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When you least expect it, someone may actually listen to what you have to say.

—Maggie Kuhn, founder of the Gray Panthers

We know it is impossible. The question is, who can best endure impossibility?

—Hilary Mantel, The Mirror and the Light
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You know how it ends.

Everyone in the whole world knows how it ends.

Of course that’s true anyway for all of us, no matter what.

Ironically, stories rarely start at the beginning, mostly because the beginning’s so much harder to find.

This story, however, started quite abruptly one June morning when I hit a priest with my car. I didn’t mean to, and it was just a tiny fender bender, and no one got hurt. Also, if you think about it, bending is the entire point with fenders. But it’s true that this fender had been shiny and flawless, like a mirror you would find in a mirror store. Then I ran into it, and all at once it became crumpled and scratched and nonreflective. Like a mirror you would find in hell.

I have learned, after fifty-two years in Texas, that it’s the big white men in big white hats you have to watch out for, but under this hat I spied a clerical collar. Notwithstanding I had just been concocting a metaphor featuring hell, I thought probably he’d go easy on me because yelling at an old woman isn’t very Christian. Mind, neither am I, but I was hoping it wouldn’t come up.

I waited while he picked his way along the shoulder over two empty takeout containers and another that was spilling leftover pad thai onto the road. There were some geese in the median strip, honking at us for stopping or maybe warning us away from their noodles. When the priest arrived by my side finally, what he said was “So is it a special day, or are you always out here driving around like some kind of asshole?”

I was so relieved.

“Oh!” I said. “Flatbush.”

“What?”

“I’m from Brooklyn too.” I laid a hand on my chest. “Flatbush. Born and bred. How about you?”

He looked taken aback. “Bay Ridge. How’d you know?”

“Recognized your accent,” I said. “Also your vocabulary.” Then I added, “Please forgive me for damaging your bumper.”

I thought maybe if I emphasized that the only part of his truck that was harmed was the part put there for that purpose, he might be less upset, but what he said was “Not Catholic.”

“Pardon?” I’d turned seventy-seven the week before, but my hearing was still fine. This just didn’t make sense.

“Don’t let the dog collar fool you. I’m an Episcopal priest.”

“I see,” I said. But I did not.

“So confession is a lesser sacrament. Plus ‘Forgive me for damaging your bumper’ doesn’t really count.”

“I’m Jewish,” I explained.

“Ahh,” he said. “You shouldn’t be driving.”

“Jews are fine drivers!”

“Many of them. Not you. Give me your license.”

“We’re only supposed to exchange insurance information,” I protested. “You’re not a police officer.”

“Higher authority.” Then he took a knife out of his pocket, so I handed over my entire wallet. He deployed a scissor and cut my license into tiny pieces, then let them fall onto the side of the road.

“You shouldn’t litter,” I called as he picked his way back over the takeout containers.

He made a hand gesture I remembered well from my Brooklyn days. It didn’t seem very Christian to me, but then I’m not an expert.

My middle child, Alice, is a lawyer, so I thought maybe we could sue, but after I drove home—unlicensed—and told her this story, she said, “He’s right. You shouldn’t be driving.”

By September, my house was sold, my car was gone—along with my license, my independence, and a state of affairs in which I told my children what to do instead of the other way around—and I stood before the automatic sliding doors of the Vista View Retirement Community, contemplating my new home.
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“It’s … nice.” Max didn’t sound like he meant it. He hadn’t picked Vista View—that would be Alice again—and he’d been sad in a way his sisters hadn’t to lose the house he’d grown up in. If you’re the baby of the family, you’re the baby of the family, even if you’re forty-three. But he sounded like he was trying to mean it, so I tried too.

“It’s … big,” I landed on. In Texas, “big” is almost always a compliment.

We were standing a few feet from the entrance, watching a fake waterfall trickle over fake river rock, trying to work up the resolve to go inside. Upstairs, movers were arranging what remained of my furniture without me, but I couldn’t seem to get past the forecourt.

The building was both of those things, nice and big. It’s just that nice and big aren’t really what you’re looking for in a home, are they? Vista View was polished and bland and inoffensive for floor upon floor, hallway upon hallway, door after door after door. It was like moving back into your college dorm, if your college dorm had been a Hampton Inn. I was used to living alone. I was used to living alone in a rambling hundred-year-old house, whose every inch of warped quarter-round I knew like I knew the three humans I’d raised there. Its walls had been covered in artwork and paint nicks, both from when the kids were little, its floors with more nicks and faded rugs whose intricate patterns I could sketch with my eyes closed. But rugs were not allowed at Vista View—never mind I’d spent fifty years not tripping over them, they were now deemed too great a risk—and there wasn’t room for a lifetime’s worth of beloved novels and throw pillows and my mother’s china.

And I was used to living alone.

“Four hundred people.” My son whistled. Only a few were in evidence, but the brochure assured us they were legion. I had to tip my head all the way back to see the top of the building, and it sprawled away in every direction. “So there must be someone here you’ll like.”

This makes me sound like a misanthrope, which I’m not. My standards have just gotten higher as I’ve aged. Which at this point makes them stratospheric.

“Four hundred old people,” I said. That being the difference between a retirement home and a college dorm. Between a retirement home and a Hampton Inn, for that matter. Old people are fine. Nothing but old people, however, is an unsettling consolidation.

“I love old people.” Max did sound like he meant that. “They’re wise.”

“More like wizened,” I said.

“And anyway, you’re not old. You’re just moving into an apartment. I live in an apartment.”

Yes, it was an apartment, but the shower had a seat in it and a cord you could pull in case of emergencies. Yes, it was located in the independent-living section, but Vista View also had assisted living, memory care, and a nursing wing. And I was too old to navigate a slope as slippery as that one.

“There’s a van into town just because parking’s a pain in the ass.” Max squeezed my arm and kindly didn’t mention my license-in-pieces. “There’s a dining room just because cooking dinner every night is also a pain in the ass.”

“So everyone here is old and lazy,” I said.

“Would you two move?” a voice interrupted behind us. “You’ve been standing in front of the entrance for twenty minutes. You keep tripping the doors and letting out all the air-conditioning.”

We turned around.

“Hi, Dad,” said Max.

“See, here’s an example,” I said, “of old and lazy.”

Among Vista View’s many indignities, this one was going to be hardest to stomach: My ex-husband was a resident already. Roger and I hadn’t lived together in twenty-five years. Now there would be only two floors between us, which hardly seemed sufficient.

“Hi, sweetheart.” Roger slung an arm around Max and kissed him on the cheek. “You drew the short straw?”

Max looked confused but unalarmed. His father talking nonsense had nothing to do with senescence.

“You’re the one who had to take off work to get your mother through move-in day,” Roger clarified, “instead of Darcy and Alice?”

“Alice had an important meeting,” we three chorused.

“And Darcy’s home supervising Lola and Lucas,” Max added.

Our granddaughter and her first serious boyfriend were spending a lot of time together in her bedroom after school. Darcy insisted they leave the door open, but that only worked if she was home too.

“Besides, I’m the strongest.” Max flexed his biceps like a body builder in a cartoon. He’s a professional arm wrestler, which, yes, there is such a thing and I was also surprised. It turns out there are two kinds of professional athletes: the kind that get paid millions of dollars a year plus signing bonuses and incentives and endorsement deals, and then the kind Max is. He’s a professional arm wrestler and a professional director of communications and social media for a multinational financial analytics and diversified data solutions management consultancy firm. I don’t know what that is, but I do know which job pays his bills.

His second career also means one of his arms is noticeably bigger than the other. I am used to that, though. What was strange was that this grown man, with his lopsided muscles and his graying facial hair and the crinkles that appeared around his eyes when he smiled and didn’t entirely fade anymore when he stopped, was my baby boy. His older sisters were also adults, of course. They also had muscles and crinkles around their eyes. But the progression from young woman to grown-up is somehow incremental—maybe softened by makeup and hair dye, maybe just familiar because I’d traversed it myself—whereas the progression from young man to grown-up is like falling off a cliff. Not for the young man. For his mother.

I felt too young to be surrounded by so many people whose babies were adults. I felt too old to be the new kid. But if Vista View was to be my last move, my last home, I needed to stop feeling too young and too old and start settling in. Quickly. It’s not like I had all the time in the world.

“Well, I’m out. I already paid my dues with this one.” Roger nodded his head in my direction and winked at our son. “Overpaid, actually. But when you’re done, come by and have a beer.”

Max promised. Roger wafted away, Rogerly.

Our son smiled at me. “Now aren’t you glad this place is so big?”
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The next morning, my phone rang at three minutes past seven. Though it was my new landline rather than my cell and did not display the caller, I knew who it was before I answered.

“It is seven o’clock,” I said.

“It is 7:03,” said Darcy.

“In the morning,” I added.

“I waited till after seven. Time to get up. How are you settling in? Have you made any friends yet?”

“Everyone’s still asleep.”

“I highly doubt that. Old people are early risers.”

“Because their children call them before dawn.”

“Dawn was half an hour ago.”

“Why is it so loud?” It sounded like she was at a party.

“I’m at a party,” Darcy said.

“Who throws a party at seven a.m. on a Wednesday?”

“I do. It’s a tailgate party. At the new Costco.”

I paused to let these words reorder. They did not.

“You’re throwing a tailgate party at the new Costco?”

“Well, in the parking lot.”

“Why?”

“There’s a new Costco! There’ll be press. Balloons. Boxes of dog treats bigger than the dog. Who knows what wonders await? So I invited a few friends. A couple dozen friends. I made three kinds of muffins.”

If you live long enough, sometimes customs change without your keeping up, and things you think are weird aren’t actually.

This was not one of those times.

“Couldn’t you just go inside and buy a giant variety pack of them?”

“They don’t open till ten.”

“That’s three hours from now.”

“I like to be early.” An understatement. Darcy likes to be early the way other people like oxygen. It’s not her fault, though. She’s a firstborn daughter.

“You didn’t meet anyone fun last night?” she asked, but that was not her question. Her question was when could she stop feeling guilty about overreacting to a minor fender bender and colluding with her sister to declare me unfit to drive or live on my own any longer. Her question was when would she be vindicated by the promise she’d made over and over the last three months that I would be so relieved to be rid of my old life and have this one instead—where I could engage new friends in new activities and not have to worry about weeding my flower beds or cleaning an extra bathroom—that I wouldn’t even miss my autonomy and independence.

“It was one night, Darcy. I ate with Max. We ordered pizza.”

“Then you better get a move on, Mom. Up and at ’em. Start making some friends.”

As if making friends was like making brownies.

“They have everything in that place,” she went on. “Go to an exercise class. I would kill to go to yoga this afternoon.”

As if we were talking between UN briefings on world peace negotiations rather than at a party in the Costco parking lot.

“It’s yoga in chairs,” I said.

“Sounds dreamy. Another kind of class? Hold on. I still have the brochure.” Darcy has never thrown out a document in her life. “There’s painting class, music class, baking—”

“I am not in kindergarten,” I interrupted.

“A club?” She read, “There’s puzzle club, chess club, Spanish club. Book club!”

I snorted. “Please.”

“Just because not everyone was an English teacher for a million years, Mother, doesn’t mean they can’t read and discuss a book with you.”

“Unfortunately, it does.” I am not a snob. I just take books more seriously than other people and am bad at pretending otherwise. Alice’s Brownie troop had had a moms’ book club that hadn’t cared how wrong they were about The Clan of the Cave Bear, even after I explained that I did this for a living. When it was my month to pick, they didn’t even get as far as wrong about One Hundred Years of Solitude. I find that book clubs are like garlic sauces: I like them, but they do not agree with me.

“You could hang out with Dad,” Darcy proposed.

I laughed and laughed.

“There’s a lecture series!” she said, triumphant because I couldn’t object without knowing what the topics were.

Darcy used to be a project manager for a bank. Now she manages me. Her husband, Edward, is “in finance.” This means he is often in London or Hong Kong or Singapore. It also means Darcy doesn’t have to work. Or doesn’t get to work. Or only gets to work on me.

Mostly to get her off the phone, I agreed to attend the lecture series, which was how I found myself in the multipurpose room later that morning awaiting the start of a talk called “Dirt: A History.”

I worried this would take some time.

Other residents filed in and filled the chairs all around me, chatting with each other, offering shy smiles to the new kid but saying nothing to me directly. I was relieved but surprised they weren’t nosier. You’d expect a new member of a closed community with a lot of time on its hands to draw unabashed stares and impolite questions, but I was coming to understand a simple fact: Turnover at Vista View had to be pretty high. They were used to new kids.

I knew from Darcy’s brochure that some residents were barely sixty, others at the beginnings of their second centuries. The age range at a continuing-care facility has to be wider than in any other community you cloister with your whole life. You don’t negotiate the drama of your kindergarten playground with people undergoing their midlife crises, nor room with sexagenarians in your campus dorm. But as I looked around the lecture, that same forty-year age gap didn’t seem to be giving anyone any pause at all.

When the history of dirt started, it turned out to be about erosion and root systems and what grew well where, and it lasted only twenty minutes. Mind, I had just been forced to leave my yard and trees and garden behind, so, though unexpectedly brief, the lecture itself was not relevant.

The lecturer, in contrast, was.

I went up to him afterward. “Hi. Remember me?”

He lit up. “Hey, the shitty Jewish driver from Brooklyn! What’re you doing here?”

“You cut up my license,” I said. “I had to give up my car and my home and live here instead, and it’s all your fault.”

“You’re welcome!” He still wore the cowboy hat but was in lay clothes and seemed much younger than he had by the side of the road. Maybe the priest collar ages a man or maybe proximity to the Vista View residents does the opposite, but it was clear I belonged and he did not. He grinned and threw his arms wide. “Isn’t it great here?”

“Not as great as it was at my house.”

“Did your house have scintillating-as-shit guest lectures you got to attend for free with all your friends?”

“I don’t know anyone here except my ex-husband,” I reported.

“Then you better get your ass in gear and mingle.” He held out his hand. “You can start with me. Father Frank.”

“Pepper.” We shook. “How’s your truck?”

“Fixed but filthy.”

“Ministering is dirty business?”

“That or gardening.”

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“Community service. Planting in the morning, interfaith service after lunch.”

“Community service?” I remembered the knife. “Were you convicted of a crime?”

“I’m a priest,” he said, spinning me around by the shoulders and pointing me toward the snack table. “Giving back to the community is part of my goddamn calling.”
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Milling around the snack table with coffee, tea, and cookies were the people I had come here specifically to meet and befriend, but suddenly I had more urgent business.

I went up to my apartment to get what I needed. The term they use for what I’d had to do before moving is “downsize,” which is a sanitized way of saying I’d had to give everything I used to own to someone else. But these supplies were keepers, nonnegotiably. I came back down and found Father Frank’s truck. It wasn’t hard. In the first place, I had reason to remember it. At least the back of it. In the second, though it’s true that Texas is lousy with pickup trucks, I wasn’t the only resident at Vista View who didn’t drive anymore. There were more empty parking spots than full ones.

I got to work.

A voice interrupted almost immediately. “Can I help you?” This was the first thing he ever said to me.

Shit. “Oh. Sorry. Am I not allowed to be here?” I couldn’t see why the parking lot would be off-limits, but it wasn’t surprising. Vista View seemed to be full of pointless rules, as if we were children, fast and heedless and too inexperienced to have learned any life lessons yet, rather than the opposite. We were not allowed bird feeders on our patios (might draw mice), candles in our apartments (might start fires), guns or swords (I was alarmed they needed this rule), noise after ten p.m. (they did not need this rule), plus the ban on rugs (which I’d first assumed incorrectly was a typo for drugs). So I should have foreseen that the parking lot would be verboten.

But the voice clarified, “I didn’t mean ‘Can I help you?’ as in ‘You’re not allowed to be here.’ I meant ‘Can I help you?’ as in ‘Do you need any assistance I might be able to provide?’”

He had a British accent and triangles of white hair straining toward the light from behind each ear. The rest of his head was naked, his face too—not just clean-shaven but kind, eager, and wide-open.

“It seems,” he continued, “as if you intend to wash this pickup.”

“I do.” Essentially, the first thing I ever said to him.

“So I thought you might like help.” He rolled up the sleeves of his button-down and grabbed the other sponge. Then he said, “Moth.”

I looked around. “Where?”

“Here.” He gestured at himself and managed to dribble soap and water from his shoulders to his knees. “Moth Holden. Pleasure.”

“Your name is Moth?”

“It’s short for Timothy.”

“Have you considered Tim?”

“Tim?” He tented the hand that wasn’t holding a sponge on his chest and made appalled eyes at me.

“Pepper Mills,” I admitted. Reluctantly.

He saluted at once. “Sergeant Pepper.”

Very few people manage, upon introduction, to refrain from making a joke about my name, but this one was less irritating than most. I was grateful for a cultural reference I wasn’t too old to get. Or maybe it’s just hard to take offense at anything coming out of a man with hair like a clematis. At least he hadn’t made a pun.

As with so many things, this was Roger’s fault.

My name used to be Pepper Adler. My father’s name was Basil Adler. My mother’s name was Rosemary Adler, née Adelman. Their names weren’t why they fell in love and decided to spend their lives together, but it was why the friends who’d introduced them did so in the first place. Spicy names had worked for them, so when their only child arrived, they named me Pepper. Basil, Rosemary, and Pepper Adler. A family.

Maybe it was the power of suggestion or maybe just resignation to fate, but after a series of jobs that went nowhere, my father found one at the diner around the corner from our house and kept it for fifty years. Because of our names, being a line cook felt like a calling to him, and anyway, back then it was the sort of job that meant we were never too worried about money and my mother could stay home with me, the sort of job that maybe didn’t leave a lot left over but still supported an entire family in what was at the time Brooklyn and is still Brooklyn, though no longer the one where you could live with your wife and kid on a luncheonette counter cook’s salary. This is one example of how the world can change completely in less than a lifetime.

Another is how if I met Roger today, I wouldn’t have had to take his name, thus making a mockery of my own. In fact, if I met Roger today, I wouldn’t have married him in the first place. With more wisdom and experience, I would have been able to see that the ability to make you laugh is not the most important quality in a life partner and that the butterflies he occasioned in my middle were a precursor to chrysalises—or something similarly full of promise but not actual flight—rather than the other way around. It was a different time, though. I had not yet possessed wisdom or experience. I didn’t know anyone who didn’t change her maiden name. That’s how I became Pepper Mills: unfortunate timing.

Over the years, I have heard every inappropriate grinding/shaking/spicing/tasting joke you’d care to come up with, and none of them are funny because puns aren’t and because really the only reasonable response to “I’m Pepper Mills. Nice to meet you” ought to be “How do you do, Pepper. I’m” whoever you are. But manners are yet another way the world is eroding while I go on living in it, and that one has been going on for quite some time.

A man who has named himself after a bug, however, does not get to cast aspersions. Instead, he ventured, “This pickup is not yours, I presume?”

Because I was too old to drive a truck? Too feeble to climb into one? Too addled to have a license? Never mind that that last one had been deemed the case, I prepared to be offended. “What makes you say that?”

“There’s a clerical collar looped over the rearview.”

I looked up at it. So there was. “Maybe I’m a priest,” I said.

But he shook his head. “There’s a mezuzah outside your front door.”

“Because my granddaughter made it in Hebrew school, not because—” I began, then interrupted myself. “Wait a minute. How do you know what’s outside my door?”

“I’m your next-door neighbor,” Moth said. “I was looking for an excuse to say hello, welcome you to the neighborhood—that is to say, floor seven—when I saw you emerge from your flat with buckets and cleaning supplies, and Bob’s your uncle, I had my opportunity.”

I made a face. “I don’t understand that saying.”

“No, it’s never really crossed the pond, has it? It means et voilà!”

“If you have to translate English to French for an American to understand, that’s a good hint your idioms are imprecise,” I advised. “And I know what it means. I just don’t know why. Who’s Bob?”

“Next I attend the Palace of Westminster, I shall inquire and report back. Meantime, however, might I ask why we are washing a stranger’s pickup?”

“He’s not a stranger. He’s Father Frank, an Episcopal priest from Brooklyn.”

“Yes, I see. Though a follow-up, if I may?”

“Sure.”

“Why are we washing Father Frank, an Episcopal priest from Brooklyn’s pickup?”

“It’s dirty,” I said curtly, then remembered I was trying to make friends. “And we had a run-in a few months ago, so I owe him. He’s helping out upstairs, and I thought it might brighten his day to come down later to a nice clean truck.”

“Well, he certainly deserves it,” Moth said. “Father Frank gives cracking lectures.”

I could only assume this was high praise. “Also, I find washing cars relaxing.”

He looked half skeptical, half intrigued. You might say “nonplussed” if you knew what it meant, which most people do not. (It’s not their fault, I always explained to my students—it’s a confusing word—but I didn’t make it up so it’s not my fault either.)

“You are not who one thinks of when one thinks of someone washing a car,” he said.

Awkward phrasing. What he meant by “someone” was “girls.” What he meant was that photographs (and ads and posters and films) of car washers usually picture a very attractive young woman with a preponderance of what we used to call bosom, who is barely (in both senses of the word) clad, and generally sporting high heels, too much makeup, and a complicated hairdo. I can’t tell you why this is alluring, but I can tell you that heels, makeup, and complicated hair are not conducive to getting a car clean. Though I suppose a clean car is hardly the point.

When it is, though, you could do worse than finding an old woman to do it. We’ve perfected the art of cleaning after most of a lifetime spent doing it behind husbands and kids. We’re detail oriented with no careers or small children to distract us, and we have time to dedicate to the task. And while our admittedly slightly weakened musculature, aching joints, and diminished eyesight might make it hard to keep up with the needs of a whole house anymore, a car is small. No sofa cushions to lift, no stairs to negotiate, no toilet to scrub. Even the largest car is bite-sized compared to a house, so really pretty satisfying to clean.

It is also true that I’ve had a lot of practice. “I’m retired now,” I said, “but I washed a lot of cars in my day.”

He tried to wring water out onto the ground but mostly wrung it onto his shoes. “You were a professional car washer?”

“High school teacher.”

“I always confuse the two.”

“Common mistake.”

“And quite a coincidence. I was also a high school teacher.” In apparent wonder at this serendipity, he hugged his sponge, realized what he’d done, and removed it to frown at the damp patch he’d stamped into his shirt. “Thirty-nine years. The last twenty-eight of them at Herbert Hoover.”

Tense. Tense is the problem when you retire. “Was,” he’d said. “I was a high school teacher.” I’d been retired twelve years but still felt more accurate in the present tense. For one thing, this is the kind of math even English teachers understand. I’d been retired twelve years from a job I started when I was twenty-two, meaning I had been a teacher for forty-three years of my life, whereas I had been not a teacher for only thirty-four. And I didn’t remember the first five or so, having been only a baby at the time.

But second of all, as for my father before me, my job always felt closer to a calling. Whereas he’d found his because of his name, I’d found mine—like my name—because of timing. It had seemed to me, as a young woman, that my options (as a young woman) were I could be a teacher or I could be a nurse, and if that wasn’t quite true, it was a lot truer than it is now. In books and movies, on TV, old women are retired spies, retired investigators, retired con artists, but real life wasn’t that exciting.

Isn’t that exciting.

I do not like blood, but I do like books, words, reading, learning, language, writing, and children. It was not a hard decision, but nor was it a job that was limited to school hours. Teaching isn’t that kind of work. So maybe it’s something you stop doing. But it isn’t something you stop being.

Of course that’s true of all sorts of things. When you’re young, you are what you do. Before you’re a teacher because you teach, you’re a dancer because you dance, or a smoker because you smoke. Before that, you’re a jumper because you jump, or a helper because your mother lets you lick the bowl when she’s baking chocolate cake. But in one’s twilight years, the gap between doing and being widens. At least—as there are more and more things I can’t do anymore—I hope so.

I laid a palm to my chest. “William Taft. English department. Forty-one years. And two before that back in Brooklyn at Canarsie High, RIP.”

“They shuttered the school because you left New York?”

“I don’t think that was why. Especially since it didn’t happen for forty more years. Which department were you?”

“Science. Which I suppose is why I didn’t realize car washing played such a significant role in the literary canon.”

“I was also the advisor for The Willie,” I explained.

“The willie?”

“School literary magazine.”

“Oh, I see. For William Taft. In England, ‘willie’ has another meaning.”

“All over the English-speaking world, I think. It was named before my time, but I assume that’s why the students chose it.”

The Willie had been allotted eighty-five dollars a year, which had to cover printing costs as well as pizza, the cornerstone of any successful high school club. When I complained about insufficient funds, my principal said we could have an extra twenty bucks if we changed the name, which he claimed was “stealthily randy.” I’d argued that high school students were, in my experience, openly randy, but the truth is twenty bucks wouldn’t have made that much of a difference anyway, not even in 1975.

“The Willie’s budget was a pittance.” I fished wax and polish out of my supply bag. “So we held bake sales. We held raffles. But mostly, we held car washes.”

“I can see that poets washing cars would be a moneymaker.” He upended one of the buckets and stood on it to reach Father Frank’s roof. “We sold magicians.”

I stopped mid-buff. “You sold magicians?”

“Rented them, really,” he clarified. “To earn money for our similarly underfunded chemistry club. For a small fee, a student would come to your child’s birthday party or Scout meeting and conjure purple smoke, light water on fire, explode fruit, that sort of thing.”

“Sounds sticky.”

“Less messy than car washing, ironically.” He was soaked to the skin, hair triangles wilted against his scalp, shoes squelchy with dirty water, but I was distracted by his correct identification of irony, a skill far rarer than the ability to wash a truck. Or explode fruit.

“What was it called, your chemistry club?”

“Chemistry Club,” he said.

“No second entendre there.”

“Nor really a first.”

“See, this is why you need poets.” I switched rags. I had an endless supply of spent Willie tees. “They’re good at finding words with two meanings, of which one is a good name for a student organization and the other is stealthily randy.”

“What would you suggest?”

“I’m not very well versed in chemistry terms,” I hedged. “Mortar and Pestle?”

He grinned at once but tilted his head shoulder to shoulder. “Yes, but we don’t use them as much as we used to. How about Wetting Agents?”

“Eww.”

“Atomic Unit?” he offered.

Hard to argue with. Which made me think of “Hard Acid? That’s a thing, right?”

“Not bad.” His eyes sparkled like the chrome of the undented bumper. “Wait. I’ve got it.”

I put down my rag in anticipation. “Manometer!” He flipped out his hands like Ta-da and splashed car polish everywhere. Darcy had offered me fifty dollars to put the extra bottle of polish in the donate pile. Now I was glad I had turned her down.

“Compelling, but I don’t know what that is.”

“It’s a U-tube”—he drew it in the air with a finger, and I saw his point already—“used to measure pressure in various pipelines, tubes, orifices—”

I held up a hand. “Enough!” We were giggling like high schoolers (speaking of irony). “Of course, if you’re a teenager,” I pointed out, “really anything said in the right tone can be stealthily randy.”

He dropped his voice to a sultry whisper. “Bohr Model.”

I cocked my hips and fluttered my lashes. “Noble Gas.”

With breathy pauses, he purred, “Poly. Atomic. Ion.”

My memory’s not what it used to be, but that wasn’t the reason I couldn’t remember the last time I’d laughed so hard. When we caught our breath, we declared the truck clean—it really did look brand-new—and snuck away so when Father Frank came down, he would be what Moth termed “chuffed.”

The elevators at Vista View are glass, as if we’re in a James Bond film instead of the opposite. They’re slow and overused—few can take the stairs here—so we had to wait, damply, but one arrived finally, and we got on it.

As we ascended, Moth said, “While we’re on the topic, you are going to prom, are you not?”

“What do you mean?”

“Senior prom. Day after tomorrow,” Moth said. “You look confused.”

“Because we were reminiscing about high school, not enrolling in it.”

He grinned. “Wrong sort of senior, Sarge.”
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Truth be told, I was reluctant as regards the wrong-sort-of-senior prom. I could see that calls for formal wear might be few and far between, that the multipurpose room would too often host memorials or lectures on dirt, so taking the opportunity for music and joy was necessary. I got that memory lane was often walked alone at this age, so dancing down instead—and with friends—was a worthy goal.

I felt silly, though. Prom is for May not September, and not just literally. We weren’t celebrating the end of high school. We were beyond celebrating the ends of things. We weren’t embarking on what came next either. What came next was to be delayed as long as possible, and it wasn’t celebrated.

But I’d promised—my kids? myself? my Episcopal priest?—that I’d try. And anyway, prom turned out not really to be optional. I gathered from the scuttlebutt in the hallways—just like in high school—that everyone who could was going, so skipping it seemed like tempting fate, like when you call in sick then actually come down with the flu.

Lola came over to help me get ready, despite my insistence that I didn’t need help, especially not from my fifteen-year-old granddaughter. I wasn’t so old I couldn’t pull up pantyhose or deploy hair spray or apply makeup. I might prove too old to bother with pantyhose, hair spray, or makeup, but it wasn’t because I couldn’t.

“Needing help has nothing to do with it,” Lola said, and indeed, she arrived with two boxes—donuts and nail polish, both in a variety of appalling colors—but didn’t really help.

Instead she lounged on the sofa and complained about Darcy while I got dressed. “Mom likes Sari better.”

“Oh she does not.” I pulled my bar mitzvah dress over my head. It was just-below-the-knee navy crepe with a lace hem, and I’d worn it what felt like every Saturday for all the years the kids were in middle school. It was—and looked—forty years old, but its whole point was that it worked for any level of party from “black tie optional” to “community center kiddush” to “retirement home senior prom.” And anyway, it had gotten me this far.

“No,” said Lola.

“The dress or your mother?”

“Both. She’s all, ‘Sari does dance and band and choir and soccer. Sari’s taking honors classes. Sari volunteers after school. What do you do after school?’”

“What do you do after school?” I changed into an ambiguous pantsuit.

“No,” said Lola. Then, “Hang out with you.”

“And I’m grateful. But who else besides me?”

Lola made a face. “That’s not the point.”

In fact, the time Lola was spending after school in an often-empty house with Lucas was exactly the point, but I said, “Your mother loves you and your little sister equally, and you know it.”

“I didn’t say she didn’t. She loves us equally, but she likes Sari better.”

“Then you should feel great.” I pulled on one of my favorite teaching outfits, a green cotton skirt that fell to my ankles and a T-shirt that read “Edit or regret it.”

“No,” said Lola.

“Why not?”

“It’s prom.”

“But not really,” I said.

“Still no. I like the first one best.”

“The bar mitzvah dress?”

“The white one you keep coming back to.”

“That’s my slip.”

“It’s very in.”

“It’s underwear.”

“Why should I feel great that Mom likes Sari more?” she said.

“If your mom’s like-plus-love for you equals her like-plus-love for Sari and she likes Sari better, she must have more love for you. Simple math.”

Lola rolled her eyes. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“How’s your Algebra II grade?” I pulled on a black top, black pants, and low—but silver—heels.

“Lose the bottoms,” Lola directed. I kicked off the shoes. “No, keep the shoes, but lose the pants.”

“Then I’m just wearing a shirt.”

“No pants is very in.”

“How can something I’m not wearing be in?”

“Or you could add a belt and then it’s a dress. I have nail polish that would match perfectly.”

“It’s black,” I said. “Everything matches perfectly.”

“Dead Couture,” said Lola.

“Inappropriate joke at a retirement home.”

“No, that’s the name of the nail polish I have to match your outfit.” She wiggled it at me. It was blackish, bluish, silverish purple with winking moments of iridescent greenish pink. It matched perfectly. I pulled on my nicest pair of jeans—“Timeless,” Lola said knowingly—and let her paint my nails, then painted hers, an exchange we’d been making since she was about three.

“Listen, Grandma.” She alternated blowing on her fingers with waving them in front of her face. “We need to have the prom talk.”

“You can talk to me about anything,” I said.

“Not a talk. The talk. Cover your drink. Safe sex. The pill doesn’t prevent STDs. The prom talk.”

“I don’t need that talk. I’ve already had it. I’ve given it. Repeatedly.”

She rolled her eyes. “No one needs that talk. That’s not the point.”

“What is the point?”

“To be tortured by my mother?” Lola guessed.

“I’ve already been tortured by your mother,” I assured her.

When her nails were dry, she shimmied into the bar mitzvah dress and danced around my living room, looking retro and bohemian and gorgeous and very young. “Can I have this?”



A banner masking-taped askew over the multipurpose room door read “Senior Prom” in red glitter. Inside, fairy lights fireflied the walls. A long table boasted cupcakes and an enormous bowl of punch. Crepe paper streamers collapsed from the ceiling. It was like a portal to the past. It just wasn’t a past I particularly wanted to revisit.

I knew only two people at Vista View so far, and I had already been to senior prom with Roger, so I found Moth and his companions and asked if I could join them.

“Sarge!” He stood at once, went to hug me, seemed to think better of it and clasped my hands instead, then hugged me anyway. He was wearing a white button-down shirt and tan linen pants—getting dressed for formal events being but one of countless ways it is easier to be a man in the world—but with the flourish of a spotted pink bow tie at his collar. He waved at his companions. “This is Maisie, and this is Dot. Maisie and Dot, this is Pepper Mills.”

“Oof,” Maisie said. “Married into that name, did you?”

And Dot added, “I can’t blame my parents, because they died before the internet, but they might as well have named me @.”

So I liked them at once.

“Pepper’s a professional car washer,” Moth informed them.

“Can you wash motorized scooters instead?” Dot asked. “No one here has a driver’s license anymore.”

“I have a driver’s license,” Maisie said.

Moth and Dot turned to her at once, agape. Indeed, Maisie didn’t look quite tall or upright enough to see through a windshield.

“You don’t have a car,” Dot said. “You barely leave the building. Why on earth do you have a driver’s license?”

Maisie shrugged. “What if I have to flee the country?”

“You can still pass a driving test?” Dot ratcheted doubtful up to disbelieving.

“That’s the other reason.” Maisie nodded, proud. “I can still pass the test.”

Then a walker squeaked to a stop in front of Moth. “May I have this dance?” its pilot asked him.

“Ivy!” He grinned. “It would be my pleasure.” Ivy looked old enough to be Moth’s mother, which was saying something. She left her walker and leaned on Moth’s arm instead. It took a while for them to reach the dance floor.

“Not really cutting a rug, are they?” Maisie said.

Dot waved away this objection with the hand that wasn’t holding a cupcake. “Oh, slow dancing was always more shuffle and sway than anything else, even when we weren’t afraid of falling. I danced exactly like that at my senior prom. I’m pretty sure that’s how I got pregnant with Petey.”

When the song ended, Moth returned Ivy to her walker and sat back down with us. “As I was—”

“Moth, are you giving out dances?”

We all looked up. “Hi, Gita,” he said. “This is Pepper. She’s new here. Pepper, Gita.”

“Nice to meet you, Pepper,” Gita said, but without taking her eyes off Moth, who smiled and followed her back to the dance floor. More swaying. Or maybe you would call it clinging?

“He’s very popular,” Maisie informed me. I could see that. And I could see why. “And not just because the male-to-female ratio here is so unbalanced, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

It was not. What I was thinking was how neatly Gita’s sari solved the sartorial problem. Also whether I had ever before looked at a man and thought the word “dapper.” Also whether the word “dapper” accounted for the faintly fizzy feeling in my chest.

“Do you have grandchildren keeping you apprised of this sort of thing?” Dot asked, but I’d forgotten what we were talking about. “Women can dance with each other now.”

“Even if they’re not gay,” said Maisie.

“Even if they’re not women,” said Dot.

“Even in Texas,” Maisie added.

When the song ended, Moth didn’t even make it back to the table. His new partner indicated an arthritic shoulder so circled her arms around his waist and led.

“I think my prom date was gay,” Maisie said. “Not at the time, but upon reflection.”

“I wish my prom date had been gay,” Dot said. “Though then I wouldn’t have had Petey.”

“What about you, Pepper?” Maisie asked.

“My prom date was Roger.” I pointed to him across the room. I hated to admit it just as we were getting to know each other, because it really did not reflect well on me, but they were unfazed.

“See, there’s a good example,” Maisie said. “Even with the unbalanced numbers, no one’s asking Roger to dance. And he still has all his hair.”

“Don’t mention it,” I warned. Roger loved to show off his hair. He saw us talking about him and raised a glass in our direction.

“God, remember prom ’dos?” Dot said. “Mine was so tall, I was afraid to touch it.”

I laughed. “I think I used a whole can of hair spray.”

“And then it was so sticky!” Maisie said. “My gay date worried he would get trapped in it, like a spider.”

“Fly,” said Dot.

“I wore off-white tea-length chiffon,” Maisie sighed dreamily.

“Me too!” I said. It must have been in, like Lola’s slips. Which also meant we must have been about the same age. Was it impolite to ask what year Maisie graduated and where? Was it strange or heartening that even here, even now, where you’d lived and when still seemed to matter?

“I forget the dress,” Dot said, “but I seem to recall gloves to my elbows.”

I remembered my mother advocating for elbow-length gloves, first for my prom, then for my wedding, but they’d seemed so old-fashioned to me, not least because they were my mother’s. Dot was maybe a little bit older than Maisie and me, but she wasn’t old enough to be my mother, so maybe I’d been wrong about the gloves.

The song ended, and Moth bowed to his partner. His next was so small he seemed not to notice she kept stepping on his toes. When that song ended, he walked her to the snack table, then escorted her back to her seat on his arm, two mini cupcakes and a glass of punch impressively balanced on his other hand. He made sure she was settled, then mamboed back to us.

“We were just comparing hairdos and outfits from our proms,” Maisie said, folding him back into the conversation like whipped egg whites.

“We don’t have prom in England,” Moth reported. “At least we didn’t when I was a lad. Our proms are walkways along the seashore.”

“Oh, you poor thing,” Maisie said.

“A ball, maybe?” I asked. “In someone’s drawing room?”

He bit his lower lip to keep from smiling, which didn’t work. “Do you imagine I graduated from secondary school with Jane Austen?”

“Vividly,” I sighed.

A new song came on, and Dot said to Maisie, “We better dance. While we still can.”

I wondered whether she meant while the night was young or while they were, relatively speaking.

Maisie got up at once and brushed cupcake crumbs from her hands. “We’re dancing. You”—she nodded at me, then Moth—“take him.”

Who was I to argue? We followed them out to the dance floor, where Maisie leaned into Dot, and I tried not to feel silly.

The verb we used to use for what happened next was “gather.” He gathered me into his arms, held my right hand in his against his chest, pressed his other into the small of my back. It felt just like I remembered but as if from another life, more déjà vu than memory. The lights spun in the darkness like stars, which I supposed was the point only I’d never noticed before, and the song was slow and sweet and old. Like us. We danced closer together than strictly necessary, closer than seemed polite even. From this vantage, the spots on his bow tie clarified into tiny beakers and test tubes. So I wouldn’t see Roger seeing me, I pressed my face next to our clasped hands against Moth’s chest and closed my eyes. But then he was talking, so I drew back to look up at him.

“I feel like the belle of the ball,” he said.

“Do you?”

“Everyone’s watching us.”

I surveyed the room and found this was true. “They think you’re easy because you’ll dance with anyone.”

“I will! Life is short. Dance with whomever you can, I say.”

“You cad.”

“It took me some time after I came to this country to understand proms. The first one I chaperoned, I broke up a fight between two lads, one of whom had apparently danced suggestively with the other’s date. So I explained that from an evolutionary standpoint it made sense for young people to mate widely, and perhaps they could share. They laughed so hard they forgot about punching each other.”

“Who got the girl?”

“I’m guessing neither, because later that evening I found them snogging each other under the bleachers.”

“What happens under the bleachers is always more momentous than what happens on the dance floor.” I too had chaperoned my fair share of proms over the years. “Just like the after-party is always better than the event itself. Someone lives near enough to school that everyone can walk over, even in heels. Someone’s parents aren’t home. No rules. No supervision.”

“Speaking of,” Moth said, but didn’t finish. I waited. He cocked his head, slightly sheepish but only slightly. He put on an impeccable accent, American and young. “I live, like, really nearby. And my parents definitely aren’t home.”

“Rules or chaperones?” I asked.

He returned to the Queen’s English. “Not a one.”

So we left the prom.



His apartment looked just like mine but more lived-in because I wasn’t quite unpacked yet.

The first thing he said was “So Sarge, where were we?”

Where, however, seemed a less pertinent question than when. I was starkly in the present in the way yoga teachers are always advising, but I’d also spent much of this evening in 1964. Where was odd too, though, at once familiar—my exact same floor plan—and also not at all. I was home alone with a strange boy for the first time in decades. Half a dozen decades.

He held up his arms so we could resume dancing without all the eyes on us. There was no music, but, to my surprise, music turned out not to be requisite. We were slow dancing silently for a little while, and then, slowly, we weren’t anymore, and then, unbelievably—really, frankly, gobsmackingly—he tilted my chin up and my mouth toward his and held both sides of my face in his hands. And kissed me.

I felt like it had been a long time since anyone had, but that’s true of a lot of things these days.

I felt like I did not remember how, but then I did after all.

I felt like I did not remember it could feel like this.

We kissed for a long time, but that’s as far as it went. We were the wrong sort of seniors, after all.
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The next part is important because it’s the ordinary part, the last ordinary part for a long time. Later, people said I was a pervert and a freak. Reckless, unnatural, and hysterical. Oversexed, lecherous, wanton, and debauched. But it wasn’t true. I courted very wholesomely—at least twice—before we got, as the kids used to say, jiggy with it.

The road to hell, you might as well know, is paved with dates to go get ice cream.

It was the day after the prom. He didn’t have a license anymore either, so we walked. We didn’t share a banana split—we weren’t going to a sock hop after—but we did taste each other’s cones. Mostly, though, we each ate our own. I licked my strawberry like a normal person. Moth bit the end off his chocolate mint and endeavored to suck it through the bottom until an errant chip destroyed the hole and ice cream ran all down his front.

I handed him a pile of napkins.

“You must be quite a good mum,” he said as he mopped his shirt.

“Because I always have napkins on hand? Three kids. Force of habit.”

“Because you consented to move to Vista View despite dining-room food which is fairly off-putting and an ex-husband who …”

“Is also fairly off-putting?”

“So you must have done it for your children.”

Alice’s argument was that she’d already researched all the options two years before when she’d made Roger stop driving (the car he hit was unoccupied but parked. And totaled) and she wasn’t going to do it again. Darcy read the brochure cover to cover and reported that Vista View had three hundred and fifty independent-living apartments spread out over eight floors and four wings and therefore her father and I would barely share a zip code. Max’s feeling was that if Alice had determined Vista View was the best available option given the relevant parameters, it was, and if I moved somewhere worse, then “You’re letting Dad win.” But deep down, we knew, all of us, that it is easier to consolidate aging parents in one place.

Because that’s the argument for independent-living facilities, isn’t it? If we just wanted to live independently, we could do that on our own. (Irony.) We moved to Vista View for our kids, to make life better and easier for them, which wasn’t surprising since it was the reason we’d done more or less everything since the moment they were born.

And we did it so the decision was ours, while it still could be, because they were our children, not the other way around, and we didn’t want to burden them, not with our care, but before that, not with worry about our care. Mine pretended—and I let them—that I was a menace on the streets and could no longer understand technology or kids today or navigate a rapidly changing world, as if the earth spun faster as I slowed. It wasn’t a lie; it was a story, a myth, mutually embraced, clung to really, as all mythologies and folklores and faiths, in order to tame our fears, explain our mysteries, and guide our stars. Really it was simple: If we waited till we had to, it was too late. If we wanted to go on our own terms—and we did, we all did—we had to move to Vista View before we had to move to Vista View.

“Darcy is high-strung, with two teenaged girls, a workaholic husband, and a volunteer schedule as flexible as a two-by-four.” I handed over more napkins. “Alice is an overloaded single mom with seven-year-old twins, Oliver and Pierre. She calls them O&P to save time. Max has two careers—one that no one understands, plus arm wrestling. Right now they need us. But soon we’ll need them. And in both cases, it’s easier for everyone if we all live nearby.” Not the entire truth but most of it, and I was betting he would understand, that his story and his reasons why would be a little different but a lot the same.

“Nice to have a big family.” This sounded casual, but there was a needled catch in his voice.

“Some days,” I allowed. “Darcy and Alice are named after their great-grandmothers, but Roger chose ‘Max’ because he thought DAM kids was funny.” Puns haunt me. “It’s not, but some days it’s accurate. What about you?”

“No children.” That sharp glint again. “My students, certainly, but none of my own.”

“What’d you get instead?” Grand adventures, I thought, a sideline in nature photography maybe, the kind of love story they make prestige TV about. Disposable income. Free time.

But he shook his head. “Nothing. My wife died.”

“Oh, Moth. I’m so sorry.” For this loss was the other reason people moved to Vista View. Already I could spot them, wandering the building half there, half somewhere else, the walking wounded, the missing alongside. “When did you lose your wife?”

“Louisa. It was a long time ago.”

“Really?” I hadn’t meant to sound so surprised, but I didn’t get it yet. At that point, it almost seemed like a non sequitur.

“Forty-two years in January,” he said. “More than half my lifetime. She was thirty-three.”

He reordered before my eyes. This was entirely different, disjointed, a tragedy out of time.

“We were going to have a big family,” he went on. “We just hadn’t gotten around to it yet. And then?” He turned up his hands.

I thought to say something generic, the sort of thing people say—“How awful,” “You must miss her very much,” “May her memory be a blessing”—but instead I said, “What kind of cancer?”

That nonplussed look again. “Breast. How did you know?”

How did I know? I could see it on him, something about the pale blunt trauma in his eyes, not just the trauma of death but the trauma of dying before that and before that treatment and before that diagnosis, each more horrible than the one before but only barely. It was the veil that suddenly clouded his face, a shroud really, of hope offered then hunted then nursed then dwindled then taken away.

I saw all of that in Moth. And I saw it because I recognized it.

So I answered his question. “Because I had breast cancer too.”

All the blood left his face. “Oh, love. Oh no.”

“No, no.” I shook my head, shook away the dark. “It was a long time ago. I’ve been cancer free for years. Years and years.”

“I didn’t … I didn’t know.”

“Of course not.” I waved at my chest. “How could you spot such convincing falsies?”

He didn’t laugh.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t joke.”

“No, you should. If you can, of course you should.”

“I didn’t mean to raise unhappy memories.”

“Long life, lots of unhappy memories,” he said. Was this the saddest assessment I’d ever heard? Or merely true, axiomatic even? He smiled then—half smiled—and I could see him making himself do it, and I could see how hard it was. “Though at my age, I suppose, I should be grateful to remember anything at all.”

I half smiled back.

Then he took his own advice and made a joke because he could. “What about you? When did you lose Roger?”

I laughed, relieved. “It’ll be twenty-five years later this week.” Then I blushed. “It’s not like I count the days or anything. It’s that we stuck it out until Max left for college.” At which point it was a new start for everyone, a new life, at least a new time of life—not unlike now, really. Roger hadn’t cheated. I hadn’t gambled away our savings. He didn’t hit me. I didn’t shout. We’d changed since we got married, thirty years earlier, just not in the same direction. We were lucky, in some ways, that neither of us wanted to be married anymore. “And it’s like you said. Long life, lots of things you can’t forget, even if you want to.”

With Roger, though, it was more complicated than that. The unhappy memories felt unhappy because they were warning signs heeded too late, because, looking back, I knew what came next. But the happy memories sometimes felt unhappy too. Because, looking back, I knew what came next.

Moth was undeterred. “I know just what we can do to celebrate.”



I knew that Moth had been making another joke, but actually it’s a holiday we observe in our family. In fact, I think it’s because of the cancer that we do. For lots of families, the parents splitting up is the nadir, but we had already been through worse and could tell the difference. Long before mindful uncoupling or conscious coparenting or whatever nonsense this generation thinks they invented, we celebrated National Coming Apart Day.

Roger arrived at my door on the morning of the big day with bagels and coffees. We sat on my balcony and looked out over the green woods behind Vista View and reminisced.

“Remember when we went into the bank to close our joint account,” Roger said, “and the teller couldn’t stop crying?”

I laughed. “Didn’t we eventually give up and go back the next day?”

“I think you called ahead and asked for someone more jaded.”

“Remember when you needed towels for your new place and instead you bought washcloths?”

“I do remember, and so does my across-the-way neighbor because they were not full-coverage washcloths, and the curtains I bought were also too small.”

“You have a PhD, Roger. How do you not know how to measure things?”

“You got the good tape measure in the divorce!”

“I earned that tape measure! Remember when you called me twenty times a day because no matter what note you needed it was always in the margin of a book that was still on my shelves?”

“I remember how cranky you were about it every time.”

“Because I was not your research assistant!”

“Clearly.”

Our phones pinged simultaneously. A message to our family group text.

Max: Happy National Coming Apart Day everyone!

Darcy: [party hat emoji, party horn emoji, broken heart emoji, party hat emoji again]

Max: This day co-opts my identity you know

Alice: You named it

Max: We’re here! We’re divorced! Get used to it!

Darcy: National Coming Out Day is October 11

Max: [emoji of a cat, emoji of a bag]

Alice: Can someone pick up O&P from school today? I have an important meeting

Max: You always have an important meeting

Darcy: You always have an important meeting

Darcy: Damn it why am I such a slow texter?

Max: You’re old

Alice: You’re old

Max: I win [emoji of a flexing arm]

Alice: 3:15 by the flagpole. Anyone?

Moth’s idea was different, though. He knocked on my door that evening with a picnic.

“They have music and fireworks at the lake tonight,” he said. “My understanding is that Americans celebrate freedom with the latter.”

The fireworks were to mark the end of some kind of festival, not my marriage, but they were still a lovely idea. We couldn’t hold hands because we had to carry the picnic basket between us, each taking a handle. Whatever he’d packed was too heavy for one person, at least for one of the persons currently on offer.

“Do fireworks not celebrate freedom in England?”

“We tend to be the colonizer, I’m afraid, so we’ve rather fewer independence days to observe.”

“What about Guy Fawkes? Isn’t that fireworks?”

“Yes, but it’s not about freedom so much as vanquishing the bad guy and surviving nearly getting blown to bits.”

This was not inappropriate for a divorce celebration either, but I didn’t say so.

“We must make one stop along the way,” he said.

“Sure. Where?”

But he had already come to a halt.

I’d been at Vista View only a week, but I could tell already that the food was terrible, the decor institutional, the rules childish, the building sprawling, the apartments small, and the lectures focused on dirt. Alice had chosen it anyway for one reason, however, and she was right about this part. It was near things. It was near her. But it was also near the ice cream shop. It was near the park. It was near a shopping center and a grocery store and a pharmacy. It wasn’t even that far to my doctor’s office. And better than all of those, even the ice cream, it was near a bookstore.

Moth set his half of the picnic basket down before its front windows, so I did the same.

“I thought we could buy each other a book.” He opened his hands, like at the end of a magic trick. Which maybe this was.

Dinner would wait. Dark would not. We had only an hour or so until the fireworks started, which wasn’t nearly enough time to make such a momentous decision. Which book? What genre, even? Poetry? A novel? Something scientific for the chemistry teacher in him? A cookbook, the better to avoid the dining room? A Collected Works of Shakespeare, which contained everything there was between its pages? But we wouldn’t be able to carry it, not with the basket in tow. So I had to pick a single play, a near-impossible task. In the end, I went for: funny, romantic, and contains outdoor dining.

We met back out on the sidewalk to exchange our selections.

“As You Like It,” he exclaimed when he had his open—they’d gift wrapped it for me in the store. “I like it! ‘We are such stuff as dreams are made on.’”

“That’s The Tempest,” I regretted to tell him.

“ ‘Reason and love keep little company together nowadays’?”

“Midsummer Night’s Dream.”

“ ‘All the world’s a stage’?”

“That’s the one.”

“I knew it!”

He handed me mine.

“Anna Karenina?” It was a lovely edition, a matte black hardcover with light blue lettering and an accordion fan on the front.

“She also leaves her boorish husband,” he explained, “and finds love with a much younger man.” He wiggled overgrown eyebrows.

“You’re seventy-eight,” I said.

“How old is Roger?”

“Seventy-nine.”

“It’s like my biography.”

“She throws herself under a train at the end.”

“We all end up under a train at the end,” he said sagely.

It was a wonderful present. And a wonderful evening.

But still we went no further than even the most priggish Texan Sunday school teacher would happily sanction.






7


Lola texted the next morning: Izzy saw u and yr prom date at the fireworks last nt

I replied: Who’s Izzy?

Lola: Not the point

Me: He was not my prom date.

Lola sent an emoji of two yellow people holding hands.

Me: Who is that supposed to be?

Lola: u and yr prom date

Me: He was not my prom date. And those people look nothing like either of us.

Lola sent an emoji rolling its eyes.

Me: I don’t know what that means.

Lola: Emojis aren’t photos and u don’t need periods at end of texts

Me: Punctuation is important.

Lola: Izzy says u and prom date were super cute

Me: No.

Lola: Lovey dovey

She followed this with eight lines of birds, hearts, lips, various fruits and vegetables, a couple of skulls, and a smiley face with jazz hands.

Me: I don’t know what that means.

Lola: u and ur prom date super cute



That afternoon Moth and I went for a walk. If this all sounds very high school, it is not because he was my prom date. It is not because we met washing a car and talking about fundraisers for school clubs. It is not (as the record will soon show) because we were chaste and prudish. In fact, I would point out that teenagers, by and large, aren’t either. They go for walks or to the park or out for ice cream at the shop near their homes because they don’t have a car.

Old people do the same for the same reason.

On the way back inside, we were stopped by Deanna at the front desk. “I hear you two are great car washers.”

“You do?” I was surprised by this.

“Practically holy, I’m told. What do you charge?”

“We’re not professionals.” I felt silly even explaining this.

“We only wash cars for fun,” Moth said.

“Or relaxation,” I added.

“Or to flirt with our neighbors.” He winked at me.

“I’m parked next to the garden,” said Deanna. “You won’t even have to move the hoses.”

So we washed Deanna’s car, a little hatchback Honda of some sort, not nearly as big or dirty as Father Frank’s truck, because Deanna greeted everyone by name and with a smile, and when was the last time anyone had returned the favor? Also because dates and fireworks and sharing life stories—not to mention literature and kissing—had a sort of hot-and-bothered effect. Whereas car washing is cool and calming. Like a spa with one of those cold plunges.

While we worked, Moth sang—off-key—songs about cars, songs about water, songs about washing, and songs about none of those things with the words changed so as to be on topic. For example:


Puff the Magic Car Washer

Knew he wasn’t old

And proved it with a hose and sponge

To muck out the manifold



When we were done, Deanna was delighted. We received her thanks, refused her money, and ascended to the seventh floor. I couldn’t even look at him because it was embarrassing to be smiling as hard as we both were. We were giddy because we’d made Deanna happy, and satisfied from a job well done. We were damp from hoses that weren’t well aimed and, truthfully, hoses that were. We were breathless from all our hard work, or maybe that wasn’t why. My skin was warm, my mouth dry, my heart fluttering. Ordinarily, these symptoms were cause for alarm, but it was clear we were moving beyond ordinary.

That’s where it all started.

When we got to our respective front doors, he came inside my apartment with me instead. No discussion. It was so obvious there was no need—no point—in articulating it. One thing led to another. This is a saying I have never liked, the city mouse equivalent of “Blah blah blah,” a rhetorical device Lola often employs when telling stories which roughly translates to “This is the embarrassing and/or implicating bit, so I’m just going to skip it and hope you don’t notice.”

But in this case, one thing leading to another is exactly what happened.

No one wants to hear about this part, I know. But I have to say I don’t know why. There’s no shortage of interest in sex. Flip through any magazine, and you’ll see sex selling beer, ice cream, cars, watches, shoes, even deodorant, even dog food. Watch TV for an hour and you’ll see sex between criminals, strangers, apparently intelligent co-workers who should know better, feuding neighbors, what Lola calls “frenemies,” what Lola calls “throuples,” teachers and students, constables and chief inspectors, girls and their friends’ dads, and literal nuns. Whereas this was just normal sex between consenting adults, old enough to decide, old enough for a lot of things, not advertising anything nor married to anyone nor employed by one another (nor, I hope it goes without saying, nuns).

When I looked back later, it did seem like something you’d see on TV (with younger, prettier people, admittedly, but that’s true of everything you see on TV). When I looked back later, it seemed like something that had never happened before in quite the same way to any two people in the history of the world.

We came inside and closed the door behind us. I thought to offer him something warm to drink. I thought to say something about getting out of wet clothes. I split the difference with “Are you hungry? Be nice to have something homemade for dinner for a change,” but I didn’t get even as far as the refrigerator before we were kissing again. At first it was just little kisses like I get from my grandchildren. Then, quickly, it became kisses quite unlike the ones I get from my grandchildren. For a while I considered how, even after so many years, having someone else’s tongue in your mouth seemed like it would be gross but was not. Then for a while I considered how much more pleasant a lip was without a mustache (as I say, Roger is enamored of his hair). Then I stopped considering anything at all.

I felt Moth’s hands at the sides of my face gently pushing me away.

“Too much?” I asked.

He lowered his glasses from their perch on his head. “I wanted to see your eyes.”

“Why?” I tried to make them appear worthy, but honestly, there’s not a lot you can do about your eyes.

“To make sure you’re enjoying this.”

“I’d let you know if I weren’t,” I said.

“To make sure you think it’s a good idea.”

“What’s a good idea?”

“What’s going to happen next.”

“What’s going to happen next?”

“I have no idea,” he said. This was true. For both of us. We had no idea.

“I have an idea,” I said.

What can I say? We weren’t in a rush. I remembered how frenzied it all used to be, ripping off clothes, slamming into walls, absolutely having to do it on the floor because you couldn’t possibly wait the extra ten feet for the bed. All of it seemed absurd now. It was all so rare and lovely. Why wouldn’t you want it to go as slowly as possible?

The answer to that question, once upon a time, was that Roger and I had waited until we were married. We weren’t prudes—more people did back then—but all that waiting led to a few years of wall-slamming and clothes-ripping because there just couldn’t be any more delays. We had waited so long and for what? It led to a few years of rushed sex and then a few years of too little sex—little children instead—and then a few years of no sex, sex having been replaced by anger, resentment, festering. All that waiting didn’t protect, didn’t sanctify, our union or our family or our love.

And who had time for waiting anymore anyway?

We got as far as the bedroom before I pulled apart from him. “I’m not sure—” I began.

“Then let’s not—” he said right away.

“I’m not sure I remember how,” I finished.

“Oh.” My face felt warm under his hands. “I think it’s like riding a bicycle.”

“You never fall off?”

“No, sometimes you fall off.” He smiled. “You never forget.”

What I’d told each of my children was that unless it was with someone you really liked, sex was kind of gross. I’d waited until they were teenagers, until I could see that they were contemplating it more than idly. Then I took each aside and explained. Sex was great if you were in a loving relationship with someone you genuinely cared for, who genuinely cared for you. It was. But it was also wet. It was sticky. It was all very desperate during, but it didn’t last long, and then it was over in an instant followed by a great deal of awkwardness because then you had to lie around damp and drippy and naked and think of things to say to each other. I had never quite experienced this myself since I had waited till I was married—sex with Roger didn’t get awkward until later—but I couldn’t see how it could fail to be true. Teenagers were so weird together anyway; surely it had to be worse postcoitally.

But it turned out I was wrong. Or maybe I was right, but it was different for retirees than for teenagers. Or possibly I genuinely cared for Moth very much already. We went slowly. He stroked my neck and then my collarbone through my top for an age before he moved lower and then for another age before he ventured to remove it. I undid his shirt one button per quarter hour. We lingered over what we found beneath. His shoulder blades felt like furled wings under my fingers. My arms prickled with chill—or maybe surprise. He fumbled at my bra like a teenager before finally giving up.

“Arthritis,” he admitted, “or maybe the technology’s changed.” So I undid the clasp myself.

“Remember what’s there and what’s … not,” I reminded him gently.

He nodded, bright-eyed, undaunted. “You,” he said.

And this was true. Some of me was there. Some of me was not. That was true for both of us, in fact. That was as much as you could have at our age. Maybe at any age, at least any age at which you were old enough to be doing what we were doing.

I let down one strap, then the other, then pulled the cups away in the palms of both hands.

My scars have faded after so many years. My doctors had wanted to do reconstructive surgery at the time, but by that point, I would have given anything never to undergo another medical procedure ever again. And I didn’t have to give anything. I just had to live with the absence, with the scars, which of course I had to do regardless. Now I had spent many more years without breasts than with them. Now so much of my body was different than it had been at thirty-five anyway. This is true for everyone lucky enough to live into their seventies, not just me. So I had stopped cataloging the absences at some point.

Now, though, I worried it might be off-putting, upsetting even, either because of Louisa and the scars he carried himself or because of my failure—as ever, and more and more each year—to look like a supermodel. It had also been a long time since I’d had to worry about it, and I was out of practice. For years when I was young, this had seemed like a great personal failing, like it was appalling of me to be walking around not tall enough or thin enough or tempting enough, figure insufficiently curved, cheekbones insufficiently high, hair insufficiently shiny and smooth. Vista View was a great leveler on this front. No matter how near we’d managed to get to ideal once upon a time, none of us even came close anymore. In fact, no one looked at us at all these days, which, as any woman in the world can tell you, might be a mixed one but is certainly a blessing.

I thought I’d feel embarrassed at being naked with a man I hadn’t known a week ago, self-conscious about my wrinkles and rolls, what swelled too far and what didn’t swell enough. But I wasn’t. Some of it was the pure wonder on his face. He was full of joy. Some of it was the light tremor of his fingers as he traced them over me. Our skin was topographical, our bodies marked, our fingers no longer nimble or even straight. We shared that. We shared everything.

I know what you’re thinking. It’s true that as we progressed there were some mechanical challenges. That was okay, though. We waited them out. We had nowhere else to be. Eventually, the sun came up. Eventually, we got it exactly right.

After, it was a little sticky and a little damp. But it was the opposite of awkward. As I lay against the side of his chest, his arms around me, his skin pooling downward a bit with the pressure from my cheek, I wondered how I’d ever imagined it was a good idea to give this up for so many years. You were warned constantly about pressure in the chest, tingling in the extremities, language suddenly out of reach, soul suddenly out of body. But in the event, I found it all unspeakably wonderful.

“A shower perhaps?” he offered finally.

“Together?”

“There’s a seat in there. And a handle. And then supper maybe?”

“It’s seven in the morning,” I said. “Too early.”

“We never got to it last night. It’s not too early for supper, it’s too late for supper. And it’s never too late for supper. I have some frozen bits and bobs at mine.”

“But the point was to eat something fresh and homemade.”

“I think the point may have changed,” he said.
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I felt a little off.

That’s where it all started.

Maybe I felt more than a little off, but honestly, who could tell? One of the unfortunate things about getting old is you almost always feel at least a little off. But one of the fortunate things is it bothers you less. I was dizzy and lightheaded, nauseated and generally muddled, but I wasn’t alarmed. That’s just the way it is when you’re old (and/or eating in the dining room of a retirement community. Now that it was October, never mind it was still ninety degrees out, the menu had shifted to lots of squashes stuffed with apples or apples stuffed with squashes, and everything was mushy and stringy and orange).

“The worst part isn’t feeling like shit,” Maisie concurred. I felt lucky to have met another woman my age who was unruffled by that Brooklyn vocabulary. People like their old ladies polite and demure, but as one ages, things get more fucked-up, not less, and it seems important to say so. “The worst part is you might not get better. Maybe you feel like shit because you’re slightly indisposed, or maybe you’re about to be dead.”

Dot nodded sagely. “Bernice Herman.”

“She lived in your apartment two people before you,” Maisie said.

“Three,” said Dot.

“Three people before you. She had a headache one Monday morning that turned into a coma by Tuesday afternoon.”

“Ida Bowman,” said Dot.

“Good one,” said Maisie. “She tripped over a planter in the parking lot and broke her kneecap. They had to remove it.”

“Her knee?” I was aghast.

“No, the planter. But you see my point.”

I wasn’t sure I did, but only one month into my time at Vista View, I appreciated having already made friends who treated the news that I wasn’t feeling great with equanimity: Everyone feels a little off a lot of the time, so no need to make a fuss, but on the other hand, it might be the end, so no need to make a fuss.



My children, however, disagreed.

“You sound funny,” Darcy said on the phone. “Do you feel okay? Are you eating enough? Should I make you a doctor’s appointment?”

I changed the subject. “Lola thinks you like Sari better.”

“She’s right. I do.”

“Darcy Elizabeth!”

“Sari does activities after school. At school. Lola makes out with Lucas after school. At my house.”

“Don’t you trust her?”

“Absolutely not. Are you having a stroke?”

“I used to have teenagers myself, you know.”

“We were more trustworthy than mine are,” Darcy said.

I laughed and laughed.

“It’s different now,” she insisted.

“It’s always different now.” (Irony.)

“Wait,” she said. “Go back. I asked if you were eating enough and should I make a doctor’s appointment, and you changed the subject.”

It is hard to sneak things past your children, because you raised them, so they know all your tricks.

“Just, you know, a little under the weather at the moment. A little woolly-headed maybe. But otherwise I’m fine.” Otherwise, I was fine. This is another feature of old age. When I was young and didn’t feel good, nothing was fine. Everything was wrong. Now I felt queasy and breathless. And tired. And kind of hazy. But I was settling into Vista View. I was making friends. I had—somehow I had—Moth. So actually “fine” was something of an understatement. Besides, if I waited to be fine until nothing ached or malfunctioned, I’d never be fine again.

“Under the weather?” Darcy snapped to attention at once. “Under the weather how?”

“I don’t know. I’m winded. I can’t catch my breath. My tummy’s a little funny.”

“I’ll make an appointment with Dr. Kim.”

“Don’t make an appointment with Dr. Kim.” It is exasperating to be parented by your children. “I’ll take a nap and be fine.”

“Not all problems can be solved with a nap, you know.” Darcy still bore a grudge about the ones I’d forced her to take in kindergarten.

“Not all problems need to be solved,” I said. “Not all problems are problems, in fact.”

“That makes no sense, Mother.”

“I’m fine, Daughter. Getting up on the wrong side of the bed does not require medical intervention.”



Lola texted a few hours later: Here ur sick

I replied: You hear I’m sick!

Lola: [Sad face emoji]

Me: Not here. Hear. Unless you mean that I am sick there, which I am not. I am here.

Lola: [Barfing emoji, chicken emoji, star emoji, soup emoji]

The barfing emoji made me kind of queasy. The chicken emoji too, actually.

Me: Is the chicken sick?

Lola: Jewish

Me:

Lola: No matzo ball emoji

Lola: Very heeling

Me: Healing!

Lola: [emoji of a foot, emoji of a dog]

The foot made me kind of queasy.



At dinner that evening, I still felt like crap. The reason, however, was probably dinner itself. Vista View called it Sweet and Sour Chicken and served it alongside fortune cookies and only partially unfrozen egg rolls. The chicken was definitely gross and possibly racist. The egg rolls lay limply on plates around the dining room like cocoons in which the caterpillar had died before hatching. And fortune cookies in a senior center are just mean. Mine said, “One day you will make a great work.” When?

Moth moved his food around his plate sadly, but Dot and Maisie were both eating enthusiastically. Enthusiastically and not unimpressively. Maisie weighed maybe eighty pounds, so where did she even put it? Dot came down to dinner most nights dressed, in her parlance, “to the nines,” a phrase so old even I didn’t know where it came from, but pearl earrings and silk blouses were no match for Vista View’s menu.

“Are you going to finish that?” Maisie eyed my plate with an expression somewhere between concern that I wasn’t eating and eagerness to stake her claim before Dot did. I pushed my plate over.

“You’re not hungry?” Moth’s wrinkled forehead wrinkled further.

“No, I am hungry.” I was. Sort of. “But this is too gross to eat.”

“It tastes like it always tastes,” Dot said cheerfully. “It’s Thursday. Sweet and Sour Chicken.”

“It is tragic that this meal occurs weekly.” I made a face. I couldn’t stop making a face. “What if this is someone’s last supper?”

“Do you feel like you might be dying?” Dot asked.

I understood that this question was sincere but only mildly offensive, like when someone said you looked tired, but I was annoyed anyway. “You might be dying. Eating this and thinking it’s good might be a sign your taste buds are dead and the rest of you is soon to follow.”

“Don’t be touchy,” Maisie said. “You brought it up.”

Had I? I couldn’t remember. I felt hungry but queasy but sweaty but cold.

“Since you’re not dying”—Moth took the opportunity to segue—“backgammon later?”

I felt my cheeks flush on top of everything else, but this time it wasn’t the chicken. We told people, we told ourselves, that we were getting together most evenings for game nights. But really, having resolved to waste no more time, having rediscovered what I’d been living far too long without, having determined that being coy was a young person’s game, ever since that first time we’d been going more or less straight to bed. Maisie and Dot were keeping their eyes on their plates and swallowing smiles, so apparently we weren’t fooling anyone.

“I hear you’re sick.”

I looked up. Roger.

“I’m fine.”

“Alice said to check on you.”

“I’m. Fine.”

“Lola sent a cryptic text. I think she wants me to sacrifice a chicken on your behalf.”

“She wants you to bring me matzo ball soup,” I said.

“She might be warning me that you’re a witch,” said my ex-husband.

“If I were a witch, Roger”—I pushed myself up by the arms of the chair and breathed through the head rush—“you’d be a frog by now. If you’ll excuse me, I have game night.”
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Notwithstanding an excellent evening of backgammon, I was still feeling queasy in the morning when the phone rang. Still queasy and still a little woolly in the head.

“Hello?” I answered tentatively.

“Hi,” said a strange voice. “How are you?”

“Fine?” I asked, “How are you?” because saying “Who are you?” seemed rude. Maybe if I kept the person talking, I’d figure it out.

“I’m not worried about me.” The voice sounded impatient. “I’m worried about you.”

“You are?” I said. “Why?”

“Well, for starters, you sound weird.”

“I do?” I tried to listen to myself. I thought I sounded normal.

“Yes,” said the voice.

I admired her certainty, whoever she was. “You sound weird too.” I didn’t really know that this was true because I didn’t know to whom I was speaking so couldn’t say what she normally sounded like, but I figured this would give me plausible deniability if I needed it later. It wasn’t because I was senile that I didn’t know whoever this was; it was because whoever this was sounded weird.

“I do not sound weird,” said whoever it was. “I sound worried. Because I am worried. Darcy said Maisie said you’re not eating.”

Aha! So whoever she was, she knew Darcy. Wait. “Darcy talked to Maisie?”

“She called her.” Who called whom? “Because she’s worried and so am I.” Even if I’d known who I was talking to, I’d have been hopelessly confused by now. “You can’t be mad. She only called because you were blowing her off.”

Who was I blowing off? Surely not Maisie who I’d had dinner with only last night. Was it last night? It must have been, because it was every night. “I’m not blowing you off,” I said carefully. “We were commiserating just yesterday.”

“Commiserating?”

“About whether or not you could trust your teenage daughter.”

“That was Darcy, Mom. And it was a week ago.”

Now I was really confused. Wasn’t this Darcy? Or who was this person calling me Mom? Finally, I just had to ask. “I’m sorry. Who is this?”

There was silence from whoever was on the other end of the line. Then she said, “Give me half an hour to send an email and reschedule three meetings. I’ll be over before lunch.”



I figured it out before she arrived. Alice. It had to be Alice because only three people in the world called me Mom, and one was Max who was male, and one was Darcy who did not talk about herself in the third person, and that left Alice. This made sense because it also explained the tone of surety (Alice had no doubts about anything) and the fact that she hadn’t been invited but was coming over anyway.

But instead of feeling relieved at having solved the puzzle, I felt worried because Alice was canceling three meetings. Alice’s meetings were usually movable as mountains and just as significant. Seeing Alice had to be scheduled, ideally with her assistant, weeks in advance and could generally only occur on Saturdays or special occasions. As far as I could tell, it was an ordinary Wednesday, so maybe there really was something to worry about.

At least Oliver and Pierre would be at school. On the one hand, I’d miss seeing them, and life was much more interesting when they were around. On the other, they tended to divide, expand, and get all over everything, like Silly Putty, and I was just too tired to keep up with them at the moment.

Once, years ago, I asked Alice if she was gay, but she had only laughed. “Don’t be so narrow-minded, Mother.”

I had thought I was being the opposite. “It’s just that you never have a boyfriend, sweetheart.”

“Priorities,” said Alice. She was in law school at the time, and it was like watching a royal ascend the throne. She’d been waiting her whole life for her destiny to arrive, and finally it had.

“Are you homophobic?” I had asked gently. “You don’t need to be scared of lesbians. Or scared about what we’ll think if you are one. We’d love you no matter what.”

“I’m not scared of lesbians, Mother. I’m not scared of being gay either. I’m a little scared of men, but not the way you’re thinking.”

“How am I thinking?”

“You’re worried I won’t let myself love and be loved.” Alice put the back of one hand to her forehead and spread the other over her breasts. “You think I’m afraid to be vulnerable, subject to my passions, weak before a muscly, virile specimen of a man.”

It was true. That wasn’t how I’d have put it, but it was more or less what I’d thought.

She started ticking fears off on her fingers. “I’m afraid to be with someone who claims to value my success as much as his own but, when it comes down to one or the other, thinks he should come first. I’m afraid to be with someone who goes in saying no kids and we’ll pay for a cleaning service together but then changes his mind a few years later and wants me to stay home with his bevy of babies and keep house. I’m afraid of being saddled with someone whose laundry needs doing and bathroom needs cleaning and meals need cooking and clothes need shopping for and ego needs stroking, all the time and all by me.”

“But what about love?” I said.

“I have you for that, Mom.” Alice had leaned over and kissed me on the cheek, and I’d welled up and thought: Yes, mother-love is big enough for a lifetime, and I thought: Yes, because no one else will ever love her like I do.

“What about sex?” I had ventured when I recovered my voice.

“Oh well sure, sex,” said Alice. “I get plenty of that.”

When Alice announced she was adopting twins, I had reminded her of this conversation. “Babies need their laundry washed and their meals cooked and their clothes shopped for and their egos stroked all the time, you know. You have to clean their bathroom sometimes several times a day.”

“But only for eighteen years,” said Alice. “Then they’re grown up and off your to-do list.”

I couldn’t tell her how untrue that was. Some things you just can’t know until they actually happen to you.



When I opened the door, my younger daughter put out her hand. “Alice Mills. Pleased to meet you.”

I batted it away. “I know who you are.”

“You didn’t on the phone.”

“I was kidding.”

“You were not.”

“I just didn’t recognize your voice.” I remembered my plan suddenly. “I told you you sounded weird.”

“Bullshit,” said Alice. “In addition to which, I hear you have a boyfriend.”

There was nothing for it. I was going to have to kill Maisie. “I do not have a boyfriend.”

“You haven’t met someone new?”

“New?”

“You haven’t met someone you didn’t know before last month?” You could not out-semantic Alice. Probably they taught this in law school.

“I suppose,” I admitted.

“This someone is male?”

“Agreed.”

“Is he more than a friend?”

Another saying I detest. Like there’s some continuum with “stranger” at one end and—what?—“spouse”? “lover”? “dependent”? at the other with “friend” at the fulcrum. I’m old enough to realize how warped that continuum is. When the friend is good enough, there’s nothing more anyone could wish for. When the lover isn’t also a friend, well, that’s how you ended up married to Roger. “He is a friend as well as other things,” I allowed.

“That’s a boyfriend, Mom.”

“It’s not. He isn’t.” I may not be clear on everything these days, but I was clear on this. Moth wasn’t my boyfriend. A boyfriend is something you have in high school. Like a locker. Moth was something else altogether.

“Fine.” Alice rolled her eyes, which she’d been doing more or less nonstop for the last forty-five years. “You have a gentleman caller.”

“Get out,” I said.

“You can’t really imagine I’m going to drop this.”

“I don’t see how it’s any of your business.”

“You don’t? Among other things, how can I protect you if I don’t know what’s going on?”

“Protect me?”

“He might be a predator, Mom. He might be trying to hurt you, scam you, steal from you, trick you, take your money—”

“He’s not charging me for the sex,” I interrupted.

Alice swallowed. “You’re having sex with him?”

I smiled at my daughter pleasantly. It was a treat to see Alice ruffled.

“Like … actual sex?” she said.

“I’m afraid so.”

“Like with … you know …”

“I don’t, actually.” One could imagine any number of directions Alice might be taking this.

“I mean … do you mean you just … I don’t know … kissing and. Um.”

“Yes, dear, kissing and um.”

Alice swallowed again. “Why?” she managed.

“Why what?”

“Why are you having sex with this man?”

“I like him? It feels good?”

“Please don’t say that.”

“Okay,” I said agreeably.

“Seriously, Mom, this is so wrong.”

“Wrong?”

“Yes, wrong. You’re too old to be …” She trailed off.

“Feeling good?” I supplied.

“Well. Yeah.”

“I’m afraid not, dear.”

“Is it even safe at your age?”

“There’s no statute of limitations on sex,” I said.

“Statutes of limitation impose time limits on legal proceedings, Mother. You are not pursuing legal proceedings.” Alice looked relieved to be back on familiar ground. “We’ll take this up with Dr. Kim this afternoon. Your appointment’s at two.”

Had I forgotten an appointment? “My …?”

“I called Dr. Kim. They squeezed you in. I don’t want to fight about it.”

That was too bad because we were going to fight about it. “What gave you the right to call Dr. Kim?”

“You’re my mother, Mother.” I liked it when Alice called me Mother even less than when Darcy did. “And dementia is nothing to mess around with.”

“Dementia?”

“You didn’t even know who I was when I called this morning. The earlier we figure out what’s going on, the earlier we take control of it. Dementia is often a sign of more serious problems, so let’s find out what we’re dealing with.”

“More serious than dementia?” I thought of King Lear. O, let me not be mad, not mad, sweet heaven. Nothing was more serious than dementia.

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Alice softened, “but let’s not think it’s crazy to cancel a meeting and make a doctor’s appointment either.”



I had gotten lucky with Dr. Kim since I’d chosen her not for her skill, manner, or experience but for her name, which I’d thought was Kim Kim. I know a kindred spirit when I find one listed on the internet. In fact, her given name turned out to be Ji-yoon, and whoever had entered her into the medical center’s website had done a bad job. “Happens all the time.” She rolled her eyes. “Though it’s nice when mistakes bring in patients rather than driving them away.”

She was, however, a very good doctor and, better still, a very kind soul. She always listened before she did anything else. Yes, sometimes you felt queasy and it was nothing to panic about. Yes, gelatinous sweet-and-sour chicken every Thursday evening would put anyone off her food from time to time. Yes, many people sounded alike on the phone and could probably save everyone a lot of drama if they’d just begin with something like “Hey, Mom. It’s Alice.”

Dr. Kim leaned forward and put her hand on my knee. “I’m not alarmed. I think you’re probably entirely fine.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“And while I know that your daughters are just worried about you, I also know it must be frustrating to be treated like a child.”

“Exactly.”

“But I’d like to run some tests. Just to make sure. How does that sound?”

“Like an overreaction.”

“I agree,” said Dr. Kim, but she didn’t add that we therefore didn’t need to do it.

There were cognitive tests. There were blood and urine tests. There was a physical exam and a long questionnaire. Samples were sampled. Scans were scanned.

“Oh for heaven’s sake,” Maisie said at dinner when I blamed her for talking to Darcy and thereby causing all of it. “That shit happens to me practically every time I leave the building.”
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“What do you mean?” Max said.

He had come straight from practice and was wearing his official professional arm wrestler shirt, which read “WAL,” which stood for World Armwrestling League and made me crazy because whatever else you want to say about arm wrestling, it’s two words. Hyphenated at the very least.

“Pregnant,” Dr. Kim repeated.

So I was grateful for the shirt. It was good to have something to be upset about that actually made sense.

Once they overreacted and took away my license, my children, at least one of them, had to accompany me to the doctor’s. Usually whoever drove sat in the waiting room—I wasn’t a toddler—but Dr. Kim had suggested all three of them attend this appointment. “You’re fine,” she told me over the phone when she called to say test results had come back, “but I think you’ll all have questions.”

Dr. Kim’s office had only two chairs. She’d dragged in a rolling stool and was perched on that. Max sat next to me and held my hand. Darcy and Alice stood behind us like sentinels, but I could see Darcy’s pinched face without actually seeing it.

“But like … pregnant how?” she said. I appreciated her point. You could be pregnant with possibility. You could take a pregnant pause. It didn’t seem likely as a medical diagnosis, but on the other hand, likelihood seemed to have ceased to apply. Likelihood or even, really, plausibility.

That’s where it all started.

“The usual way,” Dr. Kim replied. “At least at some level—”

“What level?” Darcy interrupted. Shrilly.

But Alice leapt right to cross-examination. No matter the situation, cross-examination is Alice’s favorite part. “Isn’t it true that my mother is—conservatively—three decades too old to be pregnant?”

“Certainly this is anomalous,” Dr. Kim allowed.

“Anomalous?” Alice repeated. “That seems quite an understatement. Is it precedented? Have you ever seen a seventy-seven-year-old pregnant patient?”

“I have not.”

“A colleague then? Another doctor you know?”

“No.”

“Have you ever heard of a pregnant septuagenarian?”

“Not naturally occurring,” Dr. Kim admitted.

“Naturally occurring?” Max looked pale, lips dry, grammatically offensive shirt lined with sweat. I wondered if a mint would make him feel better.

“There are some rare cases of patients in extremely advanced age achieving viable pregnancies using donor eggs which they are then able to carry to term.”

Alice crossed her arms. “That seems like a different thing.”

“I agree. I haven’t treated more than a handful of women pregnant at forty-seven who weren’t using some kind of ART.”

She said each letter, A-R-T, but my mind still went to dark arts. Witchcraft, sorcery, some kind of curse gone awry all seemed as likely an explanation as any for what she was telling us.

“Assisted reproductive technology,” Dr. Kim revised when she saw she’d lost me.

“What is the oldest you’ve known a woman to conceive without the aid of these technologies?” Alice said.

“There are documented cases of women getting pregnant without medical intervention into their sixties, if only extremely rarely.”

“Does it not then seem more likely,” Alice suggested, “that the tests you ran last week are wrong?”

“I had them run repeatedly. And then I ran them myself.”

“In some other way compromised, then. Mixed up with another patient’s? Misread?”

“Think of it this way,” Dr. Kim said. “Most women are able to conceive into their thirties, many into their forties, some into their fifties, especially with the help of drugs and fertility treatments. It’s a bell curve; there are outliers on either end. There’s a documented case of a five-and-a-half-year-old giving birth in Peru in 1939, several six-year-old mothers, more than a handful of eight-year-olds.”

“How awful,” I murmured. The room was spinning. Or my head was.

“It is awful,” Dr. Kim agreed. “These are impossible pregnancies, but they happened anyway. Yours too is an impossible pregnancy. At least yours is seeded in love.”

Darcy made a noise in the back of her throat.

“Or consider it from the other end,” Dr. Kim went on. “Most girls have begun to menstruate by the time they’re sixteen. Many start at thirteen. Some at eleven. But a few? A few start when they’re six.”

“How many years”—Alice called me to the stand—“since your last period?”

“I’m not … sure.” Back when I used to menstruate, it had not been something one discussed in front of one’s children, especially one’s son. The form I’d filled out in the waiting room had asked for the date of my last period, but since it had spots for only the month and day, how many decades it had been hadn’t come up. I’d left it blank anyway. “Almost thirty years, probably?”

“Think of women you’ve known with irregular periods who still got pregnant,” Dr. Kim said patiently.

“Irregular periods,” Alice repeated. “Is that really what you’re claiming happened here?”

“I don’t know what happened here,” Dr. Kim confessed. “I have never seen anything like this. It doesn’t seem possible, I agree, but it is nonetheless the case that you, Pepper Mills, are about six weeks pregnant.”

“About?” I said.

“Well, it’s complicated—”

Darcy snorted. “I bet.”

“—because we start counting from the date of your last menstrual period. So women who are six weeks pregnant have only been pregnant for about four weeks.”

“So what you’re saying”—Alice raised her eyebrows into her hair—“is that my mother is fifteen hundred weeks pregnant?”

“Surely I’m not pregnant pregnant,” I interrupted. Waiting for the end of Alice’s cross-examinations is like waiting for the end of the sky.

“What do you mean, Pepper?” Dr. Kim said in her usual gentle way.

“I’m not about-to-have-a-baby pregnant. Not even about to have a baby in nine months. At most I must be … what’s the term when it’s a false positive?”

“False positive,” Dr. Kim answered, “but this positive isn’t false. We took multiple samples. I’ve run and rerun—”

“Not like the test is wrong. That’s not what I mean. Like when the test is right but the test is wrong?”

“Mom?” Max looked worried.

I waved him off. “I’m not addled. I just don’t know the medical terminology. Like when you have enough of the virus to test positive but you’re not sick.”

“Asymptomatic,” Dr. Kim supplied.

I shook my head. “Like when you’re not even contagious. Maybe I’m technically testing positive for pregnancy, but surely my body’s not making a baby.”

Dr. Kim brightened. “That’s exactly how I think we should be looking at this. Of course you’re not making a baby. This pregnancy will terminate itself quickly—within days, I expect. I’m surprised, obviously, that it’s occurred at all, but even for women of … let’s call it traditional reproductive age, even for patients who are trying to get pregnant, it’s unusual to catch a pregnancy this early. At six weeks, most people have no inkling. You’re only here because you felt unwell. You’re right not to think of this as a viable pregnancy. It’s not, and it won’t be.”

“Just a fluke, one of those weird things …” Alice was saying, though to whom wasn’t clear. Herself maybe.

“Over before we know it …” Darcy was adding, to the same no one.

Max was moving his lips too, but nothing was coming out.

“And beyond not being a viable pregnancy,” Dr. Kim continued, “it’s also very good news. We thought this could be the first signs of something like Alzheimer’s. We thought some kind of cancer recurrence that hadn’t shown up on the scans yet. We thought encephalitis, delirium, TIA, hypoxia. It’s none of these. It’s nothing incurable or untreatable. Aside from the how and who of it, there’s nothing terribly mysterious here. This is good news.”

Hard as it is to believe—because of how hard it was to believe—my first reaction was relief. Maybe Alice wanted to litigate reality. Maybe Darcy wanted to put her fingers in her ears rather than consider her mother as a sexually active human being. Maybe Max needed a little bit of sugar and a new shirt. But they were uncomfortable because they were young. They expected ailments to have clear causes and clear paths forward. Darcy went to the ER last year with stomach pain. They investigated and determined she had gallstones. They took out her gallbladder, and then she was fine. Or, if you like, Max seemed down last summer. We (mostly Alice) investigated and determined he had broken up with his boyfriend. We gave him wine, gentle ribbing, and time and space for his heart to mend. Now he’s back on a dating app I don’t understand, which he seems to be enjoying very much.

But the older you get, the less clear the path at every point. Even your symptoms gray. Does it hurt more after eating or only after eating in the Vista View dining room or only because it’s the end of the day? Is the pain caused by whatever you’ve tested positive for or by something for which they haven’t thought to run a test or by something for which no test exists? Do your pains require treatment or acceptance? Do answers help or just lead to more questions? As you age, you need doctors more and more, and they’re able to tell you less and less.

So to have an answer, even an absurd one, was good news. Shit happened, now more than ever. I was a medical miracle. Fine. It would make a good story to tell over dinner. (Good stories were a sort of cigarettes-in-prison currency at Vista View, in the first place because our lives were quiet now and our grandchildren fascinating only to ourselves. And in the second place because good stories over dinner distracted from the eating of it.) When Moth heard this news, he would laugh in wonder. And I loved his laugh, and I loved his wonder.

But best of all, the most miraculous part of the miracle was that it required no intervention. No surgery, no drug regimen with untold side effects, no some-patients-find-relief approaches that might or might not work. This one would take care of itself.

“At the moment,” said Dr. Kim, “what I can best prescribe is what doctors so often prescribe, which is time, and in this case not very much of it. I am confident this problem will resolve on its own and quickly. Go home. Rest. Watch a movie or take a long bath. I know it’s hard, but try to think about other things. And call me when something changes. There’s likely to be some blood and cramping, but both should be relatively minor, especially since it’s so early, like a heavy and uncomfortable period.”

I tried but found I couldn’t quite remember the feeling.

“However,” she went on, “given your age and the unusual nature of this situation, we’ll want to monitor you closely when the time comes. So keep me posted. In the meantime, I’m going to look into this some more. It’s an interesting case, certainly. I’d like to run some more tests while you’re here. I’m going to talk to some colleagues, see if any of them has ever heard of anything remotely like this before. And then I’ll see you soon.”



No one had ever heard of anything remotely like this before.

Soon came and went, and I was still pregnant.
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I waited to tell Moth. I didn’t want to give him a heart attack. One spring, a perfectly healthy advisee of mine, improbably named Frog McCormack, found out during lunch his girlfriend was pregnant, then passed out in seventh period Honors Tenth Grade Lit. We were talking about “A Very Old Man with Enormous Wings” when Frog raised a trembling hand, moved, I thought, by the story, impatient to explore Gabriel García Márquez’s ingenious metaphor, but when I called on him, he keeled right off his seat and onto the floor. And he was fifteen.

Moth’s heart was seventy-eight, which seemed a little old to take news like this in stride. But I kept being pregnant—progressed, in fact, from queasy to actually throwing up—so he kept being worried about me. Which wasn’t good for his heart either.

“I know you’ve been to the doctor already, Sarge,” he said a week after Dr. Kim told me the news, “but maybe it’s time to go back.” It was nice to be in bed together in the middle of the day, but it was nicer when the reason wasn’t because I’d just been sick in the bathroom and he didn’t think I should be alone.

“It’s not,” I said. “She prescribed time. There just hasn’t been enough, apparently.”

His eyes darkened. He had no idea what I meant, of course, and also every idea what I meant—of course—from having been to the doctor himself. “Maybe a different doctor? A second opinion? The food here is bad, but it’s not daily-vomiting bad.” He winked. “It’s not as if you’re pregnant.”

I looked at him. If we’d been in a movie, he’d have slowly stopped laughing then looked incredulous then begged, “You’re joking. Tell me you’re joking.” But it wasn’t a movie. So I had to give him a hint.

“I am,” I said.

“Ha ha,” he said.

“No, really.”

“Can you imagine?”

“Vividly,” I said.

“It’s brilliant, actually.” Jolly. Jolly was what he sounded. “The vomiting, the woolly head and dizziness, your feeling so knackered all the time. Your beautiful glowing face.” He leaned in and kissed me. “Old age and pregnancy share a lot of the same symptoms, now I think about it.”

“I know you can’t believe it,” I said. “And I know why you can’t believe it. But apparently it’s true. Dr. Kim ran and reran multiple tests. I’m pregnant.”

He looked hard at me and finally saw I was serious. That’s when he panicked.

“Sarge. Are you okay? What … what year is it? Stick out your tongue. Raise both arms.”

“Oh for heaven’s sake.” I levered myself off the bed and stalked across the room. “I’m not having a stroke. I’m not delirious. I have not spontaneously just this minute lost my marbles. I. Am. Pregnant.” I rummaged around in my purse, found the paperwork from the appointment, thrust it at him. “Here.”

When he raised his eyes to mine, they were filled with wonder. I know I said I wanted to tell him to see just this look on his face, but I’d imagined it in the past tense. I was pregnant. I had been pregnant these last—now seven—weeks, but I wasn’t anymore. I thought he’d get a kick out of it as a scientist, not as a father-to-be. The present tense was a different thing altogether. It was ruining, among other things, the moment. (Irony.)

“It’s a miracle,” he said.

“Of sorts.”

“That you’re not dying, I mean. I thought … I haven’t wanted to worry you, but you’ve been worrying me. You’re not sick! Miracle.”

“What about that I’m seventy-seven and pregnant?”

“That goes way beyond miracle.” He puffed out his cheeks. “Way beyond beyond.”

“Don’t get attached,” I warned him. “Dr. Kim says it’ll terminate itself. Any minute now.”

“Oh. Of course.”

“She says it’s so early, it shouldn’t be a big deal to miscarry at this point. When it starts, I’m supposed to call her. She says not to think of this as a pregnancy, just a weird diagnosis, but really good news.”

“Yes.” Moth nodded then nodded some more. “I see. Yes.” Then, after some more nodding, “Thank God for that. The good news, I mean.”

“Yes,” I echoed, no idea what either of us was affirming.

“But … what if …”

“What if what?”

“What if it doesn’t start? Or stop. Or what have you.”

“It will. Obviously it will. You think I’m going to have a baby?”

“No!” he said. “No. Not possible. Full stop. End of.”

“Full stop,” I echoed. “End of.” But it didn’t sound as good without his accent.

Then we sat and didn’t say anything. There was too much else to say.

There was nothing else to say.

Eventually, he said, “I guess we should go down for supper.”

And eventually I agreed, “I guess we should.”



There, since I’d told Moth, I could tell Maisie and Dot as well.

“I’m sorry.” Maisie fiddled with her hearing aids. “I couldn’t hear you. These things are pieces of shit.”

Vista View residents have what has to be the widest variety of hearing aids from the widest variety of hearing aid stores, and best I can tell, none of them work. In this case, though, that was a blessing. Word travels fast at Vista View (faster than its residents certainly), and I didn’t want anyone but these three to know. “Unfortunately, you heard me right.”

“I thought you said you were pregnant,” Maisie laughed.

“I did.” I pushed overcooked broccoli around a pond of what appeared to be ketchup. “I am.”

“No, pregnant!” Maisie said. “Like about to have a baby.”

“Well, no,” I conceded. “Pregnant but not about to have a baby.”

“No, really,” Dot said.

“Apparently.”

“How is that possible?”

“No one knows.”

“Huh,” said Dot.

“Huh,” said Maisie. “With what?”

“What do you mean with what?”

“If you’re pregnant but not about to have a baby.”

“Oh. Yes. Soon it will terminate. I’m too old.”

“For more things all the time,” Dot said.

“I’ll say,” Maisie agreed. “In my day, eighty-year-olds didn’t get pregnant.”

“I’m barely seventy-seven!”

“Oh. Well then.”

I was surprised by but grateful for Maisie and Dot’s nonchalance. Everyone else in my life was so … chalant, I guess. Distressed. Verklempt. I got it. Of course I did. My diagnosis was not so much shocking as impossible, speaking of swooning Frog McCormack, because the person you could imagine having some actual insight here was Gabriel García Márquez.

Predictably, Frog’s class had been in too much of an uproar after he fainted to finish the lesson, but I’d taught it many times. In the story, a couple trying to protect their baby during a storm comes across a very old man with enormous wings in the mud of their yard: an angel, they naturally conclude, a miracle. Their friends and neighbors are curious but not kind, certainly not awed. They cage him and mock him and throw stones, hurt and burn and abuse him, because yes, an angel looks like a human but with wings. But not like any human. Like a beautiful one, heavenly, celestial. Young. Whereas this one is old and smells bad and rants incomprehensibly. People aren’t good at recognizing the hand of God in the aged or unsavory. We like our miracles gold and glowing, not gray, not noisome, not mortal.

And not in our yards. Because that’s the other thing García Márquez knew—when miracles are actually miraculous, they’re too improbable to do all they must. Pregnancy is miraculous, yes. Childbirth is miraculous. Babies are miraculous. But only some pregnancies, some births, some babies—the ones we bargain and beg for, the miracles we seek, expect, even demand. Me? I was unacceptably, uselessly miraculous, too old to be beatific, too unimagined to be believed. I did not inspire wonder in the divine. If anything, I undermined it.

But the Vista View set? Good at finding the holy in very old bodies. Used to the unfamiliar. Expecting what is unforeseen, speaking of expecting.

So Maisie went right on, unfazed. “It’s never what you think, is it? Last week I assumed I had pinkeye because Cassidy stayed over Friday night and half her preschool has it, but it turned out to be arthritis.”

“How do you confuse arthritis with pinkeye?” Moth said.

“Half of Cassidy’s preschool doesn’t have arthritis.”

“I went in for a sore hip.” Dot waved a piece of chicken around on her fork. “They said my hip hurts because I’m too fat. I said I’ve always been fat, and my hip’s always been fine. They said I need a new one. But they won’t give it to me because I’m too fat.”

I nodded carefully. Lola reported that “fat” was in fact the preferred term these days—something about body positivity and slur reclamation—and surely Dot should refer to herself however she liked, whether it was preferred or not. She did seem to wear her girth as a badge of honor. All around us, residents were shriveled down to nearly nothing, and here she was, as Lola explained, claiming her space. I admired this but had trouble overcoming my seventy-plus years of acculturation on the point to offer much more than an uncomfortable “Mm-hmm.”

Maisie, however, didn’t even blink. “Last month, I had shooting pains in my ankles. After a bunch of tests they decided it was a reaction to the pills they gave me for the shooting pains in my hands. ‘Which do you use more?’ they said.”

“So they said lose weight and we’ll give you a new hip,” Dot went on. “They said a diet will help. I said it never has before. They said I should exercise. I said I can’t because I have a sore hip.”

“I went in because my stomach was upset.” Maisie could play this game for hours. We all could. “They said cut out salt, sugar, dairy, wheat, fruit, tomatoes, mushrooms, garlic, corn, potatoes, onions, and cruciferous vegetables. Basically, all I could eat was cucumbers and gin. I went back a month later because my stomach was still upset. They said I wasn’t eating enough.”

“Then they did some scans or tests or who knows what,” Dot continued, “and decided my hip doesn’t have arthritis. It has cancer.”

The world juddered to a halt.

“What?” Maisie, Moth, and I all demanded simultaneously.

“Oh who the hell knows.” Dot flicked a hand like this was an annoyance but nothing more, and a predictable one at that, something you couldn’t really complain about because you should have seen it coming. “Apparently it’s spread to my bones and that’s why my hip hurts. No point in replacing it now because soon everything will hurt. Or, I don’t know, maybe Medicare or Medicrap or whoever the hell don’t expect me to live long enough for it to be worth it? Mind you, as far as they’re concerned, that was true anyway.”

Our health insurers felt we were all living not so much on borrowed time as bonus time. If we were going to insist on going garishly past our expiration dates, it was unrealistic and unreasonable to expect to feel good while doing so. The polite thing would be to wait it out, this “living” thing, with as few demands as possible then accept with uncomplaining quiet grace when it was over.

“Oh, Dot,” Moth managed. “I’m so sorry, love.”

Maisie looked at the water glass in her hand like she’d forgotten what it was for.

“What can we do to help you?” I asked.

“Nothing.” Dot shrugged. “Evidently I’m beyond help.”

For the help doctors wanted to offer was a cure. If they couldn’t offer that—because what you had was incurable, because what you had was old age—they couldn’t offer anything.

“There are lots of kinds of help,” Moth said. Then, “I’m good at this, remember? Out of practice but skilled.”

“Good at what?” Dot said.

“Caring for a loved one with cancer.”

“I’m not your wife. I’m not even your apparently pregnant girlfriend.”

“Doesn’t mean you’re not a loved one.” His eyes flicked to me.

So I said, “Me too. Out of practice but skilled.” And then I added, because Maisie and Dot didn’t know yet, “I’ve been through this too.”

It was a sort of coming-out every time. I’ve had cancer. I’m a survivor. It felt like bragging—I survived, so why won’t you? It felt like guilt—You won’t survive, so why did I? When I was young, it felt vulgar, speaking aloud something so awful and so remote as far as all the other thirtysomethings I knew were concerned. And now, now talking about it just felt gauche. Dot was right: At Vista View, cancer was a diagnosis too common to shock. We were, all of us, the lucky ones really, and cancer in our seventies and beyond wasn’t tragedy, it was proof. After you elude everything else that can kill you, cancer is what’s left to do the dirty work.

Whereas I hadn’t been old. I had barely eluded anything yet. When you tell people you almost died but didn’t, they only hear the didn’t part. But it was the almost part that almost killed me. It had been too scary to look back on with relief, even with belief, let alone with gratitude that it was over. The kids had been so small, and I’d thought I would have to leave them, that they would have to grow up without me. I’d thought I’d have to watch them watch me die. And it had been unbearable.

Max was an infant. At first that seemed to be the problem. Constant exhaustion is something you see a doctor about unless you have a baby. When I asked later, they said tiredness wasn’t an early sign of breast cancer, that it wasn’t my fault I didn’t catch it as early as I could have. But I’d known something was wrong and told myself it was just new-baby fog.

The news was initially bleak. An unspeakable five-year survival rate. (Literally unspeakable. When they told us, Roger and I looked at each other and came silently and at once to hollowed-out, horror-struck agreement never to say it out loud to anyone.) There was radiation. Chemotherapy. Terrible drugs. Roger rose to the occasion—doctors’ appointments and solo parenting and hospital visits and waiting on me—but it broke him. It broke us. I got better. We did not.

I got better, but only in most ways. I got better physically. I got over the fear eventually and the trauma of the treatment and the trauma I’d watched my children absorb. It stood me in good stead now. I had lived to old age, and while I was not without complaints, they were tempered by the fact that I was here to experience them. Everyone says old age is a privilege, but I knew it in my bones. Everyone fears death, but I had confronted that already. It didn’t mean it went away. But at least it was familiar.

In other ways, though, it was the sort of thing you never got over.

And it was a conversation stopper, no question.

But Dot said, “I mean, sure. Who hasn’t?”

“Hasn’t what?”

“Been through it. Scary diagnoses. Scary prognoses. Tests that yield more questions than answers and more shitty answers than helpful ones.”

“There’s shitty,” I said, “and then there’s cancer.”

“These are the times that try men’s souls. And I’m not even a man.” She paused then added, “But speaking of men, I’ve decided not to tell Petey.” I remembered her saying, the night we met, that she’d gotten pregnant slow dancing at her senior prom. This had struck me as unlikely, but clearly I wasn’t one to talk. “He’s all the way in California. He has his own family. He doesn’t need this.”

“You’re his own family,” Maisie said miserably.

“And you’re mine,” Dot said. “All of you.” We couldn’t argue with that. “One of these days, you get something you won’t live through. Happens to the best of us.” She smiled, a little sadly, but not that sadly. “And, come to think of it, the worst.”
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Lola texted a four-leaf clover, a duck, and a lipstick kiss. By which I understood her to be wishing me luck at the gynecologist.

I was getting so good at emojis.

Dr. Kim had assembled a team. I saw why she needed one, not so much a team of doctors as a team of superheroes, and not so much the heroic part as the variety. Like how you need one guy who can fly and one who’s extra strong, one who can shoot webs from his fingers and one with a magic suit, because no matter how impressive the power, it’s insufficient on its own or in all situations. Dr. Kim was a GP, a little bit of everything. But I was a puzzle, so we also needed an OB-GYN and an oncologist, someone who could do hormones and someone who could do blood, someone for bones and someone else for joints, an expert on aging and another on fertility. There was a psychiatrist, a physiatrist, even a nutritionist, though no less than a team with actual superpowers would stand a chance against the food at Vista View. They quizzed and questioned, withdrew some fluids and injected others, measured and collected, thumped and probed. They looked everywhere. They were quite excited. It was like I didn’t even have to be there, at once the focus and locus of all their heightened, frantic attention and also completely beside the point.

Then, at the gynecologist, it became clear just how far beside the point. That’s where it all started.

Alice had to pick us up and drive us there, me and Moth, like she was running carpool. I didn’t like to be a burden, but turnabout is fair play, and anyway, I wasn’t the one who’d taken away my license. Darcy and Max met us there. Dr. Kim came to the waiting room herself to bring me back, but in the exam room was a man I’d never seen before.

“Dr. Blankman.” He held his hand out, but it seemed as much to pull me in as to introduce himself. Blankman was the perfect name for him. He was your standard-issue old white male physician, salt-haired, clean-shaven, with the air of someone who’d only considered himself mistaken about anything on two or three occasions over the past decade. I have had many Dr. Blankmans over the years, though this one, old as he was, was still probably five or ten years younger than me. He looked me up and down. “Come in, come in.”

Dr. Kim was no doubt as used as I was to the phenomenon of old white male doctors. “Dr. Blankman is head of gynecology here,” she told me. Even when I was young and most doctors were men, I hadn’t trusted the ones who went into gynecology. “He’s been eager to meet you and consult and help us figure out next steps.”

Eager? The man looked like he wanted to devour me.

It was too early, he explained, at only eight weeks, for an abdominal ultrasound to tell us all we needed to know, so we would do a transvaginal one. The kids were in the waiting room, but Moth had come back with me, and I wished they wouldn’t say “vaginal” in front of him. Just because you’re sleeping with a man doesn’t mean you want him thinking about your vaginal. Once I was undressed and in the stirrups, though, I found I no longer cared.

“I don’t want to see,” I told Dr. Kim firmly. “Or hear either.” There hadn’t been ultrasounds back when I was pregnant—before—but I’d gone with Darcy to one of hers when Edward was at a conference in Shanghai, and obviously I’ve seen them a million times on TV like everyone else. I didn’t want that thing where you see some amorphous white lines on the screen and suddenly realize what it means to be a mother. I had already been a mother for five decades and had a pretty thorough hold on what it meant.

“No problem.” Dr. Kim squeezed my hand. “I completely understand.”

They fiddled around down there, and it was cold and slimy and uncomfortable and nearly unbearably awkward. I heard Dr. Blankman draw his breath in hard. I heard the doctors whispering and tapping the screen. They sounded excited rather than dispirited, which made me dispirited rather than excited, like when they told you some test or other was positive, by which they meant negative. So maybe this was just the way with doctors.

“Cones or milkshakes,” Moth said.

“What?” He looked out of focus, and I realized it was because my eyes were wet.

“On the way home. When we stop for ice cream. Do you want cones or milkshakes?”

“I don’t want ice cream.”

“Don’t be daft, everyone wants ice cream.”

Now that I thought about it, something cold and sweet and easier to swallow than being pregnant at seventy-seven did sound nice. “Milkshakes,” I answered.

He nodded once. “Sponge or cloth?”

“For what?”

“Car washing,” he said like this was obvious.

“You have to be more specific.” I saw that he was just trying to distract me, but this was important. “You can’t use one tool for the whole job.”

“Books or—”

“Books,” I said.

“Molecular orbital theory or valence bond?”

“Surprise me.”

Eventually, finally, Dr. Kim told me to get dressed then invited my children to meet us back in her too-small office.

There she broke the news. “This pregnancy continues to be—”

“Extraordinary,” Dr. Blankman interrupted. “It’s the most extraordinary pregnancy I have ever seen.”

He was glowing. Maybe he was pregnant too. It didn’t seem out of the realm.

“—healthy.” Dr. Kim finished her sentence. “This pregnancy is progressing normally at the moment. You’re meeting all the benchmarks we’d expect at eight weeks. Of course it’s still so early, and miscarriages at this stage often occur without warning signs or prior symptoms. But this, uh …”

“Baby!” Dr. Blankman supplied. He was bouncing on his toes in the corner. Moth and I had the two chairs, so everyone else was standing and cramped, but had there been more room, Dr. Blankman looked like he could fly. “This baby is growing and healthy and meeting every developmental milestone.”

I heard a groan. It was coming from my mouth. Moth squeezed my hand. Dr. Kim looked pained.

“It’s not …?” I started.

“Not yet,” she said.

So intervention would be required after all.

I didn’t know a lot about the procedure except that it was simple and straightforward in early stages. I wished all this had resolved on its own, but it would be okay this way too. I was used to medical procedures, as used as you get anyway to needles, syringes, instruments shoved inside you, instruments you got shoved inside. I anticipated being home and well again by midafternoon. I anticipated stopping on the way back to Vista View for Moth’s milkshakes because already my nausea was ebbing.

“When can we do it?” I said.

“Do what?” said Dr. Kim.

“The abortion. Because you’re saying it’s not going away on its own, right? So isn’t that the next step?”

Everyone looked at her.

“I’m afraid”—she cleared her throat and lowered her eyes, which was unlike her—“it’s more complicated than that.”

“If her body can handle a pregnancy,” Alice said, “surely it can handle a first-trimester abortion.”

“Can’t you just give her that pill, even?” Max said.

“She can stay in my guest room tonight,” Darcy added, “in case she has cramping or whatever.”

“The procedure itself is not what’s complicated,” Dr. Kim said quietly.

“Then what’s the problem?” Darcy demanded.

But all at once I knew. And I could see Alice coming to the same realization.

“Texas,” said Dr. Kim.



It’s possible I passed out. I felt like I had. But when I blinked and shook my head and looked around, no one seemed alarmed or concerned or even necessarily to remember I was there. I might have thought that I’d died, that such indignity and indignation had been the death of me and now I couldn’t be seen because I was a ghost. But I don’t believe in ghosts, and anyway, I don’t need to be dead to be ignored by my children, let alone the medical establishment and the state of Texas.

“Medical exception,” Alice was saying.

“It’s not that simple.” Dr. Kim was leaned up against her desk, shaking her head. “The criteria under which a patient qualifies are both complex and inexact.”

“They’ve written the law that way on purpose,” Alice hissed, “to make abortion effectively illegal while still claiming there are exceptions for the life of the mother.”

“I agree,” said Dr. Kim.

“And they didn’t do it because they care about the life of the mother. They did it so the law doesn’t get struck down.”

“The legal and regulatory framework is unfair and, I would argue, unethical,” Dr. Kim said simply. “We are, unfortunately, constrained by it anyway.”

“But there are exceptions in cases where the pregnancy poses risk to life, which surely must include this.” Alice was waving at me but not looking at me.

Dr. Blankman leaned forward from his corner. “Your mother is not in immediate danger. She’s not crashing or bleeding out. She’s not even in pain. She seems, in fact, to be having an entirely normal pregnancy.”

“She’s seventy-seven.”

“But apart from that.”

But apart from the eruption, how did you like living in Pompeii?

“There’s no way she can have a baby.” Darcy subbed in. “She already has high blood pressure. She already has elevated liver enzymes. A pregnancy would kill her. Of course it would.”

“We have insufficient precedent here,” Dr. Kim said gently. “So there’s no data to—”

“We don’t need data,” Darcy insisted. “We need common sense. She’s nearly eighty.”

“Is there …” I cut in then trailed off then tried again. “Is there a checklist I can see?”

“Of what?” said Dr. Kim.

“Or the rubric. The rules.” I wasn’t saying this right.

She leaned toward me. “I’m not sure what you mean, Pepper.”

“Can you show us the list of conditions or symptoms or whatever you have to have to meet the threshold where you’ll preserve the life of the mother?”

“Ahh,” Doctors Kim and Blankman said together. They looked sorry. At least, she did.

“That’s not how it works, I’m afraid,” she said. “The language is vague.”

“Purposely vague,” Alice put in.

“And determined on a case-by-case basis.”

“Based on serious, immediate threat,” Dr. Blankman added.

I shook my head. I didn’t know what that meant.

“At least in practice, you have to be …” Dr. Kim began, then paused and had the good grace to blush. “… already undergoing a medical emergency before the decision can be made and any action taken.”

“Practically dead,” I translated.

“Look.” Dr. Kim took a deep breath, let it out again slowly. “I still feel confident this pregnancy is not viable. I still expect you to miscarry and to do it soon and safely.”

My children looked relieved, but I was not. “If that’s true, if it’s not viable, why can’t we just put a stop to it now?”

“The law is very clear that—” Dr. Blankman began.

“Fuck the law.” It is occasionally necessary to remind people that little old ladies aren’t as little or ladylike as you think we are. I wasn’t as old as they imagined either, but in no language did there exist a word strong enough to make this point better than being pregnant. “Why would we wait?”

“Miscarriage has to happen on its own,” Dr. Kim explained, “in order to—”

“Surely early is better than later.” I didn’t want to interrupt, but this was so important. “Surely controlled and in your office is better than unpredictable and at home.”

“You’re right. But unfortunately, that’s not our call.”

“What if I bleed too much?” There was, I knew, I remembered, blood.

“As soon as it starts, you’ll go to the hospital.”

“Where they won’t even believe me. Maybe it’s never come up before, but I think we all know what happens if a seventy-seven-year-old shows up in the emergency room claiming to be having a miscarriage.”

“She bleeds to death in the waiting room,” Darcy supplied. “Or maybe in the psych ward.”

“It’s actually worse than that,” Alice said. How could it get worse? “They won’t be allowed to help her. She’ll be at significantly increased risk for excessive bleeding, right? Or catastrophic infection. And they’ll just send her home.”

I closed my eyes, took that in, then pled, “It’s only eight weeks. I’m barely pregnant. You said we were lucky to catch it early.”

“You didn’t catch it early,” Dr. Blankman said sharply, though I hadn’t been talking to him. “It’s not cancer.”

“No.” I felt all the breath push out of my lungs at once. I felt winded with it, dizzied. “No, if it were cancer, you’d cut it out. When I had a tumor whose cells were dividing and multiplying, you got rid of it. Right away! You didn’t say, ‘Let’s wait and see if it practically kills you.’ You said, ‘If we leave it where it is, it’ll keep growing, and if it keeps growing, it will destroy you.’”

“A baby isn’t a tumor,” said Dr. Blankman.

“An embryo isn’t a baby,” said Dr. Kim.

“Be that as it may”—his voice was professional, even patronizing, but tinged with growing impatience—“abortion is illegal in this state. When the law says there are exceptions for the life of the mother, it doesn’t mean you.”

“Who does it mean?” I tried to sound impatient too rather than helpless.

“It means women who will die without one.”

“That’s me! No one should be pregnant at my age.” I gestured all up and down myself. “At my age, all sorts of things can kill you. Catching a cold. Forgetting to turn the toaster off. Yoga. But pregnancy? Pregnancy kills young, healthy women.”

Dr. Blankman shook his head. “You are not dying, I’m sorry to say.” I waited for him to apologize, say that wasn’t what he meant, and rephrase. But he didn’t. “When you are, then we can, if necessary, have a discussion about termination.”

Moth cleared his throat. “Won’t it be too late at that point?”

It seemed Dr. Blankman hadn’t noticed Moth was there until that moment.

“Ahh,” he said. “You’re the father?” He came around and perched next to Dr. Kim on her desk.

“I am not a father.” Moth looked down at his own clasped hands.

“Not a father. The father. The father of this child.”

Moth blinked. “My understanding is there is no child. Won’t be any child.”

“That is not at all clear to me, frankly,” Dr. Blankman said. “I can’t explain it, and we’ll keep investigating, and naturally, in any pregnancy, anything can happen.” That didn’t sound right to me. It seemed to me that the things that could happen were in fact fairly circumscribed. “But this pregnancy appears healthy and on track at the moment.” Then I watched him decide to replace impatience with condescension. He reached forward and put a hand on my shoulder. I flinched. “Cheer up, everyone. In my profession, a healthy pregnancy, a healthy baby on the way, is always good news. Do you know how many patients I see who would give anything for what you have right now? Every baby I deliver is miraculous, but this? This is a miracle of a higher order. Even if you were somewhere abortion was still legal, terminating this pregnancy would be …” He whistled. “Someone has gone a long way to make this baby.”

I looked at Moth.

“Not him.” Dr. Blankman pointed at the ceiling. “Him.”

I was speechless.

Alice was not. “We’re Jewish.”

“Same guy upstairs,” he said smugly.

“Can we …” Moth started then stopped, turned to Dr. Kim. “You said … I mean, do you no longer think …”

I knew what he meant and took over. “You prescribed time. You said ‘good news’ and ‘treatable condition’ and for sure it would end soon. Terminate. Miscarry. Is that”—my voice broke—“no longer true?”

“I still think that’s true,” she said.

I wanted to hold on to “true.” I wanted to hold on to “still.” But I said, “Think?”

Dr. Blankman grinned. “We’re in uncharted territory here, Mrs. Mills.” Actually, everything Dr. Blankman said he said smugly. “Uncharted, miraculous territory.”
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So I went home to wait. I had no choice. I did the only thing I was allowed to do.

Praying for a miscarriage is the basest kind of hell. Women in my position—unexpectedly pregnant, not wanting to be, not allowed to do anything to stop it—must pray for miscarriages all the time, but for everyone else, a miscarriage is the cruelest injustice, the worst place the dice can land. Praying for something so terrible felt like tempting fate, like a failure to count my blessings, lack of gratitude and perspective. But this was the only exit I’d been offered from a corner I had not backed into myself.

I have had one. A miscarriage. It was after Alice, before Max. So early I probably wouldn’t have noticed except it was my third time, and I recognized that dizzy exhausted woolliness that came on suddenly and did not abate. Then one day after school, sitting in my classroom helping Diego Tellez, it abated. Diego hadn’t needed help so much as company or maybe just someone who cared about The Great Gatsby more than his football teammates did. We were sitting at my desk chatting about the inherent unreliability of first-person narrators when the cramping started, easily ignored, could’ve been anything really, hunger, gas, the ancient chair the district provided with two of four wheels broken and no stuffing in the seat to speak of anymore. But then blood between my legs, unmistakable and wrong. Still, I let Diego ramble on. The desk and horrible chair kept me and what was happening from his view. I imagined it wouldn’t just be blood on the back of my pants—horrible enough in front of a student, my colleagues—but might be gushing, surging, pumping out, like a wound, like a well. I knew, somehow, that whatever was happening was either nothing or already everything, so there was no rush.

Diego wrapped up and ambled off to football practice. I took off my cardigan, tied it around my waist, waddled as gently as I could to the faculty restroom. It was blessedly empty. There, it was blood on my pants. Not gushing. And also, plainly, everything.

I already had two little girls at home, I told myself, and wasn’t that enough? My friend Glenda Givens in Social Studies had had two miscarriages and no children to salve that loss. And this was so early. But I found it didn’t matter. Lost was lost. A child not to be. My child not to be.

And then, two years later, it had made being pregnant with Max nine long months of anxiety. With Darcy and Alice, pregnancy had felt limitless. Life perpetual. Cosmic almost. But with Max, I was afraid. Afraid and tearful and forewarned. And prayerful. Please let this one stay. Let this one live. Let it be. Let it be. Let it be.

Which made my current prayer—Let it go away, please take it away—feel grotesque, monstrous. Forsaken. Like I wasn’t sufficiently grateful for Max, like I wasn’t sufficiently grateful for my miracle, for all my miracles.

In fact, if anything, I was overly grateful for Max. We had followed all the books and the pamphlets from the doctor’s office as well as we could with Darcy and Alice, crib training, self-soothing, muscling out those interminable nights when we made ourselves let them cry until they fell asleep. Whereas Max slept with us. He napped in our arms. He overnighted between us in our bed. Darcy and Alice had had a playpen I’d consign them to sometimes—when I had to cook dinner or go to the bathroom, yes, but also when I needed twenty minutes to myself, when the long hours of the afternoon moved slow as sloths, when building yet another castle out of blocks seemed as possible as building an actual castle. With Max, we didn’t even pull the thing out of the attic. We clambered down onto the floor with him instead. We cherished those slow hours. We built every castle.

From the beginning, Max seemed to trail magic in his wake. When he fell on the playground, his knees didn’t skin. When he let go of a balloon, it tangled somehow in the stroller so it didn’t float away. Class bullies ignored him. Mosquitoes eschewed his blood. So when my bell rang the morning after that horrible gynecology appointment, I was less surprised than you’d think to find Max at the door, apparently conjured by my ruminations.

“Supplies,” he explained from behind a giant box. He deposited it on the coffee table and, like an actual magician, started drawing from it an impossible array of items.

“Shouldn’t you be at work?”

“They can do without me for the day.”

“Didn’t they do without you yesterday?”

“They can do without me for two days.”

For all I understood of Max’s job, this could well have been the case.

“Jar opener,” he announced proudly about a … well, pardon me, but it looked like a sex toy.

“How do I”—I turned the squat white comma over and around—“use this?”

“I’m not sure,” he conceded, then pulled out the next item. “More straightforward jar opener.” This one looked like an ice scraper for your windshield—though, carless, I had even less call for that than for sex toys.

“Can’t I just … twist with a towel?”

“Are you a professional arm wrestler?”

“I don’t eat a lot of things in jars.”

The next items were all in jars. Bread-and-butter pickles, horseradish pickles, half-sours, Russian dills, cornichons. I looked at him bewildered.

“Pregnant people crave pickles,” he said.

“I’m not going to be pregnant long enough to get through this many pickles.”

“But just in case.”

“No one has ever been pregnant long enough to get through this many pickles.”

“I accounted for that.” He started pulling out more jars. Applesauce, tomato sauce, jam, beets, olives, sauerkraut.

“You know I mostly eat downstairs in the dining room?”

“Which is why I also brought these.” A pink stapler and a set of colored pens. Mittens so furry they would have been overkill for winter back east, let alone October in Texas. A sugar bowl.

“I already have a sugar bowl,” I said.

“Who’s to say you couldn’t use another?”

Me? I thought. Anyone, actually? But he wasn’t really asking. Next, he pulled a box from his box. Inside that one were earrings shaped like silver bolts of lightning.

“Why lightning?” I said.

“You love lightning.”

“I do?”

“Yes! You and Dad both. When I was little, we were always watching storms together. You guys would point out the window and say, ‘Look at that bolt!’ ‘Ooh, that one was even bigger!’ ‘Wow! That was a close one!’”

When Darcy woke to thunder and ran scared into our bedroom in the middle of the night, I’d scoot closer to Roger so she could crawl under the covers, then roll over and go back to sleep. When Alice learned about lightning rods in fifth grade and became concerned enough about our umbrella tips to propose covering them in the only malleable rubber she could think of, Roger settled for explaining that condoms were too thin for the job and left it at that.

But with Max, we made storms into celebrations, wonders to behold, and sat him on our laps to regard a sky full of electricity as grandeur, benevolent magic sent from on high, so he would feel blessed instead of afraid.

So we would feel blessed instead of afraid.

It had worked for so long, for Max and for us too, but a storm is a storm—turbulent, buffeting, unstable—and what I was now was thunderstruck, not so much shocked as stunned to find myself first pregnant then denied the means to become unpregnant then praying for the way out I’d been so grateful all these years to avoid.

But the truth is thunder doesn’t strike anything. It’s loud. It’s scary. But it’s only noise, harmless, a distraction. It’s the lightning that strikes. It’s the lightning you don’t anticipate.

It’s the lightning that’ll kill you.

I threaded the earrings in and shook my head so the bolts brushed against my neck. “You’re right, baby.” I leaned over and kissed Max on the cheek. “I’ve always loved a good storm.”
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What you’ll want to know, what everyone wanted to know, was why. Or maybe how.

Everyone but me.

It’s not that I didn’t care. It’s just that it didn’t matter if there was nothing I could do about it anyway.

Then it turned out that it mattered very much.

The appointment where we found out was stirrup-free. It was Blankman-free. It was just me and Moth and Dr. Kim, so there was room again for all of us in her office. We’d decided to walk there instead of making one of the kids come fetch us. It was only a couple flat miles, and if appointments were going to get more frequent—which by all indications they were—it would be good to move them from my kids’ to-do list to my own. But it poured on our way, one of those storms that sometimes rain out of clear skies, no gathering clouds, no warning about what was coming. We arrived soaked through, so it was almost a shame I didn’t even have to get undressed.

Dr. Kim took one look at us and grinned. “What are you two supposed to be?”

It was Friday. The next day was Halloween. She herself—a family doctor who had patients up to seventy-seven years younger than I—was dressed as Little Red Riding Hood.

“Two old people who didn’t think to bring an umbrella,” I said.

“Ahh, very convincing.” She opened a cabinet to a shelf of scratchy white towels and handed over two of them. She also passed us a bucket of trick-or-treat candy. Therefore what came next will be forever connected in my brain with the sticky sweet of over-the-counter chocolate.

“I think I have some answers for you.” Dr. Kim swept her red cloak up behind her so she could sit. I squirmed in my damp clothes. “When you were undergoing treatment for breast cancer, do you remember being part of a drug trial called Protocol 183?”

My heart was racing instantly. I looked at the mini KitKat in my hand and couldn’t think how it had gotten there. “I don’t … There were so many drugs. It was years ago.”

“More than forty of them. Protocol 183 ran from 1980 to 1982.”

“I … can’t remember much about it.” Can’t or won’t? I asked myself. Or had made it this far by not? These days it’s all the rage to revisit and explore and come to terms with everything, otherwise you’re repressing, otherwise bad memories will rear up when you least expect and drag you down, like vampires. Back then, though, the advice was to put it behind you, not to dwell, and that had served me pretty well all these years. To be called back now of all moments hardly seemed fair. Not that anything about this situation was fair.

“This was a clinical trial,” Dr. Kim prompted, “in addition to or possibly instead of the regular protocol. There was a lot of extra paperwork. I have it here, in fact.”

She opened a folder in her lap with a thick sheaf of documents, old and faded but bearing, unmistakably, my signature.

“One of the ways doctors and scientists develop and improve treatments is through testing, and one of the ways we test new medications or new combinations of medications is by giving them to patients who weigh the risks against the potential benefits and consent to being part of trials.”

“Human experimentation,” I said, maybe out loud or maybe I was just remembering.

She nodded sort of sideways. “Protocol 183 aimed to evaluate the efficacy and toxicity of two newly developed drugs working together.”

I closed my eyes and tried to remember whether I’d ever known what they were, whether I’d ever even asked.

“Your cancer was what we call estrogen-receptor positive, as the majority of breast cancers are, which means the cancer cells were using your estrogen to grow. Protocol 183 aimed to stop that growth by using two new drugs in combination. One blocked your estrogen and thereby the growth of new cancer cells. This class of drugs is called selective estrogen receptor modulators—SERMs—and they’re still the gold standard in the treatment of ER+ breast cancers. The other drug was designed to repair and strengthen your DNA in order to support and enhance your body’s ability to fight the disease. Is any of this coming back to you?”

“It was”—I started, lost my way, wandered back again—“a difficult time.”

She leaned forward. “Gene therapies have come a long way. They are now targeted and personalized and precise, but in 1980, scientists were painting with a much wider brush.”

“Wider brush?”

“What is sometimes called ‘best-effort delivery.’ Early DNA therapy was much more limited than we are now as to location precision, dosage, specificity, any number of factors. Basically, the thought was that some control over gene expression was better than none, especially for patients with aggressive or advanced cases.” She was speaking slowly and clearly and carefully, and I was grateful not to be talked down to, but my mind was spinning into knots. I glanced at Moth. He was white as whipped cream.

“Ninety-seven percent of cancer drug trials are discontinued without the drugs ever reaching the market,” she pushed on, “and this was one of them. For one thing, it did not demonstrate sufficient efficacy compared to existing therapies.”

“I’m not sure I—”

“It didn’t work,” Dr. Kim translated.

“Oh,” I said. “But it must have.” Then I realized something and added, “For me.”

“Or something did,” she hedged. “Some patients in the protocol saw improved outcomes. Some did not. And for some patients, it seemed like Protocol 183 actually accelerated either the spread or the recurrence of their cancers.”

My mouth filled with saliva. “It killed them?”

All these years I’d thought I’d been lucky, so lucky, to have gotten into that trial. I hadn’t forgotten that gratitude, but I also hadn’t followed the research and development afterward. I was too busy recovering. I was too busy moving on. Now it turned out what I’d been lucky about was being among the few for whom it had worked.

“Maybe,” Dr. Kim soft-pedaled, “or maybe the drugs simply didn’t work for them or didn’t work enough. Or the side effects weren’t tolerated. Or the risks were deemed too high for their particular profile. For some patients, those risks and side effects were relatively mild and outweighed by benefits or potential benefits. But for many of them, the complications made continuing in the trial inadvisable or even impossible.”

“But … what does that …” I wasn’t sure what I was asking.

“SERMs block estrogen receptors,” she explained. Re-explained. “Doing so also tricks the brain into increasing production of FSH and LH—follicle-stimulating hormone and luteinizing hormone, the key controls of the reproductive cycle. Therefore, in addition to breast cancer treatment, we often prescribe different versions of these drugs to stimulate ovulation.”

She stopped. Hard stopped.

“Stimulate. Ovulation.” If I repeated the words, slowly and carefully, maybe they’d rearrange into sense.

“Say, in patients with irregular menstrual cycles or ovulatory disorders who are having trouble conceiving.”

“Oh.” I saw what she meant. Kind of. “That’s nice.”

“It is.” That sort-of head nod again. “More than nice. Infertility is heartbreaking. Cancer is heartbreaking. Clinical trials—and patients like you who are willing to undergo them—save lives. With any medication, there’s always some level of variation and risk—that’s why drugs come with warning labels and we caution you to be on the lookout for side effects—but with trials, there’s simply not enough information yet to know all the effects and side effects. We don’t know whether they’ll work to shrink the tumor. But we also don’t know what impact they’ll have on your healthy cells, in either the immediate or the long term.”

“But I was fine. I’ve been fine for years. Decades. What does that have to do with now?”

She took a deep breath. “Our working hypothesis, our best guess, is that your very unexpected pregnancy stems from the lingering effects of Protocol 183 on your body, in particular on your DNA.”

“But … no … I. No.” I stopped. Regrouped. Let my head swim for shore. “I don’t think that can be right.” This part I did remember. “They said the opposite.”

She tilted her head. “Who said the opposite of what?”

“The doctors back then. The … everyone. They said the chemo would have negative side effects. Unpredictable negative side effects.” They had made it sound like the storms that brew into hurricanes in the Gulf: wide swaths of destruction, untold devastation.

“That’s sometimes true.” Dr. Kim nodded. “And was more so back then.”

“But about this specifically. They said I might not be able to get pregnant again after. They told me before I started.” Not told. Warned. Before any treatment, I’d had to decide. Max was so little we weren’t thinking about another baby, but we weren’t not thinking about it either. Darcy and Alice were so close, and we worried Max might feel left out.

But it wasn’t a decision. It wasn’t a choice. Not really. Not when the alternative was what it was. So I agreed to the unforeseen and unforeseeable. Of course I did. Surely though that was not this. “If cancer treatment meant I might have trouble getting pregnant in my thirties, why would that be what makes this impossible thing possible? Why wouldn’t it make it more impossible?”

I thought Dr. Kim would point out that impossible doesn’t come in degrees, that so many scientific developments are unthinkable right up to the moment they become inevitable, but instead she said, “I’m with you.”

“You are?”

“It does not seem possible. But sometimes in medicine, things that don’t seem possible are true anyway.”

I looked at Moth. His mouth was moving a little bit, but if he was saying something, it was too low to hear. So much did not line up. Even allowing for unpredictable destruction and experimental drug combinations and the infinitely vast permutations of both chaos and humanity, something wasn’t right. It was on the tip of my tongue, but I couldn’t find it.

“But how come …” I stopped and waited for my brain to work, but it would not.

Then Moth said, still quietly but loud enough to hear, “How come she’s the only one.”

Yes. That was it.

“There are a couple hundred patients in a study like that, right?” He had a still-wrapped Milky Way liquefying, forgotten, in his fist.

“Today a phase two trial might have that many participants.” Dr. Kim nodded. “Back then, they were smaller. This one had about half that many.”

“Still, if extended fertility is a side effect,” he insisted, “why haven’t we seen forty years of elderly pregnant women? Why haven’t there been dozens of cases of pregnant seventy- and eighty-year-olds?”

“Ahh. Well. Lots of reasons.” Dr. Kim seemed to breathe a little easier—maybe relieved to be making progress through this conversation—and I envied her. “Mostly, side effects don’t manifest in everyone and certainly not in the same way, not even with drugs and drug combinations which are proved safe and effective, never mind ones like these which were ruled too dangerous and unpredictable for approval. Some people suffer some side effects. Others do not. And fertility like this is particularly difficult to measure.”

“It is?” I’d have guessed the opposite, at least relatively speaking. What exactly was causing any particular symptom was so often unclear, how it might progress less knowable still, whereas the causes and results of pregnancy both seemed fairly obvious.

“Well, as you said before, chemo often dampens fertility. But not always. You were using birth control for many of those intervening years, were you not?”

For a while, Roger and I had used what he called Max Control. We were too hectic and too tired—with two small daughters plus an infant—to have any need to take additional precautions. And then cancer had continued that job. After the trial, after all the treatment, the idea of a fourth child had dropped like a stone. So yes, despite ever-widening cracks between us, eventually Roger and I started having sex again, and yes, we had used birth control.

When we separated finally, when he moved out, a colleague gave me a box of condoms as a welcome-back-to-singledom present. I was fifty-two and had never used one, having been lucky enough to come of age as the Pill did. The condoms in that box got used over the years, but only by my kids. I didn’t regret not needing them myself, though. I was busy at school. I was busy helping my students, my children, my grandchildren.

But mostly, I was ecstatic, rapturous with relief, not so much to be rid of Roger as to be alone for the first time in my life. I’d gone from my parents’ house to my college dorm, from college to marriage, from marriage to a house full of kids. I had never lived by myself—I had never lived for myself—so by the time I finally did, I was disinclined to give it up. Extremely disinclined. It wasn’t that dating—or hooking up, as my kids called it (as all kids call it)—would necessarily have meant giving up that independence. It was that I didn’t particularly crave any of it. Dating, romance, sex—it all seemed like more effort than it was worth. It wasn’t that my needs were all sated in those years between Roger and Vista View. It was the fact that I was the one both needing and sating. No one was asking when dinner would be ready, or why their uniform was or wasn’t in the wash, or could I pick them up after one club and drive them to another, or how was it even fair Max always got to choose the movie just because he was the baby. I ate when I was hungry, did laundry when I needed clothes, watched whatever movie I pleased, turned it off when I preferred to read. Washed my car, back when I had one. Lola once showed me what she called a “meme” that was variations on the theme “Yeah, sex is cool, but have you 
tried _____?” The blank was filled with things like “just eating popcorn for dinner” or “rearranging your bookshelves by color” or “staying home and reading instead.” I have never, as Lola says, felt more seen.

All of which explained a lot about Moth, who was wondrous enough to fill—and then obviate—that blank. Maybe it even explained why I hadn’t been sitting here before now. But it didn’t explain why I wasn’t joining a club, at least a little one.

“But I’m the only one?” I managed. “The only pregnant old woman?”

“ ‘Old’ is a relative term. Over the last forty years, did some of the trial participants experience increased levels of fertility beyond what they would have, had they not participated and/or had they not had cancer? That’s an incredibly complicated question that—”

“But I’m seventy-seven,” I interrupted. Everyone likes to say age is a state of mind and you’re as young as you feel and if you tell yourself you’re too old to learn a new language or go roller-skating or wear jeans, the problem isn’t age but attitude. But no matter your attitude and however you interpret seventy-seven, I was far too old to be knocked up. I was too old even to say “knocked up.”

“We’re making some calls, but yes, so far you’re the only one.” Dr. Kim spread her hands. “You’re an outlier.”

“Way, way out.”

“By definition, there’s always an outlier. You were an outlier to begin with. Among other things, you were young to get the kind of breast cancer you did. You were also at the low end of the age range for that trial, which means its participants are old now. Older than you. Many of them …” Dr. Kim paused then went on, “Well, we can guess that most of them are no longer sexually active.”

I felt myself blush, but when I glanced at Moth, he seemed to be thinking of something else.

“It’s also true that more patients back then underwent oophorectomies or hysterectomies, either because of the cancer itself or because the treatment increased their risk. So those patients couldn’t get pregnant anymore regardless. Does that make sense to you?”

“I guess but—” I began.

But then Moth said, very quietly, so quietly I wasn’t sure he had spoken at all and thought maybe it had been whispered by some small walled-off part of my own mind, “And lots of them died.”

I felt woozy, winded.

“Yes. A lot of them have died,” Dr. Kim amended slightly. “Some perhaps because of the drugs’ side effects. Some because neither Protocol 183 nor any other treatment regimen was able to successfully cause their cancer to enter remission, or because that remission did not last. And some because that remission did last, but they have since died of other causes. As I said, you were at the low end of the age range for that trial. Some of the other participants died at the time from cancer. Some recovered from cancer and died much more recently. Of old age.”

“I need some air,” Moth said. Mumbled, really. He got up, dropped the melted Milky Way, knocked into his own chair, righted himself, and left the room.

But I had more questions—so many more questions—though most pressing, by far, was “So now what? Now that we know all this, what do we do?” Because if Dr. Kim and her team had spent all this research time and effort tracking down forty-year-old documents and piecing together clues from forty-year-old, since-debunked, treatments, there had to be a reason. And that reason had to be that solving this mystery—learning how I’d become pregnant at this ridiculous age, learning why this had happened to me (and only me)—led to more answers. The useful kind.

Like now that they knew how this had happened, maybe they would let me have an abortion. I was only nine weeks pregnant. It was still so early.

Like now that they knew how this had happened, maybe they also knew how it would unhappen, when the pregnancy would terminate.

Like now that they knew how this had happened, they knew what could be done, not just to help me but to help me out, out of this absurd, appalling, impossible situation.

But Dr. Kim answered, “We do what we’ve been doing. Knowing this answers so many important questions. It gives us so much useful information.”

She stopped so I pressed. “But?”

“But at the moment, it doesn’t give us many more options than we had before.”

When young people cry, everyone feels sorry for and worried about them. When old people cry, everyone looks away, awkward and embarrassed. So I tried not to. After all the tests and blood draws and probing, after a breakthrough in the mystery and an explanation for the unexplained, a reason for the unreasonable, we had no more than the nothing we’d had to begin with. “So we just wait?” I said when I could speak again.

“Not just wait,” Dr. Kim said. “Wait and see what happens.”
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I was worried about Moth, why he’d left so abruptly, where he’d gone. I checked my phone but no missed calls, no voicemail, no texts.

I was worried about the way having answers means doctors stop asking questions.

I was worried about slipping on wet grass, on slick sidewalks, on littered candy wrappers on the walk home. On pumpkins carved too early, oozing now to rot. Never mind the inexplicable and preternatural, there was so much that could take you down with no mystery at all.

But I arrived at my front door without incident, and, better still, leaning against it I found Lola. She was wearing a light blue sheet like a toga and a green baseball cap.

“Caesar salad,” I guessed.

“Croutons,” she said.

“You’re dressed as a crouton?”

“Oh. No. I thought we were doing word association.” She fished out of her bag a bouquet of pencils corralled with packing tape. “Now do you know what I am?”

“The SATs?”

“The Statue of Liberty.”

“The Statue of Liberty doesn’t wear a baseball hat. Or carry pencils.”

“This was the only green headpiece I could find. And they won’t let you bring a flame to school. Also, I’m not really the Statue of Liberty.”

“Your secret’s safe with me.”

“No, I mean I’m the Statue of Liberty, but Lucas is the other half of the costume.”

“The Staten Island Ferry,” I guessed.

“We’re free and clear.”

“Of what?”

“That’s the costume,” she clarified. “We’re dressed as free and clear. I’m free.”

“What’s Lucas dressed as?”

“Himself but in a roll of plastic wrap.”

I was grateful she had come alone.

“Anyway, I’m here because I miss you,” she said, by way of explanation for her presence, which needed no explanation, but it was nice to hear anyway, “and I need help.”

“Help with what?”

“Hamlet.”

“How wonderful!” I said.

She checked to see if I was being sarcastic, but honestly, what’s better than Hamlet?

“Is it cheating if you help me with my essay?” She came inside and shed her hat, pencil torch, and sheet like she was molting.

“Of course not.” I went and changed out of my still-damp clothes, then used the sex-toy jar opener on some of Max’s snacks.

“Could it be cheating?”

“I’m not finishing your essay for you, if that’s what you’re asking. But I can help you with it.”

“By writing it? Outlining it, maybe? Remember you need two outside sources. Grandmothers don’t count. I asked.”

“I should count.” This wasn’t the point, but I felt compelled to make it anyway. “I am an expert.”

“Until this week, I thought Hamlet was about a little town.”

In my shock, I dribbled pickle juice on my blouse. “It’s like we’re not even related.”

“Why do they keep assigning this stupid play anyway?”

“Hey.” I pointed a kosher dill at her. “Hamlet is not a stupid play. If you think it is, read it again.”

“It’s so old.”

“Me too.”

“And so boring. You’re not boring. You’re the only pregnant grandmother I know.”

“I’m the only grandmother you know, period.” Darcy’s father-in-law was the rare person accurately encapsulated by the term “coot,” but his wife had died before the girls were born. “Read me the prompt.”

“Discuss what Hamlet means when he says, ‘There’s a special providence in the fall of a sparrow.’”

“Okay, good. What do you have so far?”

Lola cleared her throat and read, “Male sparrows are smooth, colorful, and loud. Female sparrows are dull and puffy, plus smaller and quieter than the guys. In some cultures, people keep sparrows as pets. In others, they eat them. Lots of sparrows carry parasites and diseases, and even though sparrows are monogamous, they often mate with someone besides their partner. This is sick, which Hamlet would agree because of his mom, and everyone in the animal kingdom, including humans and birds, is sexist and gross, which Hamlet would also agree.”

I regarded my granddaughter. “None of that is right.”

“It is,” Lola insisted. “I googled it.”

“Hamlet didn’t have the internet.”

“But, like, symbolism.”

“Not even symbolism.”

“But he does think humans are gross, and his mom’s too old to be having sex and definitely not with his uncle, and sexism?”

“That’s sort of true,” I admitted.

“So no notes? I can just turn it in as is?”

“The fall-of-a-sparrow speech is about fate, destiny, determinism”—I could hear my grandmotherly timbre firm into my teaching voice—“knowing what you can control and what you can’t, what’s up to you and what’s up to you to deal with even though it’s not up to you. How to live when, no matter what, it’s all only a matter of time.”

Lola was quiet for a minute, contemplating the existential intractability of death and a world that spins in only one direction. “What does that have to do with birds?”

“Not a goddamn thing,” I said.



Moth didn’t come down to dinner. He didn’t answer when I rang his doorbell or called his phone. He didn’t reply to my texts. Just before bed, I knocked gently on the wall over my headboard, on the other side of which was the wall over his. He knocked gently back. So at least I knew he was alive.

The next morning Alice called a meeting (well, Alice’s assistant, but presumably at Alice’s behest). Even though it was a Saturday and Halloween, she was at the office, so we had to Zoom. From my little square, I relayed to my children as well as I could what Dr. Kim had explained about SERMs and DNA therapy, the wide-as-whales vagaries of side effects, and the inherent unpredictability of drug trials, even ones that save your life.

“Unbelievable,” said Darcy.

“Incredible,” said Max.

“I don’t care,” said Alice. “It doesn’t matter why. Why is crying over spilt milk. That ship has sailed. It is what it is. Pick your cliché, but the answer’s the same. We can’t rely on a miscarriage being either timely or safe. We need an abortion. We can’t get it here. So we have to go elsewhere. I’m thinking Chicago.”

“Chicago!” I yelped. “That’s a long way to go.”

“It’s a two-and-a-half-hour flight,” Alice said, though the flight’s duration was not precisely my concern.

Which Darcy seemed to understand. “I know it feels like a lot, Mom. I know you’re overwhelmed. But this is what anyone would do. If I were pregnant, one of my friends, one of my girls, one of my girls’ friends, one of my enemies—”

“Make a point,” her sister interrupted.

“Any Texan who was pregnant and didn’t want to be would leave the state,” Darcy concluded.

“That argument is playing right into their hands.” From her little square, Alice waved a finger at, presumably, her sister. “If you’re blaming people for not leaving, you’re not blaming lawmakers for passing the legislation that necessitates it. You’re blaming people who can’t leave for not being able to do so.”

“Any Texan who was pregnant and didn’t want to be and could,” Darcy conceded, “would leave the state and get an abortion.”

“That’s incredibly problematic,” Alice allowed, “but in this case, correct.”

If I was not going to miscarry in a judicious manner on an expedient timeline, my children concurred, we would just have to get on an airplane. Mind you, that’s the choice Hamlet makes—airplanes having not yet been invented, he hitchhikes with pirates—and look where it gets him.

“I don’t think Chicago, though,” Darcy said. “What if it snows and we miss our appointment?”

“Fine.” It’s not that Alice didn’t want to argue—Alice always wanted to argue—but she seemed to be doing so already with someone else in another window. “Seattle,” she said when she turned her attention back to us.

“It’s almost November,” said Darcy. “Dark and rainy in Seattle.”

“There’s an arm-wrestling convention in Vegas next week,” Max offered weakly.

His sisters shot him mirrored withering glares from their separate little boxes on my computer screen.

“We are not going to Las Vegas for an abortion,” Alice sneered at the same time Darcy sneered, “We are not going to Las Vegas for a family vacation.” Then she said, “I’ve got it! Disneyland!”

“Yes.” Alice took off her reading glasses and squeezed the bridge of her nose. “Because nothing says ‘happiest place on earth’ like an abortion.”

“I’m not saying we do the procedure on Space Mountain. I’m saying we do the procedure at Cedars-Sinai then go on Space Mountain while she recovers.”

“Why does this have to be a vacation?” Max interrupted, and I was glad he did because I had the same question.

“Plausible deniability,” Alice said at once. At first I thought this was directed at whomever she was talking to in her other window, but then she went on, “Do you know how much trouble I could get in for sneaking Mom out of state for an abortion? I’m a named partner in the largest—and best—law firm in the city. It has to be believable that I’m taking a vacation.”

“It is not believable that you’re taking a vacation,” I pointed out.

Alice ignored this by pretending to be in her other meeting.

“Also because who’s going to drive Sari and supervise Lola if I’m off getting Mom an abortion?” Darcy added. “Edward? Please. So we have to go someplace the kids can come.”

“I am not prepared to cater to their demands.” We could hear Alice typing notes in her other meeting, so we waited again to see if she was talking to us. “They’re children. It’s like negotiating with terrorists.”

“What about me?” Max said. “I don’t have kids. I have plenty of vacation days saved.”

“Because neither of your jobs is real,” said Alice.

“Why don’t you two stay here,” he suggested, “and Mom and I go alone?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Alice, by which she meant I have control issues and must be in charge of everything.

“We’re just not sure you could manage, sweetie,” said Darcy, by which she meant Once the baby of the family, always the baby of the family as well as Boys are responsible for car repair and spider removal; girls are responsible for paperwork and gynecology.

“Plus he’s irresponsible, untrustworthy, hotheaded, and besides all that extremely stupid,” Alice said, which is how we knew she’d gone back to her other window. She would never say most of that about her baby brother.

“Who else are you meeting with right now?” Darcy liked all attention, but especially the undivided kind.

“Austin TDW. Texas Democratic Women.” Alice was back with us. “I’m doing a thing for them. Actually, I should combine these calls. Their interests and ours overlap on several key points, unfortunately. Anyway, that’s an ill-advised life lesson.”

“What is?” Darcy was still trying to follow along. Max and I had given up.

“You don’t want to link Disneyland with unprotected sex in the mind of a teenager.”

“I didn’t think of that.” Darcy’s brow creased. “I need somewhere that says, ‘Yay, you have choices and rights, but for God’s sake use a condom.’”

“New York,” said Alice.

The old Brooklynite in me was half-insulted, but going home would be a nice consolation prize. Not to tourist Brooklyn. To old Brooklyn, my Brooklyn. The diner where my father worked was long gone, but we could go to the craft-beer-and-cheese shop it had turned into. We could see the façade that remained from the apartment building I’d grown up in, the park where I learned to roller-skate and ride a bike, the outside of my elementary school, whose bricks now walled luxury condominiums instead of chairs and desks and blackboards. I hadn’t been home in years. Lola and Sari and the twins had never been. Maybe some good could come of this mess. Certainly it took a miracle of this magnitude to get Alice out of the office for a vacation.

I cleared my throat, sat up tall in my little window, and prepared to interrupt my children to share this vision and ask the questions whose answers might lead to my tentative support of their plan. I took a deep breath. “I guess it seems—”

“Done,” said Alice. “Flights booked. Hotel reserved. Clinic appointment scheduled. We leave one week from tomorrow.”

“A vacation!” Darcy cheered. “Does the hotel have a pool? Should we pack bathing suits?”

“Not a vacation,” Alice corrected. “A secret. A highly classified, extremely clandestine secret. Mom is a medical miracle. She’s seventy-seven and pregnant. A lot of people would be very upset—very loudly—if they knew what we’re about to do, and I’m one of them because I cannot afford for anyone to find out. Legally, medically, ethically we’d be right. We just wouldn’t be comforted by that fact because we’d be completely buried in shit. Got it?”

Max nodded. Darcy nodded.

What could I do? I nodded too.
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An hour later I was considering whose car I might wash in order to calm my nerves and start to pass what would no doubt be a long week ahead when my phone rang.

It was Dr. Blankman.

“I’ve had some further thoughts about your case,” he said.

“I’m afraid we didn’t get off entirely on the right foot,” he said.

“There were so many people in the room last week,” he said, “that I wondered if a visit on your own might be useful. Can you come in this afternoon?”

“It’s Saturday,” I said. “It’s Halloween.”

“I have special hours,” said Dr. Blankman, “for special patients in special circumstances.”

Maybe his directive to come alone should have set off alarm bells, but he was right: There had been too many people at the appointment where we’d met. Making my own way to his office was slower than if I’d called someone for a ride, but my children did not come in ones. And it was lonelier than if Moth had come with me, but I was guessing he’d gone to ground after yesterday’s meeting with Dr. Kim. I got it. It was a lot to take in. It made sense he’d had enough tagging along to medical appointments for the time being. But it was unlike him not to say so. At least, I thought it was. Truthfully, we hadn’t known each other very long. Maybe I didn’t know him that well after all.

I felt fifteen again on the walk to Dr. Blankman’s, not stamina- or cartilage-wise, unfortunately, but I remembered in my tired bones that feeling of ruminating over a boy, the stone in my stomach, the round and round of it. Was he mad at me, or was I mad at him? Was I indignant or repentant? And what if I’d lost him? What would I do without him? What would I compromise to get him back?

But I was also wiser than I’d been at fifteen and knew the answers were both complicated and pointless. I wasn’t affronted he might need some space; I was sympathetic, commiserative even. I knew it didn’t matter who was mad at whom. I was sorry, even though none of it was my fault, and suspected he was too. I was upset he hadn’t come down for dinner last night, not because I was cross about being stood up, but because I missed him.

And besides, I was too old for this shit. Anger wasn’t good for our hearts. Skipped meals weren’t good for our digestion. Time apart was a game for young people who had enough of it to waste.

So I arrived at Dr. Blankman’s unsettled and distracted. Instead of vigilant and trepidatious.



A nurse brought me into an exam room. Weight, height, blood pressure, pulse and pulse ox, temperature, questionnaires. Had my meds changed, had my insurance changed, had my address changed. Since yesterday? I thought. Take your clothes off please—you can keep your socks—and wait, paper gown to paper table cover. Try to angle yourself away from the air-conditioning. The doctor will be in shortly.

By the time Dr. Blankman arrived, I was already shivering.

“Thank you for coming, Pepper,” he said, as doctors often do, as if you’ve dropped by for a social call.

“You’re welcome,” I said anyway.

“I had some thoughts after you left last week that I didn’t have an opportunity to communicate, so I thought we should touch base.”

Some options, I thought. Some information at the least. Some reassurance.

“Last we spoke, you seemed to be keen on an abortion. I’m concerned we gave you the impression that that option is not available to you because of the laws in this state, and that is not the case.”

My heart soared. “You did,” I affirmed, relieved. It’s not that New York wouldn’t have been nice, but I was so tired. Staying home would be better. We could go to New York some other, calmer time.

“Whereas in fact,” he continued, “you cannot have an abortion because I am not at all certain you would survive one.”

My soaring heart crashed like Icarus.

“I don’t want to frighten you, but I do want you to understand the risks because I worry you’re contemplating doing something scary and irresponsible.”

“Scary?” I squirmed in my paper gown.

“Such as traveling elsewhere in search of a dangerous and unpredictable procedure.”

“Dangerous?” Was I just going to repeat everything the man said?

“Don’t feel bad. A lot of patients are confused about this. People think we banned abortion in Texas because of politics or family values or because we’re somehow against women’s rights. I have three daughters. I’ve had three wives. I love women. I’ve made caring for them my life’s work. Texas and states like ours that banned these procedures did so because we value women. Abortions aren’t nearly as safe as anti-life protesters want you to believe. Abortion presents a heightened risk of three conditions in particular that are often fatal—infection, hemorrhage, and embolism—and this is in young, healthy women. The truth is we don’t know how risky an abortion is for you because no one’s ever performed one on a patient even close to your age. And in case you’re thinking that medical is safer than surgical, you should know that patients who take abortion pills find themselves at increased risk for sepsis, uncontrolled bleeding, depression, suicide, infertility—”

“If only,” I interrupted. I wasn’t trying to be funny, but risks to my fertility were hardly the point.

“I’m afraid I don’t find this to be a laughing matter,” he snapped. “Did you know that any kind of abortion significantly increases a patient’s risk of certain kinds of cancer?”

Cancer nearly killed me. To prevent it from doing so, I took drugs that led to pregnancy, which could also kill me, but stopping it could cause cancer. It was less a circle than a whirlpool, a vortex.

“It would be unethical for me, as your doctor, not to highlight these risks just because what you’re contemplating would necessarily be outside my medical jurisdiction. I feel that I would also be remiss not to mention serious legal implications.”

I started. “Legal?”

“If you were to seek an abortion out of state while under Dr. Kim’s care here in Texas, you could get her in a lot of trouble. She could lose her license. She could face significant fines and even jail time.”

That didn’t sound right to me. “But … she would have nothing to do with it.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Dr. Blankman turned up his hands. “She’s your doctor of record. She has not, I trust, as I have, advised you of the risks here?”

I shook my head mutely. He put his hands in his pockets and gave a little shrug, meant to suggest that she wasn’t as good a doctor as he was, or perhaps that she didn’t care enough about me to bother with warnings. He knew more than I did about many things, but not this one. Dr. Kim was just as good a doctor as he was, unless you included bedside manner, in which case she was quite a bit better. And when she thought I needed warning, she didn’t hesitate.

He must have seen I wasn’t buying it because then he switched tack. “Dr. Kim knows so much about your life and your family. Have you, in turn, gotten to know hers?”

Shame sparked somewhere beneath my sternum. Was it selfish that I knew so little about her when she’d taken such good care of me? Or was it keeping myself to myself, as Moth would say? I hugged my arms around my chest and tried to stop shivering but could not meet his eyes.

“She has a ten-year-old and an eight-year-old. Daughters.” Dr. Blankman struggled to make his expression grim but actually looked triumphant. “What about their so-called female empowerment? Speaking of which, Dr. Kim is the breadwinner of her family. What happens to them if she loses her license … or goes to jail?”

What would happen? That would be terrible. “I … didn’t think of that.”

“No, you didn’t,” he agreed. “And what about your own daughter?”

Another spark of shame. “What about her?” It didn’t matter which daughter he meant because I wouldn’t let anything happen to either one.

“Alice Mills is also a beacon of female empowerment, isn’t she.” Not a question. “She’s managed motherhood and an impressive career all on her own. From what I understand, she’s also quite ambitious. What do you think happens to her aspirations, to say nothing of her reputation in this city, if she’s caught illegally smuggling a patient out of state for an abortion?”

I recalled Alice’s voice on my tinny laptop speaker saying “plausible deniability,” “highly classified,” “completely buried in shit.”

“And not just Alice. Think of your other daughter’s standing in the community. Think of your son. He has a cornerstone career at a highly connected corporation in a public-facing industry.”

He did?

“Your whole family needs you now more than ever. Your children. Your grandchildren. If something happened, what would they do without you? Or maybe you come through the procedure unharmed—it’s certainly possible—but then they find themselves beset by scandal, pariahs in their community. What then?”

The sparks caught and started smoldering. “But … how would the community find out?”

“I have a duty of care. To you. But also to the child you’re carrying. If I thought you were going to undertake measures outside the law that might endanger yourself or your unborn child, I would take steps to prevent that. I would have to.”

“What steps?” I wasn’t asking so much as stalling. This is a trick you learn when you’re older, that confusion and overwhelm will often clear if you can wait them out.

“Who knows?” Dr. Blankman answered. “I suppose I would have to figure that out when and if it became a problem. I might call the Texas Medical Board. I might call the state bar. I might call the press.”

My center was ablaze now, flames licking up toward my collarbone, spreading downward to my navel. “The press?”

“Yes, the press. I imagine they’d be very interested in an elderly scofflaw on the run from the authorities.”

“Impossible.” I made myself smile. “It’s been years since I’ve been able to run anywhere.”

But he didn’t laugh. “What else would you call secretly crossing state lines in order to obtain something from which you are legally barred?”

He wasn’t asking really, but I answered anyway. “Not their business?”

That was when he laughed. “Newspapers aren’t doctors. They don’t care about privacy or confidentiality. In fact I imagine that the press, unlike the state, wouldn’t even require you to break the law before they developed some urgent questions about any number of aspects of this case.”

I was confused how we’d gotten from a doctor’s appointment to journalistic integrity, but I didn’t argue. Probably he was right, at least on this point and who knew on how many others.

There was a knock on the door, and the same nurse from earlier stuck her head in to tell Dr. Blankman his next patient was ready for him.

“Think about what I said,” he told me.

I wished I wouldn’t, but I bet I would.

It did not occur to me until I was on my way home that there’d been no exam. I could have kept my clothes on.
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“That doctor’s out of his mind,” Maisie pronounced at dinner.

“Way out,” Dot agreed at once.

Moth didn’t say anything, but at least he was there. He hadn’t knocked on my door so we could go down together. He hadn’t met my eyes when I arrived in the dining room. He wasn’t eating much. But he was there.

“Or maybe”—Maisie brandished her chicken on the end of her fork, where it oozed alarmingly—“he is in his mind, but his mind is an asshole.”

I wished I shared her certainty. Dr. Blankman did seem kind of pushy, cocksure, a know-it-all. But maybe that was because he knew it all. He was a doctor, after all, a head of gynecology no less. You had to figure he knew more about abortion than I did. You had to figure he knew more about abortion than Darcy and Alice too, not that you’d ever convince them of that. I’m sure his mother was very proud of him.

“Is he seriously making the argument,” Dot continued, indignant, “that a first-term abortion is more dangerous than a pregnancy, let alone a pregnancy at our age?”

But Dr. Blankman believed in pregnancy. He had no doubt delivered a wide range of mothers of a wide range of babies. “He has a lot of experience,” I hedged.

“I have a lot of experience,” Maisie insisted. “I’ve lived longer than he has. I remember.”

“Remember what?” Moth said sullenly. I hadn’t thought he was even listening. He kept his eyes on his plate, where he was pushing food around without eating any.

“Me too.” Dot banged both fists on the table. It was more energy than we’d seen from her in weeks. “I had a friend in high school.”

“Me too,” Maisie echoed. “Junior year. She was scared out of her mind. Some friend of a friend of the boyfriend knew a place. The boyfriend was too chicken, though, speaking of chicken.”

I sniffed mine skeptically. “This isn’t really chicken.” It was scary, however, so appropriate for the holiday.

“I went with her to hold her hand,” Maisie said. “And, you know, just in case. It wasn’t even back-alley. It was back-back-alley. Maybe back-back-back. Tiny secret little room behind a tailor behind a laundromat. Not a clinic. Barely a closet.”

“Was she okay?” I asked.

Maisie made a face. “Eventually.”

“Mine wasn’t,” Dot said. “Same thing at first. Friend of a friend of someone knew a guy. Back-back-back of beyond. Also not a clinic. Not even clean. The procedure maybe went okay. It was hard to tell, because what did we know? But she did walk out of there. Of course that’s why we didn’t take her to the hospital right away.” She stopped.

“And?” Moth said brusquely, which was unlike him.

“She died.” Dot closed her eyes for a moment. “She got … sepsis, I guess? And she died. She’d just been saying over and over that her parents would kill her if they found out, and they found out anyway.”

“And it killed her anyway,” I added.

“And those were the girls who got help, even if it was half-assed help.” Dot fisted her knife like she might stab someone. “I bet your so-called doctor’s never seen the ones who don’t.”

“Coat hanger,” Maisie said.

“Exactly.” Dot nodded once.

“I knew a girl who tried that,” I said. Diane D’Amato. Naturally, we’d called her Double D. I hadn’t thought of her in sixty years. She’d been so scared. And so determined anyway. Desperate, I guess you’d call that. I’d stayed with her while she gripped one end of the hanger with white knuckles and held the other end in a pot of boiling water. We hadn’t known how long it took to sterilize a hanger, so she’d stood there trembling till all the water boiled away. Then she sent me away too. She didn’t want anyone to see.

“She also died?” Dot guessed, grim but not surprised. Yes, Dr. Blankman had degrees, education, expertise, but women of a certain age remembered well the real danger, and it was the kind of memory you never forgot, not even when you were of a certain age.

“She didn’t get that far.” I’d called later that night to make sure she was okay. It was the last time I ever spoke to her. “Her parents walked in while she was still figuring out how to do it. The next morning they sent her to a convent.” Which was Hamlet’s idea too. Why wouldst thou be a breeder of sinners? This was his point with the sparrows after all. Taking matters into your own hands is always easier said than done. To a nunnery. Go.

But suddenly, Moth was on his feet, seething. “You can’t do that.”

“A coat hanger?” Maisie said. “Of course not.”

“Or a back-alley abortion,” Dot added. “That’s our point. That and—”

“No.” Moth’s fists were balled at his sides. “You can’t do any of it. He said it’s not safe. He said you could die—”

Maisie blew out her lips. “He’s talking out of his ass.”

“Are you a doctor?” Moth asked her. Not really asked. Then he turned back to me. “You can’t. I can’t. I won’t let you.”

“You won’t let me?” Never mind I knew he was confused and afraid. Never mind I was as well. “Why would I need your permission? To do anything? I’m a grown woman.”

“Very grown,” Maisie said.

“This should be my decision. Maybe it’s not, but it should be. And it’s not about you letting me do anything.”

“You don’t understand,” Moth said.

“You don’t understand,” I corrected. For he was not a woman of a certain age either.

He threw his napkin on the table and stormed out of the dining room, though it took a while on his arthritic knees. Drizzled maybe. He drizzled out of the dining room.



I waited as long as I could—about five minutes—and then went looking for him. I knocked on his door and checked in the lobby and the library and the snack bar and finally found him on a bench out in front of the building. It was just evening, light still—dinner comes early at Vista View—so the sidewalk was full of moms and dads trailing tiny sugar-hopped monsters and superheroes, fairies and pumpkins, the older kids and teenagers not out yet.

“Sometimes I didn’t mind not having children,” Moth said without preamble, without looking at me even. “Or some days I didn’t think about it anyway. But some days were always difficult.”

“Halloween was the latter?” I figured that’s what we were talking about.

He nodded. “Halloween is hard. This parade of children comes right to your door all night long, adorable and joyous and thanking you through the hole that awaits their front teeth. You miss your own little ghost to follow around, nodding to the other dads, waving to your neighbors. It’s this catholic ritual only you are excluded from, and you’re not just missing it—your missing it stands right on the front step and rings your bell.”

I wanted to tell him the kids were cute, briefly, but then they came home in torn costumes and melted makeup, out of their minds from sugar and being up too late, stomachs aching, legs weary from an hour’s worth of “Just one more house, pleeeease,” put out because Alice got an extra peanut butter cup and refused to trade it even though peanut butter cups weren’t even her favorite and she got extra last year too and it wasn’t fair. But I knew he wouldn’t believe it. And I also knew it wasn’t the point.

“Is that why you left dinner?” I said. “To come watch trick-or-treaters?”

“I suppose.” His hair was pointier than usual, like he’d been pulling at it. Then he shook his head. “No, not really.”

“Look, I understand.” I sat down next to him and tried to do so. “This whole situation is overwhelming. And confusing. And bottomless. I get it.”

He didn’t say anything. Then he said, “Only some of it.”

“What do you mean?”

He sighed. “Of course this isn’t my decision.”

Which I appreciated.

So I replied, “Of course I’m grateful for your concern about my health and well-being.”

So he added, “Of course I’m concerned for your health and well-being.”

So I agreed, “Of course. And I for yours.”

“Of course,” he said.

“But?” I knew I wouldn’t sleep tonight until I heard what was coming, whatever it was. I might not sleep after I heard either, but at least I’d know.

He looked at me for a few too-long moments before he looked away again and said, very quietly, “Louisa was in that trial. Protocol 183? We were in it too.”

I felt the bench tip sideways.

“No. How is that …? No.”

“Yes.”

“Too much of a coincidence.” My mouth was so dry.

“That’s what I thought. That’s what I’ve been thinking for the past two days. But I guess …”

“What?”

“It’s not a coincidence. It’s the reason we came. To the States. To be with that doctor. He was supposed to be the best. A genius. Sparks, I think his name was? Louisa’s father was a Yank, so we could come, we could get her in. She could be part of the trial.” He trailed off for a minute. We watched a robot spill a plastic pumpkin and burst into tears. “We did it for the same reasons as you, I’m sure. Fear, desperation, being totally out of our depth. That was their best guess. Their last best guess.” The robot’s mom was scooping candy off the ground back into the pumpkin, blowing dirt off as she went. “And then she died. And I was so lost I just … stayed. I couldn’t go home, not without her. Not a coincidence. The reason I’m here.”

“Oh, Moth.” I was barely breathing. Or maybe breathing too much, panting, short and sharp.

“It didn’t work. For her. Obviously. But …”

“What?”

He looked away from the robot to meet my eyes again. His were full. Mine too. “Maybe it would have. She stopped … The side effects were … It made her so sick, so much sicker, and we thought … We didn’t know what to think. We didn’t know. How could we? But we thought, why take a drug to get well that makes you sicker? We thought, why waste whatever time she had? Whatever time we had. She dropped out of the trial so at least we could go sit on a bench and watch kids trick-or-treat and talk about the costumes we’d make for ours when we had them, when she got better. It wasn’t much but …”

“But it was a lot.” I knew. I remembered. Those feints at normalcy in the middle of the misery and the chaos and the unknown were a balm. On good days, when I could, Roger and I would go to the grocery store. Pretend that I had an appetite. Or that he did. Pretend I was using the shopping cart to hold food rather than as a walker. Those were full days, brimming. Not like busy; like complete.

“Not enough,” he said.

“It’s never enough.”

“Maybe not, but some not enough is more than others. It’s not fair.”

“No,” I said. “It’s not.”

“We guessed wrong,” he whispered.

“You did the best you could with the information you had at—”

“No. No!” He raised his voice. “Sometimes you guess wrong. Sure, fine. The queue that looks shortest is actually the slowest one. The shoes that seemed comfortable in the shop rub blisters when you get them home. Maybe even bigger things than that are still okay. You take a job because you like the principal, and she gets promoted to the district over the summer. You recarpet the whole house then find you’re allergic to the fibers. But this? We guessed what the drugs might do wasn’t worth the side effects they were definitely causing. We guessed it wasn’t going to buy her enough time to make it worth ruining the time she had. But we were wrong. We guessed wrong. And it cost us—it cost her—everything.”

“You didn’t guess wrong. You guessed right. You heard Dr. Kim. They killed the drug. It didn’t work. It wasn’t safe.”

“No! Don’t you get it? We’re why they think that. They killed it because of us. Because of people like us who said the side effects were too terrible. Which means her death is on my head. But so are so many other people’s. If we hadn’t complained, maybe they’d have let the trial go ahead, maybe they’d have put the drug on the market.”

“So you spared patients that pain.”

“Or I robbed them of time. More time.”

“It’s not worth it.”

“Easy for you to say. It saved your life.”

“Maybe.”

“Are you telling me you’re dead?” Sarcastic but not joking. “Magic? A figment of my imagination? Because that at least would explain some things.”

The streetlights ticked on, and the little ghosts started heading home, to be replaced by bigger ones.

“I’m saying who knows what worked for me and didn’t for Louisa. Most people who had what we had didn’t make it back then. Lots still don’t. Maybe it was something I did that she didn’t or something she did that I didn’t. But probably it was nothing but luck, good luck and bad luck, neither earned, neither deserved, just the way it is.”

“I don’t want to live in that world,” he said.

“No one does. It’s not like there’s a choice.”

“Quite.” He wiped his eyes. “That’s what I was trying to say at supper.”

“What do you mean?”

“Protocol 183 stole my love.”

“It’s awful.” I tried to take his hand, but he pulled it away.

“But it also saved my love. It did both. At the same time, though I didn’t know it for forty years.”

I felt this in my chest.

“This”—he searched and landed on—“execrable drug destroys life—destroys lives—but apparently it also creates them. How can we forsake that?”

“Forsake?”

“Perhaps this Blankman is overstating the risks. Perhaps he’s fabricating them wholesale even. But what if he’s not? It may be he hasn’t a clue what he’s on about, but surely his medical experience and expertise far exceeds Maisie and Dot’s or Darcy and Alice’s or yours and mine. I don’t know, and nor do you, but I do know this: I won’t guess. Not again. This, right here, this is what you chose and we didn’t. This is the side effect that came with more life: more life. This is why you’re still here and she’s not. This is why.”

I took a shaking breath, let it out slowly. “I’m sorry for Louisa, and I’m sorry for you. It’s okay to wish it had gone the other way, that she was the one who was saved.” Instead of me, I didn’t add. “I don’t begrudge you that, but—”

“That’s not what I’m saying. It’s not true. And it’s certainly not my point.”

“What is your point?”

“You chose this. This is what you chose forty years ago. It’s been waiting all this time. You chose life. Here it is.”

“I was lucky. And I’m grateful. But not dying doesn’t mean my life is in arrears.”

“I’m not saying you owe anyone. I’m saying choosing anything other than life will kill you. Of course it will. That’s what life means.”

“I’ll take my chances.”

He looked at me. Sad? Pitying? Sorry? All of those, maybe. “You already took your chances. You took your chances, and you won. You can’t press that luck. You gambled, and you won the biggest prize there is. You can’t throw it away on a procedure your doctor says isn’t safe. You can’t. I can’t.”

“I think Maisie and Dot are right,” I tried to say lightly. “Dr. Blankman’s just a little out of touch. It’s not—”

But he didn’t let me finish. “I can’t choose death again, not knowing what I know now, not living what I’ve lived. I choose life.”

“It’s not your choice.”

“Maybe not,” said Moth. “But maybe it’s not yours either.”
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I couldn’t ask Dr. Kim what to do. Dr. Blankman might not have been right about everything, but he was right about that. I couldn’t risk her job and her family, not when she’d taken such good care of me. None of this was my fault, but none of it was hers either.

I couldn’t ask Alice because I refused to put her in the position of choosing me over her career. Also I didn’t need to because I knew what she’d say, but that didn’t mean she was right. Believe it or not, sometimes she wasn’t.

I couldn’t talk to Moth about it because he wasn’t thinking straight. It made sense why, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t true.

I was afraid to go and afraid to not go. I was confused and cowed and shamed. And still a little nauseated.

Naturally, that was when the beast arrived.

It all started when Deanna called from downstairs to say there was someone at the front desk not on my approved-visitor list.

“Her name is Elsa Aliaga. You know her?”

“I don’t think so.”

“She said she’s heard some incredible things about you which she had to see to believe, and I said, ‘You mean her car-washing skills? They’re for real. Pepper’s the OG car washer.’”

“OG?”

“Original gangster,” Deanna explained. Which explained nothing. “And she doesn’t believe me because, well, you know …”

“I’m an old lady.” That made sense, at least.

“So I said for a hundred bucks you would prove it.” Here Deanna dropped her voice to a whisper. Elsa Aliaga, whoever she was, must have been standing at the desk still. “If your car washes slap so hard random strangers are coming by, you could be making bank.”

I didn’t know what to say, mostly because I had only the vaguest sense of what was going on.

“Anyway, I can tell her to leave, or I can send her to the visitors’ lot, and you can work your magic.”

Now that she mentioned it, I couldn’t think of a single thing I wanted to do right then more than wash a car.



Looking back, what should have tipped me off was that Elsa Aliaga had paperwork from Enterprise on her passenger seat, and who washes their rental car? But what did I know? Maybe there was some kind of fee these days if you didn’t return them clean.

“Do you want to go get a coffee or an ice cream or something, and I’ll call you when it’s done?” I offered. Without Moth to help, the job would be meditative but slow.

“That’s okay.” Elsa Aliaga fluttered fingernails that were still decorated from Halloween (I assumed), the tips black and filed to points, the nail beds painted with green witch faces. “It’d be nice to chat. I’ve never had my car detailed by a … retiree. You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you?”

I started with the hose, careful to keep the spray away from her. “Just the one surprise,” I said. “And it’s not really that surprising.” I explained my theory about older women making good car washers. She was looking me up and down but did not seem to be listening.

“Full disclosure?” she said when I was done. “I’m from The Daily Beast.”

“Daily …?” I must have heard wrong.

“Beast, yes ma’am.”

So she had said “beast.” Maybe it had a new meaning, and “beast” no longer meant dragons like “viral” no longer meant flu. I’d have to ask Lola. “Are you … okay?”

“Me? I believe the word for what I am is ‘highly skeptical.’” Which was two words. “To be honest, I wouldn’t believe it, but we’re seeing it multiple places.”

“Seeing what?” I said. “The beast?”

“Well, that’s what I’d call it if I were you,” Elsa Aliaga laughed. “You must have been highly skeptical too. Can you describe your initial reaction?”

“Well, worried I suppose.” I added more soap to the bucket, mostly for something to do while I figured out what this woman was talking about. “And a little bit puzzled. I’m not always caught up with the latest terms.”

“I bet. A lot must have changed since last time you did this.”

“Have I done this before?”

“I guess that’s true.” She laughed again. “Even in ordinary cases, each time is like the first. Can I ask what your plans are?”

“I haven’t made any yet,” I confessed. “I suppose I’ll start by having my granddaughter explain what’s happened.”

Elsa Aliaga looked at me strangely. “Let me try again,” she said, and I understood the shift in tone if nothing else. She spoke half as fast and twice as loud, as if I had lost my hearing midconversation, as if her being confusing was the same as my being stupid. I set down the sponge. “What it boils down to, Ms. Mills, is this: Are you really a pregnant septuagenarian?”

I felt sucker punched, which is what we used to call it when someone hit you without warning. I felt like a sucker for sure. But my middle also felt cramped and tight, clenched and airless.

Maybe finally? Maybe now? Maybe it was leaving on its own, and we wouldn’t have to figure this mess out after all. I left my supplies where they were—the sponge on the hood of her car, the hose coiled on the ground like the sort of scaled green beast I’d been picturing—and used my key card to access the garage entrance to the building, so I was inside and behind a locked door before Elsa Aliaga even realized I was leaving. I could see her on the other side of it though, calling to me, banging on the glass, pressing her business card up against the window and gesticulating at it wildly.

When I got upstairs, heart hammering, stomach in revolt, I called the front desk. “Not a car-wash customer,” I panted to Deanna.

“Really? Who was she?”

I was still unclear on the answer to that question, and even if I knew it, I couldn’t warn her without raising harder questions still, and for sure I didn’t want to answer those. But Deanna was no doubt used to slightly confused phone calls from residents. Really, it must have been in her job description. So I thanked her and hung up.

My phone rang in my hand.

“Mom. It’s Max.” I recognized his voice. Plus he’d called my cell rather than my landline, so my phone displayed his name. Plus he was the only man in all the world who called me Mom. But I was grateful to him for clarifying anyway. “Don’t answer the phone,” he said.

“I already did.”

“Don’t answer the phone again. Listen, I’ve been getting pinged by trolls all morning.”

“Ahh.” So I’d been right, semantic shift, just like “troll” no longer meant monster under a bridge. “Now I understand.”

“You do?”

“Someone was just telling me about them.”

“About who?”

“Whom, Max.”

“About whom, Mom?”

“The trolls.”

Max was silent for a moment. “Someone was telling you about the internet trolls?”

“Well, not the trolls,” I said. “The beasts.”

“What beasts?”

“The daily beasts.”

Another beat. “Someone called you from The Daily Beast?”

“She didn’t call. She came in person to have her car washed. She was asking rude questions, though, so I left without rinsing.”

“Don’t move, Mom,” Max said. “And don’t answer the phone. I’m coming over.”



Before he could, though, Maisie and Dot arrived.

“We brought ice cream,” Maisie announced.

I didn’t mean to, but I looked at Dot, who looked away. She wasn’t eating much these days, not even ice cream. But she said, “That’s what you bring when your friend’s in a fight with her boyfriend.”

“We’re not in a fight, and he’s not my boyfriend. I’m not a teenager.” I felt myself blush. Like a teenager.

It was kind of them to come though, and it made me feel better—about Moth, about the beast, about Max sounding so worried and having to leave work in the middle of the day to come over and tend to me—but feeling better also made me feel worse. My stomach settled. My middle felt less clenched. Nothing going after all.

Still, ice cream. Dot collapsed into a chair at the table, and Maisie unpacked six pints in a variety of flavors. I was getting spoons—no need for bowls—when the door flew open.

“What’s going on?” Max looked wildly around the room.

Maisie and Dot looked around too. Nothing was going on.

“We’re having ice cream,” I said. “Want a spoon?”

“Did anyone else call?”

“A few times.”

“Who?” Max’s eyes looked like they might pop out of his head and roll off to see what they could see on their own.

“I have no idea. You told me not to answer the phone.”

It rang again. Max leapt on it like a fox on a frog. “Hello?” he choked, and then, “Who is this?” and then, “None of your goddamn business,” and then, “Go right ahead. I will sue the shit out of you,” and then, “Certainly, and then you can shove it up your ass,” and then, “Call again, and I’ll call the police,” and then, “You think not? You think they won’t care about you harassing little old ladies over the phone, lying about who you are and what you intend to do with any information you somehow coerce out of them?” and then, “Over my dead body.” Then he said, “Asshole,” but since he’d already hung up at that point, it wasn’t clear to whom.

“Your son has a foul mouth,” Maisie admired.

“You’re not a little old lady.” Dot patted my hand.

“Thank you,” I said.

The door opened again. Darcy and Alice.

“You didn’t teach your children to knock?” Dot asked.

“Evidently it didn’t take.”

“Who leaked?” Alice demanded. “I am going to sue so many people.”

“For what, dear?”

“Violating your HIPAA protections, failure to protect doctor-patient confidentiality, contravening my right not to have my life and career fucked up by assholes. Take your pick.”

“All your children have foul mouths,” Maisie amended.

“What are we talking about?” I said.

“Who told the press you’re pregnant, Mom?” Darcy asked.

“The press?”

“The Daily Beast is an online newspaper,” Max sighed. “Sort of. It’s the modern-day equivalent of those magazines you never let me look at in line at the grocery store.”

“I mean it’s trashy,” Darcy sniffed, “but it’s not that trashy.”

“Once they run this story”—degree of trashiness was apparently not Max’s concern—“a thousand other outlets will follow up. This is going to get picked up by every news organization—and a bunch of other kinds of organizations—in the entire world.”

“Oh.” It was the quietest oh. “I’m sure that’s not true.” I tried to believe this.

“Trust me,” said Max. “I do this for a living.”

“You do?” said Darcy.

“What exactly?” said Alice.

“You know what I do!” Max sounded indignant. “Communications, press and publicity, social media branding—”

“I don’t need any of that.” I waved a hand and made myself laugh a little. Surely Max was overstating it, I tried to suggest. Surely it was no big deal. But what I was thinking was this: Dr. Blankman was right. His predictions were coming true—journalists were not worrying about confidentiality, the kids’ lives were disrupted by my chaos—and if he was right about that, maybe he was right about the rest of it too.

But before I could confess to my come-alone visit to Dr. Blankman, my children went quiet and looked around at one another.

“Show her,” Darcy said.

“No,” said Alice.

“She’s going to find out eventually,” Darcy said.

“How,” said Alice.

“Fair. But show her anyway. At least she’ll understand what she’s about to be dealing with.”

“We,” said Alice.

“What?”

“What we are about to be dealing with.”

Max swiped at his phone and held it out to me.

I looked at the picture. I honestly did not believe it, but there it kept being, real as anything. It was a photo of me, no question. In fact, I recognized it. Vista View took a picture of new residents on move-in day in front of a backdrop of fake green hills and a genuine red bicycle. (The bicycle was genuine only in theory. Few of us would have been able to ride it even if it hadn’t been decorative.) I could just see the tip of the old-fashioned handlebars behind my left ear.

But my familiar face and head were atop a body which—just as certainly—was not mine. The body below the head that was mine was very naked and very pregnant. It had one arm positioned to hide its nipples (though not its breasts). It had a belly taut and smooth and round as a balloon. Not a balloon like from a fair, a balloon like one you ride underneath in a basket. But underneath this balloon was the body’s other arm, hiding—if only barely—what everyone knew was there. It wasn’t mine—none of it was mine—but there is was, attached to my head.

“That’s me,” I said.

“Well, half,” Darcy agreed.

“The miracle of technology,” Max said.

The scourge of technology. The curse of technology. The afflicting, menacing, evil plague of technology. “Who’s seen it?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Everyone?”

I pushed my much less swollen, much less smooth, much-less-in-every-way body up from my chair and walked back to my bedroom without another word. I wondered if it might feel good to slam the door, and it did. I wondered if it might feel good to throw something, but I’d gotten rid of so much when I moved that everything left was unthrowable. I thought instead I could fling myself onto the bed and have a long cry like the kids used to when they were furious teenagers. Unfortunately, I was furious, but I was not a teenager. Though nothing about the maneuver looked complex, I hit the mattress with insufficient will and too low a percentage of my lower body and bounced noisily onto the floor where my head met the bedpost with surprising vigor.



It felt like only a moment passed, but it must have been longer because when I opened my eyes, Moth was there. Darcy and Alice and Max, too, Maisie and Dot, but the face I saw first and last and most was Moth’s.

He put his lap under my head and stroked my hair, took a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped away blood.

“You’re here,” I said. I don’t know what I meant, but I sounded surprised, amazed even.

“Of course I’m here, Sarge. Maisie called me.”

“But you’re mad at me.”

“You’re mad at me,” he corrected. “And not really. And even if we were cross with each other, I’d still come when you needed me.”

I wished it were just the two of us and everyone else were gone. I was crying a little bit and trying not to. “I hurt,” I whispered.

“Me too.” He wiped tears off my cheeks. “I’m hurt and angry and powerless and overwhelmed.”

“Worse than that,” I said.

“I know.” Moth wiped and pressed. “It’s not too deep though. Bleeding’s slowing already. We’ll get some ointment and a plaster, and all will be well.”

“Worse than that.” I felt blood between my legs, a sensation I hadn’t felt in thirty years but remembered in my body like it was the wisdom of my ancestors. The whole middle of me felt in rebellion again, a riot of cramping and pain and nausea, knowledge and terror, a burning reminder that I was no longer young and pretending I was was nothing but hubris.
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Ambulances come to Vista View with the frequency and surprise of sunrise, but every arrival is still an event. If you’re lucky enough to need one in the middle of the night when hearing aids lie dormant on nightstands, you might slip into your carriage unnoticed, but during the day, the sirens act as town crier. Everyone comes out of their apartments to get the latest news. And into this melee, the paramedics have to wheel that giant stretcher bed and all its apparatus through the lobby and into the elevators and down your hall and into your home. Then they have to wheel it out again with you lying there looking vulnerable and miserable and embarrassed so the whole world can peer down at you as you slide by.

Many residents are at least unconscious for this part. I was not that lucky.

When we arrived at the hospital and the ambulance doors opened, the first thing I saw was the roof of the emergency room bay, but the second thing I saw was Dr. Kim’s patient face staring down at me, concerned, but in a warm, professional way rather than a panicked, alarmed one.

“What are you doing here?” I managed to ask, even though I could not manage to sit up. “Are you all right?”

“Am I?”

“You look troubled.”

“I’m worried about you, Pepper.”

“Oh. Yes.” I remembered again. I hadn’t forgotten really. It had just drifted away for a moment. “Am I all right?”

She nodded in a way that made me feel she was sure, though how could she be really? “Heads bleed. It’s the smallest of wounds. You might not even need stitches.”

“And the …” I trailed off. “Did it go?”

Dr. Kim squeezed my hand. “We’ll see. Let’s get you inside.”

She ordered some tests, and then she admitted me. I did not want this. Everyone always says they don’t like hospitals which they needn’t because no one likes hospitals. This is like boldly announcing you don’t like traffic jams. This is like saying, As for me, I dislike being kicked in the shins.

Blessedly, the other bed in the room was empty. Blessedly, I wasn’t hooked up to anything. But machines gathered cattily in the corner like tenth graders on the playground, their blank faces threatening to flicker to life without warning, their wires to tie me down and not let go.

I was to be kept for observation, like one of Moth’s science experiments, so I made my kids leave—I didn’t need any more watching—to go back to work, to be with their own kids, to give me some space. But Moth stayed.

“I’m sorry,” I said the moment we were alone.

He didn’t say, About what? He didn’t say, Shh, rest, it doesn’t matter now. He said, “That you lived and Louisa didn’t? You can’t be sorry about that. I can’t even be sorry about that. And even if I could, and even if you could, it’s not our fault.”

“I’m not sorry because it’s our fault. I’m sorry because you had to find out that way.”

“About what?”

“About the trial. And what it failed to do.”

“And what it did,” he added.

“And what it did,” I agreed.

“I’m sorry too,” he said.

I didn’t say, About what? either. “You have more reason than anyone to err on the side of safe.”

“This is the opposite of safe, love,” he said. Or maybe, “This is the opposite of safe: love.”

Which seemed about right to me, either way. Of course I had no desire to play fast and loose with medical advice, the law, or the lives of my beloveds. But, also of course, playing slow and tight wasn’t really on the table.

“Maybe it’s gone,” I said. “On its own.”

“Maybe.”

“But if not …”

“Tell me, Sarge.”

“What Dr. Blankman said would happen? It’s happening. Alice said it had to be a stealth mission, a secret, no one could know. And now …”

“And now?”

“Now Max says everyone knows. No more secrets. No more stealth.”

“Does it matter?”

I shrugged, but not like I didn’t know. Like I did know and was helpless in the face of it. “Maybe you were right—I made this choice long ago and can’t risk it now. Or maybe Alice was right—we’d all be buried in shit. Or maybe the point is …”

“What?”

“Right without the right to do anything about it doesn’t matter.”

“Or maybe it’s gone,” Moth said.

Then Dr. Kim’s head peeked in through the cracked-open door. “Hi, you two.” She came and stood by the bed and squeezed my foot through the blankets. It was oddly comforting. “How do you feel?”

“You tell me,” I said.

“Well, you’re the expert, but no signs of concussion. Minimal blood loss. No stitches necessary. You’re fine, Pepper.”

“And the …” I couldn’t ask.

“And the,” Dr. Kim agreed.

“It’s still …?”

“It is.”

“But … the bleeding?”

“A little bit of bleeding is perfectly normal.” She dragged a rolling stool over so she could be level with me in the bed, then took a breath before she went on. “On the one hand, most miscarriages occur in the first trimester, and you’ve got another couple weeks to go. On the other, risk of miscarriage declines each week you’re pregnant. And best we can tell, you seem to be having an entirely normal pregnancy, except for one thing.”

“I’m a million years old?”

“Your advanced age, yes. As you know, I’ve been both confident this pregnancy was a fluke and expecting it to terminate quickly. But I’m becoming less convinced.”

A noise was coming out of my mouth. A moan-groan-sob sort of sound.

“Since I’ve never had a seventy-seven-year-old patient undergo a miscarriage, I’ve been a little concerned about how your body will handle it when this pregnancy terminates.” Dr. Kim’s calm was starting to tinge at the edges with something that sounded an awful lot like worry. “Now, however, I am growing increasingly concerned about what will happen if it does not.”



Hospitals are terrible places, but you have conversations there you would never have in a restaurant or running to the grocery store to pick up milk or at home. At home, you’d decide to watch a movie instead or fix a snack or tell a story. Or play backgammon. At the hospital, everything is stark, boiled down, the terror either already in the room with you or just outside, leaning casually against a wall in the hallway and giving you a wink that says, Close the door all you want, hon—you and I both know I can walk through it any moment anyway.

“What would we do?” was how Moth opened after Dr. Kim left, after she said what she said. He didn’t sound despairing. He sounded careful. Deliberate. Almost curious.

“Have a baby,” I said. I didn’t mean give birth to a baby. I meant we’d have one. We’d have a baby and then a toddler and then a little kid and then a bigger one and eventually an adult. If I kept being pregnant now, that was what we would do.

“I have never had one before”—neutral, quiet, fact-stating, though of course I knew that—“so I can’t say for sure, but I think having a baby might be okay.”

“By definition,” I replied. I remembered when we found out I was pregnant with Darcy. It was July and a million degrees. We had just moved to Austin, because Roger had landed a tenure-track job in the psychology department at the university. We had left home, left our families, left the city—the city—for a sort of weird college town, left the wet edge of the country for its dusty bottom. We’d known all along the academic job market meant we wouldn’t get to choose where we’d land, but knowing it wasn’t the same as having it happen.

I’d just secured a teaching job for the school year, and we were still in a crappy student rental, shopping for something permanent, when I found out I was pregnant. We knew we wanted children … someday. But the timing brought on waves of nausea that had nothing to do with morning sickness.

“Oh, that’s how it always is,” my mother chuckled over the phone. “When it’s least convenient. When you decide to wait a little. When you think next winter might be better. That’s when you get pregnant.”

“God, why?”

“Because it’s a good first lesson in parenting. It won’t be convenient. It won’t accommodate you. And for the rest of your days, your schedule will be shot all to shit.” You see what I mean about Brooklyn vocabulary. “That’s when it always happens—when you least expect it.”

I would give anything for an extra afternoon with my mom, just a few hours to tell her the million things I have to tell her, but surely first would be what an understatement “when you least expect it” was proving to be.

Roger and I had made do, joyfully, blessedly, but we’d had no choice. Instead we had a baby. There was nothing it could be but okay.

That’s not what Moth meant, though, not really.

He didn’t mean okay like okay. He meant okay like surprising but also kind of great, only he didn’t want to say so since I was so unhappy and bleeding from the head.

“In some ways, maybe old age is a good time of life to become a father.” He was leaving me out of it for the moment, I could see, in order to admit fewer counterarguments. “Babies are hard for new parents because they have to work. I’m already retired. Babies are hard because they wake up every couple hours. So do I! Babies are hard because they need round-the-clock attention, and young dads have careers and other children and aging parents and hobbies and houses to tend, but I have none of those things. Babies mean loads of laundry and sterilizing bottles and trips to the shops and nappy changes and they won’t sleep anywhere but in your arms, but my diary is largely empty anyway. It’s kind of a perfect match.”

Where to begin? “Children are exhausting, and we’re already tired. Children are relentless, and we already have to take breaks to make it through the day. Children are fast, and we’re slow. And slowing.”

“You and I maybe, but we don’t live alone. There are hundreds of us at Vista View.”

“All of whom are tired and slow and flagging.”

“Each of whom,” Moth corrected.

“Meaning?”

“Meaning when we need a break, there’ll be a queue down the hall of potential babysitters. When we’re too knackered to come down to supper, there’ll be a food fight over whose table gets the high chair. We are each slow on our own, but it would take a while to exhaust a whole building full of people, especially if you were a tiny baby.”

“It wouldn’t stay tiny forever.” I shook my sore head, impatient. “Soon we wouldn’t be able to pick it up.”

“We’ll get stronger as it grows. Baby weight training.” He flexed his biceps, more symmetrical than Max’s in that they were both so much smaller. “And soon it will be able to walk and won’t need picking up.”

It is sometimes problematic that, in English, the gender-neutral singular pronoun is one we use for things rather than people. But I was grateful we had leave for the moment to keep using “it.”

“I doubt you’re even allowed to have a baby at Vista View,” I said.

“I wouldn’t think anyone at Vista View ever thought there’d be a need to make that rule.”

“It’s a depressing place to grow old,” I went on anyway. “How depressing a place would it be to be young?”

He looked hurt, but I meant depressing except for him. I meant depressing in spite of him, and that was therefore saying something.

“Everything you need is right here—” he started.

“Everything you need is right here,” I interrupted.

But he was undeterred. “Hallways to run along on rainy days, air-conditioned for hot ones. Glass lifts in which to read Charlie and the Chocolate Factory. Trick-or-treating just in front of the building. A dining room that encourages a flexible palate.”

“Or starvation,” I huffed.

“Four hundred grandmas and grandpas—”

“The same age as your parents,” I finished.

But he frowned, thoughtful. “On my very first day of primary school, I had a bit of a dust-up with a strange man on the playground and went home in tears. But when my mum phoned the head of school, he assured her it had only been a kid in year five.”

“Meaning?” I asked again.

“Everyone seems old when you’re young, whether your parents are eighty or twenty. We have wisdom to offer instead of youth. Experience, perspective, unfrazzled free time—”

“How much?” I interrupted, for there was the rub.

“Endless! No job. No other obligations. No—”

“Not endless. Endly. Very, very endly. How many years, how many good years, can we possibly have left? Five? Eight? Eleven? You’re talking about a handful of idle hours instead of armloads of sometimes busy days. This kid could be an orphan before kindergarten. And that’s assuming I survive.”

“You just bumped your head, love.” But he wouldn’t meet my eyes, and I knew he knew what I meant.

But I said it anyway. “Survived pregnancy. Survived childbirth. Survived having an infant. And what would you do if I didn’t? Hard as septuagenarian parenting would be, septuagenarian single-parenting would … Well, I imagine that would also kill you.”

I was crying suddenly. Not crying. Sobbing. He’d been pacing the room but looked over at my face then arrived immediately by my side, sat on the bed, petted my hair gently, very careful of the bandages. “You’re right, Sarge. Of course you’re right. All I’m saying is if we don’t have a choice, we could make the best of this. New life might yield more new life. It might spread new life around. I’m saying it will be hard, yes, but not as hard as you’d think, not as hard as we imagine.”

Which, needless to say, was when it all got quite a bit harder.
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When I opened my eyes the next morning, I was covered in pieces of paper, and Alice was sitting in a chair next to my bed.

“What are you doing?” I croaked. Even my voice sounded hospitalized.

“Working,” said Alice. “Stop wiggling. I finally got my deposition notes in the right order.”

“I am not a desk.”

“Well, there isn’t one in here. There’s this tiny rolling over-bed table, but my laptop takes up all of it.”

“Apologies, I misspoke.” There was never any need to ask what Alice was doing because what Alice was doing was always working. “What I meant was what are you doing here. There’s a desk at your office.”

She finally looked away from her computer to me. She did not say she was here because she was worried about me. She did not say she was here because I was injured and overwhelmed and afraid and shouldn’t have to be those things alone. She did not say she was here because I was more important than her job. But what she did say meant all of the above. “We can still go.”

I paused a moment to let all of the above sink in. “To New York?”

“Yes.”

My brain had put it together sometime in the restless night. Dr. Blankman had not predicted the press would find out. He’d ensured it. He must have been Elsa Aliaga’s source. But that answer only led to more questions because I wasn’t sure which was scarier, prophesies that came to fruition or threats on which he was willing to make good.

“How?” I said to Alice.

“I don’t know yet. There’s a throng of press out front. My inbox is too full to get through. My assistant says my office line hasn’t stopped ringing. I’ve scheduled a closed-door in-person with all the senior partners this afternoon. But we’ve definitely lost the advantage of secrecy at this point.”

“Then how can we still go?”

“We have to,” she said, as if that answered the question. “We’ll figure out another way.”

“What other way?” I tried to lie still so at least I didn’t mess up her filing system. “You said no one could know. You said if anyone found out it would destroy your practice and ruin your career and all our lives. Completely buried in shit, you said.”

She nodded; then she shook her head. “I’d been thinking lately …” She pulled her lips inside her mouth and let her eyes drift away, her thinking-lately face since age two or so. “But no. It was stupid.”

“No to what?”

“The Texas House of Representatives.” She shook her head some more and wouldn’t look at me. “There’s going to be an open seat in our district next year. I’ve been contemplating whether … but seriously, it was a bad idea anyway.” Nearly a question, as close to vulnerable as you got from Alice.

It was good that my leaping-out-of-bed days were behind me because I wanted to jump up and cheer, and that would have spooked her. Instead I said calmly, “I think it’s a wonderful idea. You’d be terrific.”

“It would just make life harder. The firm would self-destruct without my undivided attention.”

“Other people at work could work besides you.”

“I already need a dozen babysitters. I already miss too much with O&P.”

“Oliver and Pierre would be fine,” I said. “Better than fine. Proud of their mother. They can come to me more often after school and on the weekends.”

“Maybe.” Alice sounded unconvinced. Actually, Alice sounded resigned.

Was this what Dr. Blankman had meant when he called Alice ambitious? Were these the aspirations he warned I would destroy? And if so, how did he know, and was he right? Because predicting a phone call you were planning to make yourself was one thing; foreseeing a thwarted political career was another. This raised a third possibility—that Dr. Blankman was neither prescient nor malicious but simply correct, maybe about everything.

Still, I might have dismissed his augury as partisan manipulation. I might have downplayed Moth’s concerns as overprotection learned the hardest of ways. I might even have written off Alice’s allegiance to New York as the tabling of not-even-underway-yet dreams.

Except for one thing.

I wasn’t falsely buoying my daughter out of motherly duty, or naively encouraging her out of motherly pride, or betraying motherly bias in my assessment of her virtues. Alice would be a tremendous public servant. Given half a chance, Alice could save the world, at least make a sizable dent, and the world, you’ll have noticed, is crying out. I would never stand in the way of that. In fact, I would go to lengths to make it happen. Alice in office is exactly what the world needs now.

“I think we have to cancel,” I said. “New York.” As if I could have meant anything else.

She nodded. She knew what I meant. “But what’s the alternative.” It wasn’t a question. “You can’t have a baby, Mom.”

My turn to nod because I didn’t trust my voice and of course I agreed with her, but another thing was true too. “I have done this before, you know,” I said when I could.

“You’re a good mom, Mom.” Alice squeezed my hand. “I’m just not sure experience is what a kid needs.”

I shrugged. “Who knows what a kid needs?” Emphasis on the article. If you’re lucky, sometimes you can figure out what any particular child requires at any particular moment, but a kid, a not-yet-kid, a maybe-never kid? Those needs are unknowable.

“It takes so much energy just to keep up,” Alice groaned. “O&P need to throw, hit, kick, catch, whack, and otherwise engage with truly dozens of different kinds of balls. They fight each other with pillows, sticks, food, mud, cardboard swords, plastic swords, wooden swords, toilet paper rolls glued into swords. They want to fly drones, planes, rockets, UFOs. Random crap they attach to a parachute. You have to teach them how to swim and jump rope and ride bikes and new math and—”

“You don’t,” I interrupted so I didn’t die of old age before Alice finished belaboring her point.

“You think kids come knowing that?”

“I think there are lots of things kids need—”

“Yes! More than when we were little, more than—”

“And I think there are lots of kinds of kids. Some kids like to throw balls around and roll in mud. Some like to read and draw and hate getting dirty. You, for instance. There are lots of ways to be a kid—”

“Granted; however—”

“But there are more ways to be a mother, even a good one.”

She folded her lips into her teeth again, maybe less to think and more to hold back all she wanted to say. Then she let them out again to say some of it anyway. “What are you telling me, Mom? You’ve changed your mind? You’ve decided against an abortion? You’ve decided seventy-seven isn’t too late to become a mother again after all?”

“I haven’t decided anything.” I sat up from the pillows and half her papers tumbled to the floor. She didn’t notice. “I didn’t decide to get impossibly pregnant. I didn’t decide to make abortion illegal in this state. I didn’t leak my private medical information to the press. I didn’t doctor photos of myself and put them online. And for that matter, I didn’t decide to move to Vista View. I didn’t decide to give up my license and my home. Frankly, it’s been a long time since I’ve been allowed to decide anything.”

Alice looked at her hands clasped in her lap. “That’s different, Mom.”

“Yes, but also the same.”

“It’s not the same. Not deciding those things doesn’t result in your endeavoring to carry a child to term in your late seventies. Whereas not deciding to go to New York and get an abortion does.”

I was not being ornery. I was not being stubborn or stupid or reckless. I was not confused or, evidently, concussed. I was not unafraid—I could not unheed Dr. Blankman’s strident warnings nor Moth’s dire fears—but that wasn’t why either, not entirely. It was that this was a thing I could decide: to protect Alice, to protect my family, to weigh myself against as much of the rest of the world as I could and tare the balance.

“Maybe it will still go on its own,” I said.

“Maybe. Or maybe not. Waiting and hoping and doing nothing is also a decision.”

“It is,” I agreed, glad she had noticed.

Alice didn’t want to be agreed with, though. Alice wanted to argue some more. But before she could, a nurse arrived with discharge instructions and a wheelchair I had to use if I wanted to leave. That was the rule for my health and well-being. I could think of a number of things the hospital would have provided if they truly valued my health and well-being, but a wheelchair was low on the list.

When I saw what awaited me outside, though, it was a good thing I was sitting down. The hospital doors slid open, and the nurse wheeled me out into the drizzle, and Alice followed behind talking on her phone, and then one hundred thousand gaping maws opened wide and took my picture.

It might not have been one hundred thousand. It might have been more. They closed around me like a summer storm, thick and loud and heavy so they drowned out the rest of the world. I couldn’t see through the throng or hear anything but the shutters in torrents like rain. You could nearly believe everything there ever was was gone, replaced by a downpour of cameras clicking into infinity and the deluge of open mouths ceaselessly calling my name.

I shut my eyes and tried to hide my face. They’d have knocked me over if I hadn’t been sitting in that chair—and think how that would have looked—but if I’d been on my own two feet, I could have turned around and gone back inside. I knew I couldn’t outrun this (or really any) horde, but surely the hospital had security who could keep a swarm at bay. On the other hand, it’s not like I could live in the hospital—or would even if I could. I’d have to leave eventually, and these mouths did not look like they would be dissuaded by time.

The nurse was yelling and Alice was yelling and some security guards materialized and were yelling, and a car pulled up and it was Darcy’s, and the nurse steered me through the throng, and I was grateful at least not to need help getting out of the wheelchair. A door opened then shut, and somehow I found myself on the safe and quiet side of it.

But not for long.
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Lola had explained time and again that when you are lost in life, Taylor Swift should be your guide. I had never expected to find this advice useful, but here I was on the run from the paparazzi, so actually Taylor Swift would probably have had some constructive ideas.

My daughters, in contrast, had none, but they apparently found my sudden fame—or was it infamy?—an enormous inconvenience.

“The discharge instructions say Mom can’t be alone,” Alice informed her sister, whom she’d made move to the back seat. It didn’t matter whose car it was, Alice liked to drive.

“I can stay with her if you pick up the girls after you get the twins,” Darcy said in her doing-complicated-math voice. “Then you stay with them at Mom’s while I go get dinner for everyone.”

“B17 is picking up O&P,” Alice said.

Alice required so many babysitters, and went through them so quickly, she numbered them so I wasn’t constantly asking Who’s Kaitlyn? Who’s Kylee? Who’s Kayla? Mind, if parents were more creative when naming their children instead of going for variations on the theme du jour, I’d have had more of a shot at keeping them straight.

“I thought you took the day off,” said Darcy.

“Half,” said Alice.

“These are extenuating circumstances.”

“That’s why I took half a day.”

“I’m the babysitter, not the babysittee.” Clearly I was going to be spending some time hiding indoors, so I might as well have company while I did so. “You two go to work, pick up dinner, run errands. Leave the kids with me. We’ll be fine.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Alice.

“How is that ridiculous? The discharge instructions didn’t say I couldn’t be alone. They said I shouldn’t be alone till I got home and settled. I’m. Fine.”

“You have blood coming out of a hole in your head,” Alice said. “You’re international news. You seem to be the oldest pregnant person in the history of time.”

“Sarah was ninety,” I said.

“Sarah who?”

“Sarah from Genesis.”

“The band?”

All those years of Hebrew school. “The Bible.”

“Fine.” Alice rolled her eyes. “You’re the oldest pregnant person AD.”

“There are lots of women who’ve had babies in their seventies,” I said.

“Lots?”

“At least half a dozen.”

Alice made a noise through her nose as if this actual factual information were completely irrelevant.

Another throng of cameras and mouths clustered around the Vista View entrance. Were they the same ones from the hospital and they were faster drivers than Alice (unlikely), or were these new ones? Maybe the paparazzi were bottomless, endlessly renewable, relentless as ocean waves. They parted when Alice pulled up to the door, not because they were afraid Alice would run them over—though they probably should have been—but to better position themselves to take my picture some more.

Even Alice couldn’t drive into the lobby, though, so I had to get out. It was hard to hear anything over the camera shutters. In spite of myself, I was mildly gratified to rate a real camera instead of just the cell phone ones, though at least with the ones on your phone you can turn off that shutter noise. (I mean, I can’t, but you probably can.) Over the shutters, real and artificial, there was also yelling:

Pepper! Pepper! Over here! Mrs. Mills!

Pepper, aren’t you too old to have a baby?

Aren’t you too old to be sexually active?

Aren’t you too old to become a mother?

(The answers to which were hell yes, none of your business, and I’ve been a mother for longer than you’ve been alive.)

And also:

Are you grateful for this miracle?

Do you think you were chosen by God?

Would you get an abortion if you could?

Do you have any comments about Texas abortion laws?

(No. No. Yes. And none that the FCC would let you air on network television.)

Not that I had any intention of engaging with any of them. Alice had called ahead to warn Vista View about what was coming. I didn’t hear this conversation, but I can only imagine whoever she spoke to had a lot of questions even Alice couldn’t answer. They had, however, managed to call in extra security officers, who soon had me inside and everyone else still outside, speaking of miracles. I didn’t even get rained on.

Taylor Swift–like I may have been, but I did not have her entourage, and adding me to their to-do lists was impossible for my daughters to schedule around. Alice’s office would fall apart without her. Darcy had recently tacked the Austin JCC onto her volunteer rota. So B17 picked up the twins, dropped them off with me, then circled back to get Lola and Sari.

The twins’ moods mirrored the wet, gray weather. They weren’t even interested in the box Moth had with him when he arrived.

“I brought dessert.” He thrust it into my hands—something sweet, I supposed, to mark the pause we were taking in proceedings till we saw what shook out.

I looked inside. Two hamsters were trying to bite each other’s ears. I was worried. “Are you having a stroke?”

“You know Ivy?” Moth asked. “She’s having hip surgery.”

This did not ease my concerns.

“I thought they were cookies.”

Nor this.

“I have a very old brain.” He pulled at his hair triangles to make us all laugh. “I’m hamster-sitting and grabbed the wrong box. I’ll be right back.”

“Leave this one,” I said.

But when the twins could not be cheered even by a box of hamsters, I figured something awful must have happened.

“After lunch was Author Celebration Day at school,” Oliver explained.

“That sounds fun,” I said. “What author?”

“Us. We’re the authors. We all wrote poems, and Ms. Dowler made them into a book.”

“Well, that also sounds fun.” God bless good teachers.

“Everyone read their poem,” Pierre said, “then answered a question from the audience, which was everyone’s mom except ours.”

“Your mom had an important meeting,” I said.

“She always has an important meeting,” said Pierre. “Ellie F read her haiku, and a mom asked her how many lines are in a haiku, but everyone already knows that except Ellie F because her haiku had four lines.”

“Chop off the last one,” Moth suggested. He had returned with the right box. “Bob’s your uncle, instant haiku.”

“Uncle Max is our uncle,” Pierre corrected.

“Jackson read a poem about how ice cream is good,” said Oliver, “which is a stupid thing to write a poem about because everyone already knows ice cream is good, and then a mom asked what was his favorite flavor.”

“Chocolate?” Moth guessed.

Both boys looked impressed by this show of clairvoyance.

“But then I read my acrostic, ‘D-O-G,’” said Pierre, “and no one asked who was my favorite.”

“Must have been a short poem,” said Moth.

“Who is your favorite dog?” I asked obligingly.

But that wasn’t the point of the story.

“Instead a mom raised her hand and asked if our grandma was really seventy-seven and also pregnant.”

I gasped.

“Ms. Dowler said she couldn’t ask that,” Oliver reported, “but then I read my rhyming poem, ‘Where Is the Hair of Pierre?’ and no one answered.”

“Perhaps that is fair,” Moth offered while my head spun, “for Pierre’s hair was right there.”

“That was not the reason,” Oliver told Moth. Then he turned back to me. “The reason was the same mom from before. She had witches on her fingernails.”

It took me a minute to remember where I’d just seen witches on fingernails, but what was the beast doing at O&P’s school?

“She held up her phone,” Oliver continued, “and there was a picture on it that looked like you except you were really fat and naked, and she said, ‘Is this your grandma?’ and then Ms. Dowler said, super mean, ‘Who is your son or daughter?’ and the mom got big eyes that looked all around and then she said ‘Olivia?’ and then Ms. Dowler said, ‘Olivia S or Olivia L?’ and then the mom said ‘Olivia L?’ and then another mom said, ‘My daughter is Olivia L,’ and then the first mom got up and ran out of the room. And then Ms. Dowler called the principal, and the moms all shouted a bunch and took their kids and went home except we couldn’t leave because our mom had an important meeting, and the cookie party we were supposed to have for Author Celebration Day got canceled.”

No one said anything.

Then Moth said, “You can have a cookie now.”

He opened the right box for them.

Their eyes went wide. “Mom says no dessert before dinner,” Pierre said.

Moth winked. “Aren’t you glad she had an important meeting?”



As if that weren’t bad enough, Lola and Sari arrived in moods even worse than the twins’.

“My life is over.” Lola slumped in, shed her overloaded, soaking-wet backpack in the middle of my hallway, and flung herself on my sofa, wet jacket, muddy boots, and all.

“My life is over too.” Sari threw herself on top of her sister.

“Get off.” Lola kicked her. “I was here first.”

“You can share.”

“You’re wet.”

“So are you.”

“You’re gross.”

“So are you!”

“Girls!” I tried to be stern, but they looked so ridiculous.

“Don’t laugh, Grandma,” Lola warned. “This is all your fault.”

“How is it my fault?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Lola said.

“I do.” Sari started trying to pat her hair dry with a napkin. “Our entire school knows, Grandma. Everyone’s talking about it. Everyone’s seen and shared. Greta King put a gif of you being wheeled out of the hospital on her note to get out of gym.”

I didn’t know what that meant, which was probably just as well.

“So we had to wait for pickup in the rain,” Lola said, “because waiting inside was too humiliating.”

“More humiliating than hair that looks like this,” Sari added.

“I’m sorry for embarrassing you.” Compared to the rest of the indignities of the last couple days, this one seemed pretty minor, but high school is brutal, and I knew it.

“It’s okay,” Lola sighed. She didn’t sound like she meant it, but it was sweet of her to say. “I shouldn’t have said it was your fault. You didn’t choose to be scandalous.”

“No one ever does,” I said.

Sari rolled her eyes. “It has been a long time since you were a teenager.”



Neither Darcy nor Alice (nor B17) returned that evening to fetch the children. Instead it was Max.

He held his tie to his chest and leaned down to kiss me hello. I have been the short one in my family for three decades now, but Darcy and Alice are only a few inches taller than I am whereas my baby has to bend practically in half to reach my cheek. He bellowed from my entryway, “Fledglings! We’re leaving in five!”

“You’re dreaming,” I said as I closed the door behind him. It would take them half an hour to corral all the crap they’d strewn around the apartment, even if they started immediately and kept at it diligently. Which was never going to happen. “How was work?”

“Pointless.” He made zeros with both hands. “How are you? How do you feel?”

“I’m fine, sweetheart.”

“Not just your head. What about everything else?”

“Everything else is a little … unexpected. But I’m handling it.”

“How?”

I laughed. “By putting it out of mind for the moment.” Because I wasn’t Taylor Swift. I didn’t need to manage the press in order to maintain my boundaries while also projecting an image of accessibility. All I had to do was hide. It sounded easy enough.

“Uncle Max! Look!” Pierre bounded from the bedroom with one of the hamsters. “Can I keep her? Please?”

“What is it? A mouse? A tiny bear?”

“It’s a hamster. And it’s not an it. It’s a her.”

“How do you know?”

“Flipped her over.” Pierre did so again to demonstrate.

“I don’t know if it works that way with hamsters, Fledge. What will we do with her when your mom says no?”

“She might not say no.”

“She will definitely say no. Trust me. I’ve known her longer than you have. We’d have to put her outside. Where she’d probably get carried off by a bird.”

“My mom?”

“You wish. How about everyone find the stuff you came with instead so we can get out of here and let Grandma rest?”

“I’m not going home,” Lola said. “I’m comfy here.” At some point, she had changed into my pajamas. “I like Grandma better than my parents.”

“Well, she is much cooler,” Max allowed. “But who’s going to get blamed if I show up with only one of their daughters?”

“The other daughter?” Lola guessed.

The other daughter raised both middle fingers.

“Wrong, Sister Fledge. Me. And I’m not taking the fall for any of you.”

“Pleeease, Uncle Max,” all four of my grandchildren whined.

“Please what? What are you even asking for?”

“Hamsters,” Oliver and Pierre said together.

“Autonomy,” said Lola. “I choose Grandma.”

“Getting Lola in trouble,” said Sari. “Is that too much to ask?”

“I mean, if that’s all you want,” Max said, “just go home after school.”

“Not worth it,” Sari said. “Lola and Lucas are too naked.”

“Sari!” everyone shrieked. It was hard to know who in the room least wanted to picture this. The boys put their hands over their ears. Lola kicked her sister. Her sister kicked her back. Someone’s arm knocked both boxes from the coffee table. The cookies crumbled to the carpet, but the hamsters disappeared from sight instantly. All four children jettisoned from their arms the few of their items they had managed to assemble so far, dropped to hands and knees, and started crawling under the furniture.

“Here, Fluffy Pants,” called Sari.

“She’s not wearing any pants,” said Oliver.

“Me neither,” said Pierre.

When had that happened?

“It’s not a dog,” said Lola. “Even if you hadn’t just made up a name ten seconds ago, it wouldn’t come when you called it.”

“Not if you keep calling her an it,” said Oliver.

“Use the cookies as bait,” Sari suggested.

“Hamsters won’t eat floor cookies,” Pierre said doubtfully.

“I will,” Oliver said, and proceeded to.

Max sighed and looked at me. “Children seem tiring.”

“Some days.” He’d spoken lightly and I replied lightly, but when I looked away from the scattered kids to my own baby boy, his eyes were red and full and tight. “What? What’s wrong?”

“You almost died,” he whispered, and even still his voice broke.

“Oh, honey, no, it was just a bump on the head.”

But he shook his own in flat refusal like he had as a little boy, and his suit and tie disappeared, and he stood before me with clenched fists, a fat lower lip, and Miss Pink, the blankie from which he was inseparable ages two to seven. “Not yesterday.”

“What do you mean, sweetheart?”

“You didn’t almost die yesterday. You almost died back then.”

Except your family. Before when I said you tell people you almost died but didn’t and everyone hears only the didn’t part? I left out a caveat. It’s not true for your beloveds.

“You can’t do it again,” Max said.

Be pregnant again? Raise a child again? Almost die but not again? “Do what?”

It took him a minute. “It would have been like you died in childbirth. For me. You know?”

I shook my aching head. I did not know.

“All those stories where the mother dies giving birth and the kid grows up with this huge absence, just a total loss. The rest of his family thinks he killed her. Maybe they don’t admit it, but they do. And he did! At least in some ways. So he gets both short ends of the stick. Does that make sense?”

“Maybe the short ends of both sticks,” I proposed, though refinement of his idiom was probably not what he was asking.

“Everyone has the loss, but he’s the only one who doesn’t also have memories to help him through. Everyone feels sad, but he’s the only one who also has to feel like it’s his fault.”

“But I didn’t die in childbirth,” I pointed out. “And my cancer was no one’s fault, certainly not yours.”

But he shook his head again. “I wouldn’t even have remembered you if you’d died back then. There would have been a few pictures of us together, and that’s it. I would have grown up motherless. And I would never have known you.”

“But you did.”

“But I almost didn’t.” He loosened his tie but left it looped around his collar. “When I was a kid, it used to terrify me.”

“That the cancer would come back?” I felt bewildered. What did having cancer when he was a baby have to do with being pregnant—and being stuck being pregnant—now?

“It wasn’t that specific. Or that logical. I was terrified for the me in another universe, another timeline, another version of events.”

“Another version that didn’t exist.”

“Or was close enough to touch, depending on whether or not you were seven when you thought of it. Close enough to leach into this reality. Now, though, I think maybe it was a warning. A premonition.”

“About what?”

“That, just not for me. For him. This baby.” He put his hands in his pockets and rattled his keys around. “You could die before he knows you. You could die, and it would be his fault, and he wouldn’t have you to help him through.”

“He would have you,” I offered quietly. Not entirely the point, but not entirely not the point either. “He would have his big brother.”

Max’s head jerked up, startled. He would have made an excellent big brother, even if forty-three seemed late to start. But then he shook his head some more. “I wouldn’t be enough. Nothing would be enough. I can’t let that happen to him.”

I nodded to show I understood his point. We’d been here before, though. Really we’d left only briefly. What do you do when what you can’t let happen is happening anyway? “How?”

“I don’t know anymore.” Max’s hands stilled. “But I can’t stand it.”

I smiled sadly. “Which part?”

“That you might die again.”

“I haven’t died yet,” I pointed out.

“Not die again. Might die again. You again might die. And I hate it.”

I rubbed his back and made sympathetic noises and didn’t say that was true anyway, that I might die anyway, that anyone might die anytime anyway, that “might die” is just another way of saying “still alive.”
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The next morning, Lola texted a crying emoji and an apple emoji.

Me: Fruit makes you sad?

Lola: Sorry about NYC

Then: Wanna hear a joke about Flatbush?

Me: Always!

Lola: What do Brooklyn and people in tight yoga pants have in common?

They say if you have to explain a joke, it isn’t funny anymore, and my father would definitely have needed some explanation before he got this one, but once he did, he would have laughed until he cried.

For the next few weeks, I was mostly happy to hide at home except there were no milkshakes there. It was almost Thanksgiving, which meant the weather was perfect, cool enough to walk without overheating, warm enough to still want frozen treats. When Moth and I went out to get them though, we discovered that the horde of paparazzi had spawned, and the new members definitely didn’t have press credentials. Now, in addition to reporters’ pleas for comments, the newcomers called:

Pepper! Over here! I’m the PR director of a fertility clinic. Are you interested in being a spokeswoman?
I’m a Hollywood agent. Have you thought about selling story rights?

Do you need a ghostwriter for your memoir?

What can I do to talk you into an endorsement deal for adult diapers?

(No. No. I could write my own memoir if I wished to, thank you very much. And literally absolutely nothing.)

Deanna reported from the front desk that the horde worked mostly business hours. At first I was surprised, but when I thought about it, I realized even ambulance-chasing photographers and unscrupulous opportunists get hungry at dinnertime; they have kids who need help with their homework and little ones to put to bed. Or maybe they were just guessing that, like most mammals, especially older ones, I was less active after dark. Or perhaps they knew that the only ice cream shop within walking distance closed at five.

In any case, I stopped going out during the day. It wasn’t even hard. You can have anything you like delivered these days. Even milkshakes!

But I started noticing whispers in the hallways, eyes cast in my direction, hands leaping up to cover mouths whenever I walked by. I understood this. I would have been irritated with me too. Whenever anyone tried to go out, the horde of paparazzi swarmed like bees. Maybe Vista View’s tinted doors did us all a disservice by keeping their users anonymous, and therefore possibly me, until they were already on the sidewalk. Or maybe to the horde, all old people looked alike. But soon I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t go outside. This wasn’t great for winning friends.

And then one night it got worse because of a plate of chicken. I could smell it. I couldn’t stop smelling it, that ropy, gummy, meal-masquerading sweet-and-sour monstrosity being doled out all around the room. But when the server arrived at our table, he wasn’t a server at all.

“I hear mazel tovs are in order,” said a voice over my shoulder.

I turned. “Father Frank!”

“Or is it mazels tov? They don’t teach this in seminary.”

“What are you doing here? Did your truck get muddy again?”

“Filthy as my mouth,” he said, “but that’s not why. I came to bring you dinner.”

He set down the tray he was carrying and laid before us four plates of real food. The chicken was juicy, steaming, with a crackling skin kissed with some kind of actual herb, and meat so tender it was falling off the bone. It wasn’t swimming in sauce but rather wading in a lemony, buttery puddle. Cradled alongside were crispy-on-the-outside, melting-on-the-inside new potatoes, and broccoli that still crunched, cooked only until it shone green as summer.

“What the …” The smell alone tied my tongue. “How did you …?”

“Know the food here was shit? Lucky guess.” He winked. “And since I hear you’re eating for two now, I figured my services were required.”

“Interfaith services?”

“Culinary services.”

“You’re a priest and a gardener and a chef?”

“I’m blessed with talent.” He reached over and swapped the centerpiece—fooling-no-one fake flowers—with a platter of real live New York deli cookies. Rainbows, black-and-whites, butter cookies, rugelach.

Moth, Maisie, and Dot were speechless, but I narrowed my eyes at Father Frank. “Are you trying to ruin me?”

“Me? No! I’m trying to thank you for washing my truck. And do something nice to offset all the assholes out front.”

“He’s trying to fatten you up,” Dot said. “Me too.” She sounded delighted, but I had noticed—we had all noticed—Dot was losing weight. So Father Frank was a godsend (which I supposed made sense), except for one problem.

“Everyone hates me,” I said. “Vista View’s spending a fortune on security. The employees can barely get into the building. The other residents resent me.”

“Did you wreck their cars too?” said Father Frank.

“I was just settling in. I was just starting to feel comfortable here. And now there’s a horde of photographers and news cameras and reporters in the driveway all day. Every time the front doors open, you’re blinded by flashbulbs going off.”

“I don’t think there’ve been bulbs on flashes in forty years,” said Maisie, “and everyone here’s at least partially blind anyway.”

“Or cameras in your face,” I continued, “or microphones in your mouth.”

“Beats the chicken,” Moth said between bites. “Usually.”

“Like these people needed me to give their children and grandchildren another reason not to visit.”

“I don’t think lack of people around here is the problem,” Father Frank said. “I had to throw a few elbows to get as far as the front door.”

“And now!” I flung my arms wide.

“You keep saying that.” Dot was finishing her dinner, the first time she had in weeks.

“Now I’m getting preferential treatment,” I said. “Food that’s—”

“Edible?” said Father Frank.

“Going to get me cast out of the village,” I finished.

“Like a witch!” Maisie sounded impressed.

I became aware of rumblings—the whispers at Vista View are all stage whispers—and not-so-furtive peeks snuck in my direction from all over the dining room.

“I can see that.” Father Frank pulled at his clerical collar. Then, loudly, “Well, best of luck. God be with you.”

He power walked out of the dining room. I tried to disappear into the floor. Ivy and Annalisa sidled up, and I braced myself.

“Trade you?” Ivy held out a pudding cup, what everyone else had apparently been offered for dessert. She was smiling.

I was grateful to oblige. “You keep the pudding. Snack for later.” We had only one clean napkin at hand, but I wrapped as many cookies as could fit to stuff in Ivy’s purse.

Gita came next with wide eyes. “I hear you got a real dinner.”

“We ate it all, I’m afraid.” A first. “But you could have some cookies if you have something to put them in. A pocket? A tissue? Your … bra?”

Gita was not interested in stuffing cookies in her bra, even rare authentic ones. “That’s okay. My taste buds are dead after four years in this place. But tell me what it was like.”

I didn’t know what to say, but Moth did. “It was just how you remember.”

“Ahh, lovely.” She closed her eyes for a moment then reached for my hand. “Congratulations. I’m so happy for you.”

Because I got a decent meal? Or because I was pregnant?

Birdie was next. “I wanted to invite the four of you to my place for stitch and bitch tomorrow.” She must have been nearly ninety, but she also must have been nearly six feet tall. Still! So I assumed the nickname had been tongue-in-cheek once upon a time then stuck.

“I don’t know how to stitch,” Moth said.

“You can be the bitch,” Maisie suggested.

“Just thought you might need to get away from it all without leaving home,” Birdie said.

She left, and I stared after her in grateful awe. “Everyone’s being so understanding. Everyone’s being so nice.”

“You’ve given them the greatest gift of all,” Maisie said.

“Being trapped in their homes? Risking a heart attack every time the front doors slide open?”

“That was true already,” Maisie said. “You’ve given them intrigue. News to report when their kids call. Good gossip. Plus you’ve worked a miracle.”

“I didn’t work anything.” I waved at my middle. “I had nothing to do with causing this to occur.”

“Not that. More miraculous still.”

I couldn’t think of a single thing.

“You’ve made people pay attention to us. You’ve made us visible for the first time in years.”



Just so I didn’t get a big head about all the unexpected generosity and love beaming my way, when I stopped after dinner to get my mail, the universe contrived to deposit Roger in the lobby. He was sweaty, toweling off his hair as an excuse to show anyone paying attention (nobody) that it remained lush and full enough to get damp when he exercised (chair yoga).

“Whew, good workout.” He was wearing pajama bottoms and an old Willie T-shirt. (Irony.) “You getting much exercise anymore?”

This was, as Lola would say, a weird flex. Literally, I suppose, in this case. “I’m fine, thank you.”

“I bet,” Roger bet. “Still knocked up?”

“That’s none of your business.”

“The hell it’s not. That baby’d be my kids’ half brother or sister. That makes us related.”

This was staggering to consider. Which was absurd given that he actually was very related to my already-children, as related as I was in fact. “It might not even be an issue.”

“You’ve been saying that for weeks now,” Roger observed. “And whatever happens, it’s an issue anyway.”

“What do you mean?”

“The kids are all atwitter. Everyone here is buzzing. My phone rang so much I had to turn it off.”

His phone?

“Every time the front door opens, we’re all blinded by flashbulbs.”

“No one’s used a flashbulb in forty years,” I sniffed. “And I think people are grateful for a little excitement around here.”

But Roger was unimpressed. “And forget are you too old to have a baby. You are. Way too old. How about are you too old to flaunt having a boyfriend? You’re not a teenager. Are you too old to be putting your children through this kind of stress when you’re supposed to be supporting them and their children now?”

Another problem with Roger: Sometimes he was right. I attributed this less to the psychology PhD and more to the stopped-clock phenomenon. In fairness, though, he had always been good with the kids and the grandkids. He’d been good with his students and colleagues. He had even been good with his research subjects (mostly mice, but still). He just hadn’t been good with his wife.

Actually, even that wasn’t entirely true. For years, he’d been a good husband. And then for years he hadn’t been. The cancer support group at the hospital had warned us it would be like this. We only went a few times. Maybe if we’d gone more, we would have learned not just that it could happen but also how to stop it. But we didn’t want to talk about it. Or listen to anyone else talk about it. We didn’t want to be at that hospital any more than we had to.

Which is what they’d told us. So many patients, so many caregivers want to get as far away as possible—from the cancer, we’d thought, but it turned out also from each other. You’ll be so tired, they told us, both of you. You’ll be so sick of being sick and of the faces that saw you through. You’ll have used up all your fight. You’ll have none left to weather what comes next.

We didn’t want to cry anymore. We didn’t want to be afraid anymore. So sarcasm was easier, gentle then less-gentle criticism, distance. Once though, years ago, in an unguarded moment at Oliver and Pierre’s bris, I asked Roger why he never remarried, and, in an unguarded moment, he confessed I was a hard act to follow.

So I was used both to the reproof and to keeping it in perspective. Nor was he telling me anything I didn’t already know.

“If you have any notion of alternatives,” I said, “anything else I could be doing, I’m all ears. If all you have to offer is criticism, I’ve heard it already.”

“From who?”

“Whom.”

“Spare me your grammar, woman.”

“From you,” I said.

“Apparently it didn’t take.” Roger grinned. “But you know what I think did?”

“What?” I asked, in spite of myself.

“This baby.”

“It’s not—” I began.

“I can see it on your hips.” He nodded toward my middle and wiggled his eyebrows. It was gross.

“Don’t look at my … hips.” He was right though. I wasn’t showing exactly. Nothing like that. My pants still fit. You wouldn’t even say I’d put on a little weight, not unless you’d once been married to me for three decades and knew what you were looking for. It was more like my edges had rounded a little, my hollows turned to swells like a tide come in.

“You know I like a little extra padding,” Roger assured me, as if what he thought of my body made my list of top one thousand concerns. “Ask me, you’ve gotten way too skinny the last few years. But I know what Pepper pods look like when they’re roasting, and you’ve still got a pod in the pot.”

“You’re mixing metaphors,” I informed him.

“As I said, spare me your grammar.”

“Metaphors aren’t grammar. Do you have a point?”

“In fact, I have two.” When I didn’t ask, he enumerated anyway. “One, I said no to the gossip rags, or whatever the hell they’re called these days. No to the reporters and the podcasters and the TV people, no to the photographers and the paparazzi and the video cameras, no to everyone whose phone call I accidentally answered and email I accidentally opened. No to the guy who came up to me in the grocery store and the gal who came up to me in the pharmacy and the ex-student who’s now with TMZ, whatever that may be.”

“Holding out for more money?” I said lightly, but my head was spinning.

“Apparently these yahoos think I don’t care about you, won’t protect you, feel no loyalty toward you, lack any scruples whatsoever, and have an axe to grind so they’re offering me … an axe grinder?”

“Whetstone,” I supplied, along with my smuggest smile.

“Of course they’re wrong.” He shrugged like this was both obvious and no big deal, and I disagreed on both counts. “But these people aren’t going away. This situation’s not going away. The pregnancy seems to be not going away. So far, your only plan is to wait for everyone and everything to go away, and I hate to tell you but I think you need a second one.”

My chin tipped up as if Roger might disappear while I was looking at the ceiling. “And your other point?”

“Me neither, I’m not going away. I want to help. When you figure out what you need, you just let me know and I’ll do it. I’m not going anywhere.”

By this stage in our relationship, that much was clear.

“Listen, I gotta hit the showers.” Roger was going back up to his apartment to take a bath, drink a mug of hot cocoa, and be in bed by 8:30, and we both knew it.

I didn’t want to say it, but I had to. “Thank you, Roger.”

“Sure thing, kid.” He winked then wiggled his eyebrows at my middle again and corrected himself. “Kids.”

For which I was grateful. Going to bed feeling warm toward Roger would have been deeply unsettling. And I had enough unsettling in my life these days already.
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Hanukkah was late that year. Almost Christmastime. No snow, of course, but it started dropping into the forties at night, which is what passes for yuletide around here. Vista View, however, was a winter wonderland. Every windowpane was snow-dusted. Every horizontal surface dangled icicles. There was a tree outside the elevator on each floor decorated with lights and candy canes and colored glass balls, mounds of felt snow around their bases.

December is a good month to be old and especially to be old in Texas. There was no ice to slip on, no walk to shovel, no polar wind to stiffen our joints. But there were lovely long to-do lists of the sort grandparents suit up for—gifts to buy and wrap, cookies to bake and decorate, winter concerts to attend at grandkids’ schools. Families came to fetch their loved ones home for a few days. Children and grandchildren visited from far-off lands. Outside, the horde didn’t disappear, but it thinned a little, for even the paparazzi had families and festive obligations.

Father Frank came back, not to bring dinner—though he did drop off more cookies—but to lead an interfaith service. In the tradition of Jews all over the diaspora, I skipped it and ordered Chinese food instead, and Moth, Maisie, and Dot came over to watch cheesy Christmas movies. Dot managed only half a bowl of wonton soup before declaring herself full. Maisie and I exchanged worried glances over fried rice. But it was cozy and suitably festive: candlelit, good-smelling, companionable.

“What a lovely evening,” Dot sighed. “My last Christmas.”

Even by candlelight, I could see Maisie pale. “Don’t say that,” she chided.

“I won’t if it makes you feel better,” Dot agreed amiably, “but it’ll still be true.”

“Who knows what the new year will hold?” Moth pussyfooted. “This one has certainly been unpredictable.”

“I mostly don’t mind not finding out,” Dot said. “Not really. You can’t live till all life’s mysteries are solved, but even if you could, you wouldn’t choose to. What kind of life would that be? And you have to bow out some time.”

“Not yet,” said Maisie.

But Dot wasn’t finished. “I do, however, wish I were going to meet the pupacorn.”

“Pupacorn?” everyone said.

“The baby,” she explained. And when we all continued to look at her blankly and slightly alarmed, she added, “A pupa is a larval moth. A corn is a larval pepper. Pupacorn.” She nodded at me. At my middle. There was nothing there to see, but I could feel a firming, a tightening maybe, under my fingers.

I did not say there might not be a pupacorn—I had stopped believing this. I did not say surely Dot would still be here twenty-eight weeks from now—I had stopped believing that too. I did not say remission from cancer was far more likely, if one were laying odds, than being pregnant at seventy-seven. I did not say anything because I did not know what to say. Before this conversation, we had all been feeling pleasantly tired and generically celebratory and suffused with the joy of the season—holy, I guess you’d call it—and I wanted to get back there.

But I also knew Dot was right. Sometimes people with cancer get better, but usually not eighty-nine-year-olds. Sometimes aging is a creep but only in one direction. Sometimes aging is a creep but only until it’s a trot but only until it’s a free fall. And only in one direction. We knew this. We all knew this. It was one of the best things about Vista View. Your doctors, your children, your newspaper, the guy who cut your hair, strangers in line at the grocery store all said things like “You’ll feel better soon!” and “Try this pill/tea/app/physical therapy. It worked for me!” and “Chin up! It’ll be over before you know it.” It would, but not in the way they meant. Here, we knew in what way it would be over before we knew it. We did not comfort one another with cheerful delusions, and that was a comfort. (Irony.)

I walked across the room to Dot and hugged her. I bit my lip hard to keep from crying because a few delicate tears would have been fine, but what was building was robe-rending sobs, an event horizon of weeping. Then I felt Maisie’s arms around us both. Then Moth’s on top of those. And all at once—thankfully, blessedly—the group hug felt silly, our mood self-indulgently maudlin, and we got giggly instead of weepy. We laughed until we couldn’t catch our breaths. We laughed until we were all in tears, but not the kind that never stop.

Eventually we got ahold of ourselves and wiped our eyes and said our good-nights, and everyone went home. Even Moth.

Alone in my apartment then, I had a small commemoration of my own, not a celebration quite but an observation of a moment: the end of the first trimester, the start of the second, the likelihood that it didn’t matter what I believed or what odds I laid, it seemed like this pupacorn would stay, like the new year would hold wonders, like what came next would be beyond our imagining. It was owing, I think, to the magic of the season, and not my own inflated ego, that I found myself reflecting, despite a great many years of Hebrew school, on Mary, the only person I’d ever heard of with a pregnancy more miraculous and improbable than mine. How scared she must have been, how torn between confusion and joy, how beleaguered by the attentions of everyone in the world and exhausted by all their ill-informed, unsought opinions which had nothing, really, to do with her and her family. How it must have taken time to believe that what was happening was happening, even in the face of mounting evidence. How it must have taken time to get her head around it all. How deep-down proud she must have felt once she did.



Dot held her own through the holidays, but come January, she was all of a sudden very sick. It was hard to pinpoint quite where it started. Of course she’d been sick for a while. But suddenly she was something else altogether. You’d still say “sick” but in a different tone of voice. You might say “dying,” but you didn’t want to say that word aloud, and it’s not like you can pinpoint the start of that either. Just like everyone, Dot had been doing that all along.

She began not just shrinking but disheveling. On someone else, you might not have noticed, but Dot was always so put together. Now her hair was unbrushed, her makeup smeared, one earring in, one missing in action. She wore sweatpants to dinner, the same sweatpants night after night. She cracked her glasses somehow and had to wear an older, weaker pair and limp around with one hand on a new cane, the other out in front of her, feeling her way.

“What the hell is going on with you?” Maisie demanded the night Dot dribbled half a pudding cup down her sweatshirt. At least the slimy cold got her to sit up straight. Dot’s good posture had been lowering slowly like the water level in a clogged bathtub.

“Thick fingers.” Dot’s were fumbling about in her bra for the pudding. “Can’t work them right anymore.”

“That explains the sloppy eating maybe but not the sloppy outfits, the sloppy makeup, the sloppy hair,” Maisie enumerated.

“It is not ladylike”—Dot looked up from her cleavage—“to bring up such deficiencies in polite company.”

“When has Maisie ever been ladylike?” I said.

“When has this company ever been polite?” said Moth.

“You look like shit,” Maisie said.

“What she means,” I translated, “is we’re worried about you. You’re always so elegant and well turned out. These last few weeks there’s been …”

“Unraveling,” Dot supplied.

“Yes,” I agreed gently.

“I’m dying.” Dot shrugged. “What can you do?”

She meant it rhetorically. She meant nothing, there was nothing anyone could do.

But Maisie wasn’t having it. “Drugs?”

I know I said at Vista View we did not dismiss one another’s aches and pains with false optimism, but Maisie wasn’t ready yet.

“Drugs don’t work,” Dot said. “I’ve tried them all.”

“Not the legal ones. The illegal ones. Pot. Shrooms. LCD.”

“That’s computer screens,” Moth advised.

“Men.” Maisie rolled her eyes. “Whatever you’re talking about, they always come back to technology.”

Dot shook her head. “A new computer doesn’t make sense. I won’t live long enough. I’m too old for new technology.”

“I wasn’t recommending a new computer,” said Moth. “Just pointing out ‘LCD’ wasn’t what Maisie meant.”

“Oh you don’t know what I meant,” Maisie snapped. Tempers were running short as Astroturf.

“I don’t want to start experimenting with drugs either,” Dot said.

“What’s the worst that can happen?” said Maisie.

Which Dot ignored. “But you know what I do want?”

Anything. I’d have joyfully granted her anything.

“A baby shower.”

Well, maybe not joyfully.
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In contrast to Dot, I was expanding. Probably because my middle was all stretched out anyway—three previous babies plus the general sagging and entropic spread of all of my body parts, not to mention twenty years since I’d last done a sit-up—one day I wasn’t showing at all, and the next I woke up looking pregnant. My belly mounded out in that way that makes clear to the world: Not fat. Fertile. My navel filled then popped. The skin on my stomach grew taut for the first time this century. The other three times I was pregnant I’d rubbed in oils every morning and lotions every night, as if stretch marks were the worst fate imaginable, as if motherhood itself wouldn’t leave scars far deeper and more lasting. Now, my swelling belly stretched my wrinkles into smooth, flat plains, filled those creases of age and crepes of time with new skin, new life, I guess. My face filled out too, and with it, the lines on my cheeks, around my mouth and forehead. It was like being ironed. It was like going back in time.

My brain unwrinkled as well. As the fog of the first trimester waned, my mind got sharper than it had been in years. I stopped staring into cupboards with no idea why I had opened them. My memory improved. My creativity and imagination. I looked in on the painting club and might have joined except they were doing a life model and the model was Roger, and though he was wearing a T-shirt and shorts, my improved memory produced a very clear picture of him without those garments, so I left without picking up a brush. I started writing a little bit, keeping notes on the strange life I was leading and the one I was growing.

Suddenly, I couldn’t get enough of the sweet-and-sour chicken. I couldn’t get enough of the whole menu. It was still gross and I knew it, but my body disagreed, and having thus solved the problem of the dining room, I would have been happy not leaving home for the foreseeable. Unfortunately, the Vista View medical clinic had not anticipated the need for an OB on staff. So, as Moth said, needs must.

I still hadn’t told the kids about my meeting with Dr. Blankman. I hadn’t told Dr. Kim either, but I had told her I didn’t want him on the team anymore. I was proud of myself for speaking up, for insisting at least on this one thing. It wasn’t much, but it was something. And it meant I got to see Dr. Kim more often. Much more often.

The morning Darcy picked me up for the twenty-week ultrasound, the horde had grown to include protesters. Abortion rights advocates carried signs that read “Hands off my uterus” and “Pro-choice is pro-family” and “Abortion is health care.”

(Yes. Yes. You sure would think.)

Darcy raised a fist in solidarity. We still had to run the gauntlet to the car, though, weaving between cameras and microphones, dodging belly-rubbers and rubber-neckers, ignoring shouted questions and shouted insults and shouted support that was still, however, shouting. I kept waiting for the horde to move on, at least to thin, but they seemed only to swell. Like my body. I kept waiting to get used to them, to at least accept that on the extremely unpredictable course of my life, they were par, but that didn’t happen either. Also like my body.

So maybe the ones skulking in front of Dr. Kim’s shouldn’t have been a surprise. At first I thought they were tailgaters, but why would you tailgate at a doctor’s office? And anyway, they looked so out of place—three women loitering in a parking lot in January—that I knew two things very quickly: They were here for me, and whatever they wanted, it was going to piss me off. Not that that took much clairvoyance these days.

When we got closer, I realized they weren’t women. You wouldn’t call them girls but only because, Lola had explained, it was respectful to use the term “woman” for anyone female-identifying and over the age of fourteen or so. Though I did not like to presume, they looked like they were probably Latina. Lola had also explained that not seeing race was no longer the goal. One wished to be respectful, but the rules surrounding how to do so change over the course of a lifetime. At Vista View, it was even harder because age eventually erases—supersedes maybe—so many of the markers and identities that had been so important when we were as young as these three were.

“Pepper Mills?” one of them broke away to ask. Though clearly she knew. “I wonder if we could have a moment of your time?”

Why do people ask questions they have no intention of listening to the answer to? “I’m afraid I have an appointment to get to,” I said.

“We’ll be so fast.” She wasn’t much older than Lola, really. “I’m Azmina. This is Becka. And this is Candi. We have a proposition for you.”

“Not interested,” I tried.

“Are those your real names?” Darcy said.

“Of course,” said Azmina.

“ABC?” Darcy raised one eyebrow and lowered the other. “Weirdly alphabetical, don’t you think?”

But I didn’t care what their names were. “How did you find me? This is my doctor’s office.”

“I have a friend at the DMV,” Candi said.

“I don’t drive.”

She smirked. “We know.”

This did not answer my question.

“We’re from an organization called Family Futures.” Azmina paused as if awaiting applause. When none was forthcoming, she went on. “We’re a powerful up-and-coming organization of strong young women fighting for the rights of unborn children.”

“Here we go,” Darcy said under her breath.

“Congratulations,” I intoned, dry as Texas rib rub.

“Thank you.” Becka either didn’t notice sarcasm or convincingly pretended not to. “Congratulations are due to you too. We want to make you a star.”

“A star?”

“Of an ad campaign.” The reverence in her voice suggested I’d been cast in whatever the new superhero movie was. “We want you to be the face of Family Futures.”

“Ahh, I see,” I said. “No.”

“Ordinarily, we would not choose someone so flagrantly engaged in, shall we say, extramarital relations,” Azmina said. “But the scope of this miracle moves us.”

“Far away?” I hoped.

Azmina ignored this. “Before you say no, let us show you what we had in mind.”

Fitttingly, it seemed I had no choice in the matter. Becka was already holding up her phone. There, my unwilling eyes met themselves.

“How did you …?” Darcy began but did not go on.

“These are mock-ups, just to give you an idea. We’d do a full professional photo session.”

Which also did not answer the question.

I was relieved that at least I was wearing clothes this time. I was relieved this woman—girl—was admitting these photos were mock-ups rather than real. I was relieved at how wholesome the images were.

Then I became nauseated at how wholesome the images were. Moth’s front pressed to my back, arms around my pregnant belly, well, not my pregnant belly but someone’s pregnant belly pasted onto the front of my body. Moth standing, holding my hand over my shoulder as I—and the pregnant belly—perched before him on a stool. Moth clasping both of my hands in both of his, gazing into my eyes, the belly the only thing between us.

“Look how beautiful you are,” Becka almost whispered.

“Glowing,” Azmina added.

“Fake,” I said.

“Faked,” Becka corrected. “And only until we can get you in the studio.”

“Besides your baby,” Candi said, “think of all you could do to protect other preborn babies as well.”

I didn’t want to. Increasingly, I didn’t want anything actually on offer. Instead, I wanted to be left alone. I wanted my body to be my own. I wanted to be real rather than mocked or mocked up.

“There are going to be pictures,” Becka said. “As you’ve already seen, there will be pictures whether or not you consent to them. Ours will be beautiful, well crafted, respectful. With us, you’ll get to choose which ones you like. With us, you’ll get a say in pose, clothing, and hair and makeup.”

“You don’t even have to agree with us,” Azmina put in. “At least, not on our account. We don’t speak for … you know.” She raised her eyes toward the sky. “If you don’t believe in a heavenly reward, do it for an earthly one.”

“We’ll pay you for your time and likeness,” said Becka, “which, again, others are using without permission or payment.”

“I don’t need your money,” I said.

“But your baby will.” This was the ace up Azmina’s sleeve. She looked very pleased with herself. “You’re on a fixed income. Babies are expensive. How will you take care of yours without additional income and support? Don’t you want him to have all your first three children did not?”

Darcy smiled at me and shook her head. They’re ridiculous, her eyes said. Ignore them. But I couldn’t, not about this. “My children didn’t want for anything,” I said through my teeth.

“Oh no?” Becka cooed. “Two loving parents? An unbroken home? Resources and opportunities beyond what a single mother on a teacher’s salary could provide?”

“I think maybe the DMV has let you down on some of the details here,” Darcy said.

But then Candi, weary of these practicalities maybe, took the baton. “God has chosen you for a miracle. Don’t you want to be worthy of it? A preborn baby is always a blessing, but birth control is everywhere these days—when a pregnancy somehow slips through anyway, it’s that much more of a miracle.”

“She wasn’t using birth control, you lunatic!” Darcy yelled, though in fairness, menopause was nowhere near these girls’ horizons.

“The air is polluted.” Candi’s eyes filled. “The grocery store aisles are crammed with chemicals. We use poisons to clean our homes. So many women are taking birth control pills these days”—her eyes spilled over and tears ran prettily down her pretty cheeks—“that we’re all taking them, whether we like it or not, just from drinking the water. So when anyone at any age somehow conceives despite those odds …”

“She can’t just ‘get rid of it,’” Becka concluded.

“Life begins at conception,” Candi incanted, finally, as I’d known she would since we pulled into the parking lot, as I’d known someone would at least since the horrible one-on-one with Dr. Blankman. Candi hadn’t thought up this argument, but whoever had—whoever imagined it a conversation-ender, inarguable, self-evident, what Lola called a mic drop—surely was as young as she was. You’d have to be, because once you live a little longer, you realize. Life begins again and again. It ends over and over. This might as well have been Vista View’s slogan, the tagline for retirement communities and continuing-care facilities the world over: New Beginnings for Your End. New home, new people, new life for the coda of this one. Or maybe the opposite: New Ends, Now Beginning. We are loops, all of us, beginning and ending and beginning over a lifetime.

Or, sometimes, all in the same day.



On the way home after the appointment, Darcy was quiet. Hushed, in fact. A literally geriatric pregnancy was less foreseeable than a silent car ride with my eldest, but only just.

“I’m sorry you have to take me to the doctor so often,” I ventured. “And I’m sorry taking me to the doctor involves confrontations in the parking lot. It’s infuriating.”

“They’re infuriating,” Darcy corrected. “And wrong.”

“And wrong,” I echoed, but she wasn’t done.

“I’m not sorry you’re pregnant, though. I’m kind of glad actually. I’m enjoying this.”

If I’d been driving, I might have rear-ended another priest. “You are?”

“Of course you should have the right to an abortion. Everyone should have the right to an abortion. And even if that weren’t true, you shouldn’t ambush old ladies on their way to the doctor.”

She stopped. This was also infuriating, if on a different scale. Darcy so rarely needed prompting. “But?”

“But I don’t know.” She shrugged. “I missed this the first two times.”

She sounded so pleased, so sure, I hated to tell her, “I have no idea what you’re talking about, sweetheart.”

“I don’t remember a time before Alice at all. I remember Max being born, but I don’t really remember you being pregnant with him.” She reached over and squeezed my hand, which was unlike her. “But you helped me so much when I was pregnant. You told me when Edward and I didn’t need to worry about what we were worrying about. You brought us food when I was too fat to reach the stove. You vacuumed and dusted and showed Edward how to do laundry. I thought I’d repay the favor by doing all of it for Lola and Sari someday, but now it turns out I get to repay it right to you.”

I blinked away sudden tears. “It’s not the kind of favor you have to repay,” I managed.

“No, I know. But pregnancy’s a big part of motherhood, and now I get to watch my mom become a mom.”

“Become a mom again.”

“Right,” Darcy agreed, Darcy who had made me a mother in the first place. “Plus pregnancy’s a vulnerable time. You need your mom. Except then it turns out a menopausal adult daughter will do. It’s kind of neat.”

Neat? “Your brother and sister don’t think it’s neat. Max is upset my life is in danger again. Alice is upset about all I won’t be able to do for a child.”

“They’re not upset. They’re anxious. And confused, because ‘anxious’ is usually my job.” The underest of understatements. “And it’s not that I’m not anxious, but I also think it’s … I don’t know … cool?”

Darcy had never before said I was cool. Not once in fifty-one years. Speaking of miracles.
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There is no Jewish law against baby showers. There is Jewish superstition against baby showers. And really, it’s not against baby showers. There is Jewish superstition against doing anything other than anticipating the very worst in any given situation. You don’t tell pregnant Jews “Mazel tov”—Congratulations; you tell them “B’sha’ah tovah”—May your baby come at the right time, may it come in a good hour. May your baby come.

But when I used this logic to try to dissuade Dot from throwing me a shower, she said, “You would deny a dying old woman her last request?” Guilt. Also very Jewish. So I relented.

She had to hold it in the multipurpose room because, to my surprise, nearly everyone RSVP’d yes. Moth came and Max and even Roger. Lola successfully lobbied for a plus-one, so Lucas came. The rest of the male species, however, was not invited.

But all the Vista View women we knew were. Everyone needed extra time to get down to the multipurpose room because they were balancing presents and potluck dishes on their walker trays. Residents with motorized scooters arrived like Santa Claus, their sleighs piled high with their neighbors’ gifts and treats.

Showers had changed a lot since the last time any of us had had one. We knew this from attending our own daughters’ showers, but it was different because I was one of their own. Annalisa, who at 101 was the oldest one there, had worn white gloves, silk hose, and a garter belt to her shower, seven and a half months pregnant on a July afternoon many years before air-conditioning came to her small Virginia town. Three people passed out, though whether from the heat, the cigarettes, or the cocktails, Annalisa could no longer remember. Bonnie hadn’t had a shower because her husband was in Vietnam at the time, and it had seemed like a jinx to be celebrating new life and eating cucumber sandwiches while he might be getting his head blown off. “He’s upstairs right now snoring like a lawn mower,” Bonnie said, “so I guess it was the right call.” When all three of her children were born, Gita was still in India and couldn’t have a shower until after the seventh month, just in case, though showers celebrated the mother not the baby anyway, she explained.

“Damn straight,” said Maisie.

“I got flowers, scarves, jewelry, oils,” Gita said. “Money! I got lots of money. All the women in the village came. There were two bowls of sweet rice. Everyone scooped a bite out of the bowl of their choice and fed it to me. At the end, I was supposed to know if I was having a boy or a girl based on which bowl was emptiest. And I was so full I thought I would erupt.”

“They didn’t throw rice at my granddaughter’s wedding for exactly that reason.” Mona nodded. “She said the birds eat it and they explode. So people threw money instead.”

“Sounds painful,” said Ivy.

“Sounds like a scam,” said Maisie. “Did it work?”

“They got a lot of money,” said Mona.

“No. The bowls of rice.”

Gita grinned. “Three for three.”

I let their words wash over me. I understood. We had all been shushed at our own daughters’ and granddaughters’ and nieces’ showers. “Everything’s different now, Mom.” “Everything’s changed.” “Oh, Grandma, you’re so old-fashioned.” As if knowledge moldered like old produce, as if experience and what got handed down weren’t better guides than something someone posted on your social media feed. Here, everyone listened. Here, our stories were all valued for what they were: stories. Old women knew a thing no one else did, which was that nothing changed on this front, not really. Not for eons. Not since we left the oceans for the forests and shed our gills and grew two feet.

We knew, as our children and grandchildren had not at their own showers, what to do for a baby who wouldn’t sleep, for a baby who was teething, for a baby with gas or dry skin or diaper rash. We knew when to switch from milk to rice cereal and from rice cereal to oatmeal and from oatmeal to tiny chopped-up pieces of banana. We knew when it was important to organize one’s entire life around nap time and when to acknowledge that a little missed sleep did not portend the crack of doom and it was better to wheel the stroller into a café and have a drink with a girlfriend. We knew that using a playpen wasn’t the end of the world and in fact sometimes forestalled it. Such was the wisdom of the elders.

“A stroller does everything a walker does,” they said, “but comes in better colors. And it has pockets!”

“Butt paste is the best wrinkle cream,” they said. “I order it by the case. We can share!”

Lola and Sari said they would be happy to babysit for ten dollars an hour, which was half the going rate. Lucas said he would help. Darcy said over her dead body. Alice said we could borrow B21. Max said what happened to B20 and was treated to a tale of babysitter woe I could barely follow. The Vista Viewers said they would be happy to babysit for free. If Moth and I ever wanted to go see a movie or needed a nap or had errands to run, we had only to say the word. This seemed like a generous offer, and I was grateful, but the truth was they could think of no one they’d rather spend an afternoon with than a newborn.

Dot had planned games. She had us guess how many jelly beans were in a plastic baby bottle. She had us use diaper pins to affix paper napkins to peaches which, we giggled, did look very much like downy baby bottoms. She had the old women take tiny tastes from baby-food jars and guess the flavors. At least half of them made a joke about its being better than the food in the dining room. (At least half of those would be too full from their tiny spoonfuls of baby food to eat anything at dinner anyway.) While Moth and I opened presents, Dot pasted the ribbons onto a paper plate to make a hat for the pupacorn’s first birthday. She had everyone append “in bed” to my exclamations over the gifts, even though they were mostly things like “Oh how sweet … in bed” and “Oh my, what tiny, perfect stitches you knit, Birdie … in bed” and “Green stripes! My favorite! … in bed,” all of which was somehow funnier than it really was.

It was the loveliest afternoon any of us had had in some time.

Moth looked dazed and sometimes confused (in bed) but happy. Ebullient even.

Dot looked tired and pale but satisfied. Triumphant even. She stood by the door and hugged every resident on her way out, said how good it was to spend the afternoon together, thanked her for coming.

I don’t know how I looked, but how I felt was how memory always feels: at once now and long ago, here and nowhere. I was too mired in it all to feel nostalgically charmed like my neighbors. I was experienced enough to know that their offers to lend a hand and a grandchild’s outgrown crib weren’t going to lessen appreciably the burden of parenting. Infinity minus anything is still infinity. But if I was going to bring a child into the world, if I was still anxious about that child growing up among people who had finished doing so long ago, I was grateful to be part of such a kind and generous community. And I was grateful for the wisdom of their collected years, the rough equivalent of several millennia. We were going to need it.

After everyone had shuffled off to rest up before dinner and the kids had done the bare minimum to claim they’d helped clean up and even Roger pronounced this the best baby shower he’d ever been to, I found myself alone again, finally, with Moth, Maisie, and Dot.

“That was a wonderful afternoon,” Dot said.

“It was,” I agreed, and not even grudgingly. “Thank you, Dot.”

“I’m ready now,” she said.

“For the dining room?” Maisie was incredulous. “I ate so much I was thinking we could skip it till the weekend at least.”

“To die,” Dot said.

“Just to get out of tidying up?” Moth kept his eyes on the hand-knit blankets he was folding. “I’ll hoover the confetti, toss the paper in the bin, and Bob’s your uncle, this place will look good as new.”

Dot smiled and shook her head. “I fêted the pupacorn. Wished it blessings on its journey. Fêted you. Fêted all of us.” She sounded exhausted.

I saw suddenly. Or maybe I had known all along. The celebration might have been for the pupacorn, but the party was Dot’s chance to say goodbye to everyone. The journey upon which blessings were needed was hers.

But Maisie wasn’t having it. “It doesn’t work that way. You don’t just get to decide, ‘Okay, I’m ready to die now.’”

“You do if you’re lucky,” Dot said.

“Instead of dying, why don’t we go down to supper?” Moth suggested. “Just coffee and dessert?”

She waved him off. “I have to pack.”

“Why?” I asked, panicked. I understood wanting to exercise control over the ending of what was, after all, her very own life, but I was worried that she seemed to think it would require luggage.

“I’m moving. To the nursing wing.”

“When?”

“Now. I made a deal with my body: Make it through the shower then I promise I’ll retire you. It did so I am.” She paused. “I thought there might be some dignity in walking over, actually.”

Because this is what else I might have said to the ABC girls in the parking lot if I’d thought arguing with them would do any good. It is meaningless and irrelevant and impossible either to pinpoint or pin down where life starts or where life starts to end, life and death both being ouroborosly indifferent to rhetoric or bombast or what any of us want or want to believe. It is so much bigger and stranger and less cooperative than that, and I say this from the far reaches of its trenches. Life means something different at its edges, all along the borders really. And besides, who’s to say you’re dying better than you?

The nursing wing—attached via skybridge from the sixth floor to the rest of Vista View—was one of the perks listed in the brochure. When the time comes, they said, you won’t have to go far. Your friends will be able to visit you. You’ll be able to come and go as necessary. When you need us, we’re right here. When you’re better, you just cross back over the skybridge and home.

The brochure did not mention how often people crossed back home.

Dot packed books: three short-story collections, two photo albums, one pulpy-looking mystery (“It’s terrible, but I’m hoping to find out who did it before I die”). She packed a skein of wool but no needles (“My hands aren’t steady enough to knit these days, but it’s nice to have the yarn”). She packed some nightgowns and a cardigan. Then she zipped the suitcase shut.

“We’ll bring you more books.” Maisie focused on what she could focus on.

“And more pants,” said Moth. “You always run out of pants before anything else.”

“I won’t need pants,” said Dot. “I’ll be in bed.”

Moth blushed.

“ ‘Pants’ means underwear in British,” I translated.

“Panties,” Maisie offered.

“Don’t say ‘panties.’” Dot made a face. “What if that’s the last word you ever say to me?”

“You’ll be out of there in a couple weeks, I bet.” I found myself actually believing this. “They’ll fix you up, and you’ll be on your way.”

Only half of this last statement was true.

We walked her over all together, Dot, Maisie, Moth, and I, taking the glass elevator to the sixth floor then slowly making our way over to the nursing wing.

“How many patients walk in here on their own two feet?” Moth asked the nurse at reception.

“You might be the first.” She smiled encouragingly at Dot, but when she came around from behind the desk, she was pushing an empty wheelchair.

Dot looked panicky as she lowered herself into it. “What if that’s the last time my feet touch the floor?”

“Oh, don’t be ridiculous.” Maisie was trying hard not to cry.

“Stand up,” I whispered.

“What?”

“Go ahead. Stand up.”

The nurse stopped pushing and Dot did. Then she sat back down again.

“See?” I squeezed her hand. “No last times.”

That’s where it all started.
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In Texas, summer starts in March. As I got larger, rounder, wider, I also got hotter. Hotter and crankier. I felt sweaty and greasy and sore almost all the time. I had cramping and headaches and heartburn. I could never sleep. My body hurt on the inside from being constantly kicked and on the outside from suddenly extending so far and in so many directions. It seemed like I got up to pee every ten minutes but only managed, if you’ll pardon the indelicacy, to shit once a week.

But like Moth’s argument that old people’s lives are in fact more conducive to parenting, I was beginning to wonder if old people’s bodies might be more conducive to pregnancy. Sure, my pelvic floor was less strong, my skin less elastic, my muscles less defined (or even definable), my reflexes less responsive, my joints less cushioned, my digestion less governable, my blood flow less turgid, my core less grounded, my sinews less rugged, my catalog of physical complaints less, well, circumscribed—this list could go on—but old people need not get pregnant to experience all of the above. I was uncomfortable, but I was used to being uncomfortable. I was living in a loud, rebellious body which felt not entirely mine—which was not entirely mine—but I had quite a bit more practice soldiering on nonetheless.

Therefore I decided to have cookies for dinner.

Maybe there was nothing I could do about the unseasonable weather upon my unseasonable body, but Father Frank had to be sourcing those deli cookies locally, and after not even an hour on the internet, I figured out where. Comfortable—at age seventy-seven, week twenty-five—was too much to ask. Cookies that tasted of home for dinner was not. I filled out the form on the website, called down to tell Deanna to expect a delivery in thirty-six to forty-two minutes, then retired with a book to the (relative) cool of my balcony to wait.

Thirty-seven minutes later, my doorbell rang.

I hauled myself upright. It rang again.

There’d been a space on the form for delivery instructions, and though the suggestion was “e.g., leave on front porch,” I’d entered, “Please be patient; for a variety of reasons, it might take me a while to get to the door.”

The ringing turned to knocking. I toddled as fast as I could, but it wasn’t very fast. The knocking got louder and more insistent. “I’m coming!” I had to shout because I was still only halfway across the room. The knocking became pounding.

When I arrived at my door finally, the woman on the other side of it looked both ways then thrust a bakery box into my hands. Something felt wrong about it though, and when I opened the lid, I found nothing underneath. I raised my eyes back to hers. One didn’t like to complain, but a cookie delivery should include, at the very least, a cookie. But before I could say anything, she whispered urgently, “Can I please come in?”

And because I thought it likely she was having a medical episode of some kind—her tone, plus why else would a food deliverer forget food?—I let her inside. “Do you need to sit down? Would you like some water?”

But she shook her head. “I’m here to discuss a pressing matter.”

“About cookies?”

“About abortion.”

Suddenly, I was the one who needed to sit down. I hurried best I could to the sofa and tried for as graceful a collapse as I could manage.

“The cookies were just a cover,” she explained, “because I knew you’d say no if I tried to grab you outside.”

“I’m going to say no anyway.” It’s probably a bad idea to piss off one’s home intruder, but I was having trouble catching my breath, and honesty is usually the pithiest option.

“That’s why I didn’t ask.” Whoever she was, she looked quite sure of herself. The delivery people were usually teenagers. The anti-abortion people too, I thought, remembering Azmina, Becka, and Candi. But this one was Darcy’s age at least, maybe older, a Black woman with a graying Afro and what you might call laugh lines rather than wrinkles except that she wasn’t laughing. The ABC girls’ fresh-faced, myopic optimism had been replaced, I could see, with steely resolve and a hard-earned confidence in its success.

“I’ve already said no to this.” I felt better—and braver—now that I was sitting down.

“No to what?”

“Family Futures. Azmina and Becka and Candi.”

“Those bloodsuckers,” this bloodsucker said. “I’m not with them. I’m very, very not with them.”

“Oh,” I said. “What are you doing here, then?”

“Avoiding the paparazzi and the gawkers and the social media whores out front.”

“No, that’s what I’m doing,” I corrected. “What are you doing?”

“Evangeline.” She stuck out her hand, and mine met it without my say-so. “I come in peace. I would never try to co-opt your body for my religion or anything else. It’s bad enough the state of Texas is doing it. It’s outrageous and offensive they won’t let you choose what’s best for you and your health and your family. I’m fighting for you to have those rights.”

“Oh,” I said again. “Thanks.”

“That’s why Family Futures sends those girls, though. Or girls like them. They’re essentially interchangeable.” She perched on the arm of the sofa opposite me and smirked. “They probably didn’t even give you their real names.”

“They didn’t seem very concerned with privacy,” I said.

“Not yours, no. And the fake names aren’t to protect their privacy. It’s to make them seem cute, nonthreatening. How nefarious can someone be if their name ends in a vowel sound?”

“Mussolini?” I countered off the top of my head.

“They want to make you think of children. Healthy, virtuous, employed children.”

“Why?”

“To intimate that kids are all upside, never a burden, an investment that pays for itself in record time then starts returning dividends you can be proud of. It’s sick.”

“Whereas you?” I was grateful for the perspective and the truth but suspected I wasn’t being told all of it.

“I’m who’s pulling their strings. Her counterpart anyway. I’m VP of community engagement for She’s Worldwide. We’re fighting for safe abortion access for everyone. And I came myself instead of sending minions. You’re owed that much.”

“Thank you?” I said.

“But since you bring it up …”

I couldn’t recall bringing anything up.

“We’d love for you to be a spokesperson for our campaign.”

“But I can’t have an abortion.”

“Exactly.”

I was confused. “Why me, then?”

“Look at you!” Evangeline waved at me. “You’re an ideal illustration.”

I rubbed my enormous middle and tried to sit up straighter. “Of what?”

“The lie that is ‘life of the mother.’ They’re always throwing that one around, aren’t they? They want to present themselves as sane and measured. Obviously, the mother’s life is paramount. Naturally, they’d do anything to save her. But anyone could see that isn’t true just by looking at you. Whose life looks more precarious than yours?”

I thought of Dot in the nursing wing fingering yarn she could no longer knit. But of course Dot wasn’t pregnant.

“And that’s just the life part,” Evangeline went on. “You’re also not who anyone on any side of this debate thinks of when they think of a mother.”

“I’ve been a mother for fifty-one years.”

“Exactly,” Evangeline said again.

“Exactly what?”

“They show you a picture of a healthy, pretty twenty-three-year-old white girl, and maybe you think yes, those are the genes this state needs more of, and isn’t it selfish of her to try to keep her uterus to herself. But you? No one thinks that when they look at you. Don’t get me wrong—I’m sure your genes are great—it’s just not where people’s minds go. To be honest, no one even wants to think about you having sex, let alone this.” She waved up and down my body again. “You don’t look like you’ll survive pregnancy and childbirth. Hell, you don’t necessarily look like you’ll survive the week. You may not be at death’s door, but you do look your age. No offense! I’m not saying any of this is true. I’m just saying the optics are hard to argue with. You are the poster child for choosing an abortion. Literally, if you’re willing.”

I was not willing, but I did appreciate her use of “literally.”

“Here’s how it might look.” Like the Family Futures girls before her, Evangeline produced a screen then presented campaign ads featuring my face and body. In these, I looked frail and haggard, wrinkled as linen pants after a long car ride, with dark pouches under my eyes and a back more rounded than my belly. The ads read, “Here’s what happens when you don’t have a choice” and “Look what Grandma’s got in the oven.”

“These are faked, of course.” I waited for her to invite me into a studio for higher-quality portraits like the ABC girls had, but that wasn’t her point. “We added liver spots, thinned your hair, stooped your back, deepened your wrinkles. You’re gorgeous, Pepper. Too gorgeous. Frankly, you’re glowing. Pregnancy looks good on you. It just doesn’t work for our purposes.”

“But …” I began.

“What.” Evangeline’s tone said whatever my objection was, it was unreasonable.

“You’re on my side. Or I’m on yours. Or whatever.”

“Which is why I signed up for this appalling, underpaid sham of a so-called job doing delivery.”

“Why?”

“Because a little birdie told me you’re addicted to these cookies, and given how hard those vampires out front have made it to leave the building, I figured it was only a matter of time before you ordered in.”

“No.” I was grudgingly impressed by her tactics, but that’s not what I was asking. “Why did you want to talk to me in the first place?”

“You just said. Because you’re on our side. Because you agree with us.”

“Only on the abortion issue. Not on the co-opting-me-and-my-face-and-my-body-to-further-your-agenda issue.” The pupacorn kicked hard, and I ran both hands over it.

“Our agenda,” Evangeline corrected.

“Our agenda is not forcing my body into someone else’s service, not reducing me to the potential of my flesh, and not treating me like someone who can’t make her own decisions. That’s our agenda.”

“Only some of it.” Evangeline nodded once and looked something like impressed, but then added, “We don’t get to stand on principle.”

“Principle is the point,” I insisted. “Principle is the important part.”

“It is, absolutely. We just don’t get to stand on it. You can’t let yourself be distracted by details.”

“Like manipulating photographs or sneaking into people’s homes?”

“Yes, actually. The other side isn’t playing fair. The other side isn’t worried about lying and cheating and manipulating. If they aren’t standing on principle—”

“We don’t have to either?”

“We don’t get to either,” Evangeline corrected. “We don’t have that luxury, and anyway, we’re smarter than that. We’ve seen that following the rules doesn’t work. And we know this issue is too important to be unwilling to compromise—”

“—our morals and our souls,” I finished for her so she could see how appalling it was.

But all she replied, unabashedly, was “Yes.” She stood, hands on hips, and regarded me grimly. “Sorry to break it to you.” But she didn’t sound sorry.

I heaved myself off the sofa to show her to the door. I was too tired to argue. “Couldn’t you at least have brought my cookies?” It was hardly the most pressing point, but it had been my plan for dinner.

“Sorry, I forgot. Delivery work is harder than you think. It’s my fault though, and”—she eyed my middle warily—“you must be starved. I know a place with the world’s best sweet-potato tacos. Seriously, they’re nirvanic.”

“Nirvanic?”

“Definitely. I got you, girl.”

She swiped at her phone a bit then left unceremoniously, but approximately thirty-seven minutes later, my bell rang again.

By the time I got to the door, no one was there, but in front of it were two enormous bags of food—tacos, chips, beans and rice, pickled vegetables, and, at the bottom, two entire boxes of Mexican cookies.



As far as peace offerings went, the tacos were very good. Maisie was willing to forgive and forget since it meant skipping the dining room for the evening, but Moth was unpersuaded.

“She broke into your home.” He was puttering around my kitchen, mildly doling out drinks and napkins and serving spoons, but I could hear in his voice competing impulses to keep me both calm and vigilant.

“I invited her in,” I said.

“Under false pretenses.”

“She asked. I said okay.”

“To an imposter.” He sat and opened all the boxes he’d piled on the table. It smelled like dusk after a day at the beach. “A con artist.”

“A con doodler,” Maisie hedged. We had no idea what she was talking about. “She didn’t have to work very hard to trick you. You’re too naïve.”

“I am not too naïve.”

“You are exactly the right amount of naïve.” Moth put down again the taco he’d just picked up, so he could take my hands. “You are trusting. You care about strangers you assume are having a wobble in the hallway. You imagine, having ordered food, that the person at your door intends to deliver some. This is one of the reasons I love you.”

“I mean, me too,” Maisie said through a mouthful of sweet potato, “but it’s also why you had a home invader.”

I tried to reach the guacamole, but my belly was in the way. “I guess I’ll starve,” I sighed dramatically. Moth dipped a chip and fed it to me like wedding cake, but I hadn’t been talking about the short term. “We can’t leave Vista View with the horde camped out front. We can’t order in because we don’t know who will deliver. We certainly can’t eat in the dining room every night.”

“Agreed,” said Moth.

“Agreed,” said Maisie. Then, “You could buy a weapon.”

“Brilliant,” Moth said, dry as his British accent allowed, which was dry indeed. “What could go wrong.”

“If it came to it,” I supposed, “I’d use something I had on hand.”

“Your knives are all dull,” Maisie warned.

“I’m not going to stab anyone!”

“Your carrot peeler’s quite sharp,” Moth said.

“I’m not peeling an intruder,” I said. “Bleak House maybe? Someone’s collected works? Shakespeare? Chaucer?”

“You’re going to bore your intruders into submission?” Maisie said.

“Hey! They’re not boring. Just heavy.”

“Or a disguise!” Maisie clapped. “Fake mustache? Giant glasses?”

“How is a disguise going to vanquish an intruder?” I said. “And I already wear giant glasses.”

“One of those shoulder cloaks villains drape over one arm to hide their faces?”

“How did I get to be the villain of the piece?” I said.

“You are not the villain.” Moth wiped salsa off his fingers, then pulled me up so we could slow dance without music as we had the night of the not-that-sort-of-senior prom. A lot had changed since then, nearly everything really, so it made sense that I looked changed too, my body misaligned and off-center, no longer matching front to back nor top to bottom. “You are good and smart and beautiful and generous and principled. You are fun and kind and forgiving and terribly amusing.” He spun me around very gently, so I wouldn’t get dizzy or go flying off, and wrapped my back against his front, my own front now precluding close-together dancing. “You are a wonderful washer of cars and eater of ice creams and reader of books and carer of humans and purveyor of grammar, and you have excellent taste in cookies as well as men.” Because in fact love is transformative. It comes upon you, and it changes everything, your whole world new again, your whole life altered. It is only surprising you can’t always see it in the face and on the body. “No wonder people are camped out round the clock and committing fraud just to be near you. I would do the same were it my only option.” He turned me back around, leaned over my protrusive front, and kissed me. Of all the improbable things that were true anyway, this was the clearest and loveliest, more foreseeable than other aspects of my life maybe, but not any less astonishing or wondrous. I closed my eyes and breathed in the good Moth smell of him, the steady warmth of his nearness, and felt his mouth on mine, his fingers behind my ears. My head spun in ways that had nothing to do with my unruddered limbic system. Eventually, he stopped kissing me to whisper, “You, Sarge, are nirvanic as tacos.”

Maisie finished one box of cookies and opened the other. “Hanging out with you two is like drinking eggnog.”

“Festive?” Moth guessed.

“Sweet,” she said, “but kind of nauseating.”
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Dot was recalcitrant.

“Lifetime of habit,” she said.

This meant the nursing wing—which might have been the nursing wing but at least was only a skybridge away—was not to be her last stop after all.

“I’m too tough a nut,” Dot informed us, regretful but not unrueful. “They’re sending me away.”

“We aren’t able to effectively manage her symptoms here.” The Vista View nurse was just regretful. And not even that regretful. “She’s having breakthrough pain, even with the patches. She’s having trouble breathing, even with the concentrator.” She turned back to Dot. “You need intensive pain relief. You need high-flow oxygen therapy. It’s beyond what we can provide.”

“But I’m dying,” Dot said.

“Not to extend your life.” The nurse blushed. Even here, even now, death was so embarrassing. “To keep you comfortable. We partner with a dedicated hospice center. You’ll have a beautiful view—garden, trees; they even have a pond.”

I remembered move-in day, my first hour here, standing in the forecourt with Max and coming to terms with my new reality: that Vista View was to be my very last home. But this turned out to be true only if you were lucky.

And Dot was unlucky.



We took the bus to the hospice center every other day, though it meant leaving the building and not even in one of the kids’ cars.

The horde had, refreshingly, been joined by well-wishers.

Is it okay if I pray for you?

Is it okay if I leave you this card/teddy bear/bouquet of flowers?

Is it okay if I stand close to you because you are clearly close to God?

Is it okay if I touch you? My husband and I are trying everything to get pregnant, and I’m hoping you’ll literally rub off on me.

(Why not. Why not. That’s a little too close. I guess, but only because you know what “literally” means.)

The Vista View nurse was right—there were gardens and lovely big trees and a pond—and also wrong: Dot did not have a beautiful view. A view is only beautiful, only a view really, if you can open your eyes and see it, and Dot could not. I thought she would get better at the hospice center, at least a little better, at least for a little while. But as soon as they had her pain and breathing under control, she got right down to the business of dying, no wavering. It was a blessing she wasn’t in pain anymore, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t painful.

“Maybe we should stop coming,” Moth said one morning toward the end.

“She wouldn’t want to be alone,” I said.

“But would she want us to see her like this?”

We all three looked at Dot to see how we saw her: pale, sunken, her face entirely closed. People like to describe this state as “peaceful,” but it felt to me more like “absent.” Maybe “elsewhere.”

“No one should have to do this part unaccompanied,” Maisie insisted. “That whole thing about ‘Everyone goes the final leg alone’ is such bullshit.”

I reached over and took Dot’s very still hand. “We’re here.” Somehow, somewhere, I hoped she knew it.

Maisie narrowed her eyes at Moth and me. “I wonder who’s next. Probably me.”

“What makes you say that?” Moth pulled at his hair triangles.

“One: I’m oldest. Two: This one seems to have the biological clock of a thirty-year-old. She could live another sixty years.”

“You say that because you didn’t go to the meeting with the medical team last week,” I said. “I’m high risk for everything. Name something you could die of, they think I’m probably going to succumb to it within the next few hours.”

The gerontologists maybe were only mildly alarmed and not unimpressed I wasn’t that much more decrepit than I’d been twenty-eight weeks ago. But the obstetricians couldn’t believe I wasn’t dead already. Dr. Kim had always been professionally concerned about me, so her professional concern comforted rather than alarmed. But the other doctors’ concern—which they wore unmasked, which grew every time we met, which they communicated less with listening than lecturing—wasn’t comforting at all. Instead they hid thinly veiled panic behind numbers I couldn’t understand and statistics that couldn’t possibly apply to me.

They were all plainly terrified. One wrong move—on their part, on mine—one weak moment, one errant symptom, one ill wind could topple this whole delicate balance. Our being here in the first place was so mysterious, who could say what would make it all go away again? Doctors didn’t like it when their ordinary patients died; if an extraordinary—and famous—one did, it had to be that much worse.

It’s not that I didn’t share their fears. Of course I was scared too. Of course I didn’t want me to die either. But the line we found ourselves in was long. It was only recently, relatively speaking, that a pregnant woman of any age went into labor reasonably confident she’d come out the other side. People die giving birth. They die because of giving birth. They bleed to death. They get infections. Their organs fail. It was true I might not survive all this, or that I might survive and that survival wouldn’t last. It was true my situation was extreme. But my doctors’ concerns were not unique to me or my outrageous circumstances. Throughout most of human history, death by pregnancy was a heartbreaking but well-founded fear.

“Or shit”—Maisie was older than everyone on Dr. Kim’s team, so more used to thinking about life and death than they were—“maybe this pregnancy thing is just step one of your miracle biology. Maybe you’re also immortal.”

“What about me?” Moth said. “Men die earlier than women.”

“Look, you can’t both die,” I said, exasperated. “Then I’ll be all alone.”

“You’ll have the pupacorn,” Maisie pointed out.

“To take care of by myself,” I finished. “And anyway, how’s the pupacorn going to feel?”

“About what?”

“About its parents dying before it’s old enough to deal with death.”

Even Roger and I had talked about this, and I was only twenty-five when I got pregnant with Darcy. Deep down, we felt indestructible, perdurable, but even so, we made a will, made ourselves envision our not-yet child here without us. We didn’t believe it though, not really, not even after I got sick. In fact, we imagined my getting sick indemnified us. By our twisted calculus, my sudden mortality made Roger invincible. Our children might be unlucky enough to lose their mother far too soon, but surely that shielded Roger for years and years to come. They couldn’t possibly lose both of us prematurely. Even Romeo and Juliet weren’t that star-crossed.

That this was untrue—sometimes even when both parents were young and healthy and believed they had decades before them—had nothing to do with it then and nothing to do with it now.

I knew no matter what happened the pupacorn would not be alone. Somewhere between one and all of my kids would take this one in when the time came. Though brother-father sounded creepy, I knew Max would make a fabulous one. I knew Darcy and Alice would be wonderful parents because they were already.

So it wasn’t being dead that concerned me so much. It was dying. I couldn’t shake the witnessing part. This part—where Dot’s mind was gone but her body was still here, wasting away—was hard to watch, hard to be present for. Imagine if you were seven instead of seventy-seven. “This is hell. It’s torture. And Dot’s not my mother.”

“Maybe,” Moth said.

“You think Dot’s my mother?”

“No, but—”

“You think we’re going to live forever? Or at least until a child born twelve weeks from now matures emotionally enough to handle it?”

“You’re never old enough to handle it,” Maisie said. “My mother died when I was in my sixties, and it wrecked me.”

“It’s not so bad,” Moth said. “Dot seems comfortable enough. She gets to sleep through this part. She’s had a good innings.”

“Not so bad for her maybe,” I said. “But very sad for us. And we’re old enough to understand what it means.”

“Maybe you’re not so done in if you’re young,” Moth said. “Maybe you’re not so gutted if you’re surrounded by other kids with lots of life ahead of them, kids who want to play and run around and jump on you and all sorts. If you chat to them, if you don’t lie, kids can handle sad things. It’s adults who muck it up.”

Dot had made clear her son should stay put in California rather than attend her on her deathbed, but Petey insisted on flying down. Maisie explained on the phone that his mother was sleeping all the time now, wouldn’t know he was there, hadn’t wanted to take him away from his family, but he had come anyway. And what did we know? Maybe she did know he was there. Maybe she was grateful he had come.

Or maybe she was pissed at Maisie for calling him.

Either way, we could see that it was hard for Petey, and he was an adult. Children, though, seemed simply too young to deal with death. But maybe Moth was right and this was another erroneous assumption people held, like senior citizens being too old to have sex. No one wants to contemplate kids confronting death, just like, apparently, no one wants to contemplate geriatrics having sex, but as soon as you think about it anyway, you see all your suppositions can’t possibly be right, not all the time. “Adults do muck things up,” I conceded.

“And you know what else?” He pulled at his hair triangles some more. “I’m honored to be here with her like this. I feel grateful to be able to remember her with her, while she’s still here. I’m sorry she’s going, but I don’t mind being with her while she does it.”

Because that was where this all started, wasn’t it? Prejudices about life and what it means, the certainty that living is always better than not, that more life is always what you want, no matter what and at any cost. And it isn’t true. I knew it, and Dot knew it, and Moth and Maisie knew it. Maybe you had to be near the end of your life before you understood what was valuable about it and what wasn’t. Or maybe you just had to be willing to listen. Life was holy, yes, sometimes, but it wasn’t the only thing that was.

No matter how hallowed the moment, however, I still had to pee.

I always had to pee.

“Don’t die while I’m gone,” I told Moth and Maisie.



When I got out of the bathroom, a man in a suit and tie was shaking the vending machine.

“Oh no,” I said. “Did it eat your quarter?”

He laughed. “It ate my two dollars and two quarters.”

If you live long enough, vending machine inflation will appall you.

“What did you want? I have snacks in my purse.” I started pulling out options. “Granola bar, gum, crackers, M&M’s—”

“You’re prepared.”

“I’m a mom.” I shrugged. “And I’m planning to be here for a while.”

“Me too,” the man said. “I’ll take the crackers.”

“Do you want some protein with that? A nice cheese stick?”

“Sure. I love protein. I’m Michael.”

“Hi, Michael, I’m Pepper.”

“I know who you are.”

I would never get used to this. It made me nostalgic for the days when everyone made a bad pun about my name.

“Are you here with a loved one?” I asked gently.

“I’m here to talk to you, actually.”

My heart stopped.

“Anti or pro?” I said when I recovered.

“Pardon?”

“Anti-abortion or pro-abortion? Or anti-abortion but pro the right to have one? Or do you want me to be a spokesperson? Product, clinic, or cause? Or will you take me to Hollywood? Represent me in a network bidding war for a ninety-minute sit-down? You should know that I’m not planning to write my memoirs, but I used to be an English teacher, so if I change my mind, I have all the skills required to do it myself. You should also know that it’s incredibly inappropriate to do this here.”

“Do what?”

“Whatever you’re doing. These are hallowed halls. I’m here to say goodbye. Everyone here is here to say goodbye.”

“That’s why I came, actually.”

“To let go of a loved one?” Had I jumped down the throat of a man going through the worst of it, merely looking for a snack and a kindred spirit in his hour of need?

“To develop a drug.”

So, no then.

“You want me to represent your drug?” I said.

“No.” He ran a manicured hand through manicured hair. “I want to sequence your genome.”

I backed away from him.

He stepped toward me. “I mean no harm.”

“I disagree.”

But he laughed and held up his hands. “No harm. Not to you or anyone. That’s the rule, right? First do no harm?”

“Are you a doctor?”

“Me? No. But I think doctors can do a lot of harm, don’t you?”

I nodded in spite of myself.

“What we do at Phymore Pharmaceuticals is harm reduction. Harm reduction, pain reduction, reduction of illness, reduction of days spent doing what you’re doing now.”

I looked down toward where I could only assume my toes still were. “Gestating?”

“Visiting a dying loved one.”

“You’re reducing dying?” I’d hoped to sound sarcastic, but he grinned broadly.

“That we are.”

I sighed. Whatever was coming, the only thing to do was listen, say as little as possible, then walk away when it was over.

But Michael surprised me. “We saved your life, you know. Protocol 183? That was us.”

I put a hand on the vending machine to steady myself. Did you thank someone for something like that, eradicating your cancer? Or did you give them Dr. Kim’s perspective—maybe it was Protocol 183, maybe it was something else, maybe it was random, so no one got the credit. But nor did anyone get the blame, certainly not Michael who wasn’t a doctor and couldn’t have been involved in a drug trial forty-three years ago when he probably wasn’t even alive yet. He was … what? A salesman? A henchman? The nondescript, nonthreatening white guy with a nice jawline they sent to persuade old ladies to give their bodies to science? At least they were asking, where so many others were using it without permission. And though it was clear that what they wanted with my body was to sell it—a pharmaceutical company may not be a brothel, but it’s not as far off as we like to imagine—perhaps I had a responsibility here. Protocol 183 had worked for me. Or something had. Maybe knowing what could help people.

“You may have cured me,” I allowed. Close enough to the truth if not quite there. “Other people in that study were not so lucky.”

“Which is another thing we’re trying to reduce,” Michael said smoothly. “Patients for whom the trials don’t work.”

“So you want my … genome because I survived the trial?” It occurred to me suddenly that perhaps he’d come in person so as not to leave a paper trail.

“Because it saved you,” he insisted. “And because it led to this.” He waved at my belly. Everyone waved at my belly. My belly stood for so much, more and more every day—whatever you wanted, it seemed. “At Phymore, we’re for life. More life. Not like the anti-abortion lobby. We want to help people not just live, but live longer and better. And part of that is we want our patients not only to have more life but to have more loved ones. To make more loved ones.”

“Make more?”

“Children, grandchildren, family—these are the cornerstones of our society.”

He didn’t want to cure people. He wanted to make more people. He wanted me to enable more people to make more people.

“All right?” the vending machine asked, but a moment later, Moth stepped around from behind it. “You’ve been gone for yonks. I’ve come to check you’re okay.”

I had no idea what a yonk was, but I was so glad to see him I teared up.

“I’m okay.” I reached for his hand. “This is Michael. From Phymore Pharmaceuticals.”

“Ahh,” said Moth.

“Yes,” I agreed.

“See, here’s a great example.” Michael indicated Moth with a warm smile. “It’s so important to have companionship, to have love.” He wasn’t grossed out by the idea of old people having sex. Mind, he’d probably made a fortune enabling them to do so. “Single people don’t live as long and aren’t as healthy as people in families. But not everyone’s ready to start a family when their body says they are. With your help, we could extend that time for would-be moms and dads, let them wait till they’re ready, let them choose for themselves rather than their bodies or anyone else choosing for them. We want more life. You can help us—help everyone—achieve that.”

“By extending fertility?” Moth asked.

“Yes, but not only that.” He turned back to me. “Your body wasn’t just able to get pregnant. It was healthy enough to get pregnant and to support you both. That’s remarkable. Extended fertility means more life, not just more new life, more life period.” He paused then added, “Hasn’t everyone been telling you you’re a miracle?”

“Yes. Everyone.”

“And it’s irritating, right?”

“Yes,” I said through my teeth. “Very.”

“Very,” Michael echoed, “because they want to make a point, not a person. And the only miracle they care about is that one.” He pointed at my belly again. “But that miracle is limited to you. We want to share it with the world.”

“Sell it to,” Moth corrected.

“Pardon?”

“You want to sell it to the world. Fertility is big business, isn’t it? You’d as soon do away with biological clocks and sell people the opportunity to procreate whenever they’re ready.”

“Yes, isn’t that wonderful?”

“I’m not sure it is,” said Moth.

I still wanted to believe the argument he’d made before I got up to pee that children who lost their parents young could be okay. I still wanted to believe the argument he’d been making for months that the elderly and retired are especially well suited to parenting. But the situation-you’re-stuck-in-isn’t-as-bad-as-it-seems arguments are never the same as the go-ahead-and-seek-it-out ones.

“We’d just like some samples,” Michael said, “from both of you if possible, to run some tests, gather some data. We would compensate you handsomely of course.” Eyes back to the belly. “We can help you leave a legacy more significant than a medical footnote. Children are expensive. They can’t eat miracles.”

Why did everyone assume Moth and I were poverty-stricken? Between us, we’d worked eighty years. Retirement and fixed income aside, surely we were likelier to have savings than a couple of first-year teachers no one would blink about expecting a baby.

“I’m afraid I can’t help you,” I said.

“You can.” He reached a hand toward me. He sounded almost longing. “You know you can.”

“Perhaps.” Sometimes grammatical virtuosity is useful only for irritating one’s ex-husband. Other times it truly comes in handy. “But I will not.”
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Dot died at dinner a few nights later. So we missed it. She was alive—for some definition of life—when we visited in the afternoon, but then Maisie’s phone rang during dinner, and she was gone.

“A blessing,” Moth said.

“It was time,” I said.

“It was bullshit,” Maisie said. “It’s never time.”

I imagined Dot holding her breath, some tiny seed of life deep in her brain whispering on her last exhale, “Dottie, my girl, you’re so weak, you’re nearly there. If you can just manage not to inhale for a few more moments, we can get on with phase two. You’ll love it. It’s such a kick!” I tried to be grateful for phase two. I tried to be grateful for the eighty-nine years Dot had had—so many more than so many people got—but I failed.

Then the phone rang again, and it was mine this time, and Dr. Kim said, “Listen, Pepper, I’m putting you on bed rest.”

“What does that mean?”

“It’s not as bad as it sounds, but I don’t think you’re going to enjoy it much. You don’t have a choice, though. Your blood pressure’s too high. Your latest labs are the wrong side of borderline on any number of fronts actually. The whole team agrees.”

I did not find this as alarming as Dr. Kim apparently thought I should. Dot’s deathbed combined with the Phymore Pharmaceutical encounter had made me feel less attached to the world. Less attached like less tethered, but also less attached like less desperate to stay. Dot made dying look like a peaceful, not unappealing option. Dot made dying look worth getting on with already.

“I’m supposed to just lie here for the next twelve weeks?” In some ways, it sounded lovely. But I knew it would get old fast. (Irony.)

“You can do more than lie there,” she said. “Just not a lot more. I don’t want you standing for long periods. For example, no showers longer than fifteen minutes.”

“I can sit in the shower,” I assured her.

“Excellent. No cooking anything that takes longer than fifteen minutes either. You can’t sit while you cook, can you? Go down to the dining room three meals a day. But don’t sit without moving for more than half an hour. Gentle walks, but mostly around your apartment. Maybe your hallway but no farther. Lift nothing. Lie in bed on your side as much as possible.”

Maybe being pregnant wasn’t so different from dying, I thought. Maybe it wasn’t even all that different from being dead.



Nights like this one didn’t make the brochure, but of all the arguments for Vista View, they were the most compelling. You’ve lost a loved one, but you have other loved ones right there to comfort and to comfort you. You’ve been out into the world where the young and ravenous come for your body and its secrets, but the wise and measured are waiting patiently to welcome you back home. You are consigned to your four walls, but they contain multitudes.

And yet? We were so tired, the three of us, the remaining three of us, that we barely managed muttered good-nights before heading off separately in three remaining directions. I decided to stop by the library before going up—bed rest would no doubt require any number of surpluses but none so pressing as reading material—and there I ran into a volunteer restocking shelves.

He came over to hug me. “I’m so sorry about Dot,” Father Frank said into the top of my hair. “She was a damn good soul.”

I tried not to cry on his shirt. “You say that about all the souls.”

“I’m supposed to say that about all the souls. But I don’t. Only the good ones. And trust me—I have excellent taste in souls—hers was one of the best.”

“Was?” I managed only the one word before I couldn’t say any others, but he got it anyway because wasn’t the present tense the party line as regards this sort of thing? Wasn’t that the whole point?

But he opened his hands. “Was. Is. How the hell should I know?”

“Isn’t that your job?”

“Depends who you ask.” He smiled.

But I wasn’t being flip. “And isn’t that the miracle? That Dot is? Still is?”

He tilted his head shoulder to shoulder. “I’m not sure ‘the’ is the right article here.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean you’re the English teacher, but the miracle suggests there’s only one. I like a miracle.”

“I hate a miracle,” I said darkly, though it was not his point.

But he nodded. “Sometimes that’s the way with miracles. That’s what my job is, I think, helping people parse their miracles. And it’s everyone’s question, no matter the circumstances. Isn’t it yours?”

“My what?”

“Your question. Why has this thing happened? And why has this thing happened to me?”

He said it so simply, like it was obvious, but my knees buckled and I sat like I’d been pushed. He was right. That was my question. It was my question about the terrible wonders, like how someone good and beloved can still—must still—die. It was my question about the tender wonders, like Moth. It was my question about the wondrous wonders, like the pupacorn. It was the question I’d been asking about nearly everything that had happened since I came to Vista View, good, bad, and incomprehensible. Why had this, all of this, happened, and why had it happened to me?

“There’s so much we don’t understand,” Father Frank was saying while my head spun. “There’s so much we can’t understand. Sometimes it’s showy miracles—a pregnancy a quarter century postmenopause. And sometimes it’s quiet miracles—a pregnancy a quarter century before menopause. And sometimes it’s so nebulous we don’t even realize it is a miracle.”

Enormous wings, I thought.

But he said, “Wherever Dot went this evening, we can’t know it, no matter who we are, no matter what we claim. At least your miracle is clear. Manifest. That’s what everyone’s doing out front, you know.”

“The horde?”

“They’re not looking for an explanation. They just want to be part of it.”

“Part of what?”

“A miracle they can see.”

I tried to decide if this made me feel better. “So what’s the answer? Why has this happened?” I held my hands around the pupacorn, who no longer fit into them. “And why has it happened to me?”

“Same as before. You’ve got the wrong article. Not the answer. An answer.”

“Okay.” I was willing to settle. “What’s an answer?”

He shrugged then smiled. “You’re just fucking lucky, I guess.”
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No one ever knocked on my door first thing in the morning. Moth was a late sleeper. Maisie was an early napper. Roger wouldn’t dare. And Dot was dead.

But someone knocked on my door at not even 7:30 one morning anyway. I was roughly seven weeks into bed rest. I was roughly thirty-four weeks into gestation. I was roughly four thousand weeks into being alive. So it took me a while to get from bed to door.

On the other side, I found Lola. In tears.

“Grandma.” A statement, and not the beginning of one. That one word, a world entire.

“What’s wrong, baby?”

She came in. Looked around. Sat on the sofa. Got up again right away. Looked around a little more wildly.

“Want to take a gentle stroll around the apartment with me?” I offered.

It felt like we only barely both fit in the apartment anymore. It made sense that Vista View did not design its living areas to be negotiated by pregnant bellies, but we did require walkers, wheelchairs, space for furniture we’d bought for much larger homes, so there should have been room enough for even very-pregnant me and my teenage granddaughter.

She didn’t want to walk, though. She wanted to talk. “Lucas broke up with me.”

“Oh, baby.” I opened my arms, and Lola folded into them. I stroked her back as she sobbed. I had never had this myself, a lost first love. Or I had, but first I’d kept him for thirty-five years, one marriage, two careers, two homes, three children. Breaking up with your high school sweetheart at that point is different. But I’d raised three kids, so I knew this one. You didn’t suggest he had never been worthy, nor anything about lots of fish, nor that Lola would be over him so much sooner than she imagined. They were never ready in the early days to hear ill of their beloved.

“I hate him,” Lola said.

Or maybe my intel on this one was out-of-date.

“He didn’t even tell me in person. I should have known when he called instead of texting. It’s because of France.”

“France?”

“I joined Model UN. It’s like the one activity Sari doesn’t do.”

“Lucas … hates the French?” There was so much I didn’t understand anymore.

“It’s one lunch period a week, every Wednesday after school, and a few weekends, like for conventions or whatever.”

“Sounds fun.”

“Yeah, but he said what about him? When would we hang out?”

“The rest of the time?” I suggested.

“He said I wasn’t making him a priority. He said I was being …”

I braced myself. “What?”

“Selfish.”

“Lola.”

“I know.”

“Sweetheart.”

“I know.”

“Okay. But just in case.” I knew it was too soon, but I also knew it was never too soon. “You deserve someone who’s proud of you for being France, who’s impressed by how smart you are, who wants you to enjoy your weekend trips and be the best you you can be.”

Lola looked at me. “He’s fifteen.”

“Still.”

“And I’m not that smart.”

“Of course you are.”

“I love a guy who doesn’t want those things for me.”

“Sometimes that happens, baby. It’s got nothing to do with smart. Believe me.”

“And also?” She stopped and took a deep breath. “I’m pregnant.”

I felt my own breath stop. I felt the whole world stop.

“And only stupid girls get pregnant.” Lola started crying again. “No offense.”

“Oh, Lola.” My tongue felt stiff and sticky. “Oh no.”

“And I can’t tell my parents. And I can’t tell Lucas since I hate him. And I can’t have a baby. And I can’t have an abortion. I can’t do anything. So what am I going to do?”

“It will be …” What would it be? “It will be okay. It will be fine.”

“How?”

“I … don’t know,” I admitted.

She looked at her phone. “I have to go to school.”

“Can’t you cut?” If ever there were a good reason to skip school.

“I can’t. They’ll call Mom.”

My head was spinning, but I made it nod up and down instead.

“And I don’t want Lucas to think I’m so upset I couldn’t get out of bed.”

Nodding, spinning, nodding. “Come back after school,” I finally managed. “Come back here when you’re done, and we’ll figure it out.”

“You don’t have to take care of me, Grandma. I’ll be …”

“Fine,” I finished for her, making my voice sound certain. “You’ll be fine. You will.” I hugged Lola to me tightly. Then I let her go to meet her eyes. “But come back after school anyway.”



I spent the day ruminating. Or maybe fretting. Or possibly full-on panicking.

Moth spent the day worried I wasn’t following conversations. Or eating anything. Or focusing my eyes or sitting still.

He wanted to call Dr. Kim.

“Do not call Dr. Kim,” I said.

“Then tell me what’s on your mind and let me help.”

I wanted to. I did. But I wasn’t sure I should because I wasn’t sure what was going to happen next.

And I didn’t want to incriminate him.



Lola arrived so quickly after school let out I didn’t have time to worry she wouldn’t come. She was calmer than she’d been that morning, but not a lot calmer.

“How was school?”

“Who can say?”

“Are you hungry?” I was too large at this point to wash a car, so I had done the only other useful thing I could think of. I ushered her into the kitchen to the two dozen eggs I’d deviled, the ricotta I’d whipped, the vegetables I’d sliced to scoop the hummus I’d blended between breaks to sit down every fifteen minutes. “Eat something. It’ll help.”

“It won’t.”

“What would?”

“A time machine?” Lola guessed.

“What else?”

“Living in California?”

Like many New Yorkers, I distrusted Californians. Too sunbathed. “How would that help?”

“I hate it here,” Lola said. “I hate ribs. I hate cowboy hats and cowboy boots and those stupid cowboy buckles. We aren’t cowboys. We drive cars now.”

“It’s not Brooklyn, but I’ve come to love Texas.” For a long time, that hadn’t been true. But then, for a long time now, it had.

“Ugh. Why?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I like how big everything is.”

“I hate how big everything is.”

“Big hearts. All in. Brazen. Wide. I like to know where I stand. Texans are not coy.”

“I guess. Anyway, that’s not why.”

“What’s not why what?”

“Why being in California would help.” Then she whispered, “I could get an abortion.”

I knew that, of course. I had been down the road of this line of thought till my tires were bald.

Very carefully, neutral as hotel art, I said, “Is that what you want?”

“I just want everything to go away. I want my life back the way it was.”

“That’s fair.”

“Lucas doesn’t love me anymore. And even if he did, we’re fifteen. I haven’t finished school, so how am I supposed to get a job? And even if I did, how am I supposed to go to it if I have a baby to take care of? And even if I was super rich and didn’t need a job …”

I waited, let her talk, think it through. “Go on.”

“I haven’t done anything yet! I have to leave Austin, see the rest of the country, see the rest of the world, fall in love with someone who does love me, go to parties, have … adventures? I don’t know, whatever you’re supposed to do before you have a baby and a dead-end job and no life and no future and you’re stuck in stupid Texas forever.”

“That’s understandable.” Beige. Unfazed.

“Not according to the governor or the legislature or the Supreme Court. And don’t think I don’t know why either.”

“Why, baby?”

“Because they don’t want me to see the world and have adventures. They want me to be a little lady who knows her place. This place. They want me to be stuck here. They know we all hate Texas and can’t wait to leave, so they have to make sure we can’t.”

“You can leave,” I said.

“Not if I have to have a baby and stay with Lucas who doesn’t even love me anymore.”

So I said again, very quiet but very clear, “You can leave.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean if you want to have a baby, you don’t have to stay with Lucas. Your parents will help you—”

“My parents will kill me.”

“First, yes, but afterward, they’ll help you. Your aunt and uncle will help you. Your sister and cousins will help you. And your grandma will help you. You’ll finish school, and then you and the baby can move to California, you and the baby can have adventures and see the world.”

When Lola started crying again, I added, “Or you can have an abortion.”

Lola took her hands away from her eyes, but she didn’t stop crying. “I can’t.”

“You can’t in Texas,” I corrected.

“I can’t get out of Texas. I’m a minor. I can’t drive. I don’t have any money.”

“I have money. I am not a minor.” I paused. “I can drive.”

“No you can’t.”

“Of course I can. I’m a very good driver.”

“You got your license taken away.”

“By your mother.”

“Because you got in an accident.”

“Because I got in a minor fender bender. Because she saw an opportunity.”

“To control your life? Been there, trust me. But you still don’t have a license.”

“Doesn’t mean I can’t drive,” I said.

Lola blinked. She blinked again. “Where would we go?”

“Colorado? New Mexico? Illinois? I don’t know where. Somewhere.”

“We can’t.”

“Why not?”

“It’s so far. You’re so …” She waved, as everyone did, at the middle of me.

“I can still drive. It’s just sitting and steering. We’ll have to stop a lot so I can pee and stretch, but it’s not that far.”

“What if we get caught?” Lola said.

“Oh we’d definitely get caught.” I hadn’t thought it all through yet, but I knew this part already, and it was important she know it too. “You’ve got choices, but as long as you’re with me, under-the-radar isn’t one of them.”

I thought maybe this would be a deal breaker for her. I thought maybe it should be. But she shook her head. “I don’t mean what if people find out. I mean what if people find out and we get in trouble.”

Which was a different sort of concern. “We won’t get in trouble.” I tried to sound confident. “Far zikher.”

“You’re … what?”

“Far zikher. It’s Yiddish. Something my mother used to say. It means for sure.”

“But what if you get fined? Or arrested? Or thrown in jail?”

“I’ll take my chances,” I said.

“You’d do that for me?”

“I’d do anything for you.”

“What about the baby?” She nodded at my middle again.

“What about the baby I already have?”

“Me?” said Lola.

“Yes you.”

“But.” She looked at the floor.

“What is it, Lols?”

Then she looked up to meet my eyes. “But I should. I should have the baby. I should, right?”

“Why?”

“You are.”

I felt this answer in my chest. “So?”

“You had so many good reasons to have an abortion. Your life and health. The pupacorn’s life and health. You’re old—no offense—and tired and, like, so over it. Like you already raised three children. Plus it’s not your fault you weren’t using birth control, because no one could have seen this coming. You’re a smart adult who knows stuff and can do stuff and should get to decide. I’m a dumbass who got pregnant, even though I really know better, so maybe I should just shut up and do what they tell me to do.”

“Is that what you want?” I said.

“If you can do it, I can do it. We can do it together.”

This lesson. Again. “Can? Yes. You can. Should is my question. You should not do it because I’m doing it. I didn’t have a choice. You do. You should not do it because some politicians want you to. They’re the dumbasses. The reason to have a baby is because you want to have a baby and you’re ready to have a baby.”

“I’m neither one,” Lola said. “Not wanting, not ready.”

“Are you sure?”

“Far zikher.” She had the accent wrong, but still I could hear my mother’s voice in hers. “I have never been so zikher of anything in my entire life.”

“Okay,” I said. “Then we better pack.”



Maisie was not the only person I knew with a driver’s license. But she was the only person I knew with a driver’s license of whom I could ask the favor I needed to ask.

When I did, she said no. Not as in no she wouldn’t do it. As in no it wasn’t a favor.

She waved away all my apologies and misgivings. “Hell’s bells, Pepper, I wish Lola didn’t need it, but of course I’m going to help.”

She also said, “I’m a little old lady. Who better to embroil in criminal enterprise than me?”
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I had imagined a ring of clinics along the border like a constellation of stars. Like a lasso around the state. Like if they all sent up a beacon and you were in a plane at night, you would see a map of Texas projected against the dark, an outline of negative space, all that wasn’t there.

Isn’t here.

But of course I couldn’t get on an airplane. And of course there was no constellation of clinics.

The closest option turned out to be in Wichita, two and a half states away, 550 miles nearly due north. But Kansas required notarized consent from both parents.

“You have to tell them anyway,” I said.

“I will,” said Lola, “but not till after.”

“They’ll be mad, but they’ll understand.”

“Yeah, they’ll understand they made me sit through a million conversations about safe sex and not being home alone with Lucas and using my head, and I was too stupid for any of it to work.”

“They won’t think you’re stupid. They’ll be supportive.”

“Eventually, but first they’ll be apoplectic. I’ll have to wait two weeks for Dad to fly home from Dubai or somewhere so he can attend the What-to-Do-About-Lola Sessions, even though the entire time he won’t uncross his arms or look at me or say one single word. Then I’ll have to wait two more weeks for Mom to reschedule the world’s most important board meetings so she can make a color-coded fourteen-tab spreadsheet on how to deal with the Lola Problem.”

“Yes,” I conceded, “but—”

“Please, Grandma. You can’t tell them. They can’t know till it’s over.”

“They could help you,” I said weakly.

“I don’t need help.” Lola wrapped her hands around a mug of cocoa she wasn’t drinking. “I only need you.”

I remembered Darcy’s zeal to take me to Disneyland to get an abortion. I remembered her insistence that this is what anyone would do. Including herself, she said. Including her girls, she said.

And I’d lied to my granddaughter before because I also remembered Dr. Blankman’s warnings. I wasn’t zikher that helping Lola wouldn’t get me in trouble. I was zikher that Lola needed help. I was zikher that if someone was going to get in trouble for helping Lola, better it was me than Darcy.

Colorado also required parental consent. Illinois was four states and, in my condition, at least an eighteen-hour drive away. In New Mexico, there were a number of clinics that provided medical abortions, pills they prescribed for you to take home with you. But Lola didn’t want that.

“I want to do it in the clinic. Fast and over with and there. Not over a couple days. Not messy. Not here.”

I despaired, but Lola is better at the internet than I am, and eventually she found it. A lone viable option. An hour past the border into New Mexico, six hundred miles from home, a ten-hour drive if we didn’t have to stop every thirty minutes for me to use the bathroom and walk around a parking lot.

So we had a plan. At least the beginnings of one.

I didn’t want to tell it to Moth, though, because I knew he would have a great many very reasonable objections that didn’t matter because I’d made a promise to my granddaughter. But I had to tell him because we’d be gone at least two days and I didn’t want him to be worried.

He was worried anyway. “Are you off your trolley?”

“I’m … not sure.” British slang is sometimes hard to parse.

“You want a wee three times an hour.”

“We’ll take breaks,” I said.

“At which rate, it will take you two months to get to New Mexico.”

“I’ll drink less.”

“Righto, because dehydration is just what you and the pupacorn need.”

“We’ll pack some of those electrolyte popsicles.”

“They’ll melt!”

“In a cooler,” I added.

He put his hands on his hips. “You can’t sit that long.”

“I can. I just have to break it up.”

“By lying down on your side with a pillow between your knees, not by stopping for petrol.”

“I can stroll gently around the gas pumps.”

“Where you’ll be mobbed by photographers, lunatics, nosy drivers, all sorts.”

“We’ll leave in the middle of the night,” I said. “The horde will be home sleeping.”

“Someone will recognize you.” His hands grasped at thin air.

“Who?”

“Everyone!”

“The clinic’s in New Mexico,” I said.

“Your fame crosses state lines.”

“But we won’t be doing anything illegal in New Mexico,” I said, “so it won’t matter if anyone recognizes me.”

“It will matter to Lola,” he said, and I nodded because that was fair.

“I told her that.” I took a deep breath, let it out again. “But she’s not worried about being recognized. She’s worried about getting in trouble. And about getting me in trouble.”

“But how will she feel when everyone finds out? When the whole world knows she’s had this procedure?”

I raised my chin. “She has nothing to be ashamed of.”

“And still, she probably doesn’t want her abortion to be front-page news.”

“I’m sure she doesn’t.”

“In which case, this is a good plan why?”

“This is not a good plan.” I shrugged, but more in defiance than defeat. “She doesn’t have all the options she deserves. All she can choose is which shitty one to settle for.”

“This is a terrible idea, Sarge.”

“Do you have a better one?”

“I do, actually”—he wound his fingers through his hair triangles—“though nearly any idea would be better than this one.”

I ran my nails over the balloon of my belly. Lately, it felt itchy all the time. “Go ahead.”

“I drive,” he said.

“You don’t have a license.”

“Neither do you!”

“It’s the same amount of time in the car.”

“We’ll hire a big one. You can have a lie-down in the back seat while I drive.”

I untangled his hands from his hair and took them both in mine. “I promised I would take her.”

“And you will. But you didn’t promise you would take her all alone.”



Maisie rented a car, no subterfuge necessary. She showed them her license, handed over her credit card, and brought us the key. The only stretched truth was the word “car.” This one was more like a water buffalo, solid and stocky, enormous in all directions. I needed a step to climb up into it—helpfully provided by the door itself when it opened—and there was enough room in back for me to not only lie down but stretch out. It was discreetly gray all over. Even the windows were tinted.

Then we had to wait three days. I had a doctor’s appointment I couldn’t skip without raising not just suspicion but the cavalry. Lola had an Algebra II final about which she said the same. We wouldn’t be gone long enough for Darcy to notice I was missing, but she’d certainly notice her daughter was, so we couldn’t go until Friday anyway.

“Tell her you’re spending the weekend with a friend,” I proposed, though I felt bad about suggesting she lie to her mother.

She had a fix for that at least. “No need. I’ll just tell her the truth.”

Thank God. “I think that’s smart, Lols. Are you ready? Do you want me to be there when you tell her?”

“Not that part of the truth,” Lola said. “But when I tell her I’m sleeping over with you all weekend, she won’t even have any follow-up questions.”

Fortuitously, we’d been laying the groundwork of this deception for Lola’s entire life.

The evening before we left, we were already in pajamas when Moth knocked on the door with supplies: Three pairs of those huge, hideous, incredibly effective sunglasses old people wear over their regular glasses. (Lola: “Hardest of passes.”) Two of those rubber hot-water bottles that were already old-fashioned when I was a child. Snacks. Coolers. An enormous navy blue hoodie. A folding cane.

“I don’t need a cane.” I tried to sound certain, indignant, zikher.

“Doubles as a weapon.” He winked, but his joking didn’t make it unnecessary. My hips, knees, ankles, even my toes protested louder by the day my ever-shifting balance, my ever-amassing mass. And I was steadier on my feet in my apartment and in Vista View’s railing-lined hallways than I was out in the world. And I could not afford to fall.

Moth also had a box for Lola. She eyed it nervously then opened it and looked inside.

“Moth,” she whispered, more of an exhale really. “Oh.”

She was crying again. She reached in and lifted out two tiny hamsters, one for each hand.

“What happened to Ivy?” I said.

“She’s fine. These are new hamsters. Just for Lola. Something to come home to.”



We left before dawn the next morning. It was hours before the horde would arrive, but there was a giant pile on the grass next to the parking lot: bouquets of flowers in their cellophane wrappers, stuffies in the shape of every animal that ever walked the earth, candles, Bibles, photos in plastic sleeves, cards and drawings made, apparently, by children.

“Are these for anyone?” Lola said.

“I guess they’re for me. Or maybe the …” I patted the pupacorn in small circles.

“But can anyone take something?”

I’d never even thought to. The pile was usually subsumed by the horde. “I guess?”

Lola leaned over and plucked out an orange ukulele with longhorn horns for tuners.

“You play the ukulele?” No one told me anything.

She shrugged. “It’s just like the guitar but smaller.”

That made sense. “You play the guitar?”

“Lucas was teaching me.” She seemed like she might cry again.

“You can play for us in the car,” I said. “We’re driving through a lot of places where there won’t be radio stations.”

“Ray. Dee. Oh?” Lola sounded out then rolled her eyes. “We’ll use our phones.”

“Too small to hear with old ears,” Moth reported sadly.

“They go through the car stereo.” Lola’s tone suggested this was beyond obvious. “Don’t worry. I made a playlist.”



The drive was long and brown. And boring. This was a good thing. I did not think I had forgotten how to drive. I did not think Moth had forgotten how to drive. Of all the changes my life had undergone these last nine months since moving to Vista View, not driving was the least of them. But our cargo was awfully precious, and I was relieved to confirm we both remembered how. Moth and I alternated at the wheel, more him than me. When he drove, I lay down on my side across the water buffalo’s back seat, a pillow between my knees, and Lola sat up front. When I drove, she sat up in the back like a normal person, and Moth moved to the passenger seat and rubbed my right knee since he couldn’t hold my hand since I stuck as unfailingly to ten and two as a watch in an advertisement.

If it had been a movie, there would have been a montage: Stops to pump gas and gaze thoughtfully over the billowy dust of the horizon, Lola’s hair snaggling out the open window, empty farms meant to contrast the barrenness of the land with the fertility on display in the car. Surreptitious walks around empty parking lots, the blue hoodie doing nothing to mask my enormous body but hiding, at least, my untimely wrinkles and gray hair. A perfectly teetered soundtrack, sweet then sad then sweet again, over the three of us staring separately out at unfurling highway. Maybe that’s what Lola’s playlist would have been, but she fell asleep almost as soon as we got on the road. If there was a plug to connect her phone to the water buffalo, neither Moth nor I could find it.

We did, however, know how to work a radio. For some miles, there was music, and if it wasn’t ideally suited to the mood, it still passed the time. Then the music ran out, and it was nothing but talk radio.

Talk-about-me radio, to my enormous surprise.

“I mean, what is she going to give birth to?” some caller was saying. “I feel like no one’s asking that.”

“That’s a good question,” the host said. “Conceived in sin. More sin than usual.”

Moth reached into the back seat and found my hand. “I thought it was lovely actually.”

“And who knows what deformities it’ll have?” the caller continued. “It’s gotta be a retard, right? No arms or legs. Or face. Or brain. Who knows?”

“Birth defects increase with maternal age,” the host crowed. “And this maternal age is significantly increased.”

“I agree with the last guy,” the next caller said.

Moth snorted. “Do you really, you absolute prat.”

“What’s a prat?” I asked.

“An arse, I suppose. Like pratfall.”

“Absolument derrière,” I offered.

“Entirely heinie.”

“Such a tuchus,” my mother’s Yiddish-accented voice said out of my very own mouth.

“Colossal caboose,” he supplied.

But we’d apparently woken Lola, who objected sleepily, “No body shaming.”

“Apologies.” His eyes flicked toward her then back to the road. “What would you suggest?”

“Bluetooth.”

Which was apparently how you connected the phone to the car, but she couldn’t make it work either. She blamed the car though.

“And anyway, who’s gonna take care of it?” another caller demanded while Lola fiddled with the knobs. “You know she’s gonna die in childbirth. The dad’s probably gonna keel over from shock when he sees what comes out. No one’s gonna adopt a baby with no face, arms, or brain. So who’s gonna raise this thing?”

Moth took one hand off the wheel to give the radio the V-sign. Repeatedly.

“The taxpayer, that’s who.” The host sounded happy to be on familiar ground. “We’re already paying to keep this woman and her boy toy alive. Social security. Medicare. Pensions, for God’s sake. Now we’re also going to have to pay for their … I’m going to use the term ‘spawn’ here. Disability. Medicaid. Special education. Where does it end?”

“It’s not the state’s responsibility,” the next caller opined. “She chose to have unprotected sex. She chose to have a baby. She chose, she chose, she chose. Now she wants to make someone else pay for those choices. Why should I? This baby or whatever it turns out to be isn’t my responsibility. Live and let live, right? But if they can’t do that on their own, I say good riddance, die and let die.”

“Right.” Moth snapped off the radio. “I could do with a stroll. Anyone else?”

He pulled in at a gas station, but we didn’t need gas, so Lola hopped out to get snacks (not that we needed those either). Moth parked away from the pumps, and I dutifully unkinked myself from the car and walked in slow circles around the parking lot. The sun was up now, and though it was early still, it was also Texas still and already too hot for the hoodie. Passing out from heatstroke would also not be inconspicuous.

But without the cloaking, however slight, afforded by the hood and tinted windows, my body in its entirety announced me as exactly who I was. I watched the sight then recognition of me catch and spread like fire. A young man at the pumps clapped a hand over his mouth then grabbed his girlfriend’s arm and pointed at me wildly. She jumped up and down and squealed and hugged him. They both got out their phones and started filming. Other gas-pumpers started squealing and jumping and pointing their phones at me as well.

I know it makes me sound old, but I am old: Young people these days have terrible manners.

“Care to give your admirers a little wave?” Moth said. He was trying, I knew, to salve my irritation, lessen my worry, make me laugh. “Shall I show you how the royal family does it?”

“No.” I did not want to laugh.

“Should you throw kisses at the cameras?”

“I should throw something at the cameras.”

Lola hurried out, panting. “I think we better get out of here.”

“Hey, you’re that lady! You’re Pepper Mills!” A man started jogging over. He wasn’t much younger than Moth and me and should have known better (about being rude but also about running in this heat at his age). “Hey, wait, I own this place. I can’t believe you’re here! Can I get a photo?”

“Good news,” Lola said. “We get to leave now. Also I got gummy bears.”

She climbed into the back with me, and Moth peeled out like we were gangsters.

I told myself there were so many pictures, a few more didn’t matter. I told myself it was almost over—we’d have Lola at the clinic first thing in the morning, we’d be back at Vista View by dinner the next night, I would have this baby in a month and a half, and this whole mishegoss would be over.

Though another, of course, would be just beginning.

“Can I ask you a question, Grandma?” Lola said.

“Anytime, baby.” But then she didn’t, so eventually I pressed, “What is it, Lols?”

She looked at me, then back out the window. “How come you didn’t do this?”

“Didn’t do what?” I said, though I knew what she meant.

“Reschedule New York. Leave Texas. Get an abortion.”

And I nodded because it was the right question. The right hard question. “One of my doctors expressed some concern that the procedure would not have been as … straightforward for me as it will be for you,” I said carefully. “Or maybe it would have, but there was no way to know for sure.” Moth found my eyes in the mirror. “You’re young. I’m not. You’re strong.” I didn’t want to scare her. Not about what she was about to do. And not about me. “The fact of this pregnancy is already so strange. There were just too many unknowns.”

She said nothing, waiting, because that wasn’t the whole answer. I levered myself upright.

“After this procedure, you will be fine. Entirely healthy and whole and perfectly fine. But in my case, there was too much chance I wouldn’t, and then what would you do?”

“Me?”

“You and Sari. Oliver and Pierre. Your mom and Aunt Alice and Uncle Max.” I paused. “Moth. Maisie. I’m not saying you won’t have to live without me someday, but I don’t want that day to come any sooner than necessary. I want to stay well while I’m still here. And when I do go, I want it to be my choice, but not my fault.”

Lola turned from the window then to look at me. “Those are the same thing.”

And I laughed because she was right. Choice and fault are so close together when you’re young. But when you get older—not old, just older—they diverge. How to explain that to a teenager who would obviously live forever?

“I couldn’t leave the state by myself and go do it on my own. What if something happened to me, alone and far away and all because I was too cavalier with life? Not the pupacorn’s life. My life. Your life. ‘Life-threatening’ doesn’t just mean this thing might kill me. It also means it might threaten our lives, our ability to live them the way we want to. I don’t want to miss what comes next, all you’re going to grow up and do in the world, not any more than I have to. But even more than that, I don’t want you to miss it. I’ve been thinking about it a lot, and I think that’s what it means to choose life. I choose your life.”

“So, no pressure then.”

I laughed again. “Sorry, kid. That’s the way it is, I’m afraid.”

“And anyway, why would you have had to go alone?”

“Because helping me this way is illegal. As soon as it stopped being a secret, I couldn’t let your mom or your aunt and uncle or Moth or my doctor help me. As soon as it stopped being a secret, I was right back where I started.”

“Where?”

“Miraculous. Blessed. A wonder of the world. And therefore the property of the world. No longer entitled to either my own body or my own mind. No longer entitled to my life.”

I was swallowed up instead. By the ones who wanted the pupacorn’s life over mine. By the ones who wanted me to be a face, a metaphor, a cause, a warning. By the ones who wanted my blood and its secrets. By the ones who wanted my story, but not really my story: their story of my story.

Mind, an old woman need not get pregnant for that to happen. You lightly rear-end one priest and lose your license and your home and your autonomy. You have to go live with the man you chose not to live with twenty-five years earlier. You can only go where the Vista View van goes or places you can walk—and only as long as you can walk. You have to eat the sweet-and-sour chicken—at no later than 5:45 p.m.—and obey all the rules. You have to go to the nursing wing, but you might not be able to die there, so you have to go to the hospice center. And die there. All of this is life, yes, but it is not choosing life. It is life without choosing, life without choice.

Because there’s the rub, right? We choose life, but not all life, not life no matter what. In fact, we choose life within pretty narrow parameters. Sometimes we say, “I choose to live better. I will risk my life for a better life.” Or we say, “I choose to go down fighting. I choose life so hard I am willing to give it up.” Or maybe we say, “I choose to live but only well and strong, not a burden, not a shell, not without dignity. Not without choices.” Across state lines, around this aching fractal of a country, all over the world, in every society, in every culture, through all of history and all of time, this, this one thing, this is what everyone wants: To live well, on our own terms, and then, after a whole lot of that, to die gently and bravely and only when the time is right, to choose and to choose and to choose. And to never stop choosing, right to the end.

None of which would Lola understand, I fervently hoped, for at least the next six decades or so. And it wasn’t what she was worrying about anyway.

“You could get in so much trouble for helping me,” she said, like it directly followed, and maybe it did.

I barked a laugh. “Oh, sure, that. That’s an easy one. That one I will choose every time.”

“But that doesn’t make sense. Why would it be okay if I got you in trouble but not if you got Aunt Alice in trouble?”

I shrugged. I didn’t know how to explain it to her. “You’ll do things for your granddaughter you’d never do for yourself. You’ll do things for her you’d never do for anyone else in the world.”

“I will?”

“Oh yes.” I nodded. “Just you wait.”

Moth cleared his throat in the front seat. “Sorry to interrupt, loves, but have a look.” He nodded out the windshield at an unassuming sign:

NEW MEXICO WELCOMES YOU

We didn’t need welcoming. “New Mexico Tolerates You” would have been just fine. “New Mexico Grudgingly Serves You.” “New Mexico: Picking Up the Slack for Our Farshtunken Neighbors.”

When I’d told my father we were leaving Brooklyn and moving to Austin because Roger had gotten a job at the university, what he said was “Why is the wind easterly in New Mexico?”

I’d looked at him blankly.

“Because Texas sucks.”

“That didn’t take as long as I thought it would,” said Moth.

“That took eighty million years,” said Lola.

“Thirteen and a half hours, nine gas stations, four lay-bys, sixteen ice lollies, eighty-seven gummy bears, and Bob’s your uncle, here we are,” Moth said cheerfully.

Lola squinted at him. “You counted the gummy bears?”

“I’m a scientist.”

“Bob’s my uncle?”

“Quite so.”

“Why don’t the English speak English?” she said.

“No one knows,” Moth answered.

With only an hour yet to go, we moved on to the urgent business of naming hamsters.

“Oliver and Pierre,” Lola said. “After my cousins.”

“Jews don’t name babies after living loved ones,” I said.

“They’re not babies. They’re hamsters. Salt and Pepper?”

I looked at her. “What did I just say about living loved ones?”

“I didn’t mean you,” Lola said. “I was thinking of famous pairs.”

“Na and Cl,” Moth suggested, then explained, off her annoyed mystification, “Salt, as you said. Sodium chloride, chemically bonded. A very famous pair.”

“But terrible hamster names,” Lola said. Witheringly.

“Romeo and Juliet,” I said.

“Too tragic. I don’t want my hamsters to die at the end.”

“Everyone dies at the end,” Moth said.

“Wait!” she said. “I’ve got it. Hamling and—”

“Hamling?” I interrupted.

“Like a hamster but smaller. A ham-ling. And a ham-let.”

Sometimes your fate cries out. So Hamling and Hamlet it was.

We switched drivers one last time.

Then Lola said, “Someday I’ll have kids. Probably. Not just hamsters.” Half statement, half question.

I nodded but did not take my eyes off the road. “Probably.”

“I just can’t have this kid.”

“This kid is not a kid. It’s not a baby. It’s barely a fetus.”

“I just can’t right now.”

“You don’t have to justify this decision, Lols. Not to me. Not to anyone.”

Lola nodded. Then she said, “What happens after this?”

“Same thing that happens after everything.”

“What?”

I glanced at her, then back at the road. “The rest of your beautiful life.”
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The clinic the next morning felt like a beacon. Like a sanctuary. Like the miracle everyone kept accusing me of being.

But it looked like a low brick building in a cracked parking lot with a few scattered battered cars. A few scattered battered cars and maybe twenty people shouting and pumping signs, big posters on long wooden dowels. Pictures of babies and pictures of babies disguised as fetuses and pictures of hell and pictures of happy families and pictures of bloodied and unclean surgical instruments. The people waving them were yelling, fists clenched white, bodies pitched forward, though whether under the weight of their signs or their own rage and culpability wasn’t entirely clear.

I had a flash of regret about making Moth wait for us back at the hotel. I’d reasoned Lola and I could do this part on our own. I’d reasoned an abortion wasn’t the sort of occasion to which you brought along your grandmother’s prom date. But Lola was in tears again, and I thought of what I’d momentarily forgotten: that there are very few circumstances under which you wouldn’t choose more love if more love were on offer.

I turned off the engine of the water buffalo and parked as far away as I could. It wasn’t far, and anyway, as if someone had fired a starter pistol, the signs and the people underneath them galloped at once in our direction.

“Protesters,” Lola said under her breath.

“Bullies,” I corrected. “Protesters are noble fighters battling injustices. These people are perpetrating one. They know nothing about you and therefore aren’t entitled to an opinion about you. Ignore them.”

“No.” Lola shook her head. She was weeping, but she also sounded strong, resolved. “I don’t want to ignore them. I want to fight.”

“In that case”—I nodded once—“all you have to do is get out of the car.”

It was a tall order, though. Lola opened her door and stepped down into the fray. It took me longer. I was not moving quickly that morning. I had not been moving quickly in a long, long time. The bullies surrounded her at once, teeth bared, spittle flying. “Abortion is murder,” they screamed. “Baby killer,” they screamed. “You’re going to burn in hell,” they screamed. “Murderer,” they screamed. Lola couldn’t get through. She couldn’t raise her head. They surrounded her, and she had nowhere to turn. Or rather, she turned and turned but there was nowhere to go. Instead, she opened her mouth—to explain? to yell back? to defend herself?—but was shouted down. She couldn’t make herself heard, or maybe she couldn’t make herself speak, but I was proud of her. It was brave to try, and she was only fifteen. She covered her eyes, then her face. She folded into herself. She turned back toward the car, but they got between her and the door, between her and the clinic, between her and the world. She was surrounded. She looked terrified.

I unfolded myself slowly, climbed gingerly onto the pop-out step then free of the car, and slammed the door. The bullies’ heads all turned in my direction at once. When they saw me, all of me, in all my vast, expansive glory, the screaming ceased all at once. You could say a hush descended, but it was less a hush than an extinguishing of sound, less descent than crash, like they had all been silenced by a spell.

Moth’s giant sunglasses sat in a fat black band over my face like my eyes had been censored for divulging state secrets. My gray tangles frizzed out the back of a Brooklyn Dodgers baseball cap. My belly was as oversized as anything in Texas (which is saying something). I extended the cane with as much flourish as I could muster and made sure my hand on it was steady before I took my first step. I imagined using it to clear a path. I remembered Moth’s joke that it doubled as a weapon and considered my odds versus a wooden dowel. I saw my hand on the grip—my hand with its brown spots and its wrinkles and its knuckles aiming to escape my too-thin skin—and was unafraid.

I unfurled my enormous wings.

The bullies parted like a dry path had risen out of a storming sea for Lola and me alone. I held my other hand out to her. “Ready?”

“No.”

“Want to change your mind?” I said. “We can absolutely turn around and go home.”

“Also no.”

“Then let’s go. These people don’t scare me.”

“They scare me.”

“They can’t hurt you, baby.”

“How do you know?”

“You’ve got me.”

“You might not be enough,” Lola said.

“And I’ve got you,” I added. “I promise.”



At first, Lola had to go with a nurse by herself. This made sense. The nurses and doctors would have to ask her questions and run tests and tell her details one wouldn’t want to answer or undergo or receive in front of one’s grandmother. They would want to make sure Lola had arrived at her decisions on her own and wasn’t being pressured or coerced by anyone, especially not her knocked-up abortion-loving infamous septuagenarian progenitor.

For security reasons, no bags or purses were allowed. I’d put my phone and key and wallet in my pockets and carried in my hands only the book I’d brought. In the waiting room, I opened it and prepared to settle in for the day. I set an alarm on my phone so I wouldn’t forget, twice an hour per Dr. Kim’s orders, to take a turn about the waiting room like a Regency heroine.

But I was only on page twelve when the nurse returned to bring me back.

“If you feel squeamish or uncomfortable, you can wait out here,” she said, “but Lola has invited you to be with her.”

My surprise must have been evident because she added, “Lola will have a doctor or nurse with her at all times, but we find that patients are calmer and more comfortable if their support person can be with them as well.”

So I inserted my bookmark, hauled myself upright, and waddled through a heavy iron door after the nurse.

The treatment room looked just like any other: exam table, stirrups, instruments, rolling stool, chair. This last had been situated by Lola’s head, and I took it gratefully, then Lola’s hand, then a moment to ready myself for whatever might be coming, but nothing was. A nurse handed Lola a tiny paper cup of pills and a larger one with water, and then we all sat and waited for the ibuprofen to work and the doctor to come in. I had been picturing an operating room—scalpels, needles, canisters of gas, machines with tubes and engines to suck and whir and intimidate. But there was none of that.

They put Lola’s feet up in the stirrups, used the usual duck lips and ring light to see inside, threaded in a rubber tube no bigger around than a pencil, attached one of those handheld suction things that look like the toy syringe that comes in a child’s doctor’s kit, and pulled back its plastic plunger. It took maybe five minutes. At one point, Lola breathed in hard.

“Try to relax,” the doctor said, as they always do, and as you never can.

“You okay?” I stood and laid the hand that wasn’t holding Lola’s on her forehead.

“Just a little pinch,” Lola said. “I’m fine. Are you?”

“Me? Don’t worry about me.”

That was as long as we had to talk during the procedure—it was so fast—but in the recovery room, when we were alone again, Lola said, “Are you jealous?”

“Jealous?”

“Because I get to have an abortion when you don’t?”

“Not at all.” This had honestly never occurred to me. It was another example of how impossible it is to understand what it feels like to be a grandmother when you are only fifteen. “I’m grateful.”

“Grateful?” She opened her eyes to see if I was serious. “Why?”

“Because you get to have an abortion when I don’t.”

She closed her eyes again. “It’s not fair.”

“It’s not, no,” I agreed. “But if you can’t have fair—and you can’t, you never can—this is what you want instead. You know how many things I can do that my grandmother never dreamed of? This is the natural order of unfair. The best you can ever do is for it to be less unfair on more fronts for you than it was for your grandmother.”

“Is for your grandmother,” Lola corrected.

“Yes,” I conceded.

“And I have less rights than you did.”

“Fewer,” I said. But otherwise, she wasn’t wrong.

An hour later, we were back at the hotel. We’d gotten two rooms, but I was staying with her rather than with Moth. Just in case. We changed into pajamas, even though it was only lunchtime, and put Moth’s snacks and hot-water bottles to immediate use.

“It’s hard to believe all that fuss about such a tiny procedure,” Lola said.

I plugged in the hotel coffeemaker to fill the hot-water bottles. “That’s not what all the fuss is about,” I said.



The next morning when I opened my eyes, very early, Lola wasn’t in the other bed. She wasn’t in the bathroom. She wasn’t—thank God—passed out on the carpeting. So where the hell was she?

I took three seconds, counted them aloud, to make sure I was remembering correctly where I was and why. I looked down at my belly—still pregnant—then Lola’s sheets—no blood. I looked at my phone. No new texts, no missed calls. Where, then?

I pulled enormous maternity shorts on under my nightgown as quickly as I could—which was not that quickly—slipped my swollen feet into sandals by feel alone, then flung the door wide onto the open-air corridor, suffused with early-morning light, my eyes streaming against the new-risen sun. I banged on Moth’s door, and he threw it open in his pajamas, hair too wild even to triangulate, eyes wide with panic already.

“She’s not here?” I demanded, and watched his face cycle from terror at my pounding on the door at that hour to relief that I was okay to terror again at what my question must mean.

He dressed more quickly than I had.

Back outside, our heads whipped right then left, but our feet froze. Which way to go? There was no blood on the terra-cotta tiles. I double-took on a Lola-shaped cactus in a pot at the end of the corridor. I debated whether to spend the extra seconds it would take to go back in the room and get the cane. And then Moth placed a cool hand on my arm and pointed with his chin, and there she was, sitting on a lounge chair in the pool area, playing ukulele for the dawn.

The sun was just cresting the craggy needles of the mountains, washing everything in pink and gold, a new day, a new start, undeniable. I wanted to tell Lola that in my experience, my vast experience, when you find yourself at an end, you are probably also knee-deep in beginnings. I wanted to tell her that being knee-deep in beginnings is a good indication that the mires you’ve been wading through are mostly still damp and mud-clogged. And though I knew she wouldn’t understand it for years yet, I wanted to tell her that most of life is muddy middle, normal on the way to ordinary, that the mistake people make is to want it any other way, as if prosaic is boring and a failure of character rather than the dream.

I let myself into the pool area. We had it to ourselves.

“Hi, Grandma.” She wasn’t looking at me. She was concentrating on her fingers, squinting against the sunrise. A little more blood in her cheeks than yesterday. None anywhere else that I could see.

“You frightened us,” I said. “We didn’t know where you were.”

“It’s a small hotel. Not a lot of options.”

“Still, you shouldn’t scare old people. How do you feel?”

“Same. Mostly just tired.”

“Well, it’s early.”

“Yeah.” She plucked at the ukulele some more. I didn’t recognize the song, nor would I have sworn that it was one per se, but it was pleasant to listen to anyway. Then she paused, fingers perched over the strings. “Also, I called Mom.”

She still wasn’t looking at me, stayed bent over her instrument, but her voice broke. I laid a hand on the back of her neck. She leaned her head into it.

“I know,” I said.

She looked up at me, her eyes leaking. “You do?”

I fished my phone from the pocket of my nightgown so she could see. I’d had a series of texts from Darcy in the middle of the night.



12:12 a.m.

I can’t believe you did this



12:14 a.m.

*had to do this



12:15 a.m.

*instead of me



12:22 a.m.

Thank you thank you thank you thank you thank you thank you thank you



Lola’s eyes spilled over. “I guess we should go home,” she said eventually.

“I guess we should,” I agreed. “You feel up to it? We could wait the day.”

Her face suggested I had recommended a convalescence at a 7-Eleven, even though the pool looked lovely really, the light like a promise. “Here?”

“Here’s where we are.” I turned my hands up.

“Duh,” said Lola, but then she added, “You need to get back to Vista View and Dr. Kim and bed rest.”

“And you need to get back to school and your parents and your life.”

“I feel like a different person,” she said. “I don’t know why.”

“Me too,” I said. “Me neither.”

We packed up and buckled back into the water buffalo. I took the first shift driving. Lola picked at the ukulele in the back seat. Moth sang along gamely in the front.

Our sign, when we came to it, was more grammatically irritating than New Mexico’s.

WELCOME TO TEXAS. DRIVE FRIENDLY—THE TEXAS WAY

Despite the -ly at the end, “friendly” is not an adverb. But I was glad to see it anyway. I reached out and reset the trip odometer.

“Why’d you do that?” Lola said.

“Be it ever so humble—and backward and bigoted and infuriating AF, as you would say—there is no place like home.”

We were two and two-tenths miles into Texas when a siren chirped and I raised my eyes to flashing red and blue lights in the rearview mirror.
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I have lived enough years in Texas to know that, yes, there are a lot of cowboy boots and a lot of cowboy hats, but the low-slung, bow-legged, cud-chewing sheriff with a tin star and an accent slick and drawn as butter is largely a denizen of television. But damn if that wasn’t who shuffled up to my window.

I placed both hands on the steering wheel, as I’d taught my children to do, exchanged a worried glance with Moth, and murmured to Lola that everything would be fine. It would, wouldn’t it? Was the car I was driving stolen? No, it was just rented under false pretenses. Was the license I had fake? No, it just wasn’t mine. Was I famous enough this police officer would know at once my name was not Maisie Diller? Maybe, but from the shoulders up, I wore an invisibility cloak—a little old lady is a little old lady is a little old lady—so there was a good chance he wouldn’t notice. Not unless he made me get out of the car.

He didn’t ask to see my license, though. He didn’t ask why I was speeding (I wasn’t) or did I realize I’d run a red light back there (I hadn’t) or why I was driving when I didn’t have a license anymore (he didn’t know that).

What he asked was “Did you know human trafficking is illegal in this neck of the woods?”

My first thought was that human trafficking was illegal in any neck of any woods. My second, though, was to wonder why he was asking. “Human trafficking?” I said.

“Yes, ma’am. I’m a proud deputy of this great county going on nine years now, and I cannot allow human trafficking of any kind.”

I was so relieved. I wasn’t trafficking anyone. “Of course not,” I agreed. “That would be terrible.”

“Which is why I’m going to have to ask you to step out of the car.”

My heart sank but not that far because whatever was happening was obviously a misunderstanding. “Lola’s my granddaughter,” I explained as I opened my door and climbed out. “I didn’t kidnap her. I’m certainly not selling her.”

The back window rolled down, and Lola stuck her head out. “She’s telling the truth.” She sounded terrified but defiant. Again. “I’m not being trafficked.”

“Not her,” said the proud deputy. “The baby.”

I looked down at my giant belly. The deputy looked down at my giant belly. Lola and Moth looked down at my giant belly. Then I raised my eyes back to the officer.

“Not your baby,” he clarified. And then to Lola, “Your baby.”



During the ride in the back of the police car, I wondered what would have happened if Moth hadn’t talked me into letting him come. Would I have had to leave Lola by herself on the side of the road? Then I wondered what the two of them would do now. Drive straight home—no need, without me, for the frequent stops—and get help? Follow us to wherever the deputy was taking me? I was scared and angry and aching without the remotest idea what would happen next, so it would have been reassuring to have them nearby. But it would also have been reassuring to have them as far away as possible.

I took in the waiting room on our way inside. Was it called a waiting room? It was really just a bench, but I figured if Moth and Lola did decide to follow me, they would be allowed to sit on it and make some calls. Lola had explained many times that phones were not for talking on, but I was hopeful that in this case she would make an exception.

In contrast, I had to sit in a cell. A jail cell. There was a bench in there too, and though the one in the foyer was probably also uncomfortable, it was an entirely different thing. There were actual bars. There was the slab of backless bench. And that was all.

In further contrast, I was not allowed my phone, but I was allowed a phone call. And though it did not go well and though I was quite upset, I have to acknowledge the small pleasure that came from waking my middle child at 6:45 in the morning to report that I was in jail in what the proud deputy had termed “a sanctuary county for the unborn” where I’d been arrested for trafficking Lola’s abortion.

Alice screamed a great deal then, but the first words I could make out were “mother” and “fuckers.”

Or maybe that’s all one word.

Then a diatribe, which I mostly followed:

“First of all, this arrest is a tortious act without probable cause or competent jurisdiction.”

“I’ll tell them, dear.”

“Your right to freely cross state lines is enshrined in the U.S. Constitution, so that deputy can eat my ass.”

“I might keep that one to myself,” I demurred.

“Secondly, ‘abortion trafficking’ is not a thing.”

“He said we took Lola’s unborn baby across state lines without its consent and with intent to do it harm.”

“Human trafficking is an unspeakable crime where someone is violently taken against their will in order to sell, prostitute, and/or enslave them. Their equation of that with abortion—legal abortion legally obtained, no less—is an indefensible act of mendacious perfidy.”

“I said that. I didn’t use those words, and no one listens to me anyway, but—”

“Third of all, even if transporting someone across state lines were not constitutionally protected, which it is, the sexist, racist, abusive, unenforceable ordinances these Podunk community commissioners shamefully call laws don’t make driving to New Mexico an arrestable offense. At most, they give private citizens the right to sue you. Which would never hold up at trial. Meaning at actual most, they give sanctimonious, gullible idiot assholes the opportunity to make your life hell by dragging you pointlessly through court and necessitating the accrual of untold legal fees for no apparent gain.”

Remember how I said Alice in office is what the world needs now? “Meaning what, dear?”

“Meaning they can’t arrest you and throw you in jail. This is just posturing.”

“It feels a lot like jail,” I said.

“I’m sure it does, but really it’s just this piece-of-shit cop probably running for something, trying to impress the local yokels, riling up his base, and/or not knowing his ass from a hole in the ground. He is going to rue the day he fucked with Alice Mills.”

“But how will I get bail? Or make it? Or whatever you do with bail?”

“Oh I would love to see them hold a bail hearing,” Alice cackled. “Absolutely let’s take this before a judge and watch them defend jailing a pregnant senior citizen for alleged violation of an unconstitutional ordinance.”

“But then I could go home, right?” It’s not that I doubted Alice. Of course I didn’t. I was just a little too pregnant for righteous anger. “It’s very uncomfortable here.”

“I know, Mom. I’ll be there as fast as I can. Sit tight.”

“I don’t think I have a choice, dear.”



It really was uncomfortable. The bench was hard and narrow. Not enough room to lie down. Not enough room to sit up though, either, not if your belly came out to your knees and your back was too arthritic for cinder block. It was cold, dank, and stale, and my blue hoodie was still in the car. I was hungry, and I was thirsty, and I hadn’t taken any of my medication. (They all needed to be taken with food, and I’d had none yet. From some app or other, Lola knew about someplace with a menu item Moth was calling “a proper full English” only three miles off the highway, and we’d been planning to stop for breakfast.)

I was worried too, and you can’t be worried and comfortable at the same time. I was worried about Lola because the nurses at the clinic said she needed to rest and be gentle with herself for the next few days, and this was neither restful nor gentle. I was worried about Moth and worried about him worrying about me, which was not good for his heart. I was worried about Alice driving in her current state of rage and urgency. I was worried about the fact that she’d almost certainly picked up Darcy and Max on the way, and so the most precious things in my life were hurtling down busy highways at entirely unsafe speeds.

I was feeling worse and worse.

It was a small station, and I assumed Proud Deputy was the only one there. He may have been the only one, period. Had he told me his name and I’d forgotten? Would he answer to “Proud Deputy”?

“Mister?” I tried calling. “Sir? Are you there?”

If he was, he was quiet.

“Might I trouble you for some water, sir? And a restroom?”

I heard a chair squeak and slow steps from somewhere nearby. Say what you like about cowboy boots, they make more of a racket than loafers, or really anything, and that’s important if your hearing is still pretty good but not what it used to be and you’re in jail. Or a jail cell. Or whatever.

I heard the boots. I heard water burble out of one of those water dispensers with the giant jug on top. But then I heard slurping followed by an “Ahhh,” both of which must have been exaggerated for my benefit. It was a small station, but it wasn’t that small. Then I heard the boots some more, a door open (but not close), and, shortly thereafter, a toilet flush.

I was grateful, again, that if Lola was here somewhere, she wasn’t alone. Moth, I knew, would not leave her side.

Mr. Sir still did not make an appearance.

“I need water, sir. And a restroom.” Nothing. “And some food. And my sweatshirt.” Still nothing. “You have my medications. They’re in my purse. You can see right on the bottles it says to take them with food. Sir?”

I heard something slam down, then the boots again, faster than before, and suddenly Mr. Sir appeared at the bars of my cage. He looked angry.

“Do you think this is a spa, ma’am?”

“Definitely not,” I laughed. Probably he wasn’t joking, but it was quite absurd, so it was a possibility.

“Do you think it’s one of your little malls?”

“I don’t … have a little mall.”

“You’ve been detained for trafficking a minor, for aiding and abetting a murder. You don’t get to order food and your purse.”

“I have rights,” I said. “I think. Basic human … something? My lawyer is on her way.”

“Your rights became less material once you started using my roads to commit heinous crimes.”

I looked at the floor. I wished I weren’t cowed by this man, but unfortunately I was. “My daughter says I wasn’t committing any crime,” I said softly.

“That gal out there?” Sir jerked a thumb behind him, and I breathed a tiny sigh of relief that Lola and Moth must be here. And a tiny sigh of disappointment that Lola and Moth must be here. “She don’t look old enough to make that assessment.”

“That’s my granddaughter. She’s fifteen. Her aunt—my daughter—is forty-nine. She’s a lawyer. She says it’s my constitutional right to drive to New Mexico.”

I thought he’d argue this point. Or denigrate lady lawyers. Or say he didn’t care.

Instead he nodded. “That opinion is goin’ around. But it is not my position.”

“But you don’t …” I began but couldn’t go on.

“Make the laws?” he finished for me. “That’s true. But I enforce them, which is even better. Making this charge stick ain’t my job. My job is getting dangerous criminals off the street and into this cell where they can’t harm innocent citizens.”

“I’m a little old lady.” Everyone thought it. Most people said it. It did not therefore seem the moment to stand on principle about what Lola derided as ageist patriarchal language (and everyone at Vista View just derided as language). “I’m hardly a dangerous criminal.”

“What makes it tough”—Sir either hadn’t heard what I said or didn’t care—“is how do I know why any two persons are heading to or from New Mexico? And even if I do, when I pull them over and ask, they can just lie. But you?” He cocked an eyebrow below my belt, not that I could wear a belt. “You can’t hide.”

“I didn’t go to New Mexico for an abortion!” I cried, in spite of myself. “Look at me.” I stood with some difficulty. Pain radiated through my back and down both legs.

“But you wanted to.”

I wobbled a little then found my footing. “Even in Texas, wanting to is not illegal.”

“None of it’s illegal if you’re the pregnant mother. You can’t be prosecuted in any case. You can only be prosecuted for aiding someone else’s abortion. Which you did. And because you look like you do, the protestors at the clinic yesterday morning knew exactly who you were. A friend among them called to give me a heads-up. He even told me what car you were driving. I have you dead to rights. So don’t be calling requests out from your jail cell like this is a drive-thru.”

“But I need my medication,” I said.

“Should have thought about that before engaging in abortion trafficking.”

“To live,” I added.

“Look.” He dropped his voice to level with me. “I’m not trying to be a dick—I’m just a Jesus-loving, God-fearing, red-blooded American running for sheriff.” So Alice had been right about that part. “And I can’t send you down just for being evil and unholy. So let’s call it a draw. Soon your lawyer’s going to show up and there’s no way I’ll be able to hold you, so much as it pains me, you don’t need to worry about growing old in prison.”

“I already grew old,” I pointed out wearily. I was so tired.

“Exactly,” he said. “So don’t you think it’s someone else’s turn?” He pointed at my belly as if there were any question which someone else he meant.

I was eager to answer, but Mr. Sir turned on the heel of his boots and walked away.



And then?

Then I simply couldn’t wait a moment longer. One of the million unfortunate things about being old is your bladder leaks a bit now and again, especially under pressure. This is also one of the million unfortunate things about being pregnant. So I couldn’t hold it like I used to, even though Mr. Sir wasn’t allowing me any food or drink. Therefore I was sorry—and angry and embarrassed—to feel wetness between my legs, but I was not surprised.

Then I realized it wasn’t pee but that my water had broken.

Then I realized it wasn’t water but blood.

“Help!” I screamed. Nothing.

“Sir? Please, I need help. I need a doctor. There’s a lot of blood.” Nothing.

“Mr. Sir! I know you can hear me. If I die in here, if the pupa—baby does, who will be the murderer then?” Nothing.

“Someone help me!” I thought I was screaming still, calling out, and it was a small station, and surely someone could hear me, Mr. Sir, or maybe Lola with her young ears, or maybe my children had already arrived. Maybe Moth would hear me and fight his way to my side, and I would cry in his arms, and he would make it better, as he did, just by being there. Being here. But the other possibility was I was whispering, or horsely begging no one, or murmuring feverishly through a haze of pain and cramping and fear. In a cage. All alone.



Sometime later—I could not have even guessed how long, and if you’d told me five minutes or five hours or five days, I would have believed it—I opened my eyes to see:


	the floor. I was lying on the cold, surely filthy concrete floor of a jail cell. Napping? Passed out? Who could say.

	blood. A lot of it. I seemed to be swimming in it, like a pond, but I wasn’t swimming, so it couldn’t have been that deep or else I would have drowned. Or maybe I had drowned?

	the toes of Mr. Sir’s boots rounding the corner. What he had been saying was “Can’t a man take a shit in his own precinct without—” But then he arrived at the bars of my cell and abruptly stopped saying that and instead said, “Fuck me sideways,” which I assumed was not a request of me, but by that point, I would not have sworn to anything.



It all started—really, truly, finally started—in a helicopter. I probably would have been terrified and in pain and still enraged, but they gave me an IV with drugs, so it wasn’t so bad. I was vaguely aware that I’d gotten my purse back and been wrapped in a blanket and that Moth and Lola had been allowed to ride—fly—with me, so I lay quietly and tried to enjoy the trip. I’d never been in a helicopter before. Lola held one hand and Moth held—squeezed, pulped, you might say—the other, and for the moment, for that moment, it was enough.

We landed on the roof. I would like to have seen the view, but what I saw instead was even better: Dr. Kim. Dr. Kim and a whole team of other doctors and nurses. No police. No would-be sheriffs. No handcuffs. No one who was eager to trade my life for someone else’s just to make a point. There was a lot of shouting and rushing and wind from being on the roof and from the blades of the helicopter, and Lola was crying, and Moth was rubbing slow circles on her back while explaining something—so competently, so unshakably—to Dr. Kim, and far, far away, I could dimly tell that whatever was wet down there was getting wetter, but I’d made it, alive, to somewhere people would aim to keep it that way. And that was a relief.

I closed my eyes.
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When I opened them again, it was to sky. Utterly cloudless. As blank and full of promise as still-wrapped loose-leaf, azure as baby eyes. Then my own focused, and I realized what I was looking at was blue hospital drape hiding everything below my shoulders as if it were all too horrible for anyone to see, even me. I remembered, slowly, first jail, then blood, then what the blood meant and what had to happen—must be happening—next.

I was numb everywhere. My whole lower half, but everywhere else too. I tried to speak and found I could not. Opening my mouth seemed a good first step, but I couldn’t manage that either. One sometimes woke foggy or sore to a not-totally-tethered mind or an uncooperative body—at least if one was almost eighty—so I knew to breathe deeply and start with the fingers. Pick one to wiggle, just a little at first, let the pinky explore. And slowly, slowly, the rest of you comes back.

But now, I couldn’t nudge so much as a knuckle. I could see that false sky between myself and my body and nothing more.

But then, faces above: blurry, then familiar, then beloved.

And then, completely new.

“Our baby,” someone said. It was Moth. I had to get this from context because I didn’t recognize his voice, not because I was drugged or addled but because it was changed. Thickened. With relief? With wonder? Different just because everything else was new so why not his voice too? At first, I took him to mean me. I was his baby. I was awake, alive, returned to the world.

But no. That was not what he meant.

“Our little girl,” Moth said, and I closed my eyes again and saw Max at two wearing shorts as pants because he had the legs of a toddler but the waist of a third-grader, Darcy reading Madeline to Alice and Alice correcting her when she missed words even though neither one of them could read yet.

But the baby Moth was pressing into me was nothing like the children in those bright, spinning memories. This one was like a loaf of new bread—wrapped and warm and heavier than its smallness promised. This one was silent and toothless, mouth opening and closing, tongue probing for something—I could not think what—with puffy, startled eyes that matched the drape over my body.

Moth looked twenty years younger, like riding in his bleeding, geriatric prom date’s helicopter from jail to hospital and witnessing her emergency C-section had unlined his face and kindled a furnace within it. Or maybe, just as likely, it was exactly what it felt like, and somehow we found ourselves at the end of a fairy tale or the upshot of a metaphor, somewhere all the hazards turned out well, somewhere goodness and love were rewarded with more of the same—which was to say not Vista View, not Texas, not anywhere in the known world. In this place, it was not so surprising that he was aging backward, that here time did not apply and wonders were met with further wonders.

“Look what we made, Sarge.” He held the loaf of bread against me so that, benumbed, I wouldn’t drop it. I felt tears leave my eyes. I felt the bread loaf’s weight. But I found I still could say nothing. I looked up from the child to the faces smiling down around me—Moth and Dr. Kim and what seemed to be nurses and doctors by the dozens—but no one seemed to find it alarming that I could not move or speak. So maybe it wasn’t.

“How do you feel, Pepper?” Dr. Kim asked.

Had I been staring at this baby, paralyzed and dumb, for minutes or days? Was I having a stroke? Would I remain here in this moment forever?

And if I did, would that be so bad? Yes, I was naked on an operating table, but still, there were worse ways to spend eternity than with someone you trusted to take care of you, another someone you trusted to love you, and a third you trusted to be yours. But when I opened my mouth to demonstrate to the finally-paying-attention Dr. Kim that I could not move or speak, my voice worked after all. “How is … she?”

“Fine.” Dr. Kim’s eyes glittered like stars. This was not professional reassurance nor doctorly encouragement. This was jubilation. “Utterly, unremarkably fine. Small, though considering she came five weeks early that’s to be expected. But she’s entirely healthy. Perfectly ordinary. Fine.”

“Wow” was all I managed, but there were nods all around the room. Wow seemed to be the sentiment exactly.

“And you?” Dr. Kim asked again, though she didn’t seem overly concerned, seemed already, in fact, to know the answer.

“Me too.” I shook my head. Not no. Disbelief. “I also feel fine.”

“Just fine?” Moth clearly felt a spilling-over joy too capacious to contain so maybe was having trouble believing I didn’t feel the same.

I thought of the conversation I’d had with Father Frank the night Dot died, the explanation this man of God had offered for the state of me. Just fucking lucky. That was the answer to Dr. Kim’s question. I felt lucky. Lucky, charmed, fortune-blessed, providential. B’sha’ah tovah. How I felt was miraculous.

Instead I said, “Woozy. I feel a little woozy.”

“That’s the anesthetic.” Dr. Kim nodded. “Plus you’re on some pretty serious drugs, and you lost a lot of blood. Give the transfusion a chance to work. That lightheaded, dizzy feeling should go away in a few hours.”

But I could not imagine that it would.



Later, but not that much later, the dozens of doctors left, even Dr. Kim. Moth stayed and stood sentinel, his whole person steadfastly there, nonnegotiably by my side for whatever might come. But only metaphorically. Actually he was all bent over, unable to tear his eyes from the loaf in his arms, his first child, all these years later—so many years later that it was, for all intents and purposes, another lifetime. Another life.

But first child or fourth or, I’d venture to guess, fourteenth, at twenty-seven or thirty-seven or seventy-seven, this is the way with babies. You can’t take your eyes off them. You can’t stop beholding, one moment to the next to the next, how they are tiny miracles personified. All those thread-thin fingers and toes. Lips and eyes and hands that open and close already. The way they yawn and cry and dream, right from the start. The way they are a part of you, still, always, and the way they are apart from you, from now on. No matter how miraculous the circumstances of their coming, no matter how banal, this is true for all of them.

Also, this baby was uncommonly attractive.

I thought to call the kids, the already-kids, the kids-before-this-one. Had they turned around? Were they somewhere between here and the state line? Between jail and hospital? Between pregnant elderly mother and jailed elderly mother and new-mother elderly mother? Elderly mother anew?

But just as I was summoning the energy to ask, the door opened, and they came in like a tide.

“Grandma, Lola brought her hamsters to meet the baby!” Pierre climbed up onto the bed beside me.

“But Mom said hamsters aren’t safe for babies because they poop a lot, so she made them wait at the valet station.” Oliver climbed up onto my other side.

“I poop a lot,” Pierre confided, “and she didn’t make me wait at the valet station.”

“Would that I could.” Alice installed herself next to me. “Give Grandma some space.”

“I’m okay,” I insisted. There were so many people in the room suddenly, some of them needed to be on the bed in order to fit.

Max plowed his way through the throng of family to hug me. He had on a shirt that read “Big Brother.”

“Those shirts are for toddlers with pregnant mommies,” Darcy said. “Where on earth did you find one in your size?”

“I’ve had it forever.” Max flexed his uneven biceps in it. “Since college.” I remembered the phone call about an English department Halloween party at which he was supposed to dress as a literary character and did I have any ideas that were cheap, easy, and nonembarrassing. I was teaching 1984 at the time and had it on the brain.

“You kept it all these years?” I was half amazed, half appalled.

“There’s a chance I’m clairvoyant.” He made big eyes at his nieces and nephews then tried to wrest the baby from Moth’s arms.

But Darcy beat him to it. “My turn first. I’m most experienced.”

“I have just as many children as you do,” Alice pointed out, but she wasn’t angling for the baby. Amid all the hubbub and shuffling and crowding, she hadn’t moved from my side, her hand stroking my shoulder, smoothing my hair, rubbing my back. Assuring herself I was there. Assuring herself I was whole. Which did not, however, mean she couldn’t simultaneously fight with her sister. Her other sister. “In fact, I had two newborns at once.”

“Yes,” said Darcy, “but I’m lowest to the ground.”

“You are very short,” Alice agreed. She was maybe an inch taller than Darcy and had been lording it over her since she’d eked it out. “Off topic, but short.”

“I am not off topic. This is why I get to hold the baby first. So the kids can see.” Darcy dipped the bundle, and all the grandchildren crowded around to peer down at the baby.

“She’s sooo cute,” Sari cooed.

“She looks like me,” said Oliver.

“We’re adopted,” Pierre pointed out.

“So? Doesn’t mean she can’t look like me.”

Sari brought her nose to the baby’s. “She does kinda look like you.” Then, to me, “What did you name her?”

“Ophelia!” Lola guessed.

I laughed, painful—the anesthetic was starting to wear off maybe—but worth it. “We’re still working on it, actually.”

“Well, you can’t name her Hamlet,” Lola warned. “Jews don’t name babies after living hamsters. Also, it’s inappropriate. Motherhood does not come off well in that play.”

“You did read it!” I cheered.

“We had to do a video for class. I made little swords out of raw spaghetti so Hamling could challenge Hamlet to a duel. But they ate them.”

“And they say Shakespeare’s not relatable,” Max scoffed.

“Who?” I demanded. “Who says that?”

“Are you going to choose an N name?” Darcy wondered. “To complete DAMN kids?”

“Nicole,” said Sari. “No, Nora. Natasha!”

“Ninette,” said Lola, accented, taking her Model UN duties très sérieusement. “Noëlle. Noémie.”

“Noliver!” said Oliver. “Or Nierre. Nolerre?”

“Nana!” said Pierre.

Oliver turned to assure me, “It’s okay because we don’t call you Nana.”

“Not after you, Grandma. After my banana.” Pierre produced it from a pocket. It was brown as a bear.

“You do love it, though,” Oliver pointed out.

“That’s true.” Pierre hugged it. It squished out either end.

A few weeks before Dot died, she had climbed into a wheelchair so we could sit outside for a while, just the two of us, for fresh air, sunshine, and remonstrations.

“Maisie gets two days to mope.” Dot shook her finger at me. “That’s it. Then she’s cut off.”

“How?”

“I don’t know, but I’m leaving you in charge.”

“Why me?”

“Moth’s too nice.”

“I’m nice!”

“Yes, but not too nice. She’s going to need a firm hand. Maybe call Father Frank.”

“Maisie’s not Episcopalian.”

“She believes in his cookies,” Dot said solemnly. “And she’s going to need someone to curse with. Father Frank can help for a couple hours maybe, but the real work will be yours. She can cry for two days then be sad for two more, then that’s plenty of mourning. Got it?”

“Ask for something easier,” I advised.

She thought about it. “Don’t name the pupacorn after me. I know it’s Jewish tradition, but you eat shrimp salad.”

“Shrimp salad is delicious,” I said. I did not say that naming the pupacorn after her was something I’d been contemplating more than idly. Would it be disquieting or a solace to know while she was still here that I was already starting to remember her, to memorialize her, to move on?

But as ever, her concerns were more practical. “Dot’s a cute name for a baby and a toddler, even a little kid. But it’s a nonstarter for a chief of surgery or a judge or a Nobel laureate. No founder and president of an international chain of environmentally friendly car washes would ever be named Dot.”

Therefore, all these quick, interminable weeks later, the obvious choice was off the table.

“Bob!” Lola shouted suddenly.

“Bob?” said pretty much everyone in the room at once.

“Because Bob’s our uncle.” Lola waved to indicate herself and Sari, Oliver and Pierre.

Moth twirled a hair triangle. “She’s a girl.”

“Probably,” Lola corrected. “You can’t assume gender based on physical observation at birth.”

“She’s probably a girl,” Moth said.

“So?”

“So she’s your aunt, not your uncle.”

“She can still be named Bob,” Lola said.

I considered this. “You can imagine the founder and president of an international chain of environmentally friendly car washes being named Bob.”

Moth blinked at me. He couldn’t argue with that.

So Bob’s your uncle, Bob it was.

Bob you are.
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The other babies on the maternity floor who were born when you were went home the next day or the day after. The ones whose moms had C-sections got to stay an extra day or two. But mostly the names on the doors, the balloons in the rooms, the cooing grandparents snapping pictures in the rocking chairs rolled over every day or so.

But you and I stayed. Your father stayed. Maisie and the kids and even Roger came every day, Dr. Kim and her team.

Well, her team minus one.

On day three of you, I confessed as much to my children. It was a strange time to own up, so maybe it was the perfect time to own up. I had just had a baby. I was still in the hospital. No one could be mad at me in this moment.

“I never told you,” I admitted to my children slowly, “because I didn’t want to worry you, but after we all met with him, Dr. Blankman called me back in. Alone. He made some … intimations. It was very unpleasant. So I said I didn’t want him on my team anymore.” I thought their irritation at my keeping this from them might be tempered by admiration that I’d taken care of it myself.

But Alice looked smug. “That’s not why he’s not on the team.”

“It is.” I was pleased to have acted so against type.

She shook her head. “Dr. Blankman had his license revoked by the state medical board for HIPAA violations.”

I gasped. “How did they know?” This was astonishing.

“I called them.”

This was less astonishing. “How did you know?”

“Mothers know everything,” Oliver and Pierre chorused from the corner where they were playing with Lola’s hamsters after all.

“I also filed a complaint with the state AG’s office.” Alice smiled. “I’m confident they will pursue vigorous and successful legal action. Though additionally”—her smile got wider and wider—“I’ll be seeking significant compensatory damages as well. Just to be sure.”

“Sure that what?” I said.

“Sure that he learned his lesson.”



The remaining doctors were satisfied by—impressed with, gobsmacked on account of—your progress, but they wanted us to stay for observation anyway, for making absolutely sure, for basking in the miracle that was you.

The miracle that was me, in contrast, was waning. For one thing, my progress was slower. My abdomen had been cut open—major surgery for anyone, majorer at my age. My incision was slow to heal, my risk of infection and side effects high. And even aside from the cesarean, for months my organs had been requisitioned elsewhere, my blood flow diverted, my joints taxed beyond design. And though that’s true of all recently pregnant bodies, mine wasn’t bouncing back, bouncing in general no longer much on the table. Now that I wasn’t pregnant anymore, I was no longer miraculous. Just old. Just tired. Just me. All the magic gone.

All of it but you.

I hadn’t quite believed in you until you arrived. You were so improbable. You were so fraught. You occasioned, before your ballyhooed entrance, so much attention, so many opinions, vitriol and greed and grasping, reverence and amazement and awe, confusion and denial and disbelief. You were still a pupacorn when you taught everyone, not just about the beginning of life but also, especially, about the end. Not just about what we know but also, especially, about what we don’t. And how to keep starting over again anyway.

But when you got here finally, you were just a baby, brand-new in the world like every other baby. Beguiling and bewitching and not giving a crap about being a miracle or anyone’s crusade or the meaning of life. Your beginning, in the end, was the same as any other.

Still, the prospect of returning to normal seemed not just unlikely but absurd. That had been true the first three times I’d given birth as well—you looked at the new life in your arms and realized the one it was replacing was gone, done as dinosaurs—but it was different with you. As you had been doing all along, you plucked up the very notion of normal and blew it away like wishing on a dandelion gone to seed. You were the most popular baby on earth. Everyone wanted a piece of you. The hospital held a press conference every day, updating the whole world on how you were. They elided the details, emphasized the positive, and sated no one. The horde camped outside, unmoved and unmoving. So we had to camp inside, unmoving as well.

On day seven, your father left to fetch us ice cream—it was time—and you and I had our first real hour to ourselves. You spent it napping in my arms. I spent it watching you do so. Then there was a quiet knock on the doorframe and a head poked into our hospital room.

It was Mr. Sir.

Electricity jolted through the whole of me with such force I worried it was too much for your tiny body to handle. But we were no longer tethered, and you slept on. I wrenched myself upright, clutched you tighter against me, and searched wildly with my other hand for the call button without taking my eyes off him.

Mr. Sir sidled inside and closed the door. So I stopped watching him and started scanning the room for my shoes. I hadn’t needed them in days, but I would if I was going to run. As a plan, it had some holes. I was just postsurgery, just postpregnancy, well post-so-much-else. In that moment, though, nothing was going to stop me. Certainly, at least, I would have the element of surprise.

But when Mr. Sir turned back toward me, I could see his hands were full. He had a stuffed pink bear three or four times your size, a bouquet of flowers even larger than that, and the blue hoodie tucked under his arm. He wiggled this last in my direction. “I know you get cold.”

Apparently, he had not come to haul us both off to jail. I teetered between shock and relief. He came closer to the bed.

“I hope I’m not intruding.” Then he saw your sleeping face and dropped his voice to a whisper. “I just wanted to check on you.”

“You did?” Shock, relief, and confusion.

“Hell yes! Last I saw you, you were bleeding pretty good on the floor of my holding cell.”

“I recall.”

He put his gifts down on the little rolling table and stretched his back. “Boy, I’m impressed you made that trip in your condition. Well, your previous condition. It was quite a drive. I wasn’t sure they were going to let me in, badge or no badge, but I kept on mile after mile anyway.”

“Why?” I was being too loud, and he eyed you nervously.

“Came to apologize,” he said, lightly. “Drove all those hours just to tell you I’m sorry for the unfortunate way that things went down.”

“You are?” I tried to take the shrill disbelief out of my voice and failed.

“Well”—he looked up from his toes to squint at the ceiling—“some.”

That was the Mr. Sir I’d come to know.

“I apologize that I didn’t hold you somewhere more comfortable,” he said. “I should have let you have some water and a snack. And your meds.”

“Yes,” I managed.

“At least I should have brought you a pillow or something. I never meant to put you or your little gal in harm’s way, of course.”

Of course.

“I got all caught up because you’re famous instead of using my head for something other than showing off my hat. As my wife says.”

It’s okay, you’re supposed to say when someone apologizes. I understand. It wasn’t your fault. But none of those were true, so I didn’t say anything.

“Your turn,” he prompted, but when my mouth fell open and nothing came out, he hedged, “Okay, maybe not to apologize. Mostly I was the one in the wrong. But I think you should say thank you.”

“For what?” I gaped at him.

“For saving Bob’s life.”

“We both almost died because of you!”

“But big picture.” He threw his arms wide to demonstrate. “You screamed medical exception, life of the mother, blah blah blah. We said what about the rights of the unborn. And look what happened.” He grinned and gestured at you. Perfect, beautiful you.

It took me a moment to find my voice. “I got—we got—lucky.” It came out like a growl, low in my throat. “Unbelievably lucky. And it’s hubris to suggest otherwise.”

“Hubris?” He looked like he smelled something funny, though there was nothing to smell but bleach. “Look at you. You’re like those paintings in church.”

I was too tired to explain why I didn’t get the reference. “What paintings?”

He pointed a finger gun at both of us in turn. “Madonna and Child.”

I leaned my head back on the pillows. “In that neither Mary nor I should have been able to get pregnant the way we did?”

“You’re a new mother, holy and blessed, in love with her beautiful bundle of joy. You should thank God. And you should thank those of us fighting to put abortion recruiters behind bars.”

I went with the straightforward part. “I am not a new mother. I am an old mother. And you’re wrong about the rest of it too.”

“That you’re holy? I see your argument, but—”

“That because mothers love their babies, it’s okay to make them have them.”

“But—”

“The fact that you love them once they’re here doesn’t mean not having them—before they got here, before they got anywhere or became anyone—wasn’t a reasonable choice.”

“But—”

“And anyway,” I said, “love is beside the point. Just because you love someone, doesn’t mean you can take care of them. And just because you can doesn’t mean you should or should have to. Love isn’t time. It isn’t health or mobility. It isn’t money or work. Love is not a problem-solver. Love is a problem-generator, almost always.”

“But look at her!” He waved at you again. “She’s gorgeous. You adore that little gal, I can tell.”

“If your only argument is ‘Newborns are cute, and mothers love their babies,’ that’s your first hint that it’s completely insufficient.” My hands were full, but I held his eyes. “Being cute is not enough, and being loved is not enough, and being is not enough. Babies need more—so much more—than existence and resigned, acquiescent love. And then you and yours are nowhere to be found.”

“Now hey, that’s not true. You know just where to find me.” Mr. Sir winked. “On the shoulder of the road home from the abortion clinic in New Mexico, pulling over anyone I can get my hands on.”
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“A,” I said.

“BKH.”

“TPEG.”

“DCRF.”

Then:

“A. Use the left lane for passing only.”

“C. Bicycle lanes are marked with a solid white line.”

“D. Some offenses remain on your record for life.”

Then I took the road test.

I hasten to add that none of this was required. My driving privileges were revoked by my daughters, not the state, so all I needed to get a replacement license was eleven dollars. Even if it had expired, I was young enough—under seventy-nine—that I could have renewed online because, hard as it was to believe, it had only been a little more than a year since Father Frank cut up my license by the side of the road.

But I went in person. I took all the tests. I wanted to prove I was still a good driver. I wanted to prove it to my grandchildren, my ex-husband, my friends and fellow residents, my paparazzi—though the world had mostly gone back to ignoring me—my Episcopal priest, and, especially, my children, my four children, though one seemed content to trust me without official sanction. Everyone needed proof but my beloved. Moth had never had anything less than full faith in my abilities.

After acing all the tests, I stood in front of a blank screen and had my picture taken—by a person, not a horde—and five minutes later, that person handed me a still-warm driver’s license, official and legal with my very own name on it, pesky but, for better and for worse, mine.

Then I made a call.

“I’ve got it,” I said. “I have it in my hands.”

“Mazel tov. You ready?”

“Ready.” I sounded sure. Eager, even. But I imagine it’s not a question you can really answer honestly until after you’ve done it. A few times. And maybe not even then.



It was my one-year anniversary at Vista View, September come again, time for more beginning, time to restart. Jews celebrate the new year in the fall for reasons having nothing to do with the academic calendar, but it has always seemed right to me that New Year’s coincides with back-to-school. You make a full circle, and at the end, at the beginning, you’re ready to grow some more and learn something new.

This is true even for people who haven’t gone back to school in sixty years. There was a flier in the lobby:

SENIORS WANTED FOR AFTER-SCHOOL CENTER

CAN YOU TUTOR? MENTOR? HELP WITH MATH? READ ALOUD?

AUSTIN’S STUDENTS NEED YOU!

INFO SESSION FRIDAY 10:30 A.M. IN THE MULTIPURPOSE ROOM

Other than the no doubt teeming germs, this seemed like a good idea. Kids need joy, patience, time, and tenacity, all of which are in short supply when you’re parenting. (Irony.) And all of which the residents of Vista View have in abundance, precisely because they are not parenting anymore (present company excepted). So nearly everyone turned out for the information session that morning.

Gita came in pushing a box so large she couldn’t see around it. “Bob!” she called from behind it. “Look what my Jiya dropped off for you!”

Inside the box was a rocking horse. Actually, upon inspection, it proved to be a rocking unicorn.

Gita started detangling knots from its rainbow mane and tail. “I said what if you have more children, and she said never again, and I said children are a blessing, and she said children are a scourge. So it’s yours!”

You eyed it from Maisie’s lap. She bounced her knees and sang the theme song from The Lone Ranger.

“Unsafe!” Roger galloped across the room. He retrieved a handful of rubber corner-covers from his pocket and slotted them over the unicorn’s horn and each ear. Then all four tips of the rocking runners for good measure.

“Bob’s not even crawling,” Moth said.

“You can’t be too careful,” said Roger. “You know how many kids get impaled on unicorn horns every year?”

“None?” I bet.

“None on my watch, anyway.”

Annalisa arrived, clutching something lacy to her chest. “Look what I unearthed.”

“Your wedding dress,” Moth guessed.

“Matthew’s christening gown.” She held it out to you. “For Bob. Try it on.”

“Matthew was christened in a dress?” said Moth.

“Not a dress. A gown.”

“Matthew was christened in a gown?”

“It was tradition at the time. Anyway, Bob’s a girl, so it’s perfect.”

“A Jewish girl,” I said.

“So?”

“So probably not getting christened.”

“She can wear it to play dress-up.” Annalisa was undeterred. “Try it on!”

But you weren’t having it. Loudly. Which at first was why we didn’t notice the program leader when she came in.

“Welcome, everyone,” a voice called over your fussing. “Thank you for coming to hear about this nirvanic new project.”

My head snapped from you to her. “Evangeline!”

“Pepper! It’s good to see you again. I was hoping you’d be here. Is this your little one?”

As if you could be anyone else. As if you hadn’t been front-page news all over the world.

Which was Moth’s first concern. “Are you here to take pictures? Talk us into a campaign? Use Bob to raise money for She’s Worldwide? If you snuck in here under the guise of signing us up as volunteers, you should know security moves a lot faster than we do.”

“And our daughter’s a lawyer,” Roger added.

You started to fuss harder, so Moth retrieved you from Annalisa, jettisoned the gown, and bounced you till you giggled. Then he hugged you to his chest so no one could get a photo.

But Evangeline laughed. “I’m not here to do any of that. I’ve changed jobs since the last time we met.”

“Tired of sneaking into people’s homes without cookies?” Maisie said.

“I mean it does get old.” Evangeline opened her hands. “But then so do I, older and less willing. We should never have asked you to do what we asked you to do, Pepper, and certainly not the way we did. And then they decided you were a lousy example anyway, which was even worse.”

“A lousy example of what?” I fought the instinct to apologize.

“She’s Worldwide gets more mileage from women who desperately want to be mothers but can’t. They find out their pregnancies aren’t viable, and they’re as sorry about the need to terminate as those Family Futures girls you met. It’s very tearful and hard to argue with.”

“That’s terrible,” I agreed. “But—”

“Them and sympathetic victims. Incest. Rape. The more horrible the better.”

“That is horrible, but—”

“Yes, exactly. But.” Evangeline nodded. “But you shouldn’t need any justification for choosing an abortion. But the whole point of She’s Worldwide is for everyone to have that right. But you weren’t sufficiently disempowered, so you weren’t who the fundraising department was looking for.”

Imagine looking at me and thinking I had too much agency and control. My concern was the same as the last time I’d met Evangeline. If even the people on our side aren’t on our side, what’s the point?

“They are on your side, but they have to be more patient and flexible than you do,” Evangeline sighed when I cornered her by the snack table after her presentation. “And they need money to fight. They think the best way to get it is to focus on what’s hardest to argue with and most likely to appeal to the greatest number of people.”

“It’s not working,” I said.

“Which is why I quit to do this instead. Trying to help children after they’re born when they actually need it. I do, however”—she leaned in to whisper—“have a secret side gig right here in Austin which might interest you. Is there somewhere quiet we can talk?”

We left you and Moth and everyone and went up to the apartment. We sat out on the balcony where I’d waited for her to fail to bring me cookies.

“Have you ever heard of abortion fairies?” she said under her breath, even though we were the only ones there.

“Fairies with wings or ferries like boats?”

“I think it’s a pun.”

“Oh good.”

“We’re looking for volunteer fairies to quietly spirit—or ferry, if you prefer—abortion seekers across state lines.”

“How?” Enormous wings, I thought.

“You’d drive them.”

Ahh. That made more sense. Though it was just as impossible. “I don’t have a license anymore.”

“Get one.” Evangeline shrugged like this was no big deal.

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

Evangeline was lucky to not yet understand that you didn’t get anything back, not at my age. Some things you lost all at once—your driver’s license, your car, your home, your independence. Some things you lost more slowly—upper body strength, cardiovascular endurance, a full set of cognitive faculties, a clean bill of health.

But regardless of how fast or slowly they left, they went in only one direction. You lost them, and they did not come back. I knew people who injured a knee, wore a brace for a month, then didn’t need it anymore. I knew people who felt tired, adjusted their meds, and found themselves full of energy again. But they were my kids and their friends, not anyone I lived with. Some of what you lost, you forgot you ever had. Some you learned to live without. Some you never stopped mourning. But none of it ever returned.

“I know a lot of people who don’t drive anymore,” I told Evangeline. “Practically everyone here. And I don’t know anyone, not a single person, who ever got their license back.”

Evangeline softened her eyes and pursed the corners of her lips and nodded that this made sense, was true and serious and important and a little sad. Then she said, very softly, “Given all you’ve experienced, Pepper, that no one else ever dreamed, the challenges you’ve weathered you’re the only one ever to endure, the abuse you’ve taken that would bury anyone else alive, being the only senior citizen you know to renew a driver’s license isn’t even going to make the list of most impressive things about you.”



So I got a new driver’s license. It was easy.

I got a used car, which was only slightly harder. It was cheap because it looked a mess, but, as you will soon discover, your mother is a gifted washer of cars, and soon it shone like … well, not like the sun but like a nearish star. On a partly cloudy night.

I got a car seat, which wasn’t easy at all. Is it possible car seats are the hardest part of parenting? Maybe it’s worse if bending down and stooping over are some days just a bridge too far, but I remembered the car seat frustration from the first three times as well. It shouldn’t take fifteen minutes to get into and then out of and then back into the car three or four or eight times a day, and, unfortunately, car seats have gotten safer (i.e., more of a pain in the ass) since the last time I wrestled them.

Your father wanted to come along, but I said no. Not this first time anyway. Maybe whoever I was ferrying needed female-only solidarity. Maybe she had reason to fear men, even one as gentle as Moth. Or maybe it was just that I had to make this drive, this journey, myself. I had to do this one alone.

Well, not quite alone.

I timed it so you fell asleep as soon as we got in the car. Lola had worked whatever magic caused my phone to engage with my stereo, and I lowered the volume and played her abortion road trip playlist softly so I wouldn’t wake you. I drive very cautiously these days. Now I’ve got my license back, I don’t want to have to give it up again. And of course I am very careful of you. So the journey to the meeting spot Evangeline texted me was slow and guarded and entirely moderate.

Nonetheless, we were early when we pulled into the grocery store parking lot where we were to rendezvous, and it was dark still. I found the elm tree with the split trunk Evangeline told me to look for and parked three spaces away, as directed. There was a pickup parked underneath it, strangely familiar, but before I could work out how, the driver’s side door opened, and out popped Father Frank.

“Pepper!” He enveloped me in a giant hug. “You got your license back. Congrats!”

I was astonished to see him. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m your contact.”

“You’re the abortion fairy?”

“You’re the abortion fairy,” he corrected. “I’m just the go-between. They meet me at my church, and I give them whatever they need and drive them over to you. Then you drop them back to me afterward. I’ll also be your emergency contact throughout the trip, just in case.”

“But you’re …”

“What?”

“A priest!”

“An Episcopal priest. An Episcopal priest who believes in serving my community, helping those who need it, loving without judgment, and freedom of choice.”

While I was trying to get my head around that, the other door of his (filthy again) truck opened and from it emerged a white girl in a black hoodie who looked younger than Lola. Younger than Sari, even. She hung her head so her hair fell over her face, but even curtained, even with only the light from the streetlamp, I could see that she was pale and sweaty, her lips and cuticles both gnawed to bleeding.

Father Frank escorted her to my car and peeked inside. “You brought Bob.” He frowned.

“And the map, the directions, the paperwork, the emergency numbers, the credit card, and the burner phone, as instructed. Plus water and Gatorade and snacks. And a hot-water bottle. And a sweater. And tissues.”

“And Bob,” said Father Frank. “This isn’t a great mission for a baby. We’re going for stealth. Think Underground Railroad. You watch Masterpiece, right? Think MI-5.”

“She’s very discreet.” You were saying “Ba ba ba ba ba” in the back seat, but quietly, only to yourself.

“Look, I don’t want to scare you, Pepper. We wouldn’t send you if we didn’t think you were safe. But there’s a shit ton of unpredictability here.”

“I know this.” Perhaps he had not been briefed. “It’s not my first time.”

“No, it’s your second.” So he had been. “And last time, you ended up in jail.”

“Bob’s not afraid,” I spoke for you. “She’s brave. She’s strong.”

“The people we’re dealing with here only care about life till it’s born, you know. Once it’s an actual baby, they could give a shit.”

“That’s why,” I said.

Because you were a soon-to-be woman and not just a soon-to-be woman but a soon-to-be-woman here, in this world, and in the world on its way. You had to learn early how to live in it, when to seek help and when to offer it, when to accept what would be and when to fight the power. And when you were the power.

Father Frank sighed, took off his cowboy hat, ran his hand through his hair. Then he waved at the girl in the hoodie. “This is April.”

“Hi, April. I’m Pepper. This is Bob.”

The girl nodded but did not look up.

“April has everything she needs,” Father Frank said. “I’ve walked her through it. But yell if you hit any snags, and remember to text when you arrive and when you leave so we know when to come looking for you.”

I squared my shoulders. I’d been through the training. I’d role-played worst-case scenarios, protestor confrontations, threats of violence versus actual violence, getting arrested, going to jail. I had a binder of instructions and information. I was ready. Father Frank gave me another hug goodbye and started toward his truck.

Then he turned back. “And, Pepper?”

“Yes?”

“I stopped short.”

“Of what?”

“On the road that day. Maybe you were driving a little too close, and maybe you didn’t react as quickly as you could have. But there were some geese in the median, and I was worried they were going to make a run for it, so I stopped short. I’m sorry I cut up your license.”

I thought of all that fender bender had set in motion, all that had happened that never would have if it hadn’t. “Thank you,” I said.

“You’re welcome. But still, three car-lengths following distance. Maybe four, just to be safe.”

April climbed into the front seat. For a moment, she just sat there. But then she turned back to you. “Hi, Bob,” she said softly.

“Ba da da,” you replied, all charm.

We pulled away into the dark morning and drove some miles without speaking. The sun came up. The sky turned blue or, I suppose, revealed its blue, the land its gold. April watched it out her window. You napped in the back.

“Do you need a break?” I could go farther now without a stop since I was no longer on bed rest nor needing to pee all the time, so I had to make sure to remember to ask.

But April shook her head without looking at me.

“Just say if you need a restroom. Or a stretch. Or a meal. We’ve got plenty of time.”

She smiled a little bit, but not because she was happy, just to acknowledge without speaking that she’d heard me.

So we kept on.

But some miles later she said, almost shy, “I like this playlist.”

I was relieved to hear her voice, relieved she’d decided to use it. “My granddaughter made it. She’s about your age.”

April nodded.

I wasn’t sure I was going to add more, but then I did. “She made it for this very trip, in fact. When I drove her to get an abortion. It’s her abortion road trip playlist.”

The girl looked at me for the first time. “I guess that’s why I like it,” she said.

“I’ll let her know. She’ll be glad to hear it.”

She was still looking at me though. “So your granddaughter … she’s …”

I waited.

April swallowed. “Okay?”

“More than okay. She’s great.”

“Was she okay … after? Like, right after?”

“After and right after and during,” I said. “She was okay the whole time. The only time she wasn’t okay was before we came.”

April nodded at that too and looked back out the window. She didn’t say anything else, but she seemed lighter beside me.



The clinic looked the same. I expected the rush of relief I’d had when I pulled in with Lola, but it didn’t come. I expected a clutch in my gut, a flush in my face, a heart loud from the memory of all that happened after we left this place, but none of that came either. We had a late appointment, maybe the last of the day, or maybe the clinic had changed its hours, realizing people need abortions after work or under cover of night, but the air was cooler than it had been last time, and, better still, the protestors had all gone home for the day. No longer pregnant, I’d gone back to being invisible—famous and much photographed I may have been, but I was still an old woman, indistinguishable without a photo caption from all the others, even if you did look twice, which no one ever does—so I wouldn’t have attracted the same attention as last time anyway. But no longer pregnant, I could also no longer part a sea of clamoring protestors with my body alone, so the fact that no one was there to object to us was extra blessing.

I texted Father Frank to let him know we had arrived safely.

I texted Moth the same.

He texted back an emoji of a boxing glove.

Me: No protesters this time actually.

Moth: That was not meant to suggest a fistfight. That was meant to suggest a fist raised in solidarity.

Me: Emojis are hard.

He replied with a wrapped piece of candy.

Me: Sweet?

Moth: Hard.

Then: In fact, both.

Then he sent a heart. No mistaking that one. I replied with the same.

I remembered my regret last time, sitting in this very spot, that I’d made him wait for us at the hotel, how even that five-minute drive still felt too far away from him. I remembered how grateful I was, in the back of the police car, to be worried about every single thing in the world except whether Lola would be okay because I knew, far zikher, that he would keep her safe.

The miracle that gets lost in all of this is Moth himself, that I found him, that we found each other. Much is made about the miracle of love, but from a place of expectation, even entitlement, not unlike the miracle of babies born to people we expect to have babies. But I would argue, miracle-wise, Moth is closer to pregnant septuagenarian than pregnant twenty-two-year-old. It’s not that he came so long after I’d stopped looking for him. It’s not that he returned to me what I’d surrendered prematurely. It’s not that he is all I ever wanted, everything I dreamed, my perfect someone arrived at last. It is that he is beyond what I had ever even thought to imagine.

Next time we make this drive, we will bring him with us.

The time after that, you two will stay home together, and he will spend those two days doing science experiments before your wondering eyes. I will return from the long drive to applesauce on the ceiling, watermelon on the walls, the kitchen floor sticky with orange pulp, and your pealing laughter, not the laugh of a baby, the laugh of a daughter whose father explodes fruit for her.

Eventually, he will use these trips to pass on more practical skills. He will teach you to roller-skate on the terra-cotta corridor of the hotel. He will teach you butterfly in the pool where we briefly lost then found Lola very early on the morning of your birth. That he won’t quite be able to perform these athletic feats himself will not impede his helping you master them. In fact, it will feel that much more special to you that you’re able to do so.

Eventually, I will give up my license—my decision this time—and instead do paperwork and instead do intake calls and instead do ride-alongs.

Eventually, it will no longer be necessary for anyone to make this drive.

In the meantime, though, Alice will run for—and win—the seat representing District 47 in the Texas House of Representatives. There, she will enjoy a great many victories, though most gratifying, she will report, is listening respectfully to her detractors then socratically kicking their asses up and down the aisles. From there, she says, “Sky’s the fucking limit.”

In the meantime, Dr. Kim will become associate dean of academic affairs at the medical school of the university. There, she will revamp the coursework on reproductive issues and implications, diversified women’s health innovations, and aging minds and bodies.

In the meantime, Max will quit his incomprehensible corporate gig and get a job on the communications team at She’s Worldwide where he will patiently steer their campaigns toward choice over pathos, breadth over beauty, equal and honest representation over the exploited and manipulative kind.

In the meantime, Darcy will map out and manage a twelve-point, eight-adult childcare plan, which, among other things, gives your father and me two nights off a week, dispatches cheerleaders to Oliver and Pierre’s Author Celebration Days and other school events during the legislative session, supervises Lola when she’s not participating in a growing list of extracurriculars and Sari when she and her first boyfriend are taking advantage of said extracurriculars to have the house to themselves. Moth and I pick the twins up from school three days a week. Roger and Maisie alternate taking you and the girls out for brunch every Sunday morning. You and your big brother have a standing Friday night movie/slumber party you will both observe with the unwavering devotion of religious rite for many years to come. He will begin your arm-wrestling training regimen before your second birthday. It will be nirvanic.

In the meantime, I looked at April, and she looked at me. We both had tears in our eyes and on our faces, but we didn’t say anything. You woke because the car stopped but seemed unperturbed, yawned, looked around. Lightly started singing a song in a Bob-babble only you understood.

April glanced back at you. “She’s really sweet,” she said.

“She knows,” I laughed.

“My mom says … Well, she says Bob’s a miracle. She says Bob’s a weird name for a girl, and like she needed the burden of that her whole life in addition to everything else, but she says she’s a miracle for sure. That since you’re, you know …”

“Old,” I supplied.

“Bob can only be a miracle.”

I smiled. Waited.

“But she’s not one of those people who think all kids are miracles,” April continued.

“No?” I said neutrally.

“Like she’s never thought I was one. That’s why I couldn’t tell her about …” She waved around the top of her jeans. “Not because she thinks all babies are miracles. Because she doesn’t. Sometimes she doesn’t even like me?”

“I’m sure she loves you.” I wasn’t. But it was a good guess for a mom.

“She does,” April said softly. “I know she does. But it’s not the same as liking.”

“To be honest”—I considered how to put it kindly—“I think it fluctuates. Children are hard. Sometimes really, really hard.”

“I just—” She started and broke off, and I thought she wouldn’t continue, and she didn’t need to. I understood. And also, I didn’t need to understand. But then she said, “I want another chance. To be a good kid. Someone she likes.”

“You are a good kid.” I could tell.

“And to be a kid,” she added.

I reached over and squeezed her hand.

Suddenly she twisted in her seat and threw her arms around me. “Thank you,” she whispered, hot and urgent in my ear. “For everything. You’re saving my life.”

“You’re welcome,” I said. It is good, a mitzvah, to save a life. “I’m glad I could help.”

Though we were going in with her, spending the night with her, driving her home tomorrow, she turned around anyway and said, “Thanks for coming, Bob.”

You gazed back at her and crumpled up your nose and said, “Da,” meaning “No problem,” meaning “My pleasure,” meaning “I’ve got you.” Meaning yes. Yes to April, yes to the clinic, yes to leaving when leaving is necessary. Yes to fighting when fighting is necessary. Yes to helping those who need help and those you can help. Yes to being brave. Yes to telling your own damn story. Yes, you said, to your own unlikely, much-heralded, astonishing, ineffable, miraculous life.

“Da,” you said, and it was just the beginning.

That’s where it all started.
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