar and sang in a husky voice. The whole thing was really startlingly sweet. Everything in our corner of the movement had gotten so hard-edged by then, always laced with the prospect of violence and discord—this moment felt like a throwback to a time when the stakes were lower, the world did not seem to be imploding, people had more nuanced feelings and less outrage. 
After a while we got hungry and walked downtown. Somehow, Harry had never tried Chinese food. As a kid he was always picky—hamburgers and mashed potatoes, no fruit, no vegetables, that sort of thing. So this became a whole adventure: introducing Harry to Chinese food. We got a lot of mileage out of that. We found this ugly little basement-level place and ordered mai tais and greasy orange beef and General Tso’s chicken and sizzling rice swimming in oil with those little packages of sticky-sweet hot sauce and ate until we were stuffed. Harry said it was the best meal he’d had in his life. 
I don’t remember what we talked about—the Giants? The Turkish food in Berlin? Harry told hilarious stories about his job serving hot dogs at Nathan’s. It didn’t matter. We laughed and we didn’t talk about the war or Nixon or what was happening in the movement, and I won’t lie, there was a tremendous relief in that. That was a kind of privilege I had—the ability to duck out. Yet somehow, I’d rarely used it. 
There was one thing Brent said right before we said goodbye that day that later came back to me. In Germany, the student movement had become rough and truly international in focus. There’d been massive protests against a visit from the shah of Iran as a repressive capitalist stooge and an American puppet. A young man attending one of these had been shot in the head by the police. He was only eighteen; it was his first protest. Now the Baader-Meinhof group was organizing bombings, fires, and kidnappings in protest of the “fascist government.” Brent had known people involved in all this. “Swifty,” he said, “it’s not only the radicals getting themselves in trouble anymore—they’re bringing in useful idiots.” 
There were new bombings in the United States now every month to protest the war, and racism, and police brutality, and the capitalist industrialist complex. They were mostly in New York and other cities, at police stations, banks, courthouses, universities. Bernardine Dohrn was on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list, her shiny black hair tucked behind her ears, a fierce expression on her face. She looked like a Hollywood star. Martin worshipped her. 
In July, I covered a Weather Underground bombing down on Wall Street at a little Italian restaurant where bankers and other establishment power brokers conducted major deals over lunch. The place was destroyed. No one was killed, but windows were blown out, the tables and chairs splintered. 
I found the owner, this little Italian guy, weeping. “This was my life,” he kept saying. “How is it going to stop the war to blow up my life?” His father had come over from Italy and started the restaurant as a food cart. His wife was in the hospital with late-stage lung cancer. That he was willing to talk to me at all—a long-haired hippie working for a radical left-wing paper he had never heard of—was remarkable. And he wasn’t angry. He was sad. He was bewildered. “Because some rich people eat lunch here, it stops the war to blow up my restaurant?” 
I couldn’t get over it. I told Martin I wouldn’t write the story, that I didn’t want to write any more stories about bombings. That I didn’t think the Leaflet should even cover bombings. I felt writing about them was fanning the flames. Martin disagreed. He wanted to devote a whole issue of the Leaflet to “The Use of Violence as a Strategy.” 
This was 1971, the year after the Greenwich Village town house explosion. Three members of a Weather Underground collective blew themselves up by accident while building a bomb they planned to detonate during a Fort Dix soldiers’ dance. We knew those people! Teddy Gold, Terry Robbins, Diana Oughton. I had met two out of the three, and Martin was friends with Teddy. Terry was a poet and an artist—he hated technology. God knows how he thought he was capable of building a bomb! And Teddy Gold was a nice guy, a sweet, smart, peaceful person. I don’t know how he bought into what they were doing. No one said it later, because three people were dead, but it was a mercy that their plan was foiled. What if they’d succeeded? This wasn’t a bomb-in-a-basement-after-hours-with-no-casualties plan. That bomb would have killed innocent people, soldiers and their girlfriends at a crowded dance. The fucked-up-ness of that sealed the deal for most people I knew. The Weather Underground had gone off the deep end. They had aligned themselves with history’s most violent killers, people who thought the righteousness of their cause gave them the right to make decisions about life and death: Hitler, Stalin, Charles Manson. In the name of justice, how could you choose that? 



Chapter 16
It was my idea, I guess, to have a Leaflet retreat at Last House that September. Vermont seemed like a good place to sort out our differences. In those days, everyone was into this idea of the country as the embodiment of nearly psychedelic wholesomeness. The Beatles and Bob Dylan were renting dilapidated farms and picturesque lean-tos in Vermont. New Yorkers were taking over the Catskills. My parents, meanwhile, were on a two-month trip to Europe and the Middle East, going to—among other places—Iran for the shah’s lavish celebration of twenty-five hundred years of Persian empire, an event the papers were having a field day with: “The Party of the Century,” Life magazine crowed. “Billion-Dollar Camping!” An entire air-conditioned tent city had been constructed in the desert. It was straight out of the fall of Rome’s playbook. There were also articles about the shah’s secret police, reputed to be as omnipresent as the Stasi in East Germany and even more violent in their suppression of the most minor forms of dissent. I wrote an article for the Leaflet about “ordinary Iranians” and their growing resentment of the shah’s repressive government, based on a hodgepodge of secondary sources and an interview with a disillusioned Iranian grad student who lived in my building—what did I really know about any of this? Harry was appalled our parents were attending the party. “You’re going halfway across the world to celebrate the reign of a corrupt dictator? An oil-company puppet?” he demanded of my mother. 
“I don’t necessarily agree with him,” she said, “but it’s important for your father’s work.”
“Which makes it even worse!” Harry railed. I was amused by Harry’s sudden militance, pleased to have an ally in my campaign against my parents’ politics. 
While my parents were away, Harry had the keys to Last House and Mom’s car, as well as responsibility for Giddy.
So it was decided: the Leaflet would convene at Last House. We were all eager to escape the city. All summer we’d been inhaling its fumes, spitting out its venom, melting on its sidewalks. 
Truth be told, the other reason I was so keen to head north was that I could invite Brent. He was on his way to Montreal to depose a group of draft resisters for a pro bono case. Last House was halfway there, a convenient stop. 
I tried to extend the invitation without telegraphing the breathless thrill I felt at the prospect. I don’t know if I succeeded. I wondered how much Brent understood about what he meant to me. What did he mean to me? I have given this thought. I was infatuated, but we were also friends, truly—there was a softness and caring between us acquired over time that was more like love than infatuation. Maybe what I felt was something adjacent to obsession, a desire that took everything I wanted and balled it into one elusive form, tantalizingly out of reach. My longing filled me like hot air. Sometimes it clanged as if running through old radiator coils. Other times, the best times, it was a hot-air balloon tied to my wrist, beautiful, exciting, even a little scary—it threatened to lift me off my feet. 
*  *  *
I drove everyone to Last House: Harry in front with me; Martin, Huff, Jade, and poor Giddy crammed in the back. On our way, we got a flat tire. We were driving through this armpit of a town beyond Albany, all dilapidated triple-deckers and row houses weighed down by heavy concrete porches. On the outskirts of it, we hit a pothole with a horrifying clank. The car, my mother’s old robin’s-egg-blue wagon, listed immediately to the left. I was probably driving too fast. I was tired, but I didn’t trust anyone else at the wheel. At this point it was dark. There was no moon and there were no streetlights, only the vague distant glow of a fast-food place. 
Harry, who’d been asleep with his head against the window, jerked awake. And in the back, Huff and Martin started swearing and cracking up. It was nothing to laugh at, five hippies in a broken-down car in a tough town in upstate New York. There was no spare tire in the trunk. 
Jade and Huff walked down the hill to find a pay phone or someone with a spare tire who might help us out. Martin and Harry and I stayed in the car in the dark. Hardly anyone drove by, which was probably for the best. At some point, Martin needed to pee. “Come here, you have to see these stars,” he said. Martin never noticed that kind of thing; he was all politics and protest. Harry and I climbed out, and it was true, the stars were incredible. Standing there, leaning on an old wooden fence, with the wind rushing over us, the faint outline of the trees against the night, I had this sudden grasp of the world outside the things I was always thinking about. Farms and woods and all the people living their lives in places like this. It was like the loosening of a tight fist in my chest. 
And as we stood there, each in our own thoughts, there was this scrambling, lumbering sort of roar from practically under our feet. We all jumped, hearts hammering, a knee-jerk instinct. On the other side of the fence, a giant, dark form staggered to its feet. From inside the car, Giddy barked. It took a few moments to grasp what it was: a pig, huge and hairy and disgruntled. It had been lying there asleep against the fence post. We had wakened it. 
Martin began to hoot, and the pig began to bellow, clods of dirt and mud falling from its back. We retreated, laughing and gasping. My heart raced, and tears streamed down my cheeks. 
“The fucking pigs!” Martin hollered. “We can’t shake ’em!”
*  *  *
We arrived after midnight and stumbled off to various beds and sofas. I slept like a rock and woke in the room Harry and I had shared as kids beneath the eaves in twin beds covered with white popcorn coverlets. The wallpaper was flecked with pink roses. My mother had picked it out with such excitement: “Isn’t it beautiful? All these roses for my little rose?” She wasn’t one for cutesy endearments, so the expression rang false. “I would have preferred checked paper like the kind you hung in the bathroom,” I said, one of those small cruelties of daughterhood I unwittingly tossed off. Now the pattern struck me as sweet, a vestige of some aspiration of my mother’s, a vision of what she thought having a daughter meant. 
I tiptoed down the stairs to the kitchen to find, to my surprise, Martin already awake.
It was a jarring sight. Through his eyes, I saw the framed drawing of a horse and rider I had made as an eight-year-old as silly, redolent of my bourgeois privilege, the row of chipped eggcups my mother loved as classist, remnants of a time when people had servants to wash up unnecessary, fussy implements. 
Martin was sitting at the table leafing through an embarrassingly worn volume of Rudyard Kipling’s Kim. 
“Interesting books you’ve got here,” he said, looking up.
“Mmm.” I rummaged through the cupboard for coffee. Martin had already helped himself to the Zabar’s bagels I’d brought. He had a smear of cream cheese on his chin. 
“So what exactly does your old man do for the oil company?”
“Legal things, oil deals.” I shrugged. “I don’t know.”
“Deals!” Martin proclaimed as if this clarified something.
I busied myself with the coffee maker.
“So what does he think about what you do? About the war? The movement?”
“He’d rather I did something respectable,” I said. “Like work at a publishing house.”
Martin considered this. “He was in the war?” He gestured at a shelf that held a few framed photographs, including one of my father in uniform. He looked like a child, barely old enough to shave—he was twenty-one, younger than I was now. I nodded. 
“Does he know we’re here?” Martin asked.
“My father?”
Martin nodded.
“I told him I might bring a few friends up.”
Martin nodded some more, somewhat theatrically. “How long has he worked for the oil company?”
“What’s with all the questions about my pop?”
“Interest.”
“Ah.” I frowned. “Well, I’m interested too. What does your pop do? I never hear about that.”
“No?” Martin lifted an eyebrow. “I thought it was something everyone talked about—me being the errant son, black sheep, et cetera.” 
“I’ve never heard anything about it from you.” 
“No,” Martin said. “You haven’t. Because I don’t talk about that.”
“Oh. So you don’t talk about your family.”
“That’s right.” Martin was wandering around the kitchen, touching things—my mother’s rooster salt and pepper shakers, a dusty, Iranian samovar on the shelf beside a mixing bowl. 
“Well, I guess maybe I don’t talk about mine either.”
“Except you brought us here. And you invited your brother.”
“To talk about the Leaflet.” 
Martin raised his hands in a gesture of surrender. “All I’m saying is it’s an interesting twist. He fuels the war that you protest.” 
“Why are you so interested?” I asked.
Martin ignored the question. “What’s this?” He had caught sight of the Huma at the foot of the stairs.
“An Iranian thing.” I sighed. “Some kind of legendary bird.”
“Ha!” Martin crouched beside it and then, to my surprise, picked the thing up. It looked like it weighed a hundred pounds, but apparently, it was quite light. I had never actually touched it. 
“Pirate’s loot!” Martin hooted. “To the victor go the spoils.”
“It was a gift, actually.”
“And what’s this?” He pulled out a paper tucked into the Huma’s hollow center—it was made of wood, not ceramic as I had always thought. “‘Welcome to the End-of-the-World
Club,’” he read. He rocked back on his heels and raised his eyebrows. “Is that what this place is?” 
“Oh my God, Martin.” I rolled my eyes. “I have no idea what that is.” Although as I said it, I remembered the day we moved into Last House, the Huma on the table, the note from Carter perched in its talons. 
“Well, isn’t that nifty,” Martin said, rising to his feet and placing the Huma back on the ground. “To be a part of such a club.” There was something alight in him, standing there grinning, full of glee at his discovery. I could almost hear the wheels turn. 
At that moment, Jade walked in.
“Am I interrupting?” she asked. She wore low-rise bell-bottoms and a tank top, and on account of the cool morning air, she had helped herself to one of my father’s plaid L. L. Bean shirts. 
“Jadey,” Martin said. “We were just talking about Mr. Taylor’s oil company.”
“For Christ’s sake,” I said. “He’s an employee. It’s not his company.”
“He who serves the devil,” Martin said as if that were an expression.
 
We spent the day walking through the fields and down the winding road to the pond. I can’t say it was pleasant. Huff was his usual boorish self, charging ahead through the long grass, making too much noise. For all of my rebelliousness and my desire to fly in the face of the oppressive norms my parents set, I couldn’t shake their sense of How to Be. Which was not to hoot and holler down the hillside, shirtless, T-shirt tucked into your back pocket, or to slink across the stream braless, hips swishing seductively. I was irritated with all of them. 
When Harry and I were kids, Dad would bring us here for weekends sometimes, just the three of us. Mother would have some meeting of the Children’s Hospital Benevolent Association or her bridge club or, really, she’d be in one of her dark moods and want space. Dad would pack a box of canned soups and brown bread and coffee cake from Bemmel’s bakery, and we’d drive to Last Mountain, stopping in Banville for penny candy and supplies—tin sheeting for a new barn roof, an ax sharpener, a new gutter to install, whitewash for the kitchen walls. And then we’d spend the whole day working, Harry and I grumbling sourly. Or, rather, me grumbling and Harry working dutifully. The penny candy came in handy. In the evening Dad would boil frankfurters and let us have coffee cake. Afterward we’d read in front of the fire. He wasn’t a card player (verboten in his childhood) so without my mother there, we didn’t play games. Sometimes we’d go out onto the darkened lawn before the house with an old wool blanket and look up at the stars. Dad knew all about the constellations, and not only the ones everyone knows but the obscure ones—Cygnus and Lyra and Andromeda, the eagle, the scorpion, the bear. 
“Shh—just listen,” he’d say, and we’d be quiet, absorbing the sound of wind in the tall pines, the peepers and the bullfrogs, the rustle of the field grasses beneath little creatures’ feet. Occasionally we heard coyotes baying or foxes’ strange guttural yips. At Last House my father’s love of nature would rise to the surface—a deep, abiding reverence for life. He was not a storyteller; he told us little about his childhood, and I knew next to nothing about his parents, or the brother he rarely mentioned, but as we lay out under the stars, I could feel their presence in his mind. 
We didn’t talk about anything serious that afternoon. We hiked and swam, and Huff and Jade tripped on mushrooms. Harry and I built a bonfire. We sat around it eating peanut butter sandwiches and drinking whiskey as the sun went down. At some point I went inside for a sweater and when I came back out the sky was turning lavender, rimmed with orange along the ridgeline. The figures grouped around the fire appeared only in silhouette. It took me a few moments to realize there was an extra person. I stopped halfway across the field and tried to make it out—no car had pulled up; Giddy had not barked. The figure threw back his head and laughed. A loud, confident laugh, a little wry. Carter Weston. 
He was standing, arms crossed, listening to Martin, nodding.
“Carter!” I called. The idea of the two of them talking—about what?—alarmed me.
“Katherine!” Carter beamed and opened his arms to embrace me. “I hope you don’t mind that I’m crashing your party.”
“Of course not,” I said, which was not entirely honest. “I didn’t hear your car.”
“God, no! I don’t use that up here,” he said. “We came through the woods.” He gestured to the shaggy gray dog sitting at his feet; he wagged his tail in acknowledgment. “I saw the smoke while we were walking and figured I’d better check it out. Can’t have rogue radicals burning down your father’s house.” 
“Foiled.” I snapped my fingers.
Carter grinned. “It’s good to see you, Kit Kat.”
“Kit Kat!” Huff sang out from where he was hunkered down beside the fire with his guitar. “New byline!”
“I gather you’re up here on a kind of retreat.” Carter’s eyes twinkled. He was clearly enjoying himself. “What a great thing your generation invented—a retreat. I like the sound of it, far from the front lines, away from battle.” 
I tried to make out if he was teasing.
“‘A horse, a horse, my kingdom for a horse!’” Martin quoted dramatically. Carter grinned. Martin knew his audience.
“‘Oh, Kit Kat was a stickler,’” Huff began to sing to the tune of “Stewball.” “‘And I wish she’d loosen up. She was a good reporter, but she was a’—” He searched. 
“‘An even better host,’” Martin chimed in, and I rolled my eyes.
“So Martin was telling me about the work you’ve been doing,” Carter said, rubbing his hands together. “All the subjects you cover, the articles you write. Your father’s been keeping quiet about this!” 
“Well, I’m not sure he’s the biggest fan—” I began.
“So you’re friends with her old man?” Martin asked with interest.
“We go way back, Nick and I; we worked together in Iran and Saudi Arabia—”
“In Iran? What were you doing there?” Martin was so perky and interested. I didn’t think much about it, except insofar as it annoyed me. I imagined he was doing it to wield my bourgeois background over me, the loophole in my righteousness. 
Carter stuck around long into the night, sipping from his own little silver flask and, to my horror, smoking Huff’s hash. He and Martin took a shine to each other in a comedic, even cartoonish way—the diminutive, wiry-haired revolutionary and the towering, gray-haired pillar of the establishment. They debated the Cuban revolution, Che Guevara’s speeches, the political nature of the Vietnamese people (I am not kidding), as well as other, more closely relevant things I would later learn they’d covered. I only half listened. 
At some point Harry showed up—where had he been? I was a little stoned by then. And Carter began asking diligent godfatherly questions about what Harry was up to, his plans for the future. I could tell Carter’s presence and his questions dampened Harry’s spirits. Carter was different with Harry than he was with me—more serious, more self-consciously exemplary. I don’t know if it was because Harry was a man or because he was younger or perhaps because he telegraphed a certain lostness, but I noticed this often with men of my father’s generation around my brother. They felt the need to demonstrate moral superiority or extra-manliness around Harry, maybe with all the young men of our generation. There was an implicit scold about it, an unspoken assertion of all they had experienced that the young men had not. It made you feel small. Or it made Harry feel small, anyway. 
Harry retired to bed early and I went up around midnight, leaving Huff crashed out with his head resting on a folded jacket, body sprawled like a slain giant, and Martin, Jade, and Carter still at the fire telling stories. Jade and Martin described protest-march scrapes and acts of agitprop sabotage, Carter told his swashbuckling tales of camel caravans and Indonesian jungles, Guatemalan village festivals gone awry. (“What took you there?”
Martin asked. “State Department work” was Carter’s answer. “Clean-water projects.”) I have no idea how Carter got home—did he walk back through the woods at two a.m.? Or sleep by the fire until the sun rose? I felt a prickling unease at the connection I had inadvertently made between a budding revolutionary and an aging Machiavelli. Carter’s work remained opaque to me, though I knew enough to understand that he was on the wrong side, the side of authority and old systems of hierarchy, of covert actions, money, and power. But I did nothing to break it up—I was too self-absorbed, too consumed with my own dilemmas. Later, that would haunt me. 
In any case, Carter was gone the next morning and by one p.m. everyone was awake and sober and we talked about the future of the Leaflet. I won’t get into our elaborate, self-important arguments. We went round and round, mostly me and Martin, with Huff pitching in irreverent contributions meant to stir the pot. He had been smoking hash all day. What else could you expect? Jade wielded her swing vote to maximum effect. 
By dinnertime the pontificating and bluster had exhausted everyone. We weren’t going to reach consensus, so we put it to a vote: to align ourselves with the Weather Underground and declare the death of peaceful protest or stay grounded in nonviolence and the principles of Dr. King, to continue as reporters on the revolution, not fomenters of it. I was for the latter and Martin for the former, so the vote really came down to Huff and Jade. “You can vote too, my man, you’re an honorary member,”
Martin told Harry, who declined. 
The result was entirely predictable: one vote for nonviolence, three for direct action and alliance with the Weather Underground. It cut the fraying rope of my connection to the Leaflet. There had been such strain between us for months, so little inspiration and excitement, that the outcome was a relief to me. The paper had given birth to my new, more radical self but I’d moved beyond it or to the side, or it had moved away from me. 
I walked into the house and poured myself a glass of my father’s scotch and looked around the living room—the worn sofa and flower-print curtains, my mother’s needlepoint pillow with the big brown heart, the wooden chairs carved by old John Last. Outside there were abstractions and feelings and ideologies, bare ground and damp cold and laughter; inside, the smell of dust and carpet, of comfortable, timeworn furniture crafted to accommodate the human body, designed with a series of precise and limited considerations (length of knee to hip, foot to knee; space for a crooked elbow to rest). The bounded scope of these objects felt solid and reassuring. They belonged to a world of immediate needs and interests. They didn’t wrestle with questions of civilization and war, of ideology or government. Still, they existed within a distinct framework—they were judged by how well they served a specific purpose. They were equal opportunity. 
I was probably high. But these thoughts in that moment of liberation felt profound to me. And in a strange way they made me long for my parents—my mother reading with her feet tucked beneath her on the sofa, my father smoking his pipe or renewing the kindling supply. 
Martin walked in as I was standing there and began ribbing me for drinking scotch—old white man’s drink, WASP comfort food. It was good-natured. Maybe he felt bad that I was leaving the Leaflet. Or maybe he realized that with me gone, there’d be no one to write the articles. 
Out by the bonfire, Jade swished around to imaginary music. I could hear her chirp radical nonsense about bringing the war to the pigs. And because I was now detached from the Leaflet and therefore from her, I allowed myself to feel the annoyance I usually repressed. She made bad choices; her ideas were half-baked and impulsive; her version of the movement was a continued pageant of teenage rebellion—and now it no longer reflected on me! I no longer had to tolerate all the things about her that bothered me! And Brent was coming! Any minute, actually! 
My spirits lifted. I don’t think I realized until that moment how trapped I had been. Trapped by Martin and his statements, points, and provocations and by Huff with his bluster and his drugs and his bullying. By Jade and her judgment and posturing. How had I put up with them? 
I wandered back out as Harry and Giddy emerged from the woods. They’d been there all afternoon avoiding our fractious Leaflet arguments, clearing a trail to the dilapidated sugar shack. 
“Look what I found,” Harry said when he was near enough. He was smiling, his hand inside his open jacket. He pulled out something round and brown and furry and held it in his palm. 
Jade stopped her dancing. “What is it?”
Martin knocked off whatever it was he was pontificating on. Huff lifted his massive head.
“Its mother was caught in a trap,” Harry said, holding out the little creature.
The porcupine lay still on his palm, its dark, inscrutable eyes blinking, peeping up and then closing as if it couldn’t bear to look. 
“It can be our mascot!” Jade cried.
I burst out laughing.
“Far out,” Huff said. “Long live the Leaflet muskrat!” 
I think he really thought that’s what it was. No one corrected him.
We put the porcupine in a cardboard box, lined it with a towel and bits of pine cones and needles and long grass that Jade collected with showy mock seriousness. It huddled in the corner, looking around with bright, incurious eyes. 
Brent finally arrived as the sun was sinking. He was not alone, to my dismay. A young woman climbed out of the passenger seat.
“He is arrived,” Martin said from the porch, holding up his arms. Giddy barked.
I went forward to greet them even though my heart had fallen. What had I expected? Why wouldn’t he bring someone? 
“This is Candy,” he said. The girl nodded and waved one hand in an awkward, wary greeting, almost as if she were annoyed. She was short and slight, a little defiant-looking. Her hair was a billowy light brown halo around her head. “She’s skipping town for a couple days.” 
“Welcome,” I said, and Brent leaned forward and kissed my cheek.
Then he took in the mountain ridgeline and whistled softly through his teeth.
“Are you hungry?” I asked, aware that I sounded like my mother. “You must be tired from your drive.”
“Starving,” Brent said at the same time Candy shook her head.
“Here.” Harry appeared beside me and reached for Candy’s duffel.
Candy looked at him, startled. She narrowed her eyes and something in her body language shifted. “I got it.”
Harry stood for a moment looking after her as she started down the path to the front door, and then he leaped forward to open it. 
Harry was nothing if not transparent.
 
I should stop here because I realize I am making Harry sound like a god.
He was not. He could be a pain in the neck, even. For instance, he was frustratingly stubborn. You could ask him a thousand times to do the dishes or bring out the trash, and he wouldn’t say no; he just wouldn’t do it. That drove my mother nuts. And he could be oblivious, caught up in his own self-interest. My cat died when I was sixteen and I was heartbroken. I mooned around the house not eating or seeing friends for weeks, and Harry? He didn’t even notice. He was building an ant farm out in the shed. 
Also, I can’t say he was the best with women. I don’t know, really—I was his sister, after all. But his willful obliviousness could be harsh. When I was home from Bennington one summer, I witnessed him ignore the incessantly ringing telephone for two days. Some poor girl whose heart he’d broken. He sat on the sofa teaching himself guitar chords as if he didn’t even hear it. Finally, I took the damn thing off the hook. 
Girls always loved him. Was it his eyes, which were always dreaming? Or that air of distraction that was a kind of withholding? It hinted at the underwater iceberg of self, the vast expanse floating beneath the surface. You could feel a certain vibe when girls were in his presence; he had their attention, a heightened self-consciousness. I felt it with friends I’d bring home from college, the girls at the Mapleton Beach club, even the supposedly feminist Columbia students who followed Huff around. I didn’t think much of those girls, who ranged from woman’s-trippers in their clogs and hand-spun wool hats to perky, naive undergraduates fresh out of their sheltered suburban towns, still wearing pumps and cardigans. But they all liked Harry. I’d come home from the Leaflet and find three or four of them in our living room, listening to Joan Baez, snacking on homemade sourdough, giving him foot rubs. 
More important to me at this time, though, was the fact that as far as I knew, he did not take part in politics. In the middle of this turbulent era, surrounded by people whose whole lives were consumed by war, racism, the breakdown of democracy, he preferred to sit on the sidelines, refrain from debate. Which was why it was so surprising to me that he’d participated in Martin’s crit. That was the only time I saw him put himself out there for something he believed in, and I judged him for this. I judged him for being satisfied with his job at Nathan’s serving hot dogs and chatting with the people who bought them, the old Jewish ladies who teetered down from their prewar apartments, Columbia students, Black teenagers from the nearby high school, crews of construction workers. I didn’t understand the human value of that, the basic kindness and good nature he shared that was its own sort of work. Instead, I saw his reluctance to attend meetings and hand out pamphlets as a type of cowardice. 
 
As it turned out, Candy was not romantically involved with Brent. Her brother had been Brent’s best friend growing up. He’d been sent to Vietnam early and come back in a body bag. Brent was protective of Candy. She was one of seven children and her mother worked all hours as a seamstress, and Candy was in trouble—her ex-boyfriend was a Black Panther who’d been framed for robbery by the FBI and arrested. 
It was hard to picture Candy in trouble with the cops; she was so small and unthreatening, no more than five foot two, with big, wary eyes and long lashes. Like Harry she was not even overtly political. She helped her mother with piecework and took night-school classes at a junior college. She wanted to become a nurse. When Brent explained the trouble she was in, she got up and left the kitchen, walked out to the main room, and stood at the window, looking into the night. Privacy rose off her like a cloud of smoke. 
With Brent and Candy there, the mood changed. They were outside our circle, and everyone respected Brent. Also, everyone knew Brent was a pacifist. There was no question of swaying him to take part in any form of protest violence. In fact, his presence was a kind of satisfying (to me) rebuke of their decision, which we did not discuss. He was a real follower of the principles of Dr. King. He had friends across the spectrum. As I’ve said, he knew everyone, but he was firm in his convictions, including his willingness to see the best in a crew of naive and fractious white activists on a “retreat.” 
Harry remembered a box of old games in the barn—a croquet set with missing wickets, rusty horseshoes, a cricket bat. God knows why we had a cricket bat! He hauled it all out and we played made-up versions of these archaic games. It was bright enough with the moon and stars and the flickering firelight. Martin invented rules like “He who gets a horseshoe around the croquet stake must run buck-nekked through yonder wood,” which of course Huff was all too ready to obey. No one else followed them. Jade kept switching records on the old turntable and raising the volume as high as possible so we could hear them out on the grass. The records were all my mother’s collection: Les Paul, the Coasters, the Kingston Trio, Benny Goodman, Cab Calloway, an old album of Artie Shaw at the Palomar Ballroom. There was a comforting sweetness to their generation’s music, an emphasis on melodic orderliness. Despite my conviction that its cutesy innocence was false, I was always drawn to it. Jade asked Brent to dance and they fox-trotted gracefully across the terrace. The night began to take on a kind of confusing, surreal feeling. It was not unpleasant. At some point I realized Harry and Candy had gone inside. Huff fell asleep on the grass. The moon disappeared behind clouds and the night grew pitch-dark beyond the circle of the bonfire. 
Brent dropped down beside me on the blanket. “What’s your first memory of this place?” he asked.
The left side of my body registered his nearness. There was space between us, a few inches. I could feel it filling with his body heat. 
I considered the question. There were more patterns than distinct memories in my head when it came to Last House. It was similar every time, and different from everything else. “Being afraid,” I said, surprising myself. “Of that thing in the hall. I don’t know if you noticed it? The creature carved out of wood, with the big eyes and sharp beak and claws.” 
“You have something like that inside your house?” Brent asked.
I nodded and laughed. It struck me for the first time as not just scary but unusual. 
“Huh.” Brent rolled onto his back. “And that’s your first memory here. Not the woods or the trees or”—he waved his hand—“all of this.” 
“Is that strange?”
“It’s got to mean something.” He laughed.
“I also remember the snow. One time it was halfway up the windows and we had to stay an extra four days before we could get out. Like real pioneers, you know? I loved that.” 
“Like pioneers,” he repeated. “That’s the point of this place, isn’t it?”
“How do you mean?”
“This is a pioneer place, man’s dominion over nature, domesticating the wild, property ownership . . .”
I considered this. “I think my parents bought it as a kind of escape.”
“Escape from what?”
I rolled onto my back, stared up at the stars and clouds. “Civilization?”
“Civilization meaning what—people like me?” He sat up and looked out over the field, arms resting on his knees. 
“My parents don’t know anyone like you.”
“And they’d like to keep it that way.”
We were silent for a while.
“That’s what civilization is,” Brent said. “Living with people outside your tribe. All those rules and norms and structures that allow you to coexist. Right? Without those, we’re just—cave dwellers, protecting our own turf. You escape civilization, you escape back into your tribe.” 
“Or into nature?”
Brent shrugged. “Nature loves a tribe.”
Above us the clouds parted to reveal a river of stars.
“I guess I always felt maybe escape from civilization meant—escape from other people. In general. No one in particular. Escape into independence.” 
“No such thing as independence. That’s just some white man’s pipe dream. Independence—maybe if you have a bunch of slaves you pretend aren’t there propping you up.” 
“Or if you’re a hermit living in the woods?”
“A hermit.” Brent shook his head. “You think anyone can really be that? Have you been to Walden Pond? It’s not even far from downtown Concord. And you know what I read about Henry David Thoreau? He had his mama bring him dinner in the woods.” 
I laughed. “But seriously, I do think the point of this place—for my mother, anyway—is to have an escape. Not from other people but from disaster, like if the world goes up in flames, you know? Somewhere safe.” 
“Okay.” Brent nodded. “Fair enough. But”—he rolled his head toward me—“your pop was in the war, right? So he knows there’s no such thing as safety.” 
“Maybe so,” I said. And we lay there, thinking our own thoughts.
Now I think maybe my father simply wanted what he got, which was a home for our ghosts. A permanent backdrop against which the temporary could unfold. Maybe this is at the heart of our American obsession with property ownership—we all want a place to store the traces of ourselves, a home for our ghosts. 
The dying fire crackled; the wind blew in the woods. We were the last ones left awake. Brent rose to his feet, and I felt a deep, gut-fluttering want that took my breath. 
“Here,” he said, holding out his hand to pull me up. “Let’s put this fire out.”
His grasp was warm and dry and strong. I rose, and together we stomped on the embers and covered them with dirt.
An owl hooted somewhere in the woods, and when the last bit of fire was extinguished, I hesitated, holding my breath—and sure enough, Brent reached out and took my hand. 
Lightning is not too strong a word for the jolt of excitement that flashed through me. 
“C’mon, Swifty,” he said, tipping his head toward the house, pulling me by the hand. And I followed, my feet barely touching the ground. 
*  *  *
At some point in the night, I slipped out from beside Brent; the single bed was too small for us both, and the sheer excitement of lying beside him made it impossible for me to sleep. His body was so new and thrilling—the ripple of uneven bumps along his jawline (old acne? Razor burn? Now I knew what it felt like); the small, curled hairs on his forearms; the particular smell of his skin and aftershave and bonfire smoke. There was the heady, disorienting collision of daydream and reality. 
I crawled into my own bed as dawn was graying the edges of the crumbling blackout shades and barely noticed that Harry wasn’t in the other bed, which remained made up, untouched. 



Chapter 17
I woke to the sound of a teakettle whistling and jumped out of bed with an immediate sense of panic. I knew Brent intended to leave early. 
Downstairs, I found Candy alone in the kitchen. “They said to say goodbye and thank you,” she informed me. “Brent dropped them at the bus. He said to tell you he had a meeting at noon and had to get an early start.” 
I must have stared at her for a minute, gape-mouthed.
“I’m staying up here for a little.” She blushed. “Harry said that would be all right.”
I managed to nod before I went back upstairs to cry. How had I slept through everything?
There was a message tucked into the bathroom mirror: See you back in the city, Swifty. Stay safe.
*  *  *
How to describe the next two weeks?
My parents were gallivanting around Paris and would soon be heading to the Middle East to attend the shah’s lavish party, about which new details unfolded in the press every day: There would be catering by Maxim’s of Paris! Planeloads of Dom Pérignon, pheasants, and caviar! A parade of costumed elephants! 
Meanwhile, Harry, Candy, and I were hanging our laundry out to dry and lighting lanterns at Last House. In my mind now, it seems a kind of dreamscape. The weather was warm and beautiful for late September—black-eyed Susans and Indian paintbrush bloomed in the field; dragonflies and crickets leaped from the grass. The three of us would pack up my mother’s plaid thermos and a bag of apples and walk down to the stream. We’d swim in the cold current and stretch out on the big flat boulders as the water rushed around us. Giddy was too old and tired to walk all that way. She’d greet us at the bottom of the field when we returned, like a den mother. I never felt like a third wheel—I don’t know why not. Maybe I was too caught up in my own head. I pined for Brent. 
I had three hundred dollars in the bank. I needed to find a new job and a new apartment. I had no way to reach Brent, who was sleeping on people’s couches in Montreal. Last House itself had one old-fashioned phone in the kitchen, the last house on the Last Valley party line. My brain spun through possibilities of the future that were alternately fantastic and terrible: I would write for a mainstream paper, bringing the political conviction and sensibility of the Leaflet to a wider audience, and I’d move in with Brent; George McGovern would be our next president, and the war would end. Or I’d wind up waiting tables and moving back home to Mapleton; Nixon would win and start a nuclear war with the Soviet Union, and we would all die. I ate nothing even though Candy baked apple bread and custard pie and made great fragrant pots of Caribbean beans and rice. I drank strong, warmed-up coffee and took long solitary walks. I played the Les Paul and Mary Ford album Jade had found over and over: “Now the hacienda’s dark, the town is sleeping; now the time has come to part, the time for weeping.” I read A Farewell to Arms and railed against Hemingway’s chauvinism, then cried myself to sleep at the ending. It is still one of my favorite books. 
Candy wasn’t a big talker. She teased Harry about his shaggy hair, his white-boy wardrobe, his appetite. We had been so serious in our family; I think he felt liberated by being made to laugh at himself. Harry was in love. I am sure of it. I had never seen him so attentive to another person, so ebulliently happy. He did all the chores my father had taught him to do: splitting and stacking wood, cleaning gutters, weeding the perennial beds. He and Candy played checkers and he played the guitar Huff had left behind, and we all picked tiny worm-eaten apples from the tree out back. 
Little by little, the story of Candy’s flight from Newark emerged. Gerald Morse, her ex, had been an early member of the local Black Panthers. He was a former high-school football star with a following of local teenagers who worshipped the ground he walked on. Local law enforcement hated the sway he held in the community, his charisma and boldness. When a bank robbery/homicide in Jersey City went unsolved, an FBI informant framed Gerald for the crime. “Gerald was no saint,” Candy said with a weary sigh that spoke volumes, “but he was not a killer.” I didn’t doubt her. If the FBI could kill Fred Hampton in broad daylight, they could certainly lock up an unknown Black man like Gerald Morse on bogus charges. 
 
My mother sent a postcard from Paris: Dear Harry, it began. (They had no idea I was still there too, and certainly no idea about Candy.) Thank you for taking such good care of Giddy. I hope you two are snug and happy. Went to the Louvre today—this was my favorite painting. Isn’t she beautiful? (The image on the front was that dramatic Delacroix painting Liberty Leading the People, a lovely bare-breasted woman striding over a battlefield. Harry and I had a laugh about that, Lady Liberty as my mother’s alter ego.) Don’t forget to water the garden! Miss you. I found it funny to imagine either of my parents wandering the streets of Paris. My father hated cheese and my mother pronounced French people decadent. “What do you mean by that?” I had asked. “Hedonistic,” she demurred. “Impolite.” Harry and I had a field day with that. “How decadent,” I’d say when he burped or left the dishes in the sink. 
One day we hiked Last Mountain and climbed the rickety viewing tower at the top. You could see a long way from there, and Harry pointed out the wide green field that marked the valley and the flashing tin roof that was Last House. 
Candy punched him on the shoulder. “Look at you,” she said. “Mr. Big House.”
Harry looked at her with genuine surprise. “But it’s not my house.”
Candy raised her eyebrows. “And that’s not my foot.”
“It belongs to my father.”
“You stupid boy.” Candy grinned. “That house, and all this”—she waved her hand to encompass the surroundings—“you were born with it.” 
We didn’t explicitly talk about politics. We didn’t talk about what was happening with the Panthers or Candy’s ex; we didn’t talk about the war. We had no newspapers to read. The radio barely worked. I thought of my conversation with Brent—we had escaped. 
In retrospect I see Harry also had dark moods. He went for these long tromps through the woods that I mistook for peaceful reveries. It turned out later that he had been spiking trees at a logging site on the road to Banville, planting thick nails that would gum up the lumber company’s saws and sabotage their progress. He had learned this from a friend of Huff’s from Oregon. But I didn’t know that at the time. 
In the little cocoon the three of us occupied, Candy let pieces of herself emerge. She loved ice cream and hated chocolate because when she was a kid it gave her a rash. She played piano—a downstairs neighbor had given her lessons in exchange for housecleaning when she was growing up. She was mortally afraid of blood even though she wanted to be a nurse. Bedpans she could deal with, but needles and shots nauseated her. I admired her self-containment. She only said things that made sense. It made me aware of my tendency to chatter or cast around for meaning, of my nervous impulse to fill silence. 
Candy would sit impassively through some elaborate explanation or story I was telling and then ask something that illuminated the unnecessary complexity I’d pinned on it. “And so?” was her favorite question. 
And so? I could filter a lot of bullshit out of my life with this. Especially a lot of outrage. 
Candy’s own outrage was checked; it was a blunt and powerful weapon she kept covered because she knew how inexact outrage was, she understood its likeliness to destroy her as well as its target. My outrage, on the other hand, was a much smaller, less personally forged instrument. The world of the Leaflet had encouraged me to wave it constantly, a flamboyant symbol more than a real tool. 
 
Eventually I had to go back to the city to look for a job; I was broke, and the peace that suited Harry and Candy so well had run its course for me. Harry drove me to the bus. He and Candy were staying on with Giddy, who had taken a real shine to Candy and followed her everywhere now. 
That was the last time I saw him.
“Bye, Farmer Joe,” I said. It was another joke of ours.
“Wish me luck,” he said. Or am I imagining he said that? It would have been unusual. I hear it in my mind, though. In those unruly times it made sense. 
He waited on the sidewalk in front of the general store until the bus pulled away. He stood there waving wearing his favorite, threadbare checkered shirt. The sun lit him from behind and made his shaggy mess of hair all bright around the edges, as if he were on fire. 



Part III
Bet, Nick, and Katherine



Chapter 18
The flight to Tehran was a blur of fluorescent airplane lights, eye masks, stale peanuts, and sour coffee. Nick had his travel routines—a glass of whiskey after dinner, an aisle seat, his toothbrush in his briefcase, his jacket hung at the front of the plane. In a long marriage, there were lives you lived separately, and here was Nick’s: a life of international travel, of meetings with wealthy oil magnates, foreign diplomats, and Persian princes. Beside Bet, he slept soundly. But Bet could not sleep. Her brain and body jangled with the clatter of displacement; her life dragged behind her like a cluster of cans. 
Outside the window, the sky went from white to blue to black. At one point she dozed off, and when she woke, pinpricks of light dotted the earth below like tiny fires, candles grasped by so many faraway hands. 
They had spent the past four weeks in Paris while Nick attended a conference. Now they were going to Iran. Iran was a place Nick had spent so much time in; Bet had never visited. At Nick’s direction, she had packed dark trousers, long-sleeved blouses, and several scarves to tie over her hair. These would not be necessary in Tehran, but they would be in the countryside. And then a whole different wardrobe for the party at Persepolis. The shah was calling the event “the Greatest Party the World Has Ever Seen”—a grand way to introduce the new Iran to the world, a nation revitalized by oil and firmly planted in the twentieth century. Nick was somewhere between suspicious and alarmed by the whole thing, an attitude Bet did not wholly understand. Yes, it was over the top, even deplorable, for the monarch of a country in which many people still lived in poverty to spend more than the annual budget of Switzerland on a party. But Nick was so disturbed, so disappointed, even. It was as if he took some sort of personal responsibility. 
“He’s a king, what do you expect?” Bet had teased him lightly. Nick was not amused. 
“He’s the leader of the most progressive nation in the Middle East,” he corrected. And therein lay the problem. Once upon a time, he had not seen king and progressive leader as contradictory. 
In her head, Bet could hear her father’s voice: Don’t squander an opportunity to enjoy yourself—you won’t get one every day. She had bought a beautiful dress, the finest she had ever owned. It was made of a lovely shimmery purple fabric that held its shape and swung gracefully just above the floor. She was forty-eight—forty-eight! What a strange, grown-up age—past the bloom of youth and not yet fifty. Underneath her clothing, her body was still firm and strong. How many more years did she have of wearing a dress that emphasized the trimness of her waist, the strength of her tan arms? It had been cool in Paris, but it would be hot in Iran. She looked forward to the heat. 
“Did you remember to send Katherine our itinerary?” Bet asked.
“What’s that?” Nick had been falling asleep, his chin tucked unhandsomely.
“Katherine—does she have our itinerary?”
“Yes. She has it.”
“Oh, good. Go back to sleep.”
Nick raised an eyebrow. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine. Just thinking.”
He patted her hand and then, as if on second thought, brought it to his lips. “Try to sleep.”
But she didn’t want to. She had slept plenty in Paris. In Iran, she planned to be awake.
 
The weeks in Paris had passed quickly, a blur of museums and sights and long walks along the river Seine, mostly by herself, since Nick was occupied with the conference that had brought them there. Bet had never been to Europe before. She enjoyed the baguettes and the art and the beautiful Parisian shops. She also felt the particular loneliness of being alone among so many people. As she walked, her mind went mostly to her children: Why was Katherine working for that horrible paper? It wasn’t the politics Bet objected to, exactly, but the style of it—the embrace of slang and vulgarity (the most recent cover had featured a cartoon of God raping Uncle Sam above the words One Nation Under God). Was that really what Frank O’Malley had pulled himself out of poverty for? To have his granddaughter write, almost for free, for a vulgar, America-bashing publication? He would have rolled over in his grave if he could see. 
But Katherine would land on her feet. She always did. It was her nature.
Harry was another matter. He had driven them to the airport in her car and made two wrong turns, once almost sending them the wrong way up a service road for emergency vehicles. 
“Whoa, whoa, slow down,” Nick had said in his talking-to-a-crazy-person voice, which Bet had often been on the other end of herself. It always made things worse. 
“Do you want to drive, Dad?” Harry had said. “It’s fine. I’ll pull over right here.” The calm, un-irritable way he responded to his father’s words was chilling to Bet. It was as if he’d been lobotomized. Maybe being at Last House, in nature, out of the city and away from Katherine’s constantly riled friends, would return him to himself. 
In Paris, even when she wasn’t worrying about her children, Bet had not had intellectual, travel-inspired thoughts. Was it possible that years of motherhood, carrying out the tedious tasks of domestic life, had stamped out her ability to really think? Once upon a time, her brain had been filled with interesting, occupying ideas . . . her thesis at Vassar, her work at Arlington Hall. She stayed up at night turning over themes in novels, mulling over patterns and numbers. And she had mulled pressing questions about life—whom she’d marry, where she’d live, what purpose her life would have. Those questions were all answered now, except for purpose. There was plenty of space to consider that one. But the space itself was intimidating, a snowy plain stretching to the horizon. It was easier to populate it with worry. 
Iran, she hoped, would be different. It was so foreign and new and mysterious to her; she would immerse herself in learning a new place, having new ideas. 
“Be bold,” Harry had said when they hugged goodbye. It was a strange parting command. Especially coming from Harry.
*  *  *
When Bet and Nick’s plane landed in Tehran, a company Mercedes was waiting. It drove them through the streets of the city, and Bet took in the new buildings and bright, garish signs written in English and Farsi and Arabic and French. It was much more modern than she’d imagined! There were plastic awnings and traffic lights, giant signs hawking businesses and products, and construction everywhere! So much was being built. There were men in bell-bottoms and wide-collared shirts, women in short skirts, platform shoes, dark eye makeup. There were also women in headscarves and long black cloaks. Bet sat forward in her seat. In the distance, the Elburz Mountains rose above the plain, spectacular snow-covered peaks. 
They were staying at the Hilton, which was where Nick always stayed. It was an ugly, modern building that looked like a giant radiator cover. A valet rushed to open the door for Bet, bowing, dressed like a prince. Bet smiled and nodded awkwardly. Nick, however, seemed fully at home. The doorman greeted him by name. 
In the lobby, a long line of suitcases in front of the reception desk waited to be taken up to rooms. This felt precarious, the logistics of travel so openly exposed. Somehow this detail, more even than the Farsi written on street signs, the snowcapped mountains, or the dome-shaped temples, made Bet feel how far she was from America, where people were used to such realities being swept out of sight. 
Nick settled her on a plush bench beside a fountain (an indoor fountain! Beneath the sweet artificial smell of roses, the water smelled vaguely zoo-like) and went to check them in. He seemed energized by the place, the people, many of whom knew him by name. For the first time since getting on the plane, a wave of tiredness swept over Bet. She closed her eyes and listened to the swell of chatter in English, French, and Farsi, the whistles of the porters, the stiff cranking of luggage-cart wheels. The air-conditioning was cool. 
“Pardon me—Elizabeth Taylor?” a familiar voice interrupted her contemplation.
She opened her eyes, and there was Carter Weston.
“Carter!” she exclaimed, sitting upright.
“Don’t get up.” He sat down beside her. “Where’s that handsome husband of yours? Ah,” he said, his eyes landing on Nick, standing at the front desk. “Getting you checked in, of course. How was the flight?” 
“Fine. Long,” Bet said. It was not really such a surprise to see him here, Bet reminded herself. He, too, was going to the shah’s party. 
She had seen him many times since that long-ago night at the MacNamaras’ party. It had been awkward at first, for her, anyway—Carter never seemed to feel anything but at ease. “The best thing my father taught me,” he’d announced at a dinner party once, “was to enter every situation as if you belong.” Clearly, he had taken this to heart, and thanks in large part to this skill, they had moved seamlessly past the Incident, as she thought of it. 
But seeing him here, in this strange place, she felt a spark of—what? Was it unease? He looked different than he did in Last Valley. He wore a linen jacket and tie; his face was freshly shaved. 
“Are you staying here too?” she asked, blinking.
“Of course! Where else? This is the place.” He looked around as if taking in his environs for the first time and then, finding all in order, turned back to Bet. “So how do you like Iran so far?” 
“I don’t know—I guess I imagined it different. More . . .” She let her voice trail off.
“More?”
“Less modern, I guess, or just . . . different. All these years Nick’s been talking about it. You get such a picture of a place in your head, you know? And then when you get there, the reality feels strange. Like you’ve come to the wrong place. Don’t you ever have that?” 
“Hmm.” Carter neither nodded nor shook his head. He looked pensive.
“With people too, sometimes. You picture someone or remember them, and then suddenly you see them, and you feel, I don’t know—” Bet colored. What was she saying? 
“Disappointed?”
“No! Just—” She hesitated. At the front desk, Nick was tapping his papers on the counter in that way that signaled closure. He was finished. He nodded and scanned the room. She lifted her hand and waved. “Confused,” she finished. 
“Ah,” Carter said, rising to greet Nick. “Life is confusion.”
“Is it?” Bet said, and was surprised to feel herself blush.
*  *  *
Once Nick and Bet were checked in, there was a special tour of the hotel’s facilities and cocktails on the terrace with the other American and British guests, almost all of whom Nick knew. At the end of the night, on the stiff hotel mattress underneath the shiny bedspread in the chemical-smelling air, Bet slept the dreamless sleep of the dead. 
She woke feeling genuinely refreshed. Outside, the sun shone on the mountains, capped with snow, purple and bare in patches. A strange bird swooped. She and Nick made love—the magic of hotel rooms—then ate breakfast and spent the day visiting Nick’s favorite places. He had learned Persian history over the years of coming here as well as in school, where he had so curiously studied the Near East. He told her about Persia’s conquest by Muslim Arabs and about the Iranian renaissance, long before the West’s, the rise of the Kajars and the Pahlavis. It was all new and fascinating to Bet. She had not even realized Iran bordered the Soviet Union. Here, so far from all the shared business of their lives, she could see Nick more clearly as himself. Not as a husband or a father or a member of the Mapleton community but as his curious, bookish younger self. A man who, unlike many of his peers, would rather discuss The Rubáyát of Omar Khayyám than golf scores or the stock market. 
In the late afternoon they entered the courtyard of Golestan Palace, a gorgeously mosaicked building that had once been the seat of the Kajars, the site of the Pahlavi coronations. It was unlike anyplace Bet had ever been, the majesty of its arches and gardens, its reflecting pools and crystal chandeliers. 
“When I first came here,” Nick said, “half the palace was in rubble. Over there where those buildings stand.” He pointed at a street of modern commercial structures. “The old shah thought the palace was too big, too central, that it hindered the growth of a modern city. So, boom—” Nick gestured. “He smashed half of it, and then it took years for them to build anything new. It was just half a palace and a giant mound of rubble where all those ugly shops are now.” 
Bet regarded her husband. “You like knowing things,” she said.
He looked taken aback. “Is that bad?”
“Not at all! It’s admirable.” She meant this. Looking at his perplexed expression, she was struck suddenly by a twinge of sadness for her husband. He had come east from Wisconsin as an outsider and made his way up in a world full of family connections, money, and its own insider language. Knowledge, unlike these things, was an accessible currency—something he did not need to be born into, something he could acquire. So he had mastered information with the notion that this would garner respect and power, and while to some extent it had, he had not grasped the fact that there were chambers of power he would never be able to access. There was a kind of innocence, even naïveté, in his belief that knowing could compete with owning. 
 
On Tuesday they were to leave for the desert. Nick’s Iranian colleagues had arranged a camel caravan to take them to a desert camp. It was a plan that Nick had relished telling people about back home. They would picnic at an oasis, sleep in a tent, drink strong coffee from a silver samovar. In Mapleton, when he was at cocktail parties, his eyes would light up and he would rock a little on his toes describing it. 
But then at breakfast Nick received a telegram.
He read it, folded the paper crisply, twice, and took a breath. “They need me to stay here in Tehran.”
“Why? What about the desert?”
Nick sighed. “There’s been a hiccup in the negotiations.”
“No.” Bet sat back in her chair.
This was the nature of Nick’s work. He was negotiating a new deal with the Iranians, who were, along with all the other Middle East oil-producing countries, demanding more sovereignty over their own resources. The process was a tense and complicated back-and-forth. The shah was no longer a pliant American puppet who owed his throne to the CIA; he was the leader of a powerful country with the world’s second-largest oil reserves. “Why shouldn’t they have more say over their own oil prices?” Bet had asked recently. “It seems fair, since it comes out of their own ground.” 
“Sure,” Nick had answered. “It just has to be coordinated. The whole world runs on oil—we can’t let them hold everyone hostage to their demands.” 
“Although we’ve certainly held them to ours,”
Bet replied. She could see he did not like the way that sounded. 
Now, outside the window, the sun glittered on the fountain. She had been looking forward to the desert journey.
“I’ve been to the desert before.” Nick sighed. “And you’ll be fine with the others.”
Bet frowned. “I can’t go without you.”
“Don’t be silly. You didn’t come halfway around the world to sit around the Tehran Hilton, and you won’t be alone—Chrissy Friedland is going, and Lieutenant Colonel Dunbar, he’s a good man. The MacNamaras . . .” He frowned and then suddenly his face brightened. “I know,” he said. “I’ll tell Carter to take my place! He loves the desert.” 
“But—” Bet began.
“No!” Nick shook his head. “It’s the perfect solution. He’s a desert expert, practically.”
*  *  *
Carter did not join the desert party on the first night. There was a man who would drive him directly to the camp; the rest of them would spend the night in Yazd and then traverse the desert by camel the next morning. 
The city of Yazd was old and dusty, the people much more conservative and less friendly than in Tehran. Bet took in the sights—the Towers of Silence, which filled her with horror (the Zoroastrians had placed dead bodies here to be consumed by vultures), and the ancient mosque, the gardens and temples. Mostly, she just felt hot. The women swaddled in their headscarves, always chaperoned by men, made her nervous. She imagined Katherine’s response: The sexism! The repression! The subjugation of women! Katherine’s innate sense of indignation was often harnessed to her convictions as a feminist. 
“What does that mean, exactly?” Bet had asked once. “To you. What does it mean to be a feminist?”
“Choice!” Katherine had rolled her eyes at her mother’s perpetual backwardness. “Freedom! Equal opportunity and pay, freedom from men’s projections and constraints!” 
Exhibit A, Bet imagined Katherine telling her friends, my mother, an intelligent woman with a top-shelf education and a taste of work—real work! Meaningful work! (Katherine remained impressed by Bet’s job at Arlington Hall, even if it had been in service of the male-driven war machine)—just languishing in suburban Connecticut, gardening and cooking and baking cookies for Harry’s Boy Scout troop!
She was a hell of a lot luckier than Katherine’s great-grandmother had been, Bet would have liked to point out. Poor Granny had worked her fingers to the bone washing other people’s dirty undergarments. She would have thought she’d died and gone to heaven if she’d found herself with nothing to do except garden and cook. 
The whole line of thought was unsettling. It was too late to do something different with her life. She hated the aimless wandering about Yazd that had made her reflect on it. 
So it was a relief when finally the little party set off for the desert. Arash, the polite young man who had arranged the trip, drove them to the edge of the desert. The camel camp was at the end of the road. In front of it, the pavement simply stopped, the tar like a scab on the edge of the desert, curled up at the rim, crumbling. It made the infrastructure of civilization look paper-thin, a delicate web laid over the face of the earth. 
“Last year,” Arash said proudly, “the shah made all the roads here in this part. Before, it was”—he searched for the words—“only villages, dirt paths.” 
“What a marvelous achievement!” Dwight MacNamara exclaimed. It was his default position, proclaiming everything the shah did marvelous. 
The camels actually were marvelous. This was Bet’s first encounter with them. She had seen them only in National Geographic. They were much stranger and more amazing in person, with their bulky bodies and spindly legs, their cartoonish faces and teeth that stuck straight out. The one before her crouched down with its legs folded, praying mantis–like. 
“So I just climb up?” she asked the Bedouin boy who was in charge. He shrugged irritably. He seemed annoyed by the whole group; the whole enterprise, really. She didn’t blame him. He tossed smirky comments at the girl helping Dwight onto his camel. 
Bet managed to clamber on top of the awkward pile of carpets on the creature’s back, and without warning it rose, front legs first, creating a precipitous incline that nearly sent her crashing back to earth. Once it was standing, though, she was so tall! And the creature was placid, much calmer and more hospitable than a horse. Camels didn’t run or buck or rear up, after all, did they? 
Antonia MacNamara, however, was not enjoying the experience. “I don’t think it’s for me,” she kept saying from the ground, where she was refusing to mount the camel. “I didn’t realize what it would be like.” 
“But it’s lovely, darling, once you’re topside,” Dwight kept saying. Topside. Bet wanted to laugh. 
“Would you like my camel?” Arash asked Antonia. “He is maybe a little smaller?” He looked distraught by her resistance. All his planning and thoughtful preparations! He probably had not expected such a basic problem so early on. 
Finally, Antonia was persuaded to heave herself up; the camel stood; and the whole party was topside. What a picture they made, all these Westerners in their linens and big hats clinging to these prehistoric creatures. Bet felt giddy with the newness of it. 
And the place—the desert—was amazing. Nick was right. As the camels walked, the flat pebble-strewn sand at the end of the road gave way to finer, redder sand dotted with tiny, delicate green plants and fossilized egg-like things that turned out to be camel poo. (“Droppings!” Antonia exclaimed as if this were outlandish. “But, so many?”) On either side of the valley, dunes rose smooth and pristine and otherworldly, their shadows making crisp undulating patterns. 
Four p.m. is the hottest time of day, Bet could hear Nick saying. I learned that on Saipan. It was the only casual thing Bet had ever heard him say about the war. Even now, she knew so little about his time in the Pacific. He had slept in a foxhole. He had sunburns so bad that they turned the delicate skin around his eyes permanently white. He had carried Paul Bowen’s body out of the jungle and laid it on the beach. It struck her sometimes that the mystery between them was imbalanced. Her own secret pieces were so much less secret. Her life unfolded against known backdrops: Mapleton, New York, Connecticut—there was nowhere she had been that her husband hadn’t also, except in her mind. Was this why women had bigger imaginations? Because they never actually got to go places? There was a topic she would have explored if she were an English professor, if she’d gotten her PhD. What do you think of that, Blankenship? Her thoughts were incongruous to the desert, but then what would make sense to think about here? Sand, wind, geology? She knew nothing of these. But this was silly—knowledge wasn’t a requisite of thought, was it? She could think about the stones, the sand, the shapes of the dunes and wonder what forces had crafted them, what they were made of, without really knowing. Only it felt futile trying to determine the answers without a foundation of facts. Science had made supposition so much less interesting. When she got back, she would have to find a book about geology. 
The camp, when they reached it, was a series of blanket tents, a central one in the middle ringed with cushions, its flaps trimmed with shiny metal coins. A hot wind covered them all with a fine layer of dust. 
Bet rinsed off in the bathroom tent, a roofless enclosure with a pitcher and a basin and a bouquet of dried herbs hanging above a hole in the ground. This was the toilet. Antonia would not like that. Bet went to her own tent, which she was sharing with Chrissy Friedland, the Life magazine society columnist. Dwight, in his infinite wisdom, had invited Chrissy to join them; potentially the desert camp would be the beginning of the article she was writing about the shah’s party. The result would surely be snarky and embarrassing. Chrissy was lying on her cot with a mask of cold cream on her face. “My skin is wrecked,” she announced. 
“It is dry out here,” Bet murmured. Chrissy depressed her. She had a broad, disingenuous smile and regarded Bet with unapologetic disinterest. Bet was not an exciting subject—she was not a princess or a billionaire or
a CIA agent. 
In the common living-room tent, Lieutenant Colonel Dunbar was lounging awkwardly on an improvised sofa made of piled rugs and pillows. His large, very American body did not seem suited to this type of furniture. He reminded her of Humpty-Dumpty. The whole tent was lit with twinkling candles and strewn with pillows and silks, like a harem in some Victorian fantasy. “I’m ready for a stiff one,” Dunbar announced when she entered. “Two gin and tonics, and make mine a double,” he barked at a young man who appeared from the shadows. This was not a roughing-it operation, apparently. “It will be comfortable” was Nick’s description, by which she had understood there would be a cot. Instead, the man brought cocktails with ice cubes (ice in the desert!) and a tray of canapés. Lieutenant Colonel Dunbar wore a freshly pressed uniform. She regretted her dusty, camel-smelling slacks. 
“Have you done this before?” she asked. “Camped in the desert?”
“I have not,” he marveled, as if this were a most astounding fact.
“I had no idea it would be so . . . posh.”
“Oh, they know how to do things nicely here.” He took a sip of his cocktail. “The shah is a Renaissance man. So it starts top down, you know; it’s a top-down country.” 
“I see.” Bet hoped someone else would come soon. Over the tinkling of coins, she could hear the MacNamaras arguing in their tent. 
“It’s a shame Nick couldn’t join us,” Dunbar said, looking genuinely regretful. “It’s a bum business, negotiating with the Persians.” 
“Why? Are they particularly difficult to negotiate with?”
“Oh, no, I’m only joking, only joking,” he huffed. “This your first time over here?”
“It is,” Bet said, trying to sound cheery.
“Ah.” Dunbar sat forward. “It’s an amazing place, the Middle East. Much more than just Arabs and oil. Thousands of years of history. Have you been to Isfahan yet? Now, there’s a great city. And wait until you see Persepolis. It really is a wonder, a fantastic site for the party—” 
Bet’s soul shrank at the prospect of Dunbar starting into some lengthy description of Persepolis.
“What do you do here, Colonel?” Bet asked, cutting him off. “I mean, of course I know you’re in the navy, but what does the navy do here, exactly? Is that an awkward question?” 
“No, no,” Dunbar barked, though he looked taken aback, although whether by the question or the interruption was unclear. “We do all the usual things. Keeping the peace, maintaining security. But we also have the special task”—he winked at her—“of servicing all the toys the shah buys.” 
“The toys?”
“The weaponry—the F-4s and C-130s, helicopters. We can barely build ’em fast enough. But the folks here know practically nothing about how to maintain weapons or use them, so we need to send in our people. To the tune of around twenty thousand trainers and technicians. That’s the bulk of what we’re doing here.” 
“Oh!” Bet sat back. “I see.” The desert looked suddenly much less peaceful. “What does the shah want with all that?”
“Ha!” Dunbar set down his empty glass, and, as if he’d been watching all along, the young server appeared with a tray to whisk it away. “One more,” Dunbar said. “What does he want them for? Who the hell knows. But it’s good he’s got ’em because it scares off the Russkies, tamps down the Communists.” He leaned forward. 
“It always comes down to that here.”
Dunbar regarded Bet uncertainly. “Well, in a way, I guess you could say so.”
“Which seems funny, doesn’t it? In such an ancient country when Communism is, what, not even a century and a half old. I mean, it seems unlikely the country would just roll over and turn Communist.” 
“Well.” Dunbar raised his eyebrows and stared into his new drink. “I don’t know, it could happen, certainly. Right? I’m sure Nicky would agree.” 
Bet shrugged. It occurred to her it might be controversial to say such things to an officer of the navy. “Maybe,” she continued anyway. “It does seem convenient, though, us buying their oil and them putting the money right back in our pockets.” 
Dunbar gaped at her.
Mercifully, at that moment there was a commotion outside—headlights and the sound of a jeep pulling up to the camp. The motor was shut off. A door slammed; voices called greetings in English and Arabic. 
“Greetings, fellow Bedouins!” Carter said, entering the tent. “My dear.” He gave Bet a kiss on the cheek. “Sir.” He inclined his head toward Dunbar. He was wearing a dark red Bedouin turban, which looked ridiculous on him. 
“Wouldn’t you know it, Weston’s gone native.” Dunbar hooted.
“A little disguise to throw them off my scent.” Carter grinned, unwinding it and accepting a drink from the ubiquitous young man with the tray. 
“Really? You needed a disguise?” Bet asked.
“No. Keeps the sand off.”
Dunbar laughed uproariously.
“So how was your journey out here?” Carter addressed Bet. “Did you get a good camel or a bad one?”
“Are there bad ones?”
“Oh, definitely. They can be downright ferocious. Bite your hand off with those crooked teeth.”
Dunbar guffawed. “Don’t believe a word he says.”
“I don’t,” Bet said.
Dunbar sobered. “So you two are acquainted?”
“Bets and I go way back,” Carter said.
And despite herself, Bet felt pleased by the look of approval—or admiration?—that crossed Dunbar’s face. Friendship with Carter was a strong currency. 
 
Supper consisted of grilled fish and rice and tomato salad served on real china plates at a long table beneath the stars. Afterward, they had a sticky flan-like dessert, port, and juniper liqueur in tiny, intricately ornamented metal cups. Bet felt heady with the strangeness of it and the buzz of the juniper liqueur. 
The MacNamaras bickered their way through the meal: Was Antonia allergic to the camels or were her sinuses dry from the desert air? Did crème brûlée give Dwight indigestion or was Antonia remembering wrong?
They went back and forth. It was a kind of rote theater, only it was unclear whom it was meant to entertain. 
Meanwhile, Chrissy grilled Carter on the shah’s inner circle: How did the queen feel about her sister-in-law? Had Carter ever met her? Who were the shah’s closest friends in the U.S. government? Carter professed total ignorance. Dunbar had gone from boisterous to melancholy. 
Bet had downed three drinks herself and was happy to sit, glassy-eyed, in the comfort of the cushions.
At some point she excused herself to use the bathroom—or the hole in the ground, to be exact. When she returned, she paused before the entrance to the tent. The voices rose and fell, and the candlelight flickered. Then, instead of turning into the tent, she walked past and made her way up the nearest dune, first taking off her shoes and holding them in her hand. The sand was soft and cool beneath her bare feet. At the top, she sat and looked over the tents. The main one shed a wide square of light from its entrance. Even up here, the sound of laughter and voices carried. The smaller tents were dark, friendly humps against the glimmering sand, a sort of mini-civilization or simply a herd of sleeping creatures. Then she turned and looked the other way, deeper into the desert, over the dark sea of dunes. 
And the stars! They were truly brighter and lower than any she had seen before. Hanging in the sky was suddenly an expression she understood because they actually looked suspended, dangling at different lengths. “Can I still make a wish if I see more than one star?” she remembered seven-year-old Harry asking. “You can always make wishes. Anytime,” she had answered. His perplexed face stared at her. “But then why is the first star special?” Where was that little boy now? She could almost smell the cold-pennies-warm-sweat scent of him when he came in from playing in the leaves, feel the baby fat on his cheek as it pressed into her bare arm. So much of parenting was about loss, people said. And she had thought it meant loss of herself, loss of control as your children grew up, loss as they moved out and on with their lives, and certainly there was that. But that wasn’t the real stick of it. You lost those little people that you loved, and you didn’t even know it until suddenly you looked back at a photo or a memory and realized they were gone—absolutely vanished. Time took them. You couldn’t reach out and hold their hands when they were afraid or smooth their brows when they worried. Their hands were something else now—bigger, tougher—their brows pimpled or wrinkled, broader. Poof! They had metamorphosed, and the metamorphosis was not the lovely, benign process you were taught in school, caterpillar to butterfly, but a seemingly sudden erasure and replacement. 
“See anything good up there?” a voice behind her said.
“Holy Mother of God!” Bet jumped in surprise.
It was Carter; he lowered himself to sit beside her on the sand. “Sorry, did I scare you? I thought you might’ve fallen into the hole.” 
“God, no! I just—wanted to see the stars.”
Carter rested his arms on his knees, hands hanging between them, and turned his face skyward. They were silent together, the ghosts of her children falling away with his presence. 
“It’s strange to think of home from here, isn’t it?” she said eventually. “It feels so abstract.”
“I don’t.”
“Think of home? Not at all?”
Carter shook his head. “That’s what the desert’s good for—erasing thought.”
Bet frowned. “But thought is all there is here, isn’t it? Otherwise it’s just emptiness.”
Carter lifted a palmful of sand and let it run through his fingers. “Thought is full of people and goals and ideas. Those are irrelevant here.” 
“So, then, what? What is relevant here?”
“Survival.”
“Survival,” Bet repeated. “I’d say we’re doing all right on that front with our tents and pillows and cocktails down there.”
“Down there,” Carter scoffed, “is all about trying not to be in the desert. The people who really live here, who’ve always lived here, they know about survival. Their tents don’t look like that. They understand how to be part of the desert.” 
Bet looked over at Carter, his face illuminated by moonlight. “You’re into survival,” she said, the idea coming clear to her as she spoke. 
Carter laughed. “You could say so.”
She narrowed her eyes. “Why?”
“Why.” Carter lay back on the sand. “Well, it’s what life is, right? Survival? We’ve dressed it up with cars and jobs and money and cities. That’s all just stuff.” 
“You really believe that? Survival is an end unto itself?”
“That’s about right.”
Bet shuddered. “That seems awfully bleak.”
Carter laughed. “Well, you and Nick can have your high-minded ideas and I’ll focus on keeping us alive. That’s a good division of labor.” 
Bet lay back on the sand and stared at the stars. “Remember that conversation we had when we first visited Last House? About the world ending? Were you serious about that?” 
“Did you think I wasn’t?”
Bet looked over at his profile. “I don’t know.” She sighed. It was so long ago now, the memory seemed to come from another life. “I mean, I worry about that, with all the bombs and the Soviets rolling their tanks all over Europe . . . I tell myself I’m just anxious. That people who know more know it won’t come to that.” 
Carter turned his head to look at her. “I think you’re wise,” he said with real seriousness.
She looked back at him, and he did not smile. She was aware suddenly of the fact that she was lying down—her body stretched out on the sand, limbs, bare arms, and back. People had said the desert would be cold at night, but it wasn’t. Even so, she shivered. 
Carter spoke. “You know I’m in love with you, right?”
She told herself she had not heard him correctly. “What?” she asked stupidly.
He kept his eyes on her. And for that instant it felt as though her blood had turned to pins and needles, a sudden, terrifying stream of shattered glass. She was a woman someone was in love with, a woman she thought she’d left behind, as disappeared as her small children. 
As if in slow motion, she felt him leaning over her. His cheeks were rough with the faint stubble of a beard and there was a small, uneven scar on his chin. He kissed her lightly, and his lips were warm and dry and strange. She was aware of a powerful current it would be easy to jump into, much easier than to resist, delicious and exciting but also terrifying, leading—where? A crushing waterfall. 
She sat sharply upright. She was a loyal wife, a sensible, committed mother. From below, there was the sound of laughter and voices. Figures emerged from the tent into the lamplight. 
“I’m sorry,” Bet said, scrambling to her feet, heart pounding.
Carter looked up at her.
For a moment Bet regretted having pulled away. In her mind she could hear Harry’s question from so long ago: Are you open to experience? She felt the cold tentacles of doubt. Was her resistance reflexive? Was her loyalty merely cowardice? 
“Bet,” Carter said, reaching for her hand. He did not look discomfited or questioning. He looked definite. And there was such a lure to this. He was a man who made the world conform to his vision of it, and his vision was, at base, dictated by a simple equation: He wanted what he wanted. He didn’t care about grand ideals and possibilities. He cared about survival. 
And just as quickly as doubt had swept through her, revulsion took its place.
“You’re not in love with me,” she said, her voice sounding harsh to her own ears. “You’re only distracting yourself.”
 
In her cot that night, she could not sleep. Her mind played and replayed what had happened on the dunes in a kind of frenzied re-creation, as if the exact sequence of Carter’s words and her reactions held the key to something vital. But what? There was no treasure to dig out of the wreck. There was no wreck! Only a precipice that she had teetered at the edge of before pulling back onto solid ground. 
When Chrissy Friedland came in at one a.m., smelling of wine and perfume, Bet feigned sleep. And the effort to keep from moving about, switching positions, changing her pillows felt like a kind of metaphor—she was imprisoned in her own body, bound by her own aversion to the intimacy of making conversation in the darkness while lying in her pajamas, without dignity. 
When Chrissy finally lay down and began snoring, Bet rose, grabbed the blanket, and walked out of the tent and into the night, wearing slippers as they’d all been instructed. Scorpions scuttled about in the darkness; a sting from one could kill a person. But she was not frightened. Hugging the blanket around her shoulders, she felt the hum of the universe: the stars, the dunes, the disparate group of humans who had gone to great lengths to sleep here in their flimsy tents . . . and at home, her children, her neighbors, looking up at the same sky, facing the same ultimate questions. They were all part of it. It was not only survival—there was something worth striving to understand. The thought was steadying. It reminded her of Nick. 



Chapter 19
Nick’s disappointment at missing the desert camp was acute. The morning Bet left, he picked at his breakfast and was curt with the waiter. In the garden at the Hilton, he stood frowning at the fountain instead of taking his usual brisk walk. It was childish, even maudlin to sulk. He was here for his work. The desert was a small piece of a larger picture. Still, it was meant to be—what? A piece of himself amid the circus. He had brought Bet here, to Iran, to his work, and he wanted her to see what he saw, not only the pomp and the bustle and riches of the shah’s party, but something more elemental and profound about him. He loved camping in the desert. A tent under the stars was a small and personal counter to all the pockets of stark, urban loneliness he so often felt in travel. Now she would see it, but by herself, without him. 
What was it Bet had said when they were leaving the U.S.? “Every marriage needs a change of scene in midlife, some way to redefine itself.” She had read this in a women’s magazine. It made Nick uneasy. Did every marriage really need that? What if the marriage needed its scaffolding, its routines and habits and adjacent members of the community? What if, without the routines and structures and community it lived in, it simply fell apart? Bet seemed determined to carry out some sort of radical, albeit temporary, uprooting, though. So to Nick, the trip had taken on the proportions of an unspoken test. 
So far he was unsure how their marriage was faring on this test. In Paris, Bet had seemed happy enough; she enjoyed ferreting out bistros and trying rich French foods and seeing the exhibits. It had been special, different, and exciting to be together in strange beds far from their children and domestic obligations. After all, they had married during wartime. They had never had a honeymoon. The newness made them both shy at first. One night they walked down the Champs-Élysées, light-headed with wine, to their hotel and straight to bed, speechless, not stopping to hang their jackets or freshen up, and made love with a silent, hungry, and untempered passion that surprised them both. 
But with Bet, there was always retreat. Advance and retreat. When Nick felt a closeness envelop them, a new hole would open, the wind of distance blowing in. “What are you thinking?” he’d ask as she lay beside him. “Did I say something?” 
“No,” she insisted, “nothing.” He sensed the question itself, the acknowledgment of change, irritated her. “I’m just being quiet.” But he did not understand this. He felt moods were supposed to be like broad, steady container ships—they were not supposed to swerve or speed or come to sudden stops. Somehow the idea of this, in his mind, anyway, became part of the marriage test; he felt their connection should temper the rapidness of Bet’s mood shifts. And he seemed to be failing at this. Bet was as moody, as likely to retreat as she had been at home—maybe even more so. 
 
After Bet left for the desert, Nick rode the elevator to the top-floor conference room. It was a bland, “international” space Nick had spent more time in than he cared to think about. The sight of the long table and the stiff black chairs filled him with dread. Once upon a time, he had felt a genuine tick of excitement when he entered negotiations. The threat of nuclear annihilation lurked behind the delicate work of divvying up resources, maintaining the balance of power. But somewhere along the way he had lost track—how exactly was his work helping to prevent nuclear war? 
Now he felt mainly fatigued. It was an increasingly fraught business, managing the delicate agreements between Middle Eastern governments and the various international oil companies. Tensions that had once seemed like a riveting puzzle to solve had become intractable and tedious. He no longer had much to do with the CIA. The lines between government and industry were clearer, and the CIA itself had become a different sort of place than it was in 1953; the roles of agents and assets and consultants were more regulated, formalized. The active work of effecting change was done by real agents officially trained and in the CIA’s employ. Even the work itself seemed to have become rougher and more violent: assassinations and coups, shoring up banana republics. It was far from the heady optimism of the Bingham-courtyard days. Or was it only Nick himself who’d grown more gimlet-eyed? Had it always been like this? Anyway, it was for the best, really. Nick did not want a hand in that kind of work. All the same, he had a certain longing for the feeling of purpose that had been so essential to his early days in Iran. 
Carter was no longer CIA, or at least not in Iran. He was a “business consultant” to the shah, which meant, essentially, a weapons dealer. He had channeled his anti-Communist fervor into the project of amassing F-16s and tanks and machine guns for Iran, which had not actually become the Shangri-La of the Middle East that Nick had once imagined they were all working toward. 
“Why are you going to a party to celebrate a monarch when half of
his people live in poverty while he spends his country’s income on caviar and secret police and bomber planes?” Katherine had challenged Nick the last time they argued. Argued being a euphemism; Katherine lectured, ranted. 
“He’s also built roads and schools and hospitals and given women rights,” Nick countered. But he resented being cast in the position of defender of this party, which was at best a public relations debacle and at worst a dangerous advertisement of inequity. The Iranian mullahs who had helped put the shah in power in 1953 were calling it “the devil’s party.” They had turned on the shah and his decadent habits completely, which made everyone—the shah, the American government, and the oil industry—nervous. International magazines and columnists reported breathlessly on the Limoges tableware, the Lanvin waiters’ costumes, the fifty thousand songbirds flown in from Europe to twitter among the branches of trees planted along the road to Persepolis. This morning, the birds were rumored to have dropped dead. The climate of Iran was too hot; the transport had been too taxing; they were not meant to fly on airplanes and flitter through a desert. It was an obvious, ominous metaphor. 
Still, Katherine’s knee-jerk cynicism annoyed him. She had never even been to the Middle East. She knew nothing about Iran. She knew nothing about the oil industry or the complicated politics of resource distribution. She had never even taken an economics class. She did not grasp that she was on the top floor of a great complicated structure with her lofty ideals while he was in the basement, stoking the boiler, making sure she would not freeze to death. Her generation took so much for granted! All the peace and plenty they had grown up with wasn’t given—it was protected by a sheath of young men’s bones strewn across Europe and the Pacific. 
Now, in the dank conference room at the top of the Hilton, the secretary of Iran’s Energy Department clinked his glass with a utensil. “Shall we begin?” The room came to order. Nick pulled in his chair and straightened his papers. The tall windows of the room were smudged with grease. The air was thick with the smell of cigarette smoke and coffee. The men around the table all looked like they could use a good night’s sleep. 
 
Three days later, the final contracts were finished.
Congratulations were wired from the State Department; grumbles were heard from some corners of the oil industry. The Iranians were pleased that they had won a higher percentage of the revenue, and American Oil was happy that it had won conditions for greater market stability. The director of the hotel distributed boxes of sticky Persian nougat. And the Iranian minister of finance sent a velvet box containing a silver-filigreed pendant for Bet. Graciously, Nick accepted the thanks, though he felt no satisfaction. 
 
On the day Bet was to return from the desert, Nick flew to Shiraz, where he and Bet and all the other lower-tier party guests were staying. The dignitaries were being housed on-site at Persepolis in a village of lavishly constructed air-conditioned silk tents. Prince Philip, Spiro Agnew, Emperor Haile Selassie, Princess Grace—the list went on. The shah had extended invitations to every head of state in the world, which presented almost insurmountable security challenges; he had arranged for sixty-five thousand soldiers and secret police to protect the festivities. The queen of England had declined, as had President Nixon. But there were still plenty of foreign leaders and royals in attendance: the queen of Sweden, the king of Jordan, Prince Juan Carlos and the aga khan . . . 
From the window of the taxi, Nick saw uniformed soldiers everywhere. The streets themselves were unusually neat and empty. Red bulletproof Mercedes sedans whisked the shah’s most famous guests through town. The hotel Nick and Bet were staying in was brand-new, built for the occasion, a modern, white stairstep-shaped monstrosity. Nick checked in and then waited in the lobby for the desert campers to arrive, drinking cup after cup of strong black tea. 
Finally, midafternoon, a dust-covered van arrived.
Bet was the first off. She looked windblown and disheveled. Her expression was agitated. Which was odd; Nick always found the nothingness of the desert calming. 
He kissed her on the cheek and took her elbow. “What did you think?”
“Oh, it was beautiful, Nicky. Strange.” She pushed her hair out of her eyes. “I don’t know what I thought yet.”
“It is strange,” he said, trying to conceal the obscure pang of disappointment he felt. He had wanted her to love the desert too. 
In the elevator, he leaned in and kissed her. She stiffened. “I’m sorry. I’m just so dusty and sweaty,” she said. “What time do we have to be at the dinner tonight? I wanted to curl my hair.” 
“Not till five.” Nick could feel the familiar chasm opening between them.
“The camp was a bit much,” she said. “All that effort to re-create the comforts of home, the gin and tonics and cocktail-party talk. The MacNamaras.” She rolled her eyes. “They’re even worse here than they are in Last Valley. I would have liked it more if I’d gone with you.” 
This was reassuring. “What about Carter?” he asked. “He was a good addition, wasn’t he?”
“Oh, sure.” Bet shrugged. “Carter was fine.”
 
Even after Bet had showered and changed, Nick continued to feel distance between them. Bet seemed distracted, even hassled, like a woman whose nerves were jarred. 
“Did you hear anything from Harry while I was gone?” she asked later in the taxi on the way to the welcome dinner. “Any letters or messages to the hotel?” 
Nick shook his head. He did not say: Did you really expect Harry to write? “I’m sure he’s fine,” he said instead. 
Of course, Nick worried about Harry too. Not in the same endless way Bet did, but fundamentally. The week before Nick and Bet left for Paris, Nick had bought Harry a fishing rod and a box of flies and planned an outing to the Battenkill River. When Harry was a boy, he and Nick had fished together often, and Harry loved it; he was capable of stillness and quiet, better suited to the activity than Katherine had been. When the two were fishing in companionable silence, Nick always felt a sweet and steadfast connection with his son. But when Nick showed Harry the new rod, he only looked at it sadly. “I can’t do that anymore,” he’d said. “Doesn’t feel right to take some innocent creature’s life.” Nick had gaped at him. But you wanted to go to war! he did not say. What did you think you would be doing in Vietnam? The illogic of it was confounding—the extremity of the position, the needless censorship. It was as if Harry’s thoughtfulness had atrophied. 
“Do you think the people here like Americans, Nicky?” Bet asked, jarring Nick from this memory. She was looking out the window of the taxi, which was now winding its way through a dense, more urban neighborhood than the leafy enclave of the hotel. There were more people here—men leaning against the walls of shops and houses, smoking and talking, sitting in small cafés, and fewer women than they’d seen in Tehran. Many of the women here wore head coverings. 
“Sure!” he said. “For the most part.”
“I don’t know,” Bet said doubtfully. Following her gaze, Nick could see pedestrians eyeing their shiny orange taxi warily.
“They may be uneasy on account of the party,” Nick said. “All the soldiers around, and the articles in the papers—”
As he spoke, a commotion erupted in front of a vegetable shop. Two men grasped a third man—or a boy, really, no more than seventeen—twisted his arms behind his back, and muscled him across the sidewalk. His eyes were full of terror. A woman who had been standing beside the boy cried out. She was immediately shushed by those around her, enveloped like a man being held back from a fight. But there was no fight. Only this boy and the two men now shoving him roughly forward into a van parked on the street. 
“What are they doing?” Bet gasped.
As rapidly as the commotion had erupted, it was over, like a vanishing ripple in the surface of a pond. The woman had disappeared; the boy was in the van. If it weren’t for the looks on the bystanders’ faces, their anxious, avoidant eyes, you wouldn’t know anything had happened. 
Nick caught the eye of the driver in the rearview mirror, and he, too, looked away.
“What was that?” Bet said. “Was that the SAVAK?” There had been much written of the shah’s secret police in the international papers. 
“I don’t know,” Nick said.
Bet looked at him. “Is that how they—operate?”
“I don’t know,” Nick repeated.
“Was it? SAVAK?” Bet leaned forward to ask the driver.
The man’s eyes darted to Nick’s, and Nick raised his eyebrows, echoing his wife’s question.
Almost imperceptibly, the driver dipped his head in assent.
“Jesus,” Bet said. “How awful.” She shivered. “It was so—muted.”
Nick nodded stupidly. He understood, of course, that the SAVAK was a component of the shah’s law and order, that its operations were unorthodox. Until now, though, he had not actually witnessed it in action. 
“The people seemed so frightened,” Bet said. “The way they quieted that woman.”
Outside, more eyes followed the progress of the taxi, not with malice but with fear.
Bet sighed. “It isn’t right.” The streets once again grew broader and emptier; they were now entering a more affluent part of town. Bet turned back to Nick. “It isn’t right,” she repeated more forcefully. 
“It isn’t.” Nick shook his head. He was aware of the emptiness of his words, the hypocrisy of his position, and aware also of how he looked through Bet’s eyes: not like a man helping with the spread of progress but like a man complicit in an unjust system, an ignorant interloper in a country that was not his own. 
“I’m sorry you had to see that,” he said, and the look Bet gave him reminded him of one of Katherine’s expressions, a kind of incredulous disdain. 
He made his way through the rest of the evening in a haze, through the long, dull dinner full of ponderous speeches about freedom and safety and progress, the beauty of international cooperation, followed by dull talk about the oil industry. Every time he looked over at Bet, seated between a jowly Texas oilman and a slim, tragic-looking Iranian consul, she seemed to be staring uneasily around the room. 
Going home, they shared a taxi with a long-winded attaché of the British embassy who droned on about Iranian design motifs. Nick and Bet barely exchanged three words. From time to time, Nick tried to determine what she was thinking. Did you hate that dinner? What do you think of this place? Did you miss me in the desert? he wanted to ask. 
But when he got into bed after brushing his teeth, she was already asleep, or at least pretending to be.
*  *  *
The next morning, Nick got up early to play tennis with a younger colleague. He dragged himself out of bed and dressed without waking Bet. Afterward he returned to their room, overheated and with a headache, to find Bet was gone. The early-morning heat and vigorous exercise had made him feel strange, almost feverish. He took three aspirin, lay down, and fell into a restless sleep. 
When he woke, it was already afternoon. Bet was gently shaking his foot.
“We’ve got to get ready for the big event, Nicky,” she said. Her voice was kind, not distant or hassled as it had been last night. She ran her hand lightly over his cheek. 
He clasped her fingers in relief. His mouth felt dry, and his head still hurt. Something bad had happened or was happening; he had a general sense of this, untethered to specifics. But he felt also how starved he was for his wife’s affection, how hungry for warmth. 
 
At the appointed hour, a sleek black car arrived to transport them to Persepolis (the red Mercedes sedans the shah had imported for the occasion were reserved for the high-profile guests). They traveled for almost an hour across the desert plain before the car pulled into a grand circular drive. When Nick and Bet climbed out, they could see the ruin, bathed in a dramatic sweep of evening light. Persepolis rose from the desert like something dropped from another planet, its symmetry and otherworldly scale not intended for humans. But they were not meant to stand and gawk. The guests exiting the vehicles were immediately flanked by regal guards who escorted them to the entrance of the grand banquet tent. 
Here there was something of a chaotic scene. A line of distinguished guests—among them oil-industry titans, members of the shah’s family, beautiful, fabulously attired princes and queens, movie stars, and presidents—waited to enter. They were meant to greet the shah and his queen in the manner of wedding guests in a receiving line, but the protocol of who came first and for how long each person was to speak with the shah had been left uncertain, and the ensuing backlog meant the line, which now included lesser dignitaries such as Nick and Bet, snaked around the corner in an undignified sprawl. A stiff wind was picking up, blowing fine sand over the guests. 
Bet was unfazed. “Look, it’s Grace Kelly,” she said, squeezing Nick’s arm. “And who is that funny little man with the mustache?” Her face looked youthful, girlish even, in her excitement. He was relieved to see her so animated. The sapphire earrings he had given her last Christmas dangled against her graceful neck. She had never worn them before. Maybe, it occurred to him, in her life in Mapleton, she longed for more glamour, more reasons to dress up. Was this something he had not understood about his wife? 
Inside the tent, the air was too cold and smelled faintly of air-conditioning fluid. Waiters lined the entrance, holding champagne flutes on silver trays. Atop a long, serpentine table, stuffed peacocks rested on heaps of exotic fruits. The guests circled about uneasily; there was too much splendor and strangeness for normal conversation. Nick looked around. There was Colonel Dunbar, and there was Chrissy Friedland, but where was Carter? 
Bet was swallowed by a bevy of British and American wives, the spouses of fellow oil-consortium men. Usually she found these women insular and provincial, but tonight, she seemed happy enough to be whisked off to the bar with them. Her spirits had been righted, thank God—the dinner yesterday and the incident on the way there had receded. This was a relief. 
“Can it be Sir Nicholas Taylor?” someone behind him said.
“Nick Taylor,” Nick affirmed, turning.
“Ahmad Marhavi,” the man said, though of course Nick recognized him. His first Iranian friend! The man who had flown him to Persepolis for the first time. “It has been many years!” Ahmad said, clasping Nick’s elbows. 
“It has!” Nick smiled, genuinely happy to see him. “How are you, my friend?”
“I am wonderful! A rich man now,” Ahmad proclaimed.
The oil on Ahmad’s land had been extracted and sold for a small fortune. Nick knew of this—he had not seen Ahmad for years, but they sent each other Christmas cards. Ahmad’s were always heavy and gold-filigreed, full of formal warm wishes in his flowing script; Nick’s were less elaborate—whatever holiday card Bet had picked out that year (a poinsettia or the town of Bethlehem or, most recently, a quaint UNICEF scene of an African village), a few handwritten lines of updates on his family. 
“Here you are, still in the service of oil,” Ahmad said. “And here I am, still in the service of myself.”
Nick laughed, though he winced at the phrasing.
“I understand you have been a great help in resetting the profit percentages,” Ahmad said. “You have always been fair-minded. I remember this.” 
“I try.” Nick smiled. He did not want to talk about work. “But what of you, my friend? How is your life?”
“Ah, me?” Ahmad beamed, and yet there was something uneasy behind the broad smile. “I have little to do but enjoy myself. And some work on land redistribution, which is not easy, despite what you Americans think. But we will not talk about our differences. Not today. We will talk about the deeper things.” 
“All right.” Nick regarded his friend. “Which deeper things did you have in mind?”
Ahmad laughed. He led Nicholas to the side of the tent that faced the ruin of Persepolis, one wall of flaps drawn to offer a view of the ancient, illuminated site. “Progress. It is what brought us together, isn’t it? Our mutual belief in progress?” 
“I guess it was. Among other things.”
“Of course—preserving freedom, fighting off the Soviets . . . these things too. But underneath all, progress. Forward movement. Remember when we visited Persepolis? And we spoke of the Age of Oil?” 
Nicholas nodded. He remembered especially the feeling of melancholy when he stood beneath those ancient gates. He could see them against the darkening sky now, topped by the giant stone Huma birds. The standard-bearers of a reassuring fairy tale mankind told itself about its own destructive tendencies. 
“And?” Ahmad beamed. “How do you like it?”
“What? The Age of Oil?” Nicholas asked. The view was spectacular, and behind them, in the tent, improbably suspended chandeliers glittered with light. Everywhere, there was electricity, draped like a necklace along the newly poured concrete road, bathing the ancient columns and arches of Persepolis. 
Ahmad nodded. “Exactly. Now that we are fully in it.”
Nick regarded his friend. He was not in the mood to gloat. Was that what Ahmad wanted? “Well, better schools, better roads, better medicine—the people of Iran are living a more modern life. Why? What do you think?” 
Ahmad shrugged. “I have a beautiful house and an apartment in Paris, a garage full of sports cars. But you know, sometimes I long for my old village. When we had no air-conditioning, we were together outside, under the stars. If we had a problem, we talked it out among ourselves. There was no SAVAK, no law from outside our village. We were a close community. Now the people in my village watch their televisions, listen to the radio; they look not only at other villages around them but at the cities—what is happening in Tehran, what is happening in Paris, how are people living. And they see—Ah, those people have a bigger house than me, more things, they have a swimming pool, or something like this. Sometimes I think it was better when they saw only what was in front of them.” 
“Like Plato’s Cave,” Nick said.
“Yes, exactly!” Ahmad lit up.
“Well.” Nick frowned. “I don’t think Plato meant it was better to stay inside.”
“No.” Ahmad shook his head and stared into his empty glass. “We cannot turn back, so—what is your American expression? Make hay while the sun shines? I have always liked this. Americans must always have some element of industry—make hay, not eat chocolates, not sit down.” 
Nick smiled. “That’s the American spirit.”
“Industry in service of riches. Yes.” Ahmad fixed him with a direct, inscrutable stare. “Well.” He patted Nick on the shoulder. “We are here, right? Enjoy the moment. We know from history it will not last.” 
“Not forever,” Nick said and was struck by an unexpected sense of loss.
“Ha!” Ahmad laughed. “The end is closer than you think.”
When Ahmad moved on, Nick looked around for Bet. The Stone Age, the Bronze Age, the Gilded Age . . . the Age of Oil. It was all just modern life, whatever the most modern thing was. So of course, Ahmad was right. One era would make way for the next. Somehow, still, it unsettled Nick. 
As he made his way to the bar, he finally spotted Bet; she was with Antonia MacNamara, God help her. It seemed the intention of a party to separate husbands and wives. Nick felt hot in his white-tie ensemble, purchased for the occasion. 
He had planned not to drink, but there was no other way to be in this place—his sobriety was making things worse. So he lifted a martini off a tray and approached a cluster of familiar faces. The American ambassador, the head counsels for two oil-consortium companies. No one he actually liked. And very few Iranians. This struck Nick with sudden force. It was a celebration of twenty-five hundred years of Iranian history, and yet where were the Iranians? Even the cooks and kitchen helpers had been imported from France. 
Nick caught sight of Carter across the tent, and he felt, at first, a ray of relief—here was someone with whom he could share the sense of absurdity. But as he started toward him, Carter looked up and across the room, and his eyes settled on someone with surprising intensity. The object of his gaze was obscured from Nick’s vantage point. Beside Carter, a tall blond woman gestured merrily. Carter was not listening, though. Nick stepped to the side so he could see who Carter was looking at. To his shock, he saw his own wife. 
As he watched, Bet glanced up, and something painful and illuminating passed over Carter—it was like watching a man brush against an electric fence. It sent a corresponding jolt through Nick. 
“Another, sir?” A waiter appeared before Nick, but his words seemed to come from far away.
No. Nick shook his head, unable to speak. 
“Taylor.” Colonel Dunbar was suddenly at his elbow, speaking in his jovial voice. “I was just talking about the desert—did your wife enjoy herself?” 
“Excuse me,” Nick managed, backing away. Where was the exit? The tent flaps had been pulled down and there did not seem to be enough ways out. What if the tent caught fire? It felt to Nick as if it were on fire. So much billowing, suffocating silk and the people like characters in a bad play, false and overly made up; was this, finally, the abyss he had sensed himself teetering at the edge of ever since he’d arrived in this place? 
The smell of food and wine made him sick and for a moment he thought he might vomit right there, in the middle of this circus. He managed to make his way out a side entrance intended for waiters, and in the fresh desert air, he bent over, bracing his hands on his knees. 
Carter was in love with his wife. He had no doubt that he had seen this. And why should he be surprised? Carter always wanted things that weren’t his. It was the defining through line of his life. Nick had the sense of a familiar object transforming into something strange. All this time Nick had been marching alongside Carter, listening to his screeds about the Soviets, feeding his own lofty thoughts about peace and law, when all Carter wanted was more. More of everything: people, love, oil, and power. More adventure and experience. 
Was that what it all came down to? Not only for Carter but for the whole passel of Americans here, including himself? Speaking about democracy and progress, but meaning power and riches? He thought of the taxi driver last night, the way he had looked in the rearview mirror at Nick—as if Nick held some unspoken power over him. As if Nick himself were a part of SAVAK. 
Nick did not, for a moment, doubt Bet’s fidelity. He did not even really think of Bet, the person at the end of Carter’s gaze. Later, much later, he would wonder about this—was it because of the depth of his trust in her or his certitude about their marriage? Or was it, possibly, a kind of desperation? Because who would he be if he were not married to Bet? 
The night before he’d left for the Pacific all those years ago, she had given him her handkerchief. In the maudlin sincerity of the moment, she’d become awkward. There was nothing wry about giving a young man who might be killed, who would certainly be cold and lonely and terrified, a scrap of fabric. “I sprayed it with my perfume,” she said. “But I realize that’s a little silly because I never wear perfume. So . . .” 
“Thank you,” Nick had said, moved by this gesture of sentimentality. “It smells lovely.” He’d tucked the little piece of cloth—it was white with a lilac embroidered in the corner, Victorian and demure, entirely unlike Bet—in the bottom of his kit and did not take it out until the night before the Battle of Saipan. The perfume smelled unlike anything around him, an object belonging to another world and another life, not to Bet but to himself, a self he had left behind on the North American continent. And in this way, it became vital. The value of the tradition clicked into place—this scrap of fabric, as well as the woman who had given it, was an essential connection to his other life. 
He had not thought of marriage before Saipan, had not really considered whether the excitement and novelty he felt was love. It had been a thing unto itself. 
He had already been in battle on Tarawa, a long, flat stretch of island with almost nothing on it. Saipan was different, rugged and volcanic with mountains and caves, sugar plantations and towns, sugarcane fields and fountains, and the Japanese were already dug in; their heavy artillery was tucked away in the cliffs that rose from the beach. It was the biggest attack he had been a part of—seven hundred Alligators, as they called the landing vehicles that spilled from the gut of a battleship and surged through the pounding surf onto the beach. It was always chaos coming through the surf, jumping from the gunwale of the boat to uncertain depths, boots sucking water, the tide tearing at your legs. In Saipan, the chaos intensified rather than abated on the beach. They were greeted by enemy fire, and the Alligators were no match for the heavy Japanese artillery, which blasted the vehicles to bits as they crawled over the sand. The air filled with exploding plates of metal, scraps, treads, and human body parts. Nick mounted the beachhead on elbows and knees. 
And in the deafening roar and horror of the moment, he experienced the thing he came to think of as the unself: a kind of stripping down, an extinguishing of everything except survival instinct. An obliteration of all that was vulnerable or thoughtful or curious, all that yearned for understanding and believed in love and meaning. He became the plainest, deepest essence of a human, which had nothing to do with his self. His self
revealed itself to be a cloak he pulled on, not armor but a costume, like a hopeful, optimistic interview suit. In the battle for survival, it was irrelevant. 
But here was the thing no one, certainly not Nick or anyone he knew, talked about: Beyond the self, there was a kind of dark joy. If you had fought on those beaches, you knew it. There was relief in being stripped of all that distinguished you from the most basic amoebic life-forms; there was exhilaration. Sand, sound, the distant cries of human voices, other bodies alive and dead, trees, stones, terrain to survey . . . you were not distinct from any of this. 
Later, lying on his cot in the belly of the troopship, he would return to his Self, with a capital S, to the individual that was Nicholas Abraham Taylor. Each return was harder than the last. Each time the costume of a man with responsibilities and ambitions, goals and morals, even religion—was more difficult to slip back into. But he recognized that self for what it was: a necessary contract with civilization, an essential uniform of modern life. 
And it was from this recognition—or was it fear, or even terror?—that he’d pulled the idea of marriage and all that went with it. Specifically, of marrying Bet. Their marriage would be the foundation of his future life. It would be a bulwark against the unself. 
He wrote her from the ship before they had even returned to the base. The urgency he felt was no less than the urgency of combat. He needed this woman. He needed to build this future. The alternative was a kind of death. Was this what religious vision felt like? 
Across the dark expanse of desert, he could see the towering bones of Persepolis, bright against the black hump of a mountain in the distance. Behind him he could feel the heat and light and hubbub of the party. He had gone from hot to cold; his face was covered with damp, cool sweat. 
One idea stood out in his mind above all else: This horrible party was the culmination of his work. He had helped place the shah on his throne and had helped oil make him rich. He was no better than Carter—he had mistaken the currency of greed for the currency of progress. He had assumed, all this time, that progress was the point of life. 
After a while—was it minutes or longer?—he straightened and drew a deep breath. A spray of fine sand blew against him, stinging his face. He looked up at the stars and at the ruin and, beyond that, into the darkness. 
Finally, he went back into the tent.
“Where were you?” Bet asked when he found her sitting at a table, a place card beside her with his name on it. “You look pale.” She searched his face. 
Glasses were being clinked. Soon, the shah would give a speech. An old, grandly decorated man Nick couldn’t identify rose at the far end of the tent and began welcomes and thank-yous, the whole codified mess of talk that kept all this aloft—civility and negotiation, demand and concession. And across the room, Nick could see Carter, or the back of Carter’s head. Carter belonged here. 
Nick took Bet’s hand and it felt thin and familiar, her wedding ring cold. “Let’s leave,” he whispered in her ear.
She looked at him, startled. But whatever she saw, she seemed to understand. “I hate this party,” she said, leaning into Nick.
He could smell the sweet familiarity of her perfume—a different perfume than the one on that handkerchief so many years ago—and of her body, the body that had borne his children, the only body he had ever made love to. And together, they made their way out. 
*  *  *
From that night on, there was a before and after.
Before Persepolis, before Harry’s death. The two events were inextricably linked.
The telegram did not arrive until the following afternoon. By then Harry was long dead, had been since before the party had begun. 
Later, after the terrible flight home, the jumbled shock and violent grief, the vomiting in airport wastebaskets, and the crushing, hopeful moments of disbelief, Nick would think of those days leading up to the party. He would think of the horror of that moment in the tent, redolent with decay, the wine and the peacock corpses and brandy, the foie gras and sweaty perfume. His chest would constrict with an echo of panic, and he’d wonder what Harry had been doing at the same time, imagine him in the Vermont predawn cool, the smell of trees and grass and the mud of the lake, pressing his lips together in concentration just as he had done when he went fishing as a boy—and Nick would send his soul or spirit or maybe it was his will back through time and space to the baby Nick had gone to when he cried out from night terrors, screaming, insensible, neither asleep nor awake. Nick would carry him into the kitchen and give him a biscuit or a spoonful of ice cream, something to bring him back to himself. In his arms, the boy would grow calm. His breaths would slow, his tears would dry. And he would make his way from one world to the next. 



Chapter 20
When I play it all back, I still can’t see it clearly. There are too many layers—the way things unfolded in the moment, the story as it appeared in the papers, the narrative that I later heard, my own limited observations and projections and tangled thoughts. There’s the intended timing of the explosion, for instance, its significance so heightened in the news. Was the explosion timed for ten a.m., when an enormous oil-carrying barge was due to transfer its load to those squat pillbox-like tanks at the edge of Lake Champlain? Or for eight a.m., when the dock was empty, a collection of aging pipes and beams, soon to be condemned? The severity of the crime hinged entirely on this calculation. As it was, it was six a.m., and the dock, thank God, was empty, as I am certain Harry would have wanted. These calculations, so selling on the front pages of the papers, were nothing but a distraction. Irrelevant when it came to loss. 
 
I like to imagine those final weeks Harry and Candy spent alone at Last House as idyllic. More long walks and apple picking, feeding the giant plow horses in the valley, climbing mountains, building fires at night, and replacing the porch. That was Harry’s project. He was meticulous about it—measuring, sanding, nailing each board just right. I suppose he got that from my father, the patience and satisfaction of a job done well. My mother was more like me, hasty and impulsive. She was always leaving household chores half finished—the laundry half folded, the pantry half sorted. She could be in the middle of scouring the old copper tub and some problem would arise or someone would interrupt her, and she’d move on, rag abandoned on the tub rim. She lived too much in the moment, she liked to say; it was her favorite excuse. 
I don’t know if Candy helped Harry with the porch or if she did something else—and if she did something else, what was it? She liked cooking. I never saw her read or knit or do any of the things I did to fill time at Last House. But my window on Candy was narrow. I remember lots of napping. She was tired. And for good reason! Surviving as a Black woman, as a poor person, as a citizen of Newark back then was exhausting—she had years of tiredness piled up. Add into that the worry about her ex and the life and people she’d left behind. As I’ve said, she was private. For her, I think, privacy was a means of self-preservation. 
Harry called me a few times during those weeks. He talked about moving to Vermont for good. Starting a farm, growing vegetables and keeping chickens. He wanted to make cider vinegar and bottle it, sell it to markets all over New England. Candy’s Sour he said he’d call it because it was Candy who’d taught him how to make it. Her grandmother, the woman who’d raised her for the first ten years of her life, had taught her. But she’d had little opportunity to put the recipe to use in Newark, where you were hard-pressed, in those days, to get your hands on one decent apple, let alone a whole peck. Anyway, at Last House she resurrected the recipe from the recesses of her mind. Harry imagined he and Candy would live at Last House through the winter, eat the food they grew themselves, heat the house with the woodburning stove. 
“And what about Mom and Dad?”
I asked. 
They would be happy for him, he was sure. They were always on his back about finding his calling, and now he had found it!
“I was meant to be here,” he said. His voice had urgency to it. “I thought I should’ve been over in the war, that that was the real thing, but now I see it wasn’t. Everything happens for a reason, doesn’t it?” This unsettled me. Harry was not an everything-happens-for-a-reason person. He was into randomness, unreason. Order is an illusion—that sort of thinking. 
Now I know something was changing in him. The last time he called, it was with so many ideas and questions. He’d been rereading John Muir, his longtime favorite. But he’d also been reading Marx and Debray and Fanon—radical, ideological texts beloved by the movement. Martin had left these behind at Last House. I laughed when Harry told me this. It was so unlike him. Suddenly he was fired up about the international reach of American capitalism and the secret activities of the CIA. Had I read those books? Did I know what America had done to secure its oil? Did I think Dad was in the CIA, considering all that time he had spent abroad? And what about his friends in Last Valley? 
“Maybe,” I said. I was ready to suspect everything. Nothing seemed innocent. To me it wasn’t clear which was worse, the oil business or the CIA. I was also distracted. I was sleeping on Susan’s sofa in her apartment in the village, absorbed in my own problems: Where was I going to live? How was I going to pay my bills? I needed to find a job and an apartment, a life after the Leaflet, and I was pining for Brent, who was still in Canada taking depositions. 
In one way, I was glad to hear Harry expressing outrage and a political viewpoint. Finally, he, too, was compelled by the connection between consumerism and the destruction of the environment, the chopping down of ancient forests and the poisoning of streams. He, too, was connecting the war our government was waging against the civilians of Vietnam with the war it was waging against brown-skinned civilians at home. 
At the same time, this new voice of his unsettled me. I had tried so hard to get him in touch with his sense of outrage, to no avail. How had he finally found it? I ascribed this, in the reductive way of my twenty-four-year-old self, to his relationship with Candy, even though Candy was, from my own personal knowledge, one of the least ideological people I knew. She had seen too many people locked up, destroyed, even killed on account of politics and beliefs. But for so long after his death, it was a question that I couldn’t stop turning over: What had happened in those last weeks? 
*  *  *
I read about it in the paper first: “Bomb Explodes at Oil Storage Facility on Lake Champlain.” It was the first such act of domestic terror in the state of Vermont and so the New York Times covered it. My first thought was definitely not of Harry. It was not even of Huff or Martin, despite their recent obsession with Big Oil. I thought of the Fog Dogs, who were into spreading the seeds of destruction around the U.S., stirring militant protest action in small towns and rural areas—a project they referred to as Operation National Upheaval. And I thought of John Jacobs, a friend of Martin’s from the Weather Underground who was into explosives. 
So for twenty-four hours, I knew nothing that connected the bombing personally to me.
Susan’s tiny downtown apartment felt like a new world; no grand, shabby prewar buildings, no derelict stretch of Broadway, no Riverside Park. Susan and I drank lukewarm beer and played Scrabble in a seedy café on her street. I daydreamed about Brent and combed the job listings in the Village Voice. I can barely think about that day without feeling nauseous. 
Harry was dead, his soul in limbo, and I was ignorant.
There was a moment I remember distinctly when I was seized with a weird pain while walking up East Eleventh Street. I doubled over and braced my hands on my knees to catch my breath. When I looked up, I saw a man sitting on a stone pillar, and for an instant my heart leaped—it was Harry! He’d come down from Vermont! But then of course it wasn’t. That made no sense. He didn’t even know where I was staying. I’d given him no address. As I straightened, the man on the pillar resolved into a garbage bag on top of a transformer. I think of the wave of joy it brought me—Harry! Having found me on East Eleventh Street!—and I feel certain it was Harry stopping by on his way to whatever was next. 
 
Then came the following day’s paper: There’d been a casualty, apparently the bomber. Signs the bomb had detonated prematurely. It had exploded on a dock leading to one of the oil-transfer platforms where the barges pulled up. Which led to speculation about who had planted it, where the bomb was supposed to go off, and whether it had been intended to ignite the oil during its transfer, which would have had cataclysmic results. But by then the phone was already ringing. By then, I was already talking with the police. 
There was only one casualty. They had found identifiers in the wreckage: a belt buckle, a shoe, a copper bracelet belonging to the bomber. 
I heard this from the officers who had found me, by then, at Susan’s apartment. My brain refused to take this in. I didn’t know about a belt buckle, or the shoe, but yes, the bracelet the officer held out to me—it was Harry’s. I didn’t know who he’d given it to, though, I said. I didn’t know who would have been wearing it. 
I still remember the officer’s eyes, flummoxed by my resistance. He was a young guy, not much older than me. “Well,” he said. “Well, see—” He had this unnervingly tentative look. He didn’t know how to proceed. “Would you like to sit down?” 
I didn’t know people actually said that.
 
Afterward, they left me alone and returned the next day to ask questions, a different officer this time—a big red-faced man, sweaty and tired. He towered over the ashtrays and empty wine bottles in Susan’s living room. 
“Who was he consorting with before his death?” the officer asked. I remember, again, the specific word because it was so strange: consorting. As if Harry were a character in a Shakespeare play. As if the officer himself were someone different, as if he belonged to a lighter, more frivolous world in which people consorted. He was fishing for collaborators—who had egged Harry on, who had constructed the bomb. And in addition to my being the only available next of kin (my parents were on a Pan Am flight somewhere over the Atlantic), I was a suspect. I understood that. 
I hesitated. I was never more aware of my good-Connecticut-white-girl upbringing, raised to trust the police, to believe that the law worked in service of justice. Even after all my experience covering protests, seeing—often firsthand—the violence of cops quashing marches and sit-ins and peaceful demonstrations with their white helmets and billy clubs, I still had the instinct to tell them everything. I still imagined that they would “solve” what had happened, who had made the bomb, how Harry had come to be on that loading dock—and that in solving this, they would bring Harry back. 
I had to bite my tongue to keep from talking about Candy. “I don’t know,” I said. “I haven’t seen him for the last four weeks.”
I was clutching a dirty ashtray I had been on my way to empty, an abalone shell my father had brought back from some exotic trip. I held on to it for dear life while I watched the officer take notes. He wrote with his hand curled around the pen like a left-handed person who someone had forced to write with his right. 
In the end, though, it didn’t matter that I never mentioned Candy’s name. They went after her anyway. There were apparently people in Banville and Last Valley ready to talk to the cops about a young Black woman holed up with that hippie boy in the Taylor house. In the papers, the bombing was attributed to the Black Panthers. Gerald Morse and Janice Washington—this was Candy’s given name—were the primary suspects. Gerald Morse was her ex-boyfriend, who was, of course, still in prison, so I don’t know how he was supposed to have been involved. That was the narrative. Janice Washington wanted for destruction of property and manslaughter, Gerald Morse for conspiracy. 
But she was gone by the time the state troopers arrived to search Last House. The cops found nothing except an old fisherman’s sweater of Harry’s, a bottle of hair lotion, and a neat row of cider vinegar jars. I imagine the troopers—Vermont men in brown shirtsleeves and big hats, men who had maybe been to the war in Vietnam but not the war in Chicago, Oakland, or New York—picking through my father’s volumes of books about Iran, Iraq, the Ottoman Empire, through my mother’s treasured set of Virginia Woolf novels, looking for bomb-building manuals, traces of dynamite. 
 
Harry’s death nearly killed my parents.
They lost their only son, their golden boy, the child conceived at the beginning of their postwar life, the height of their belief in the future, in the limitlessness of progress. Like all the young men of his generation, Harry was meant to be king. 
In the days after his death, they looked like stunned children. Their shock and sadness stripped away the veneer of wisdom and experience. The hugeness of their grief stamped out all affect, nuance, and complexity. 
And on top of their sorrow, they lost all privacy. The media besieged them. More newspapers than you would think covered the story and they all wanted a picture of Harry’s face. He became a cipher. Was he a hero of the revolution, a young man willing to risk his privilege and potential to make a statement about oil and American imperialism and the destruction of the environment? Or was he a brainwashed radical, a danger to the American way of life? Were my parents themselves a cautionary tale, out-of-touch suburban folks who had let radical forces infiltrate their family? Or innocent victims of a kind of generational mania? 
A few days after Harry died, I was sitting with my father and the kind but awkward minister of the local Episcopal church in the living room in Mapleton. We were talking about cemeteries, gravestones, memorials—subjects that were too much for my mother. She had gone upstairs. And as we sat there leafing through a book of photographs of headstones—truly, I am not joking—a car pulled up outside on Middle Road and someone hurled a rock through the window. The glass shattered all over the Persian rug. We sat there, stunned, with the rock at our feet, wrapped in blue paper, rubber-banded twice around the middle like a gift. It was my father who picked it up and removed the paper. For a long moment he stood with his head bowed, as if it contained a long message. He started to fold it, then handed it to me as if on second thought. Communist Swine was scrawled across the page in red pen. 
And even in the thick of my own grief, I felt, for him, the extra sting of that.



Chapter 21
Brent came down from Canada when he found out Harry died. He drove all night to reach New York so he could be with me for the weekend. I stayed in his neat little studio apartment uptown. I slept with him on his single bed and ate the toast and eggs he made for breakfast, though I had no appetite. We walked to the river and watched tugboats shepherd barges through the choppy, sand-colored water. We walked all the way down to Fourteenth Street and back up again. I don’t think we spoke much, and poor Brent must have been exhausted. My memories of this time are mostly submerged, stones jutting through the surface of a flood: watching a mime on Broadway weep over the rabbit he’d just disappeared, a flock of pigeons eating bread crumbs off an old man’s lap, John Wayne’s name on every theater marquee. Brent offered to let me stay in his place when he went back to Montreal. It was better than Susan’s, where there were always people coming and going, lowering their voices, donning grave expressions when I walked in. I moved my suitcase to his apartment on Ninety-Fifth Street. I slept on sheets that smelled like him. 
And then, because of me, because of Harry and Candy and Brent’s time at Last House, he became a suspect in the investigation. The police saw him as a potential handler who had given Harry the bomb. Hadn’t he been the one to show up at Last House with Candy? Hadn’t he, right before that, been in the Village near the block where John Jacobs, the Weather Underground’s bomb builder, lived? This was absurd to anyone who knew Brent. Even, honestly, to anyone who didn’t. He had been a star law student and a Fulbright scholar, and he was a peacemaker, not a radical. He had mediated important elements of the Columbia gym-development dispute. He had no interest in or beef with Big Oil, and he was about to start the prestigious clerkship with a federal judge that he had dreamed of. But this didn’t stop J. Edgar Hoover’s henchmen from going after him. “Second Black Panther Suspected in Vermont Oil Bombing” was the headline in the New York Post, the first “Black Panther” being Candy. We protested the outrageousness of this—three hundred people gathered outside the NYPD carrying signs: BRENT COUSENS IS AN HONORABLE MAN! J. EDGAR HOOVER IS A RACIST! The police dropped the investigation after a few days. It still cost Brent his clerkship. 
It would become clear later that for various reasons, the FBI had previously identified Brent as “a person of interest.” They had tapped his phone after he returned from Berlin. I think he scared the powers that be—a charismatic young lawyer with friends throughout the movement, a uniter of people, a builder of bridges who had elite credentials. 
 
After he lost the clerkship, Brent gave up his studio in the city. For a short time, he moved home with his parents. I found a studio in Brooklyn Heights and enough freelance reporting work to stay afloat, though barely. I stumbled around New York in a haze. Whatever might have come of our romance didn’t stand the weight of my grief, Brent’s disappointment and anger, and my sense of guilt. If it hadn’t been for me, Brent would never have been caught up in the whole business of the bombing. He would have been on his way to the clerkship he’d worked so hard to earn. Instead, he was packing up, heading south. He had a friend who was a voting-rights organizer in Georgia, and he was going to help out. 
I went to see him at his parents’ house in Englewood, New Jersey, before he left. They lived on a tree-lined side street of split-level homes and flat, well-kept front lawns. It was December when I visited; the garden was brittle and brown, full of dead leaves. In the middle of it was a sundial inscribed TODAY IS YESTERDAY’S TOMORROW.
Brent’s mother came to the door. She had the same eyes and high forehead as her son, and when she saw me, a confused expression passed over her face. I had not told Brent I was coming. But I think she knew who I was right away. 
Brent was on the telephone, she explained when I introduced myself; would I like anything? Coffee or tea? She led me down the hall into a dim, formally furnished parlor—wall-to-wall carpeting and a shiny highboy with gleaming brass pulls, a stiff-looking sofa, heavy drapery pulled back to reveal a picture window. Brent’s father sat by this window, a newspaper crossword puzzle open on the small table in front of him. 
“Damon, this is Brent’s friend Katherine Taylor,”
his mother said. 
He looked at me and I watched the expression on his face change from surprise to recognition to something colder—anger or resentment—and I was gripped by self-consciousness. I had not told Brent I was coming because I was afraid he’d tell me not to. Brent had only ever spoken of his father with great respect. Damon Cousens was the youngest of seven children and had grown up in rural Alabama; he’d worked as a farm laborer during the day and attended classes in the evenings, and he managed to save enough money to come north during the Depression. He found work at a garment factory and rose through the ranks to supervisor, then manager, and then, eventually, he’d opened his own small work-wear shop in downtown Newark. He sent Brent and his sisters to Catholic school and swim lessons, tennis lessons, college. 
He was not a large man but there was about him an air of impressive authority. “You’re the sister of the boy who blew up that oil facility,” he said, and I flinched. “And now you’re here for Brent.” 
“I came to say goodbye. I know he’s leaving tomorrow . . .”
“Mm-hm,” Mr. Cousens said, his eyes fixed on me. “So you understand that you and your brother are the reason he’s leaving.”
The words hit me like a slap. I understood this exactly. It was why I was there. But no one else had said it aloud, at least not to my face. 
“Damon,” Brent’s mother said. “That’s no way to welcome a friend of Brent’s.”
“I wish—” I began stupidly. “I’m sorry . . .”
Mr. Cousens nodded slowly, almost theatrically. I could feel something tight and coiled inside of him turning. “You’re sorry. You apologize because my boy, who I raised to work hard, harder than you’ve ever had to work, and to be humble and get along with everyone and aim high even while keeping his head down, is paying this price just for knowing you and your friends. Because you people thought blowing something up would make a difference to the way the world works?” He shook his head. “Like children having a tantrum.” 
“Damon!” his wife said with an intake of breath. “She lost her brother.” 
The air of the room felt sharp and acidic.
Mr. Cousens sighed and looked suddenly old and deflated. “I’m sorry.” He shook his head. “I mean that. I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
“Everything happens for a reason,” Brent said later, and I was struck by the echo of Harry’s words, which felt no truer coming from Brent than they had from Harry. I don’t think either of them believed that for a moment. “You make the best of what you’ve got.” That was more like Brent. He had a gift for moving forward. Or a skill, I should say, sharpened by a lifetime of hard work. 
Brent and I drove down to the Hudson that afternoon and walked along the New Jersey side. I like walking by rivers. The openness and the movement; the reminder of forces larger than humans. 
“You know, Swifty,” Brent said, “you’re going to be all right. I know that.”
“You will too,” I said. I’m sure my words meant less to him than his did to me. I was not in any position to predict this.
*  *  *
The summer after Harry died, I went home to help my mother sort through his belongings. She had not touched his childhood room—the train set and half-built model plane, the shelf full of Matchbox cars. The twin beds were made up with his childhood sheets and tufted white summer coverlets. His poster of the Jimi Hendrix Experience hung over the dresser. 
“When did experience become so sought after?” my mother asked. “When I was young, innocence was the thing everyone wanted. We wanted to be Eve before she took that fateful bite. I’m not talking only about women—men too. It was shameful to know too much.” 
“Knowledge is power,” I said.
“Really?” she asked. “Is it?”
Harry would have corrected us both: If it’s power you’re after, you’ve already missed the point.
We didn’t actually sort through much that afternoon. We sat on the terrace and smoked cigarettes. My mother could be like that. Till the end of her life, she had this fuck-it-all side that emerged when she was overwhelmed. Like she couldn’t deal with things, and unlike most other women of her era, she didn’t care to pretend. We pulled the record player over to the window and listened to Harry’s records while we sat outside. Cream, Joan Baez, Bob Dylan, the Doors . . . my mother hated Jim Morrison. His voice made her skin crawl; she said he made it sound as if the whole world was about sex. It was probably the only time I ever heard that word come out of her mouth. 
As the sun sank and the terrace was consumed by shadow, I put on Janis Joplin. “Freedom’s just another word for nothin’ left to lose, nothin’, and that’s all that Bobby left me,” Janis sang in that shockingly rough, timeworn voice from the grave. She was dead before the song came out. I can still see my mother, her head back, eyes closed, hands listless beside her on the garish tropical print of the outdoor sofa cushions, listening. Nothin’ left to lose. I really thought about that. The specific kind of freedom that was so different from the kinds of freedom we talked about in school. Independent of law or rights or outside constructs. Entirely personal. It took the rest for granted, really. A lot of people wouldn’t call that free. 
It was evening at this point. Those warbly, cooing types of birds my mother knew the names of rustled in the meadow, and the cicadas began their summer drone. 
When we ran out of my cigarettes, my mother, who I thought had quit smoking, went inside and grabbed her own secret pack. She lit one for each of us and took a deep drag of hers. “You know something?” she said and blew a long stream of smoke out of her mouth. “Harry didn’t fail that physical. I paid the doctor to make an excuse. I’ve never even told your father that.” 
It took me a moment to understand what she was saying: If Harry had been drafted, if she had not intervened . . . the specter of this possibility rose between us, all the subsequent possibilities, a whole lifetime of possibilities. It was unbearable to contemplate. I had the urge in that moment to smash the cigarette I was smoking into my own palm. But I didn’t. 
“He might have been killed over there too,” I said.
My mother nodded, staring into the distance.
And something I had not been able to bring myself to say rose to my lips. “I introduced him to Martin.”
It was the first time I’d named this albatross around my neck.
My mother turned and fixed me with her gaze. “I know,” she said gently. “But Harry made his own choices.”
*  *  *
In April of that year, Martin had confessed to supplying Harry with the bomb—in fact, he’d put the idea of an anti-oil publicity stunt in Harry’s head to begin with. I think the FBI was closing in on him. There were hundreds of bombings in New York City around that time, over twenty-five hundred on American soil in eighteen months, and this led to a serious crackdown on the violence of the “radical left.” As I understand it, Martin cut a deal—he would serve only three years in prison as an accomplice. I don’t know how many names he gave up in exchange. 
In his testimony, Martin said Harry was eager to do it, to make a statement against oil and its role in the war, its hand in the destruction of our environment, that Harry hated the whole industry and its outsize power to change nations, drive conflicts, and orchestrate modern life. He confirmed what those of us who knew Harry already knew: The bomb was never meant to kill anyone. The trip wire had been activated early—by a jolt? A fall? Some fault in the way the thing was constructed? It had been set to detonate an hour later, when Harry was safely en route to Last Valley. Not when any giant tanker ship was parked in the bay but when people would be awake to see the Shell Oil sign on the side of the platform explode. “No One Was Supposed to Die” was the headline in the Daily News as soon as it was clear that a white man, rather than a Black Panther, was at fault. 
For so long I didn’t want to see Martin’s face. I didn’t want to hear what he had to say. But Martin was the last person to speak to Harry; he had driven to Albany to meet him with the bomb swaddled in towels in a shoebox. Time changes even the boldest resolutions. 
I drove up to the Fishkill prison almost a year after Martin was convicted. The weather was gray and foggy. I got lost twice. I’ve never been a good map reader; all those webs of roads in different colors and little mysterious black arrows. Back then it was an essential life skill, correlating the rich surroundings of the physical world with marks on a piece of paper. But I never mastered it. 
I hate the Hudson Valley. Everyone loves it now, the artsy shops and rambling farmhouses occupied by Brooklynites making their own artisanal beer, jam, and pickles. That would have been Harry if he were alive, not in Brooklyn but in some run-down upstate town, making the cider vinegar he was so excited about. There’s a particular sadness lurking beneath the surface of those towns. Take a step back from the charming renovated main streets with their cafés and knitting shops and you’re in the heart of meth-land, of derelict textile mills and workers’ housing, sagging porches and weeds as tall as children. The shiny artisanal present is nothing more than a hasty coat of paint. And the past is heavy with decayed trappings of an American dream, textile fortunes made and lost, middle-class towns established and extinguished in only a few generations. I had a friend who studied Native American history and she wouldn’t set foot in that part of the world. “You can still smell the slaughter,” she’d said. 
The man who approached the glass visiting-room divider was almost unrecognizable. He was wearing big square plastic glasses rather than those little Trotsky wire-rimmed specs. He had a shaved head and a bigger, bulkier frame than the sprite of a man I remembered. I guess he’d been lifting weights, running laps, whatever people do to exercise in prison. Maybe for all that time we worked together, I’d been looking only at his mop of hair and crazy glasses—I’d never really looked at his face. He had a weak chin and a weirdly sloped forehead. 
“What can I do for you?” he asked as if we were involved in an entirely different sort of transaction: salesclerk and customer, librarian and researcher. 
“Tell me what happened,” I said.
Martin had been plotting to involve Harry in some action against oil since the day he’d met my parents on the stoop of 117th Street. He knew how much Harry cared about the environment and saw the potential to turn him toward violence. His first suggestion was that Harry plant a bomb in the night in the American Oil offices in Manhattan. He wanted him to use my father’s job to get into the building after hours. Harry refused. He didn’t want to take any action in New York—it was too densely populated. And he didn’t want to leave Vermont. So as a compromise, they came up with the Lake Champlain transfer facility. It was easy to access, of practical importance, and—for Vermont—high profile. It was on the waterfront, which meant people would pay attention. Martin would supply the bomb and drive it to Albany, where Harry would pick it up and then plant it. He was meant to attach it to the oil facility’s platform under cover of night and set the timer to go off in the early morning. 
Martin had prepared a communiqué that was meant to be released after the explosion: This morning we blew up the Burlington oil-transfer facility as a symbol of our opposition to oil, which is the engine of the war machine, the rapist of Mother Earth. One monster with many heads. We will chop them all off. The revolution is here. We will not stand for the slaughter of our brothers and sisters here or abroad. We will not stand for the pillage of our environment. Imperialists and pigs: take note. He had it in his diary, and he read it to me. I appreciated that he stumbled a little as he read, that his own grandiosity tripped him up. 
Essentially, he had groomed Harry. That’s the modern word for it. He had left him those books by Fanon and Debray and Marx on purpose; he had connected Harry’s deep concern for nature with the revolutionary ideals of the Leaflet. “Harry felt guilty,” Martin told me without batting an eye. “He looked around at the life he was living, the life you all lived, and he knew what it rested on: exploitation, false profit. He was a revolutionary, Katherine. You couldn’t see it because you were his sister. In our own families we’re like beetles trapped in amber, stuck in our child selves.” 
But this is bullshit. I knew Harry. He was my brother. He hated injustice and loved trees and the smell of wet leaves and the feel of fiddler crabs scuttling over his feet. He would never have wanted to hurt anyone or blow himself up. He had a gentle soul. And he was my father’s son. There were only a few sayings from the Bible that my father quoted, but one of these was from the Book of Samuel: By strength shall no man prevail. That Mennonite spirit of pacifism ran through Harry just as it ran through my father. 
Why was Harry so ripe to be steered and directed? Did the open-mindedness that made him kind also make him malleable? That’s something I’ve considered. Maybe we are all marked as follower or leader. Maybe pliancy is the flip side of the Taylor belief in moderation. 
Once, I suggested this to my mother. She rejected that entirely. “Being fierce doesn’t make you any less susceptible to influence,” she said as if I were trying to absolve myself of any tendency to be influenced. “Harry was always true to his own beliefs.” She was right. Harry was not suggestible in most areas of his life. 
“You know what really stirred your brother up?” Martin said that day I visited him. He had a malicious glint in his eye, a glimmer of his old self. He always loved to weaponize information. “The hypocrisy of your old man.” 
“How’s that?” I asked, despite myself.
Martin gave me a shrewd look. “How he was so noble and principled, in favor of democracy and freedom, but he helped that neighbor of yours in Vermont put the shah on the throne, overthrow an elected leader.” 
This was the first I’d heard of my father’s connection to this.
I don’t remember how we said goodbye. I don’t remember the long drive home.
I remember only the picture in my mind’s eye of the night of the bonfire: Carter and Martin passing the flask back and forth, two puckish revolutionaries exchanging tales of their exploits in Iran and in New York. On the surface they were opposites—a radical and a conservative. But underneath they shared a kinship of temperament: they both saw life as a game, full of opportunities to manipulate. 
*  *  *
When Huff finally moved out of 117th Street, he sent me a box of things that he’d realized belonged to me. Among these, I found a journal of Harry’s. There were only six or seven written pages, all in Harry’s childish scrawl, and one of those was a list of expenses ($1.50, lentils; $1, toothpaste; $10, sandals; $5, beer). Harry was not a writer. But there was also this: 
You know what oil is? The compressed corpses of once-living things—plants, animals, dinosaurs, microbial shit. You know what that means about every jet that flies across the ocean? Every car and train and truck, every plastic bottle and latex glove and pair of polyester pants? They’re all full of ghosts.
I knew nothing of geology. But I took the time to look it up, and he was right. Harry thought about stuff like that. Not just the Cleveland river fires in the news and the pesticides killing songbirds and the layers of smog hanging over New York and Los Angeles. But the big picture. What it all meant. 
I read that journal like five hundred times.
But I never showed it to my parents.
 
My father quit his job after Harry died. He was done with oil. He was done with Mapleton, done with the judgment and commiseration, the cautious How are yous and the curious looks, the pitying glances. My parents sold the house on Middle Street and moved to North Carolina, to a small town not far from Asheville. It was new for them both; they had no ties and no roots and that was what they wanted. My mother had an old friend—Sadie Gozol—who had retired there a few years before. She knew Sadie from her time in Washington during the war, and I think she always slightly envied her career (some sort of intelligence and early computer coding). Later, at Sadie’s suggestion, my mother ran for town council and won. 
My father rented an office above the general store and established a small-town law practice. I think the work fulfilled him; he drew up wills and property sales contracts and occasionally mediated disputes. He trafficked in the basic laws that dictate day-to-day human life. 
I drove by Middle Road once, years after my parents had moved out, to show my husband the house I had grown up in. It had been painted a bright and jarring blue and the terrace where my mother and Harry and I spent so many summer afternoons had been replaced by an octagonal sunroom. But the garden was going strong. 
And the beech tree was still there. 



Chapter 22
For years, I looked for Candy. This was before Google, before the internet. It was much easier to get and stay lost then. Witness the Weather Underground—going underground was where its name came from. Except its members weren’t hiding in caves and cellars and fortified compounds; they simply became anonymous. There were safe houses all over America, communes and apartments where people in the movement could find support and sustenance while hiding in plain sight. 
I imagined Candy had gone to Canada—she was supposedly spotted crossing the border not long after Harry’s death. I asked everyone I knew who might have contacts up there about her. Again and again, I came up empty. I drove to Montreal and walked around the broad avenues of the Plateau for a weekend looking for a young woman fitting Candy’s description who a friend of a friend thought might be living in a local ashram and working in a French bakery. All I discovered were chocolate croissants and sweet bagels. What was I going to do if I found her? My motivation, I suppose, was selfish. I wanted to hear about those last weeks at Last House with Harry. 
Candy didn’t resurface even after the charges against her were dropped. Not even after the memory of the whole event, the whole era, really, went dark. Eighteen West Eleventh Street, the house where Diana Oughton and Terry Robbins and Ted Gold blew themselves up, doesn’t even have a plaque, only an angled modern facade that makes an oblique reference to its dark past. 
I sent Candy letters addressed to her sister in Newark. But her sister had no contact with her either, or so she said. I don’t know if I believed her; after all, if she had any information about Candy, why would she share it with me? 
 
It turned out I was right about Brent, though—he did make something remarkable of his life. The derailment of his clerkship proved a fortuitous detour. He pioneered a new and more effective approach to voter registration in Georgia and made a name for himself as a charismatic and clearheaded speaker, an organizer, and, eventually, a litigator. He did not become a judge, as he had once dreamed of being. But he became a prominent and respected civil rights attorney. He argued more than one case before the Supreme Court. 
He married a wonderful woman, a doctor from Atlanta, and they had three children, two boys and a girl, and our families tried to get together on the Jersey Shore once a year and often succeeded. I made him godfather to Mara, my firstborn child. 
*  *  *
For a long time, my parents didn’t return to Last House. It reminded them of Harry and of life before his death, and also, maybe, it had something to do with Carter, who loomed large over the place. Last House was basically abandoned for many years. I didn’t go up either. They hired old Mr. Dinkins, the Binghams’ horse keeper, as a caretaker, and he made sure the place didn’t completely fall apart. 
Then, almost seven years after Harry died, an old sugar maple at the back of the house fell and smashed through the roof. It had been a rough winter—major snows and wind and blizzards. For years, Dinkins had been talking about needing to cut that tree down. It was too big a job to do himself and he couldn’t find anyone else. Now it needed to be chopped up and cleared away, and the house needed a new roof, two new windows, and a whole upstairs wall replaced. To my father’s credit, he found a local builder who could take this on. 
I was delegated to drive up to meet him. I was living in New York still—this was 1978 and I was thirty-one, single, back at school getting my teaching degree. After years of eking out a living as a freelance journalist and waitress, living in a grungy downtown studio, blasting through dead-end relationships, I had moved uptown to a sunny apartment near Teachers College. I had a kind, fifty-year-old roommate, Tyra Diaz, who, like me, was going back to school, only unlike me, she was divorced, Puerto Rican, and had grown children and wise advice to give. She listened to opera, kept plants, ate healthy meals, and was generally a steadying presence. 
I drove up to Last Valley on a bright, clear day in May; it was the tail end of the mud season, and the roads were still soft. There were new leaves on the trees, and the hills were covered in pale purple and tennis-ball green. The river that ran alongside the road through Banville was wild and rough, crashing over the stones. 
When I arrived, finally, I had a calm, almost anticlimactic feeling. Here was this place I had so long avoided but that I realized, in that moment, I loved. It was not laced with darkness and despair. It did not open a cavern of sorrow inside me. It made me feel lighter, closer to Harry. 
A pickup truck was parked in front of the house, which looked weather-beaten, its paint peeling, one of the downstairs windowsills dark with rot. Before I could walk around the back to see the fallen tree, a man appeared. He was sturdy and dark-haired, not especially tall, with the air of a person comfortable in his own body. He raised a hand in greeting. His face was warm and open. “Look at this,” he said as if we had already met. “There’s a nest of red squirrels in the trunk.” 
That was Ben Wyzanski, the man I married, the father of my children, the person who made me whole again. We spent that summer in Vermont, living in the front half of Last House while Ben re-sided the back, tarred and shingled the new roof, replaced windows and rotten beams and soffits. Together, we brought the house back to life. From Ben, I learned all I know about carpentry and painting and the intricate constructions that make a house, which is not very much but still more than most people. He installed a new, more powerful generator at my father’s request. 
That fall Ben moved with me back to New York. I finished school and he took a job building cabinets. He was a gentle person, a real Vermonter; he’d grown up in Burlington, where his father was an engineer at, ironically, the petroleum-storage facility on Lake Champlain that Harry had bombed. He remembered that day with clarity: the explosion and the debris flying, a fire burning between the fuel-delivery platform and the dock. He had been one of the people who ran down to the waterfront to help put out the fire. It was the first time he had really thought about oil as something other than his father’s job, considered it as a geopolitical force. So I guess I have to grant Harry that. But Ben was not an activist; he was a peacemaker in a plain and personal way. It took a lot to goad him into argument. Certain things really pissed him off—litter, selfishness, the incivility of New York City drivers. Mostly, though, he was good at calming people, especially me. 
We were married at Last House in a small ceremony—only family and a handful of friends, a bluegrass band, and barbecue. That brought my parents back. 
And time did what time does. It sealed our wounds, changed our scabs into scars. My parents mended their rift with Carter, or at least their relations became once again cordial, if not exactly friendly. Carter barely came to Last Valley anyway; he had gotten married for the third time to an aging Palm Beach heiress who, he claimed, taught him to play golf and love the sea. 
*  *  *
After my wedding, my parents moved back up north full-time to Last House. Together they grew vegetables in the stony ground that had foiled John Last: cucumbers, spinach, green beans, pumpkin, even a few hardy strawberry plants. My father became involved in conservation and, ironically (or not?), in the effort to bring hydroelectric power to Vermont. My mother read novels, my father poetry: Frost, Hopkins, Tennyson, Blake. Sometimes I’d call him and we’d read a poem together; we took turns picking them out. Once, I read him a Rupert Brooke poem about fishing. “You know, this always reminds me of Ame,” he said. 
Ame was the brother he never talked about. “Why?” I asked.
“Because he taught me how to fish. He understood that type of thing, how to be quiet. He hung himself in the woods behind our house. I don’t know if I ever told you that.” 
“No,” I said. “You didn’t.”
It was the first time I heard that his brother had killed himself.
 
For my father, Last House went back to being an escape. I don’t think it was from people outside his tribe, as Brent suspected, but from the whir of human noise, the forces of progress and politics and global connection. The calm inevitability of nature—growth, blossoming, ripeness, and rot—was a balm to the gaping wound of Harry’s death. My father liked observing the minutiae of pill bugs scurrying from a kicked log, the bright tips of new pine needles, the delicate bones of dead creatures picked clean, stumbled across, scattered. He had no illusion that nature was gentle or kind. He knew the cruelty of a cat tormenting a crippled bird, the strangulation of the Virginia creeper. But he respected nature’s straightforwardness and order. 
My mother, however, balked at the brutality and tedium of forest life. She was an astute observer of human beings. She liked what she called civilization’s “buzz and squawk,” even if she never had a real chance to dive into the mess. Like so many women of her era, she’d placed her own hopes and dreams and wishes on her children—and where did that leave her? A son dead, a daughter muddling in the dark. She was a member of the motherhood-as-a-hall-of-mirrors generation, a reflecting chain of beings, each culminating in the next. It was a straitjacket for someone with such a bright, contrarian spirit. She never “got over” losing Harry. He was the love of her life, her baby, her golden child. 
But she loved to visit me in New York and then, later, Chicago. She slept on my sofa and tried Japanese sake and Polish sausages, drank cheap wine, and listened to free concerts in the park. She ate all that up. There were limits to what she would try, of course, set, I suppose, by her time and place. She was at first wary of Ben’s country background, his Polish heritage, and his lack of ambition for material success (she was Frank O’Malley’s daughter, after all). She came to respect his work, though; those chairs he made that are side by side with John Last’s in the kitchen here, and that funny little step stool he built so she could reach the top of the bookshelf. He won her over completely. Something about his presence, I like to think, reminded her of Harry. 
*  *  *
After the 1979 revolution in Iran in which the people overthrew the shah and placed Ayatollah Khomeini in power, which led to Iran becoming the repressive state it is now, I asked my father what he thought might have happened if Mossadegh had not been overthrown. And I told him what Martin had said about the role he had played in the shah’s return to power. 
He looked out the window for a long time, so long I almost thought he hadn’t been listening. But then he turned back, the last light of the sun striking his face. “I did what I thought was right with the information I had at the time,” he said stoically. Then something in his face changed. “But yes, I think about that.” 
I understood what he meant. I have my own regrets, my own compulsive revisions. Hindsight is twenty-twenty, et cetera. Also, I thought of something my mother liked to say: Just because you believe something doesn’t make it true.
But what’s the alternative? To believe in nothing at all?
That wasn’t my father’s way. He was a believer. He believed in absolute right and wrong, the importance of law, and the ideals of his country. Though there was also a softness to him. 
When I was a kid, I was always suffering from little ailments—stitches in my side, headaches, allergies. My mother was impatient with my complaints. I suppose in retrospect they were manifestations of anxiety, a physicalization of emotional discomfort. This is, of course, a very modern interpretation. My parents had no knowledge of concepts like projection and transference. Were they even familiar with the idea of anxiety? The idea of stress? My mother had that oh-fiddlesticks attitude, and despite its seeming lightness, oh-fiddlesticks was a profound stance, less a habit of mind than a way of life. My father was a survivor of the grim, horrific warfare known as hand-to-hand combat in the Pacific, a soldier who had learned to face true mortal danger, who had watched friends die. How could he empathize with my petty psychosomatic problems? 
And yet he did. I always went to him rather than my mother. I remember the gentle seriousness with which he approached a speck in the eye, bending down to my level, telling me to blink twice (“It’s a two-time sort of thing—you’ll never budge it on the first try”), lifting a clean thumb to the glassy white of my eye, and I’d barely feel it, his finger against my lashes. I would blink again and the thing, whatever it was—fragment of dust, neurotic tic—would be gone. Somehow, despite all the ways his life had molded him to be hard, he remained open to the soft, delicate underbelly of experience that makes us human, to the small irrational fears as well as the bold principles and truths. He was good at that, my father. He was capable of both. 



Chapter 23
Everyone has secrets. Like so many truisms, this is true. Because isn’t every life mostly a secret? Filled with minutes known only to the person who lived them, thoughts and feelings no one else will ever share? 
This was, anyway, what Bet told herself in the beginning.
She visited the Pike Valley Farm Cooperative at least ten times before she shared her secret with Nick. She was accustomed to the smell of pig manure, the sight of the messy compost pile, and the sorry rehabilitated cows and pigs milling around with their maimed limbs and snouts, the obese chickens and de-beaked turkeys. The co-op rescued animals damaged and rejected by large industrial farms. There was both a horror and a sweetness to this. But she could see the co-op now through Nick’s eyes: a bizarre and anti-evolutionary enterprise, almost a kind of torture. 
Anyway, it was not why they were here on this particular day in the summer of 1980. It was not something Nick needed to understand.
“It’s sort of a sanctuary,” she’d explained as she drove. “They save farm animals who’ve been deemed unfit for big farms.”
“I see,” Nick said, looking out the window uneasily.
Would Harry have liked it here? She imagined yes, probably. The long, straight dirt driveway and beautiful, dilapidated old barn; the tall row of oak trees and the peeling farmhouse with its spindly covered porch. It was a resurrected remnant of Vermont’s agricultural past, a place out of the time of John Last. Behind the farmhouse were four geodesic domes, one only half constructed, abandoned. Harry would have liked the earthy concreteness of the work in this place. There was always someone splitting wood or shelling peas, someone building or repairing or shoveling manure. Harry liked those kinds of tasks. When he was little, he loved to help in the garden, pulling dandelions from the cracks of the terrace, digging up potatoes, deadheading daisies. 
Bet parked in the shade of the barn beside the tractor. Thank God the weather was beautiful—sunny and fresh. The kind of air that made everything clean. The first time she had come here, it had been cold and gray and the old buildings looked decrepit rather than charming, the men hammering fence posts looked downtrodden rather than industrious. Nick was already uneasy about this visit; rain or heat would have made this acute. 
“Leave your jacket in the car,” Bet instructed him. “You won’t need it.”
“All right,” Nick said, opening the door.
“Can I help you?” a voice called from the pasture. It belonged to a tall young man with long hair wearing a torn green T-shirt.
Bet was aware of how they must look to him: Nick with his neatly combed gray hair in his crisp white button-down shirt and pressed trousers; she in her matronly checked skirt and blouse. Not impractical (they both wore sensible shoes), but stiff, of another era. And they were. 
“We’re here to see Candy.”
“All right, then.” The man grinned. “You know where to find her?”
“Yes.” Bet nodded. She did.
The letter had arrived almost two years ago. It was addressed to Mrs. Elizabeth Taylor, 48 Middle Road, Mapleton, Connecticut, and forwarded to their new home in North Carolina. The handwriting on the envelope was loopy and unfamiliar, the return address in Vermont: the Pike Valley Farm Cooperative. It looked careful. The child of a friend? A Girl Scout sales pitch? No; the letter was from a young woman named Candy. It contained a photo of a little girl—brown-skinned, pigtailed, squatting beside a box turtle, her hand on its shell. The child smiled shyly at the camera, the sun slicing down the side of her face. Bet understood immediately. 
 
On the porch of the co-op’s main house, a skinny, shirtless man was repairing a table, its legs turned skyward, tools scattered around him like debris. An older woman with a long braid hung laundry, intimate things: underwear, bras, and sweat-stained T-shirts. 
“Greetings, Grandma Betsy,” she said as Bet approached. This was Maeve, the wife of Winston, the agricultural director of the co-op. It had taken Bet some time to grasp that there were not only young people in this enterprise. There were Winston and Maeve and Buddy, the mechanic, who looked to be older even than Bet. There was Gladys, who baked bread, and Fletcher, the ex–helicopter pilot who wore a red-starred Vietcong hat. Bet hoped they would not see him today. The hat would offend Nick. 
Bet had been here several times already to visit Candy and her daughter, their granddaughter, she had explained to Nick earlier. Still, he seemed taken aback by her familiarity with the place. 
“Trip, would you go get Candy?” Maeve addressed the man with the tools. He did not look pleased to be directed, but he obeyed. The co-op had elaborate rules of personal interaction and codified hierarchies; Candy had explained them to Bet with a roll of her eyes. She had been there longer than many of the younger members, all of whom were obsessed with transparent “mores” and “clearly outlined expectations.” 
“They need a handbook to explain community.”
Candy sighed.
“They’re a different generation.” And Bet was startled to think of this—since Harry had died, a new generation of adults had come of age. He would have been almost thirty. 
“Maeve,” Bet said, “this is my husband, Nick. Nick, this is Maeve.”
“Grandpa Nick.” Maeve grinned as she fastened a wide pair of men’s dungarees to the line. She glanced at him. “We were wondering when you’d come.” 
“Is that right?” Nick asked, looking genuinely astonished to be called Grandpa and to have been a subject of conjecture. He looked old, Bet thought—his hair thinning, face freckled with sunspots, shoulders stooped. It gave her a pang of regret. She should have shared Candy and Myrlie earlier. There was such strange magic in the presence of this young mother and child—it made her feel young. She had promised Candy that she would not reveal her whereabouts to Katherine or Candy’s own sister or anyone else from Candy’s former life. Candy had no desire to resurface. But Candy had never said not to tell Nick. That had been Bet’s own choice, a kind of hoarding instinct. She’d wanted to keep Candy and Myrlie to herself—her own private connection to her son. 
And then last month she’d come upon Nick looking through a box of old photographs. It was midafternoon on a Wednesday, and she’d thought he was at work. He had come home early. “I wanted to find this,” he said, holding up a photo. “I was worried it was lost.” She looked from her husband to the picture in his hand: Harry as a little boy, clutching the edges of a homemade kite. There was a look of pride and excitement on his face. The day returned to her—her bathing suit still damp from swimming, the gritty sand on the stone terrace beneath her bare feet. 
And looking at her husband holding the photograph, his eyes so wide and filled with memory, the same memory—a memory of a time when life still stretched out before them, so filled with promise and striving and potential, a memory only they shared—she was struck by an enormous wave of love and then shame at her own selfishness. 
“Oh, Nicky,” she’d said, dropping to the floor before him and resting her hands on his knees. “There’s something I have to tell you, a secret I’ve been keeping. Something that will make you happy.” 
“Mama!” a small figure cried now, hurrying excitedly from behind the house. “Oh, Grandma Bet!” she said, catching sight of Bet. A smile crossed her face. “Look!” 
She extended her cupped hands toward the porch, and a small dark head peeked out, a pair of blinking black eyes.
“What’ve you got?” Bet asked, stepping down from the porch.
“It’s a chick!” the girl said breathlessly. “One of the eggs hatched.”
“A chick!” Bet exclaimed. “How sweet! Myrlie”—she drew a breath—“I brought someone for you to meet.”
Myrlie glanced for the first time over at Nick. And Bet froze with confusion—she had not thought to ask Nick how he’d like to be introduced. As Nick? Mr. Taylor? Grandpa Nick? All of these seemed ill-fitting, even preposterous. 
As Bet hesitated, Nick climbed down from the porch. “Might I have a look?” he addressed the child earnestly.
Shyly, the girl opened her hands for the chick to be revealed, a ball of downy black and white feathers, bright penny eyes blinking up. Nick bent forward, bracing his hands on his knees. “Ah,” he said, looking back at the child. “You know what they say about a spotted chick?” 
The girl shook her head.
“It’s good luck.”
And Bet felt another time rise to meet her—the kitchen on Middle Road, the blue-and-white linoleum, the round table, the Easter basket, and the cat. A fluffy chick in Katherine’s chubby hands, and Harry, her baby, in his silly sunsuit, cackling with delight. She could feel them all there with her now—together, expectant, perfect. 
“That’s a good one, all right,” Nick said, straightening.
As he spoke, Candy appeared. “Hi, Elizabeth,” she said warmly. She was a small woman with great presence and a kind of calm confidence. She worked as a midwife—she trafficked in life. 
Her eyes moved to Nick. “Welcome, Harry’s father.” She smiled and held out her hand.



Last House
2026
A ring of practical, single-family town houses with attached garages now stands at the edge of Williston where the Pike Valley co-op once stood. In 1989, along with the Berlin Wall and the old world order, the roof of the farmhouse collapsed, and after years of deferred maintenance and dwindling numbers of inhabitants, the property went into foreclosure. It was bought by a real estate developer who tore it down and built the suburban enclave that stands there to this day. It was late morning in America; George H. W. Bush was president, and the back-to-the-land ethos that gave birth to the co-op had come to seem like a quaint, misguided hippie dream. 
And Candy Mayhew became, once again, Candy Washington. There was no reason to stay underground anymore, if indeed there ever had been. She moved to an apartment in downtown Burlington and sent Myrlie to a prestigious boarding school in Connecticut, the tuition paid by Nick and Bet. Over the years, Candy and Myrlie had become close with Harry’s parents. And it was through them that Candy reconnected with Katherine—two women whose lives were defined by the same catastrophe. 
Now, in a twist of fate that once upon a time neither would have imagined, they live together at Last House. It was meant to be a short-term arrangement, a buffer against Katherine’s loneliness after Ben’s death (at sixty-five, of kidney cancer), but it suited both women. 
Together with the help of an able-bodied young man named Zev, from Banville, the two women have expanded the back field into a massive garden of cucumbers, tomatoes, and five kinds of radish. The side meadow, where Katherine lay and looked up at the stars as a girl, is now planted with apple trees. From the harvested apples, Candy makes and bottles her cider vinegar, just as Harry always imagined she would. Katherine has become an expert at jam and pickles, the irony of which is not lost on her: once upon a time she would have disparaged such domestic activity. 
But that was a lifetime ago.
At the local farmers’ market, she and Candy are known as the Last Farmers and beloved by Banville’s ever-growing weekend-house crowd. 
*  *  *
For Katherine’s seventy-ninth birthday, she and Candy have invited their families to Last House to celebrate. Katherine has two children, Mara and Nicholas, ages forty-five and forty, who are as different as they are close. Mara is a failed painter—“Not failed,” Katherine says when Mara refers to herself this way, “retired,” as if it’s Mara’s own lack of stamina or drive that is to blame. (Maybe she is right, though Mara resents the implication.) Now Mara is a social worker with two children of her own, ten-year-old fraternal twins born through a series of elaborate reproductive interventions commonplace in modern life. Her husband is a doctor whom Katherine adores, not least, Mara suspects, because he is Korean American. Katherine takes a sort of baby-boomer delight in the fact of her daughter’s interracial marriage. Other than that, Mara’s suburban life, with its two-car garage and drives to soccer practice, its Pottery Barn furniture and PTO meetings, is far too complacent and bourgeois by Katherine’s standards. 
Mara’s brother, Nicholas, named after Katherine’s father, is an ex-Marine and served two tours in Afghanistan. Grandfather would have approved, he insisted when he joined at age twenty-two, against Katherine’s wishes. Mara isn’t so sure. She remembers Grandfather as being vehemently anti-gun and pro–international peacekeeping. But the military did turn things around for Nicholas; he paid off his college loans and came home lean and edgy, filled with purpose. Now he works on applications for artificial intelligence in some highly classified branch of the army. “This is the future, folks,” he likes to say. “Whether we like it or not. Might as well try to shape it.” The Taylors seem to feel some compulsion to shape the world, which of course stems from their high self-regard, as any of Mara’s twenty-something coworkers would be quick to point out. After all, a sense of duty is a product of privilege and entitlement. (Does that make it inherently bad? Mara does not ask.) 
Mara and Nicholas have always been close. As children they would take the bus up to Banville to spend a few weeks each summer with Grandfather, and the shared experience of beauty, loneliness, and boredom bound them like glue. 
Candy never married and has only one child, Myrlie, who is Katherine’s niece. A few years ago, Myrlie fell in love with a dashing Jamaican tennis player and gave up her professorship at Penn State; now she lives in Jamaica and teaches at the University of the West Indies. She is not coming to the birthday celebration on account of the distance, but her daughter, Cora, is. Cora is a medical student in Boston and a sweet granddaughter, close to both Candy and Katherine. 
They have never all been together at Last House, and Katherine likes the idea of squeezing everyone in under one roof at least once in her life. 
 
So is it fate or coincidence (is there even a difference?) that the Taylors and the Washingtons are already en route to Last House when the blackout occurs? It is a power outage of unprecedented scope and import that stretches from Connecticut all the way to the border of Canada. And isn’t this what Last House, at heart, has always been intended for—a kind of refuge from civilization’s disasters? 
In the car on her way from Newton, Mara does not even notice the blackout when it first falls. Is falls the right word? In reality, a blackout radiates outward from a given point or points—a malfunctioning substation, an overloaded transmitter, downed power lines. But falls feels like the right way to describe what happens: darkness and sudden quiet, a downshift in the pace of life. A moment of suspension like the pause in a theater after the curtain drops. 
In the warm capsule of the minivan, Mara’s children’s iPads glow from the back seat, Neil Young sings from the stereo, and despite the freezing temperatures outside, the car remains a balmy seventy degrees. It isn’t until twilight that the blackout becomes visible, in the form of darkened houses along the highway, unilluminated hotel and restaurant signs, a sort of anxious stillness outside the car. Mara switches off the music and turns on the radio, which is full of alarming information: the extent of the blackout, the implications for so many people without power, this being wintertime. The blackout seems to stem from some sort of pipeline disturbance—an explosion, or possibly several explosions?—that caused a “cascading effect” of power-station outages. The facts are not yet clear. 
But not to worry! The radio hosts and newscasters are alternately sensational and reassuring. They talk about the emergency warming shelters set up in bus stations and high-school cafeterias all over New England. Utility companies will be working around the clock on repairs. 
Along the highway, there are mysterious pockets of power: a packed mini-mall on the outskirts of Brattleboro, a house on a hilltop ablaze with light, a brightly glowing Dunkin’ Donuts sign. Mara tries to remember how an oil pipeline relates to electricity. Did they cover this in high-school physics? Is it even physics? Her grasp of the fundamental workings of the modern world reveals itself to be surprisingly tenuous. 
She fishes out her cell phone to call her husband, Jim, but finds there is no signal, possibly on account of the outage. The hospital where Jim works, she reminds herself, has its own generator and emergency supplies. It is a blessing she and the kids are headed to Last House, which, unlike their home outside of Boston, has full tanks of heating propane and a solar-powered pump for its spring-fed well. Last year, Katherine installed a fancy Starlink satellite device to get internet and cell service and upgraded the house’s antiquated generator to a state-of-the-art battery-and-solar model grandly advertised as “the Future of Independence.” “This is your inheritance,” she likes to joke. “You can come here when the world ends.” 
Thinking of this, Mara feels a shiver of unease. The end of the world is on everyone’s mind these days, from the rising seas and melting glaciers to the oppressive smoke of forest fires, the constant floods and mudslides, and the commonplaceness of school shootings. The whiff of extinction has grown to a stench—it’s no longer just the fruit bats and river dolphins and specialized plants of the Siberian tundra that are in danger. And the workings of the everyday world no longer conform to common sense: Container ships guzzle fossil fuels to transport cheap plastic toys and electronics across oceans to nations where they are discarded and tossed into vast, off-gassing landfills that poison groundwater and contribute to glacial ice melt. Poverty makes people fat, and wealth makes them unhappy. People drive themselves to gyms to walk in place and watch TV. Worriers buy Mylar blankets, hand-cranked radios, freeze-dried lentil soup and spaghetti, as if these items might offer protection from an apocalypse. 
Jim is an optimist by nature and always quick to point out that apocalyptic thinking is an age-old part of the human experience, that all cultures have end-of-the-world myths, from the Christian Book of Revelation to the Islamic Day of Judgment. Humans are always convinced they are living in end-times: Londoners during the Blitz, Parisians during the plague, the Chinese during the Great Famine. And remember all those baby boomers in the 1950s hiding from nuclear warheads under their school desks? 
“Okay, but what about the people of Pompeii?” is Mara’s usual response to Jim’s cheery argument. “They probably worried too. And then, boom, their civilization really was wiped off the face of the earth.” 
Jim remains unpersuaded. He was raised by parents who fled Korea during the division and survived refugee camps, near starvation, and cancer (a different version for each). He has personal experience with human resilience. And he believes in America—not as perfect or invincible but as a place where problems get fixed, a country people can escape to. “So maybe we are facing the end of the Age of Fossil Fuels,” he says, “the end of democracy or American power, but it’s the beginning of something else, right? The Age of AI or Electro-Biology or Wind.”
Mara appreciates his positive attitude even if she’s not convinced by it. 
Mara exits the highway and gets onto the first of many increasingly small state and then county roads. The gas tank is half full, thank goodness. Most gas-station pumps are electric, and there are few of them anyway this far north. 
“Is it dangerous?” her son Behr’s voice reaches her from the back seat. Mara did not realize he was also listening to the radio. 
“Oh, no,” Mara reassures him. “It will all be fixed soon. And there are places people can go if they need stuff; the government has a plan.” She isn’t lying, though the words sound naive even to her own ears. 
 
When they reach Last House, all the downstairs windows are illuminated; cheery rectangles of light spill onto the frozen layer of snow. Mara opens the car door and stands for a moment in the stillness, listening to the wind rush through the pines, the frozen sap ticking and creaking in their trunks. The twins are asleep in the back seat. “We’re here,” Mara says, gently shaking Behr’s twin sister Ruthie’s shoulder. “Wake up.” 
Like bears emerging from hibernation, Behr and Ruthie extricate themselves from the warm cave of the car and stagger toward the house trailing blankets, backpacks, and power cords. 
Before they’ve even stepped onto the porch, Katherine throws open the front door. “Come in, come in, my dears!” she says, patting her grandchildren on the shoulders. She has never been a hugger. “Thank God you’re here! You’re the first ones. I hope Cora and Nicholas can make it up tomorrow.” Nicholas has always been Katherine’s favorite. He reminds her of her brother, Harry, and the resemblance is indeed uncanny—the same high cheekbones, the same wide mouth. Somehow, standing in the hall of Last House, despite all the inadequacies of Katherine’s mothering—the forgotten lunches and medicines, the missed camp sign-ups and all the times she shamed Mara for her love of Barbie dolls and junky romance novels—Mara feels a swell of love for her, even an upsurge of relief. She envelops her mother in a hug and is surprised to find herself hugged back. 
“Is it awful out there?” Katherine asks. “The radio is full of stories! People stuck in cars along the highway or in skyscraper elevators—” 
Shhh, Mara mouths and tilts her head toward her children. 
“They’ll get it fixed up in no time,” Candy says, emerging from the living room and sweeping the twins into a warm and genuine embrace. “And we have pancakes for breakfast.” 
 
Upstairs, the twins are staying in the same room Mara and Nicholas shared as children, which is the same one Katherine and her brother, Harry, shared before that. Same quilts, same bedside lamp, same mattresses. Katherine is from a time before sleep science and sleep hygiene, before human necessities like food and rest and breathing were turned into problems to address with ever-updated products. 
Ruthie falls asleep almost immediately. Behr is wide awake, though.
“You okay?” Mara asks. He is the way she remembers herself as a child: quietly anxious, preoccupied with the passage of time.
“What are they saying now?” he asks. They being the mediators of information, a nebulous collective that he is still young enough to accept at face value. 
Mara pulls out her phone, which, thanks to the satellite, has service. The articles are full of practical instructions: “Conserve water”; “Do not use gas grills indoors”; “Check on elderly neighbors and children.” There are also many graphic representations of the power grid, information about power stations and substations, the facilities that turn natural gas and oil into electricity. Pie charts of percentages: renewables versus fossil fuels. Apparently, almost 50 percent of New England’s supply still comes from fossil fuels. In ten years, this will be different. But they are in a precarious in-between time, a bridge between eras. 
“What does it say?” Behr asks, trying to read over her shoulder. 
“It says they’re working hard to fix the problem,” Mara says.
“Do you think they can?” Behr asks.
“Fix it? Sure.” Mara tousles his hair.
“But what if they can’t?”
“People made the problem, so they can solve it,” she says firmly, as if this makes sense.
 
At two a.m. Mara wakes with a start, having fallen asleep beside Behr, one arm crushed beneath her head. It takes her a moment to place herself: Last House. During a blackout. 
On her phone is a text from Jim: Crazy here but I’m fine.
Sleeping at the hospital tonight. Limited cell. 
Sweet dreams, Mara texts him. Can you still come up here tomorrow? When do you think the power will come back? Are you worried?
Careful not to wake her son, she swings her legs over the side of the bed and rises gingerly. She pulls on her discarded sweater and tiptoes into the hall. 
Familiar photographs line the wall: A very old sepia print of Grandfather Nick’s stern-looking parents; Grandfather as a Marine; Katherine as a little girl; Grandmother Bet in her wedding suit . . . a memory comes to Mara now, as they so often do at Last House: herself as a little girl sitting by the fire with Grandmother Bet, a frail, ethereal presence in the wing chair, wrapped in blankets, her feet propped on the ottoman. She was close to death, though Mara did not understand that at the time. Katherine was sorting through a pile of ancient cookbooks and crumbling Betty Crocker pamphlets. “‘Spice Cookies and Punches,’ ‘The Pillsbury Bake-Off,’” she read aloud, holding each up for Bet’s verdict: keep or toss into the give-away box. 
“‘The Modern Mapleton Household,’” Katherine read aloud, and Grandfather, sitting in the corner in his reading chair, spoke: “That one’s a keeper—your mother wrote it.” 
“You did?” Katherine asked Bet. “I never pegged you for much of a cook!”
A look of irritation crossed Bet’s face. “Give
it here,” she said in her faint, tired voice, stretching out her arm. 
Katherine handed her mother the book, and in one surprisingly adept movement, Bet spun it like a Frisbee into the fire.
“Why would you do that?”
Katherine gaped.
Bet shrugged with a mysterious, almost mischievous look on her face.
At the time Mara had been confounded. But now, remembering, she feels she understands: Bet was curating her ghost.
*  *  *
In the morning, a light snow is falling, and Mara’s children are happy to curl up with their devices in the living room, roaming the blocky landscape of Minecraft, raising pigs and mining for ore, escaping monsters, blowing up chickens. Mara does not understand this world that captivates them. But there is something oddly beautiful about its self-generating hills and woods, ravines and flower gardens. 
Mara checks her own phone, now working thanks to satellite, another tool of modern life beyond reach of her understanding. A quick scroll through the headlines clarifies that the blackout will not be a quick fix; the scope of the outage makes it harder to restart; physical components of the grid have been damaged, and large, highly specialized pieces of hardware must be shipped from far-flung factories and assembled. Already, people are clearing out the shelves of pharmacies and supermarkets. Speculation about cause has now begun, though there is no official account yet. An act of cyberterrorism? A domestic group looking to call attention to the desperate need for climate-change policies? White nationalists? Antifa? Islamic extremists? Some sort of fluky explosion triggered by temperature shifts or recent storms? Or a provocative action by another nation-state? There are many who stand to gain from the chaos. 
Mara puts her phone away. More out of curiosity than pragmatism, she opens the basement trapdoor and climbs down to the ancient storeroom, a cool, damp chamber underneath the kitchen that dates to the days of John Last. Its narrow shelves are lined with jars of pickled vegetables and canned fruit as well as a dusty crop of supermarket cans with expiration dates going back to the 1980s. Along one wall, a forest of cider vinegar. How long does pickled food last? Mara shakes her head. She is getting ahead of herself. On the highest shelf is a long wooden lockbox containing a rifle that belonged to Mara’s father’s father, a blemish on Katherine’s otherwise spotless liberal credentials. For the first time, it seems like an asset. Though who would know how to shoot it? And what on earth would they shoot? 
There is a reason electricity is called power, Mara thinks. Without it, humans are a naked, furless species, small-toothed and unfortified. 
Back upstairs, she begins preparations for the birthday meal. It is unclear if either Cora or Nicholas will make it. Cora could drive up from Boston if she has enough gas, but Nicholas—who knows? He is unreliable in the best of times. Neither seems to have cell service. 
The meal is planned for midafternoon, per Katherine’s request. Katherine believes rich food consumed after four p.m. causes heartburn and—a more eccentric notion—colon cancer. Candy is already making her famous chocolate quinoa cake. Mara chops onions and garlic and carrots, boils water for the lasagna noodles. 
“How did your uncle Harry die?” Behr asks from behind her. He has come into the kitchen and is looking at a picture that hangs beside the window. In it, Harry is bent over and smiling, shaggy hair falling into his eyes, bathed in the golden tones of a fading color photo. The photo haunted Mara when she was a child. Her uncle’s death was both a tragedy and a cautionary tale, or not so much a tale as an undercurrent; for so long, Katherine never spoke of it. 
“An accident,” Mara says, aware that she, like her mother, has not spoken to her children much about Harry’s death.
“What kind of accident?” Behr asks.
“Something he caused himself. Something”—she gropes for the words—“that never should have happened.”
“What was it?”
Mara hesitates. “An explosion.”
“An explosion?”
“A mistake.” Mara will not say bomb. “No one was supposed to be hurt. It was . . . a kind of protest.” 
She can see Behr’s mind working. “A protest of what?”
Mara sighs. “Of using oil to fuel things, destroying our planet with it.”
Behr considers. “So he was right.” 
“He was right about the problem.”
“How did he think an explosion would fix it?”
“I don’t know,” Mara says. She does not say, By making people pay attention. She does not want to give him ideas. Also, the idea itself seems outmoded, almost quaint—as if it would be enough to make people pay attention. 
Harry had been happy up here at Last House, Katherine always insists. “I saw how in love he was! How could he have agreed to plant a bomb?” 
Candy has a more sanguine view. Obviously, he didn’t think it was going to blow him up or hurt anybody else. But how can she know for sure when she didn’t know about his plan? Mara has never asked Candy this. Candy was as in the dark as Katherine was about the bomb. The two women have found great comfort in each other’s ignorance—proof that you can love a person deeply and still have no idea what’s in his mind. 
There are some mysteries that Candy and Katherine have unearthed. For instance, Carter Weston, whose children still fractiously share the Weston house in Last Valley, was the person who informed Candy of Harry’s death, and this was before Harry’s name had been publicly released. Candy remembers Carter coming to Last House early, maybe seven in the morning, a tall scarecrow-like figure walking across the lower field. He delivered the news and gave her the name of a place outside Burlington where members of the Weather Underground went to disappear. For some reason, a lack of other options, maybe, she trusted him. This was how she came to the co-op. “I don’t understand.” Mara gaped when she heard this. “Was Carter Weston a secret radical?” 
“Of course not,” Katherine scoffed. “He was CIA! And the CIA partnered with the FBI to infiltrate the student movement! All the organized protest groups—the Black Panthers, SDS, the Weather Underground—they were crawling with informants. We knew it even then.” 
So did Carter know what Harry was up to? And if so, why didn’t he stop him? Why would he help Candy? Katherine’s theory is that Carter knew generally what Martin was up to but he did not suspect Martin would catch Harry in the mess. She is even willing to give him credit for remorse. Why else would he have warned Candy that the FBI was coming as soon as he found out? There is no way to ask him. He died before Candy came back to Last House. 
Candy has a more cynical take: Carter was afraid of what she might say to the police.
 
Just before noon, Cora arrives having, miraculously, managed to drive out of Boston. She is a beautiful girl with soft brown curls, bright eyes, and an infectious laugh. Seeing her at the door of Last House raises everyone’s spirits. 
Cora is full of stories. The roads around Boston are jammed with traffic. Anyone who can afford to get out is leaving the cold city for places with power: second homes, friends’ and families’ houses, hotels and Airbnbs outside the reach of the blackout. It is the usual ugly tale of winnowing the haves from the have-nots. “It’s like—boom, the music stopped and now everyone is pinned to their own little hellhole or palace!” Cora rails. But even in her outrage, she brings a burst of energy and cheer with her that is not organic to the rest of the Taylor family or, for that matter, to Candy, who is calm and positive but never exuberant. 
Mara is setting the table for the birthday celebration when there is a commotion in the hall, the sound of a man’s voice. “Nicholas?” Mara calls. And somehow, it is. 
Standing in the front hall, he is covered with a layer of snow that clings to his eyelashes, his collar, the curls of hair escaping from his hat. At forty, despite his experience of active duty and a stormy personal life, he has an innocent baby face. 
“You made it!” Mara exclaims, enveloping him in a bear hug. His presence brings her an unexpected wave of happiness. He is a frustrating human but he is also her brother, a fellow survivor of Katherine’s parenting. “How on earth did you get here?” 
“Hitchhiked to Banville and then walked.” He grins. “I had Grandfather’s Marine Corps compass.”
“You’re lucky you didn’t end up on Last Mountain!”
“Not a chance.” He shakes his head.
“Is that Nicholas?” Katherine’s voice comes from the kitchen.
“Hey, Ma!” Nicholas calls, and Katherine appears in the doorway. She looks old and fragile and rumpled, but when she sees her son, joy crosses her features like sunlight. 
 
After Nicholas has removed his coat and boots and greeted everyone with bone-crushing hugs, the adults cluster around him with questions. 
“How did it seem in Banville?” Katherine asks. “I keep thinking about all the people without heat.”
“You’d be surprised how many people have generators up here,” Nicholas says. “And they’ve already arranged a shelter at the church. I’ll go back there tonight to help if the power’s still out.” 
 “I’ll go with you,” Cora says. “People can always use a doctor.”
And Mara smiles, despite herself. Maybe that is the upside of the general Taylor entitlement, Mara thinks, a belief in, and therefore a commitment to, their own usefulness. 
“Who’s up for a game of Monopoly?” Nicholas asks, to the twins’ delight.
 
At two o’clock they sit down to the birthday dinner. Ruthie has made place cards and Mara has distributed festive, if moth-eaten, cardboard birthday hats. The table looks cheerful, decked out with these and Grandmother’s favorite blue-and-white Brooklyn Bridge commemorative plates. 
“Soup’s on!” Candy rings the old bicycle bell that was a contribution of Mara and Nicholas’s father to Last House. It’s one of those awful loud, rasping ones and can be heard all the way down to the pond. 
“Jesus,” Nicholas says. “Isn’t it time to retire that?” But he knows as well as anyone that nothing is ever really retired at Last House. His high-school ski jacket still hangs in the closet. 
When they are seated, Mara pours everyone a glass of Prosecco. Even the twins get a sip.
“To the End-of-the-World Club,” Katherine says, raising her glass.
“Is that what this is?” Cora asks. “The End-of-the-World Club?”
Katherine sighs. “That was some kind of inside joke about Last Valley when my parents bought this house.”
“Ha!” Cora snorts. “That’s rich, given the whole valley was made up of the old white guys who created our end-of-the-world problems in the first place.” 
“I suppose that’s true.” Katherine sighs again.
“How about to Mother’s birthday?” Mara suggests.
“Hear, hear.” Candy raises her glass.
“To survival!” Nicholas says at the same time, and everyone except Katherine drinks.
In honor of their grandmother’s birthday, the twins read a poem they wrote for the occasion. It makes no sense but it pleases Katherine—her grandchildren have created something using the English language with actual paper and pen! Cora presents Katherine with a photo album, and Mara gives her a vegan cookbook. 
Ruthie and Behr carry out Katherine’s cake. The sun is sinking in the sky and the birthday candles send warm half shadows around the dining room until Katherine blows them out. 
“Now that we’re all up here,” Katherine says, “there is something we need to talk about.”
“Screens?” Ruthie asks, blanching.
“No, no, no,” Katherine says, her face remaining serious. “The future of Last House.”
“Right now?” Mara asks. “All of us?”
“Yes,” Katherine says firmly. “In the event of my demise, Candy gets to stay here for the rest of her life. The question is what happens after that.” 
For a moment there is only the sound of the generator humming.
Nicholas sighs. “It’s hard to share a house.”
“True.” Katherine nods.
“But not impossible,” Mara says.
“That would be for you three”—Katherine nods toward Cora, Mara, and Nicholas—“to figure out.”
“I like having an escape,” Mara says.
“Well, it’s not exactly a survival bunker,” Nicholas retorts. “I mean, maybe if you put a couple million dollars into it, which we don’t have, dig out the cellar and invest in—” 
“No.” Cora shakes her head. “That’s the thing—there’s no such thing as an escape! That’s an outdated concept. We’re all in it together. Those rich people with their hideouts in Saskatchewan or wherever and the poor beggars in Bangladesh. Anyway, who would want to be the last one left?” 
It is a good question. No one present thinks of John Last.
“Well.” Katherine sighs. “I could put a stipulation in my will to sell it upon Candy’s death.”
“Mother!” Mara exclaims. “That’s so bleak!”
But then, for the first time, Behr speaks. “Couldn’t we give it back?”
Everyone turns to look at him.
“To whom, sweetie?” Mara asks. 
“To the woods.” 
From somewhere in the wall, there is the sound of a mouse or some other creature scrambling in the ancient insulation.
“That is a beautiful idea, Behr,” Katherine says. 
The wind tosses the branches of an overgrown yew against the dining-room glass. It would not take much for the woods to reclaim Last House. 
“It does border a state forest,” Cora offers. 
Mara can imagine the house in a hundred years, like Sleeping Beauty’s castle, covered by vines and moss, crawling with pill bugs and earthworms. Carter Weston’s old plaid sofa would become a cozy nest for sleeping foxes; John Last’s carved chairs, a rotting pile of sticks. 
“Well,” she says finally, with a kind of thickness in her throat. “To be continued, right?”
“For sure,” Nicholas says. Cora makes a face. Mara rises to begin clearing, and Katherine remains sitting, looking pensively into space. 
 
Mara washes the dishes—so much food scraped into the garbage! So much water expended to wash a tableful of plates! So much general waste! The radio informs her of more floods in California, renewed fighting in Ukraine, a promising cancer vaccine breakthrough. For inscrutable reasons, the market is rebounding. The world outside the power outage persists. People in regions neighboring the outage are opening their homes to blackout refugees. There is still no definitive answer as to who or what was responsible, or at least not one that can be broadcast. 
But, most important, a rolling hour-of-power system will soon be in place. It will be like Europe after World War II or life in any number of developing nations with energy deficits. People will make do; stability will return. Eventually, the lights will come back on. 
This time, at least.
 
Meanwhile, the snow has picked up outside. One can feel a storm gathering steam, a kind of thickening, like a welling up of tears. Nature has its own engine. 
On Mara’s phone, there is a text from Jim: His hospital is evacuating patients by helicopter to a sister hospital in Pennsylvania. When they’re finished, he’s going to catch a ride to Banville on a Red Cross supply truck. 
Mara washes the cutlery, the Brooklyn Bridge plates, the champagne glasses. When she is done, the sun has sunk behind Last Mountain and the snow on the ground glows the purple-gray of dusk. More snow is falling—light, delicate flakes. 
With the tap off, Mara realizes how quiet it is. She wipes her wet hands on her jeans and makes her way to the empty living room. There is no sound from upstairs other than the sighing, ticking sound of old beams settling. 
What can have happened to her family? Just as she feels a flash of genuine worry, she catches movement outside: Behr, in his parka and red hat, silhouetted against the snow. Not only Behr but also Cora and Ruthie, Nicholas, Candy, and Katherine. Their bodies form a line between the far side of the barn and the front porch, maybe seven or eight feet between each. The line moves as she watches. Nicholas, who is closest to the barn, disappears around the side and reemerges with an armload of logs from the sprawling woodpile. He passes it to Katherine, who takes it and passes it to Candy, who passes it to Ruthie, and so on. They are bringing more firewood to pile under the porch roof. 
She pulls on her own coat and boots. When she bends down, she locks eyes with the Huma bird, crouched in its place. “Take care of the old girl,” Grandfather said the last time Mara saw him. They were in the Last House living room, which had been made up as a sort of hospice, and he was half ghost already, his face grayish, his wrists thin as a girl’s. “She’s seen the world end three times,” he rasped. “She knows what’s next.” 
It had taken Mara a moment to understand that he was talking about the Huma bird. Mara regards the creature hunkered down in the corner, her regal neck arched, her eyes wide and blank. Her expression is inscrutable. 
Outside, the air is cold, and the snow is picking up. Mara walks to the end of the line and slips in beside Nicholas. From here, next to the woodpile, they are a little uphill from the house. Light spills from windows in appealing rectangles, and the sky vibrates a snow-blurred shade of purple. 
Mara feels the almost inappropriate stirring of a long-dormant impulse: She would like to paint this. To capture the spindly line of humans, the bright windows, the layered peaks of mountain and roof. It’s the first time in years she’s had the urge to paint. 
What a time to think of such a thing! People are freezing, dark forces are gathering; why is she thinking about making art? The phrase Nero fiddled while Rome burned rises to the top of her mind. She has always pictured a cruel madman fiddling while his empire falls, but suddenly, in this moment, she sees him in a different light. What if he fiddled not despite Rome burning but because of it? Not out of selfish oblivion but in an attempt to make sense of the mess? Maybe his fiddling was a way of praying for metamorphosis. A prayer for the resurrection of the Huma, the phoenix, anything that might rise from the ash. 
As they work, the wind rushes through the pines, the sky darkens, and snow drifts against the house. While she carries the logs, Mara lets herself imagine what she would paint: the snowy plain of the field, the gray of the clapboards against the black forest, and the light streaming from the windows, of course. The shape of man’s assertion over nature, lovely but ephemeral, before it flickers out. 
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