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ONE


DELPHINE IS WAITING for me in the garden. Inside the iron gate, deep into the courtyard, past the vines and the shade flowers and the ferns that grow up to our waists, she sits reading. She makes room for me on the bench, says she’s learning to interpret dreams, asks if I’ve been remembering mine. I tell her I haven’t. Not one since Papa died.

“Can I draw you?” I ask.

“Of course.”

I tear two pages from my sketchbook and fish two pencils from my bag. “Here. We can both do it. I’ve been practicing a technique from one of Papa’s old books. We look at each other and imagine that our eyes and our pencils are one. We don’t even glance down at the paper as we go. That’s a rule.”

“All right,” she says. “I’ll try.”

It becomes easy after the first minute, looking at each other’s faces and nowhere else. Whenever our gazes meet, it’s a surprise. I spend a long time on her fawn-brown eyes and her full lips and the curve of her chin. There’s an ever-present crease between her brows from how seriously she takes the world. My cousin, closer to me than either of my sisters, as close as any person could be. We’re quiet as we work, just the scratches of our pencils across the paper and the familiar garden sounds. Rustle of leaves, occasional flapping of wings. We’ve been meeting here almost daily for the last two months, ever since we stumbled upon it by chance one day after Mass. We’d never noticed it before. Now it’s our place. “When we’re finished,” Delphine murmurs, “I have a secret to tell you.” I nod, but I’m focused on the exact spot where her earlobe meets her jaw. I almost forget that I’m drawing at all. It’s more like I’m running a finger across her face. I could go on for much longer, but then—

“Wait,” I say. “You’ve kept a secret? From me?”

“I know. It’s just … You’ve been mourning. There hasn’t been a good time to tell you.”

“Tell me now.”

She’s frowning. She says, “You know the photographer’s studio on Magazine Street? The one with the portraits in the windows?”

We’ve passed it together, dozens of times. She says she stopped to look at a portrait about two months ago, of a young boy. “His intensity,” she says. “I couldn’t tear myself away. And then the door opened, and the photographer was there. Very tall. So handsome. Just standing, sort of amused, watching me. I remembered the Whites Only sign in the window and thought I was in trouble.”

“We’re allowed to stand on the street and look,” I say.

“I know. I just didn’t understand what was happening, why he was staring at me. And then he invited me in to have my portrait taken.”

“What about the sign?”

“He said it wasn’t meant for Creole girls like me. I didn’t like it. If I’d been darker, I doubt he’d have felt the same way. But I’ve always wanted to go in.”

She waits for my reaction. A few months ago, my sister’s husband, Al, got turned away from a Creole dance for being too dark. Before his anger came a flash of humiliation that Delphine and I both saw and couldn’t shake. We left the dance in protest, spent the night talking about how we’d been complicit, years of showing our fair wrists at doorway after doorway, thinking nothing of it. We weren’t going to do that anymore. Now she’s done it again. So that’s the secret. But she keeps talking.

“I said I didn’t have the money, but the photographer told me it wasn’t a problem. He had an hour free and he wanted to take my portrait. I can’t begin to describe what it felt like. Bill has these giant painted canvases lining the walls. You would love them. Tropical scenes, and garden scenes. Ruins, like in Rome…”

“Bill?” I ask. She takes my hand. A flicker of a smile, a deep blush, the same relief I felt when I told her about Hattie, right after it first started, and I thought saying it out loud would kill me, but Delphine wasn’t shocked. She said that if it felt right, it was right. “Bill,” I say again. Not a question this time. “Go on.”

She wanted to sit in front of the tropical scene but he set her up against the plain gray. She asked for a mirror to touch up her hair and put on some lipstick, but he wanted to capture her just as she was. He was stern, had her sit in various positions, tilt her head in certain ways. Sometimes she didn’t understand his directions and he’d cross from behind the camera and touch her face to guide it.

“I hated when it was over,” she says. “But he told me to come back the next day to look at the proofs, so I did. I went in, and he had portraits of me spread out across his table. They’re beautiful portraits. I can’t really express it. How it feels to suddenly see yourself in a whole new way.” She stands, circles the bench. Pink dress, bare feet, hair falling in dark curls down her back. “Odette,” she says, stopping in front of me again. “The way I saw myself. I was spectacular.”

“You’ve always been spectacular.”

“He said he had to photograph me again, right then, and we stayed there for hours, and I had some of his bourbon, enough that when he did kiss me, finally, I didn’t worry about the fact that he’s white, and older. I didn’t think about any of that at all. Except now I’m in trouble. No, no! Not that. We’ve been careful.”

Her shy smile. A churn in my stomach. The last few weeks, meeting here day after day, and she didn’t tell me, and I didn’t notice. It stings, but I’ve been mourning, she’s right. She thought she was being kind. “How was it?” I ask. “The first time?”

“It hurt. But he was very slow and patient with me. Now it’s wonderful. I’ve been jealous, you know. Of you, with Hattie. A love affair.”

“Now you have one,” I say. “But what do you mean, in trouble?”

“I mean in love. I know it’s only been a couple months, but they’ve changed me. He wants to see me all the time. He isn’t ashamed. Yesterday, he hung my portrait in the shop window.”

“Aren’t you afraid someone will see it?”

“You know our mothers. They never go to Magazine Street.”

“Other people do.”

“You think I’m reckless?”

“Maybe. Or brave.”

“I prefer brave. But honestly, I’m fine with reckless, too. I’m outgrowing my life. Both of us are. Don’t you feel that way?”

“Yes,” I say. The truest thing I’ve ever said.

“Are you mad at me? For not telling you right away?” She’s searching my eyes. I forgive her. I have no other choice.

“I’m not mad.”

She smiles. Opens her purse for her rose water. Sprays her face and her neck and the insides of her elbows. “Want some?” she asks, and she sprays me with an extravagant thoroughness. “We didn’t even look at our drawings,” she says, twisting the cap back on.

I expect us to laugh at what we’ve made, but there’s something in them that moves me.

“This mouth,” Delphine says. “It’s just like mine.”

There’s a line on Delphine’s drawing of me, I’m not sure what it is at first, and then I see that it’s the edge of my ear, and its grace takes me by surprise, and the arch of my brow does, too, how carefully she drew it. Our features aren’t placed where they’re supposed to be, but they capture us.

I wish we could talk into the evening, but it’s time to go. She’s not taking the streetcar back to the Lower Garden District with me, she’s going to stay here in the Marigny to steal an hour with Bill. She opens her silver compact, engraved with roses, to check her face and her hair. Sunlight catches the mirror glass, sharp and painful. And then we’re at the garden gate. “Odette,” she says. She takes my hand. Gaze searching until she’s sure I’m looking back. “What does it matter, really, what anybody thinks of us?”



I don’t plan to do it, but when the streetcar stops at Magazine Street, I step out. I should be getting home now—they’ll wonder where I am—but I want to see Delphine’s portrait.

The studio rises from the corner, photographs on stands in its windows. I don’t see Delphine at first, but when I turn, there she is, spotlit behind the glass. Her same beautiful face I just drew. But here’s the Whites Only sign, right next to her. Delphine’s smiling at me and I can’t tell who the joke’s on.






TWO


BACK HOME on Louisiana Avenue, in my sisters’ half of our side-by-side shotgun house, I take out my tin of paints, my pad of paper, my turpentine and linseed oil in their jars, my pigment-stained rags. I’m going to paint Papa’s easy chair.

A month ago, Maman had her new husband take it out to the street. I watched, disbelieving, from the window, as Jean Pierre struggled to drag it down the steps. My father’s chair. His mornings with the paper, his evenings with the magazines, how I’d perch on the arm, watching him turn the pages.

Bernard, my eldest sister’s husband, was the only one home. He rose from the kitchen table when I rushed in to tell him, followed me to the street, fumbled when we lifted it, his injured hand unable to grip, jerking upward to balance the weight on his forearm instead. We cleared a spot for it in the corner, near the door.

Now, alone in the house, I sketch the chair in pencil, trying to look as closely as I did in the garden. Velvet brocade, worn around the arms. A burning in my chest at how Maman tried to discard it. Same as she discarded Papa. Springtime, he was just back from the war. Suffered from insomnia, from memories that wouldn’t let him be. Sat at the kitchen table at night, head in one hand, cigarette burning down in the other. But in the daytime he still read his art books, still stopped me in the entryway to gaze with him at his favorite pair of paintings. Delighted in his first grandbaby, played cards with my sisters’ husbands. He was sad and he was changed, but so were all the men who came home. Yes, he was sometimes confused. Yes, he took to getting fully dressed at three o’clock in the morning and waiting out the rest of the night. Sometimes he drank too much and passed out at the table. But none of this was enough for Maman to have him sent away that morning, no warning, the men in white forcing him into the car, to the East Louisiana Hospital for the Insane, where he was supposed to get better but where he got tuberculosis and died instead.

I mix the blues and violets and blacks on a sheet of glass, hands trembling. I need to really paint. Like Monet, going blind. Like Frida Kahlo after the bus accident. What else to do with this fire in my chest? But an hour passes and another, and the painting is splotchy and crude, absent of any true feeling, the turpentine bruise hued when I soak the brushes.

My sisters come home—Claire, with a bag of groceries; Adele, with Baby Rudy on her hip. I gather the paint tubes, drop them into the tin, tidying so Rudy can crawl around and play.

“We went to Dryades Street,” Adele says. “Would have invited you along, but you weren’t home.” They’re dressed in the red gingham. We got a bolt of it from Halpern’s. Claire made a belted skirt, Adele an off-the-shoulder top. In my closet hangs a pair of matching trousers. For as long as I remember, we’ve dressed this way to go out. Heads turn, women stare, men whistle, my sisters pretend not to notice. I follow their lead, always have. The three Honoré sisters, except I’m the only one of us who still carries the name.

“I went to meet Delphine,” I say.

Claire sighs. “She never comes around anymore. Did she forget that we’re her cousins, too?”

“There’s a place we like to go,” I say, drying my brushes on a rag. And then I’m back in the garden, and Delphine’s blushing, saying Bill’s name. What would my sisters make of it all? I want to tell them. Imagine telling them. But Adele makes a sound, wrinkles her nose.

“The smell,” she says, waving her hand toward the turpentine. “It’s fine that you’re sleeping here on the sofa. But do you have to paint here, too?”

I’ve commandeered a tiny corner of their pink-walled living room for my painting supplies and a basket of clothes and the blanket and pillow I sleep with. There are six people living here on my sisters’ side; only Maman and Jean Pierre on the other side of the wall where my bedroom is, where I lived all my life until two months ago, when I heard Maman and Jean Pierre late at night, their love sounds unmistakable, just four weeks after Papa died. (“Shakespearean in her betrayal,” Delphine fumed when I told her. “Biblical.”) I left right then, made my bed on my sisters’ sofa, and that’s where I’ve slept ever since. Maman hasn’t said a word to me about it. I haven’t said a word to her, either, about anything. I stopped going with her to the Adamses’ to help with the chores and the errands. If she cares, she hasn’t let on. She always told me I was too much like my father, not enough like my sisters, who knew what was expected of them and how to behave. The comparison stopped three years ago, when Adele told us over dinner that Al had proposed and she was going to say yes. Maman was silent, next to me at the table. “Of all the fine Creole men in the ward, you’re choosing the darkest,” she finally said. “Undoing a century’s worth of progress.”

Adele forced a smile. “I love him.”

I went from being the perplexing, concerning child to being invisible, Adele stepping into my former place. Since then, she’s been trying to regain Maman’s approval. Not even protesting when Maman sent Papa away. Biting her tongue and nodding along when Claire said Maman certainly knew best. Shushing me when I wouldn’t stop demanding that we all visit.

Impossible now to consider painting on that side of the house. But I tell my sisters I understand.

Adele smiles sympathetically. “Are you sleeping okay on this old thing?”

“She looks tired,” Claire says. “Honey, are you tired? It might not be a bad idea to take a break from all this anyway.”

“I know,” Adele says. “Come out with Al and me tomorrow night. Claire’s babysitting. Invite Delphine along if you want to.”



The next evening after dinner, while my sisters and I wash up in the kitchen, I ask Adele if I can borrow a dress for our night out.

“Sure. But not the pink one,” she says. “Or the polka dot.”

Claire takes my hand in her softer one, scrutinizes the paint around my cuticles and under my fingernails. “Look at this,” she says. Adele turns the faucet, peels off her washing gloves and sets them aside. My sisters study my nails, my face, my hair.

“Poor thing,” Adele says.

“Let’s get her fixed up,” Claire says. “Maybe she’ll catch a cute boy’s eye tonight. That would be nice, wouldn’t it? A little sparkle to cheer you up?”

Soon my hair’s brushed and pulled back, my fingernails passable. My brows are darkened, my cheeks rouged and lips pink. I’m wearing a pale-blue dress with a red belt and matching heels. Adele and Claire are pleased. Delphine knocks on the door in the same dress as yesterday.

Claire looks her over. “That’s an unusual silhouette,” she says. “I haven’t seen a waist dropped like that in a long time. Is the style coming back?” An insincere question. Claire’s always up on the trends.

“I wouldn’t know,” Delphine says. “I just like the way it moves when I’m dancing.”

Now Adele and Al are here with us at the doorway, in navy, arms looped around each other’s waists. The rosebud in Al’s lapel matches the burgundy of Adele’s mouth. Next to them, no matter what we wear, Delphine and I are just girls.

“It’s been ages since I’ve gone to Les Jeunes Amis Hall,” Claire says. “Have a wonderful time.”

But as soon as we’re up the block, Adele glances over her shoulder at Delphine and me. “I’m assuming you two can keep a secret.”

“Sure we can,” Delphine says.

“We aren’t going to the Jeunes Amis.”

“We’re going to the Drop,” Al says, easy, like it’s a small thing to go against Claire and my mother and Delphine’s mother, too. Delphine reaches for my hand. Squeezes. Not only the two of us, keeping secrets. We’re buoyant now, the four of us in on something, and just a few blocks later, we’re following Al and Adele inside the Dew Drop Inn, past the barbershop and into the lounge, set up with white tablecloths, full of cigarette smoke and finely dressed colored people. No one checks wrists at the doorway here. “You girls go pick us a table,” Al says. “I’ll buy us some drinks.”

A few players are assembling their instruments on the bandstand, no music yet, but the room is loud with voices. “Their house band is the best in New Orleans,” Adele says. “Just wait until they start.”

“How many times have you been here?” I ask.

“Oh, just a few.” She’s coy. Conspiratorial. I’m trying to get my bearings.

“Let’s sit close to the stage,” Delphine says.

The crowd’s thickening, the room warming, men and women leaning against the walls, women perching in men’s laps at the tables. Al brings us four beers in amber bottles. We clink them. The lights dim. Someone behind us is looking for a chair. Delphine notices, slides next to me, our sides touching, sharing the seat. The musicians look to one another, and the crowd senses a shift, grows quiet save for a whoop and a “Come on now,” and the drummer counts to set the rhythm and we’re off. All the players at once, sudden and complete as a downpour.

Bright blare of the trumpet. Body thrumming from the bass. Richness of the piano notes. Melody and rhythm and I’m not only here anymore. I’m also with Papa again, he’s bent over his gramophone in the moment between the crackle and the music. All around me in the club are faces full of feeling. Next to me, a woman presses her cheek against a man’s and I flush, thinking of Hattie kissing my neck. Loudness all around me, safe to dream. Everything gone or forbidden is mine. And here are the musicians finishing a song and smiling, sipping water, sipping liquor, communicating to one another with raised eyebrows and sweeps of their hands. Here’s Adele’s head resting on Al’s shoulder and Delphine saying into my ear, “This is everything I ever want.”

Several songs in, a young man joins them on the bandstand, blissful as he sings “Ev’ry Time We Say Goodbye.” The older men play softer as they accompany him, shake their heads in admiration. I want someone to look at me in that way. With such appreciation and wonder. Papa used to, but he’s gone now. The boy croons. Delphine takes my hand in hers, laces our fingers together. And then the set ends and when the applause fades, Al turns to Delphine and me and says, “Let’s none of us forget that our birthplace is the birthplace of jazz.”



Morning comes and I wake up with humility. All night, my head was full of music, the sound of true artists. Meanwhile, my attempt at Papa’s chair dries against the mantel, the latest in a series of failed paintings. Papa’s black oxfords. His last pack of cigarettes. Our blue house from the outside with its side-by-side front doors and the brick walk where he stumbled on the morning he was taken away. None of them close to what I’d envisioned. None of them worth stinking up the house with turpentine. From the kitchen I hear my sisters’ voices, Al’s low laugh, Baby Rudy’s squeal. I meant to get up before the rest of them and clear the sofa, brew the coffee, show that I’m useful. Instead, I’m the last one to rise.

By the time I fold the blanket and stash it in my corner, use the bathroom and brush my hair and tie my robe over my nightgown, something is happening in the kitchen. A hush, only Bernard’s voice now, all of them watching him and listening as he nods along with whoever is on the telephone. I wait in the doorway.

“Yes,” Bernard’s saying. “Wonderful. Maybe French Restoration. Still elegant but not quite as ornate. I’ll draw up some concepts.” Waiting. Listening. Claire’s whole body tilting toward him from her place at the stove. She nods when he nods. Her lips mouth his words after he says them. The conversation goes on and Bernard stands taller. I get a flash of his younger self, five years ago when he and Claire were married at Saint Peter Claver. No one was surprised when she chose Bernard. He walked down the aisle smiling, boyish and open, tall with russet eyes and hair, an ease about him that got lost in the war. “Three o’clock is just fine,” he says. “See you then.” He hangs up. “Twenty-two tables,” he says.

“Twenty-two?” Claire’s jaw drops and Bernard kisses her forehead, holds her close against him. He lets himself smile—the old smile, the one that spreads across his face.

Al gives a low whistle. “Twenty-two tables,” he says. His arm’s slung around Adele’s shoulders and she’s leaning into him, bouncing Rudy on her knee.

“Who’s the client?” she asks.

“New restaurant in the French Quarter. Going in right by the Carousel. They have a load of chairs from a restaurant that closed and now they need tables to match.”

“Well, they knew the right man for the job,” Al says.

“I’ll need help,” Bernard says, fixing his eyes on Al. “And a lot of it.”

Al holds his gaze, nods. No trace of sympathy in his sharper, darker face. Enough of a blow to Bernard already to be a master carpenter unable to close his right hand, enough to spend hours at the kitchen table, training his left hand to approximate his once-elegant penmanship. The shrapnel cut through to the tendon; too much time passed before the hospital. Enough of a blow, all of it. No need for pity from any of us.

“When do they want them by?” Claire asks.

“Soon after the New Year.”

“I assume it’ll pay well,” Al says. “I can quit the record store, put all my time into helping you. If we keep spending carefully like we are now, it should give us what we need for Los Angeles.”

“Sounds about right,” Bernard says.

“I’m not going to miss scrubbing floors, I’ll tell you that much,” Al says.

“One more Christmas at home,” Claire says, wistful. “One more New Year’s. Maybe even Mardi Gras, too. Just a small celebration, respectful of the men overseas. And then we’ll go.”



I walk to Hattie’s house in the afternoon, blur of cobblestones underfoot, last of the deep-pink crepe myrtle above, air thick with late summer heat. It’s Thursday, nearing two o’clock, the time Hattie sets aside for us each week. A white man comes toward me, guitar slung over his shoulder. I step off the sidewalk to clear the way and he passes without acknowledgment. For the hundredth time, I think of Delphine’s portrait in the window, the sign hanging next to it, and an ache starts at the back of my skull.

The alley alongside the Laurent house leads to Hattie’s basement sewing room door. She’s watching for me, close to the window. Lashes thick and black. Full mouth turning down at the corners. Always a look of sadness until she smiles. She lets me in. Grazes a kiss on my lips before pouring me a glass of iced tea. She sets the glass in my hand and turns back to her sewing table, cuts a sharp line through navy linen.

I don’t want to think about Los Angeles. Can’t think about it, here, with her. Instead, I imagine a long stretch of Thursdays, week after week, year after year, the two of us together, as far as I can see.

Hattie’s five years older. Twenty-three, same as Claire. Always prepared, always impressive, her studio elegant despite its low ceiling and the crack across its floor. I noticed its specialness the first time I came here, sent by my sisters to get dresses made for Rudy’s baptism. I knew Hattie from Sunday Mass, from the New Year’s parties her parents threw, from the neighborhood. But we’d never talked just the two of us until that day. She greeted me and led me to the love seat, took the chair next to it, checked the notes with our measurements, listened carefully to what my sisters envisioned: three calf-length white dresses with variations to the necklines and sleeves. I took in the sewing room’s details as she started sketching, all the aspects she’d considered for her customers: Here is a rug, soft and warm under your bare feet. Here are magazines to help you know what you like. Here’s a screen to dress behind in the event you’re feeling shy. A soft love seat, mauve velvet, for you to rest on.

I waited and I watched her sketch and the room seemed to say: All of this, for you.

Finally, she said, “I think I have it. Are you in a hurry? Could I drape them on you?”

I had all afternoon and I told her so. I was eager; she could sense it. She flashed me a smile that made me blush though I didn’t yet understand why.

With Hattie, I’m aware of my body—a singular body, not one of three sisters, just myself. Lithe and quick, drawn toward pleasure. My desire, easy to spark. Hattie’s body is larger, stronger, and more substantial. When she presses me to a wall or the floor, the world gets so small and she’s in control of it. Such relief.

But today she’s busy with sewing.

I stand over her and look. There are cutouts for two long sleeves, pinned together where the seams will be. A blazer. “Menswear?” I ask. She usually only sews for women.

“For Cyril,” she says.

“Ah,” I say. “Of course.” Her little brother. Her voice goes soft with love whenever she speaks his name. Tall and fair with hazel eyes, a suave smile, a beauty that’s never moved me. For a series of Sundays last year, he tried talking to me after Mass. Delphine would take my arm, drag me off somewhere to save me. “How funny,” she’d say. “A brother and a sister, both sweet on the same girl.” If Hattie knows anything about it, she’s never said a word.

“Can I help?”

“You can match a thread to this fabric,” she says, handing me a scrap of the linen. I find the perfect navy, hold it out to her, perch on her table.

“Al and Adele took me to the Drop last night. One of the songs made me think about you.”

She’s squinting now, lining up the thread through the hole in the lever, guiding it through, but she smiles. “What about, specifically?”

I move a foot onto her lap. “This and that,” I say.

Finally, she gives in to me. We end up on her rug, my legs wrapped around her neck, her hand over my mouth to quiet me in case anyone’s near enough to hear. At some point the sky bursts, rain pounding the windows, thunder, a flash of light. Afterward, I say, “I’ve heard it doesn’t storm like this in California. Isn’t that strange? How does the heat break?” My worries slipping out like another secret.

Surely, Hattie’s heard that my sisters plan to go. People talk. But she doesn’t answer, runs her hand up and down my back, and I see both paths: The one where I remain the youngest Honoré sister, go where my sisters go, leave New Orleans and start over in a different place, an unknown place, that’s promised to give us all we could dream of. And then there’s the one where I stay. With Delphine. With Hattie.

We lie together until the rain stops, and then I stand and step back into my underwear, pull on my dress.

“Why don’t you stay a little longer?” Hattie asks.

I kiss her. Shake my head. “I’m meeting Delphine.”



She’s waiting for me when I get there—the garden damp with rain and heat, every shade of green on display, the trumpet vine fragrant and blooming. She narrows her eyes at me. “You were just with Hattie.”

“Maybe I was,” I say. Her hair’s even more tousled than usual, only a trace of color left on her lips, the third button of her blouse unfastened. “And you were with Bill.”

“Maybe I was,” she says, and we laugh. Water pools on the leaves, on the ground. “Can you believe how good it smells?” We push water off the bench seat with our hands. Delphine uses the hem of her dress for the rest.

“I’ve been wondering,” I say. “Are there beignets in California?”

“California,” she says, frowning. I tell her about Bernard’s tables, about the morning’s conversation. The line between her brows deepens as she listens.

“I don’t know what I’ll do,” I say.

We sit quietly. A bright-red cardinal lands on the ground, pecking at the water. “Here,” Delphine says, turning her body to face me. “Tell me about your life in five years. Say whatever comes to mind.”

I close my eyes. “Restaurant lunches at marble-topped tables. Bouquets of wildflowers. Days spent painting. Waking up in a light-filled bedroom, a white curtain fluttering in the breeze. There’s a body next to mine, still sleeping. It’s Hattie. Oh, I’m still in New Orleans. I’m somehow still here. And you’re here, too. You’re across the table from me at lunch, sitting in a curved walnut chair.” I open my eyes, amazed by how fast it all came to me, how certain it felt. A new start in New Orleans, this place that I love, where five generations of our family have lived. How could we dream of leaving it?

And now tears rush in because of everything I’ll have to lose to make it true—Adele and Claire and Bernard and Al and sweet Baby Rudy batting his eyelashes.

Delphine’s eyes fill, too. “It’s so hard,” she says. “But imagine. What a beautiful life. We’re going to have such beautiful lives.”






THREE


FOR A WEEK, Bernard and Al spend the evenings carving prototype tables on the front porch. Bernard walks Al through the process, dictating each move of the knife, and Al’s a careful listener, patient and painstaking, good with his hands. Still, there’s a growing pile of discarded miniature tables—made of walnut, just a few inches tall.

“You two could have a side business in doll furniture,” Adele muses. Bernard’s smile is forced. We all know that if it weren’t for his injured hand, the miniatures would have been finished days sooner, would have been works of art.

By mid-October, they’re well underway on the templates and jigs, working in the mill each day. Claire and Adele fix their husbands a hot lunch, send me to the warehouse district to deliver it to them. In the evenings, the men come home covered in sawdust, weary around the shoulders.

Every couple weeks, we sit around the kitchen table and they talk about California. They assume I’m coming, they’ve never asked me, I resent them for not asking. Claire runs her hands across the gleaming tabletop.

“I’ll make you another once we’re settled,” Bernard says.

She stares at its surface, hand moving back and forth. “But I want this one.”

Al’s little brother, Lionel, joins us on some nights. “I can go anytime,” he says. “You just say the word, I’ll be on that train.” Most often, his face bears some trace of a fight—a cut lip, a bruise along his cheekbone. We’re the same age, Lionel and I. We should be friends. But there’s always a swirl of danger around him. “It isn’t his fault,” Al tells us. “Cops have had it out for him since he was fifteen years old.” Several times, Lionel’s called the house from the police station and Al’s rushed over to meet him. They return later, tense and silent. My sisters tend to Lionel’s latest injuries while I hold the baby or take over fixing dinner. On those nights, I say nothing and listen, just as I do when they talk about Los Angeles.

One Thursday morning, right after breakfast, there’s a rustle from the far end of the kitchen, the back door opening, and Maman appears, crossing through the room without looking at any of us.

“We still have some grits in this pot,” Adele says. “Can I serve you some?”

Our mother shakes her head. “I came for cream.” She opens the refrigerator, takes the bottle.

“I could fix a coffee for you,” Claire says.

“No need, ma chère.” She spots Rudy on the floor, leans over to pick him up. He giggles, goes to grab her hair. She sets him back down. “You need to put a hat on him when you go out, Adele. He’s getting darker every day.” Adele stiffens. Maman heads back to the door. Stops. “Odette.” The first time she’s said my name in weeks. My stomach clenching at the sound. “I have the Adamses’ silver here. It needs to be polished by the evening. I’ll need your help.”

“Rudy’s perfect, we all know that,” I say softly, when she’s gone.

“She’s relentless,” Adele says.

Claire frowns. “She doesn’t mean it that way. She thinks she’s helping.”

“You should have heard her go on and on about Al working as a janitor,” Adele says. “I told her he shouldn’t have had to be a janitor. He was smarter than all the salesmen there, knew far more about music than any of them.”

Claire nods. “In California, he’ll run a record shop.”

“Maybe a chain of them.”

They go on this way, Adele gaining back her confidence the longer they talk. I’ll have to help Maman now if I want to go to Hattie’s and the garden.

“Good luck,” Adele says when I head to the door.

“I feel like I’m walking into a trap.”

“You two make it sound like she’s a monster,” Claire says.

“She is,” I say, and slip out before Claire can scold me.

Spread along Maman’s dining table are boxes of silver. I don’t know what this is, why she’s called me over here. I wait, bracing, but she doesn’t say a word. I use baking soda, a bowl of water, a soft cloth. Spoon by spoon I think: She sent him away. He got sick and he died. Over and over, until two dozen soup spoons are shining, and then all the dessert spoons, too. Maman and I still silent. Movement in their kitchen. Jean Pierre, opening the cabinets.

I push the teaspoons away, leave them unfinished.

On my way out, I stop in the entry by Papa’s favorite paintings. To the left: a pink sunset over an ocean horizon. To the right: birds in flight against a blue sky. I press my lips to the canvases, one and then the other, like kissing both his cheeks.

I go straight from Maman’s house to Hattie. Cooler here in her sewing room, easier to breathe. She fixes us hot milky tea in cups with saucers. Hand-stitches lace to the top of a blouse. I lie on the love seat next to her, paging through magazines, wondering how many girls in New Orleans lead secret lives like we do.

Later, she’s behind her sewing machine, and I draw her in my sketchbook. Her look of concentration. Broad shoulders and bare face, lashes full, hiding her eyes. I want to wake up with her in the mornings and fall asleep in her bed. I want to watch her brush her hair. It’s a good drawing, my best in a while. There’s love in it. I show it to her. She sets her sewing down, takes the sketchbook from me. Studies it for a long time. If I don’t do something, I’ll be gone in less than three months. I need to tell her. We need to talk about it. We need to figure out a plan.

“It’s so good,” she says. “Really. Too good for you to keep. We have to cut it out.”

“But what if I want to look at it later, when I’m alone?”

She shakes her head. “Imagine the questions your sisters would ask if they found a drawing of me.”

“They’re talking about going to Los Angeles. Soon after the New Year.” There. Out in the open now. Pulse in my ears as I wait for what she’ll say.

She takes a blade from her desk, slices the drawing out. “People talk about all kinds of things,” she says. “Doesn’t mean they’re really going to do them.”

I can’t tell if she loves me. It makes me weak-kneed, the thought that maybe she doesn’t.

I go to the garden. Delphine isn’t here yet. I sit on the bench and draw the Angel’s trumpets, hanging upside down in clusters, fluting out and curving upward. When I’m finished, I draw the tops of my shoes—rounded toes, broguing along the wing tip—against the flowered ground cover. Finish that drawing, too. I run my finger over what’s left of the page Hattie cut out.

When it’s clear Delphine’s not coming, I walk the streets of the Marigny and wonder which house is his. A building with peach shutters. A building with green shutters. One with a stone balcony. One with urns of purple flowers flanking a doorway. No matter how I try to believe that he loves her, that they’re happy, I can’t ease the ache at the back of my skull.



In mid-November, my sisters pack enough for three men’s lunches instead of the usual two. Hot jambalaya with andouille, cold potato salad, iced tea sweetened with sugar. “They’ve brought Lionel on to help,” Claire explains, buckling the straps around the picnic basket. And then, low so Adele doesn’t hear: “I’m praying he doesn’t bring trouble with him.”

I ride the streetcar to the warehouse district.

Instead of the usual blare of machinery, it’s quiet when I get to the door. I ease it open, find the first table assembled, the men gathered around it. Until now, the work has all been done in parts. Each piece of the table rough cut, shaped, run through the machine, sanded and contoured and hand-carved and sanded again, eight times over for the batch of smaller tables. Next will come twelve tables to seat four to six diners, and two banquet tables after that.

Lionel is tightening a clamp, Bernard and Al are on their knees, wiping excess glue from the place where the tabletop meets the pedestal. I wait until they all step back to let them know that I’m here. They’re flushed with effort. “Got to get it right the first time, every time,” Bernard tells me.

“It’s a beautiful table.”

“Wait until you see her all polished.”

I hand him the picnic basket and head back to the courtyard. Lionel follows me. “Hey, I’ve been meaning to ask you about something,” he says. He stands a few inches taller than I do, his face a medium brown, a youthful roundness to it. A small scar near his temple is all that’s left of his latest encounter with the police. “I was on Magazine Street the other night. Just about did a double take in front of that place on the corner. It is Delphine, right? In the window?”

“The photographer saw her looking,” I say. “He invited her in to have her picture taken.”

He rubs his chin, thoughtful. “Photo’s nice. She looks good in it. The whole thing struck me as very interesting.”

“But?”

“Also dangerous.”

I shouldn’t say anything more, I know. But I’m a little stung from the days, more frequent now, that Delphine doesn’t meet me. “I get this feeling,” I tell him. “A bad one, every time I think about it.”

He nods. “Yeah. I get that.”



Washing up after dinner, the men across the house playing cards in the living room, Claire says, “Odette, come sit. Adele and I have been wondering if any boys have been catching your eye.”

“You’re out who-knows-where so often,” Adele says. “Are you spending time with someone?”

“Just Delphine,” I say. I hate to lie to them, hate that I have to, wish it wasn’t so.

“Anyone you’re sweet on?” Claire asks, flashing a little smile.

To be desperately in love without them knowing—it makes me want to sink into the floorboards. “I haven’t been thinking about boys much.”

“Of course not,” Claire says. “With so much change these past months. Still, it would be nice to have you settled soon.”

Adele lights a cigarette. “We realized it might be tricky to find a nice Creole boy in Los Angeles. A truly suitable one, as good as Bernard and Al. The kind of husband you deserve.” She takes a drag, lets the smoke out slowly. “You know,” she says, “I’ve heard murmurings a few times after Mass. A certain boy who has his eye on you.”

I can’t hold her gaze. I turn to the tabletop. My face, faintly visible in its glossy surface.

“She’s gotten shy all of a sudden,” Claire says. Lightly, she pinches my cheek. “Go on. Who is it?”

“Cyril Laurent,” Adele says.

“Well, that’s a nice thing to think about,” Claire says. “Isn’t it, Odette?”

I thought that was over. I force myself to nod.

“Speaking of Cyril Laurent, I’ve been contemplating our New Year’s Eve dresses,” Adele says. “What if we used the black ones from two years ago but modified them?”

“That’s a wonderful idea,” Claire says. “You know how I’ve been eyeing that organza at Halpern’s. Odette, it’s the sheerest black with little polka dots. We could splurge on just enough for trim. Change the sleeves and the necklines, bring them up a little. No one will guess they’re the same dresses.”

My sisters talk and plan. I watch my reflection on the tabletop, moving up and down when they ask me a question. I could paint myself this way—distorted, only barely here.






FOUR


DELPHINE DOESN’T MEET ME IN the garden for a long stretch of days. She’s off with Bill, she’s left me alone. I still go every afternoon just in case.

It’s the second week of December and the next batch of tables are ready for assembly. My sisters and I are sorting our clothing, choosing our favorite pieces to keep, giving the others away. We’re selling our jewelry. I’m going along with everything. I don’t know what else to do. On Thursdays, I tell Hattie how close we’re getting to leaving, search for traces of sadness, for evidence that she loves me. She has little to say. Her hands hold steady as she guides fabric through the machine.

And then, one afternoon, when I go to the garden, Delphine’s there. On the bench, swollen-eyed, pinching the inside of her elbow. She drops her hand when she sees me and there’s a raw spot from where she’s twisted the skin.

“What is it?” I ask. “He didn’t end things, did he?”

“No,” she says. “But…” She takes my hand, lays it against her stomach. It’s firm and rounded where it used to be flat.

“Oh,” I say. “I thought—”

“We were,” she says. “He told me he was. But at the very beginning, there was a night when he got carried away. He didn’t stop in time.”

A tightness in my lungs. I want to gather all the photographs he ever took and light them on fire. I breathe. Steady myself. Ask her how long she’s known.

“I guess, if I’m honest, I’ve been trying to not know for a while now. Hey. Odette. Will you look at me?” Her eyelids are pink and full, like they’d be painful to the touch. But there’s some light in her eyes. “Bill’s happy. Can you believe it? But Maman found me out. She hasn’t told your mother yet. She wants to send me away.”

“Away?”

“To the hospital. Where they sent your father.” My heart stops. Delphine, in that place. “She says I’ve been acting strangely. I haven’t. But it doesn’t even matter. All I have to be is an unwed mother, and they can keep me there.”

“No,” I say. “Bill needs to marry you, then.”

“We aren’t allowed to be married.” She’s suddenly small and fragile, twisting the skin again. “You know that. My birth certificate says Negro and his says white.”

“How about in a church where no one knows you? You could go to Baton Rouge or Lafayette.” My words come out frantic and fast. To think of her inside those gates, behind the heavy doors. “Maybe we can find someone to make you a false birth certificate. Or maybe if you go far enough away, you can say that you lost it, and they’ll marry you anyway, and no one will ever guess that you’re colored.”

“Shh,” she says. “We have a plan all figured out. Just listen.”

“What is it?”

“We’re leaving. Going to Los Angeles. Bill has dreams of working in the pictures, and this way you can go with your sisters after all. I’ll start a new life with a ring on my finger, and before we know it, you’ll be there, too.”

“Los Angeles,” I say. The pieces falling into place.

But Hattie, in her sewing room, giving me tea, kissing my mouth.

“Maybe you can convince her,” Delphine says, reading my mind. She squeezes my hand. “If she loves you, she’ll go.”

“I don’t know if she loves me.”

“How could she not?”

“When are you leaving?”

“In just a day or two. Bill needs to close up his studio and arrange for the shipping of all his things. I spent the morning at his house, helping to pack. Maman can’t know what I’m planning. When it’s time, I’ll cram what I can into a suitcase and go.” All these days I’ve been here waiting for her, she’s been forming a plan without me. “I hope you’ll come soon,” she says. “Right after the New Year, just like you’ve been saying. That would give us plenty of time before I have the baby. We can set up the nursery together.” She’s standing now, hovering over me. “I’ll write to you from California, when there isn’t any danger.” But how will I stand it until then? A sense that we’re hurtling into nothingness. She pulls me up, kisses my cheek. “It’s sort of a grand adventure, isn’t it?” she says, and then she’s gone.



Three days later, Maman and Jean Pierre and Auntie Bertha come into the kitchen. It’s evening, we’re drinking beers around the table, the conversation halts at the sight of their somber faces. Baby Rudy’s on my lap. He’s been playing with the buttons of my sweater, rolling them between his tiny fingers. I hold him tight, grateful for his weight.

“Your cousin’s gone,” Auntie Bertha says. No trace of Delphine’s beauty in her. No trace of Papa’s gentleness. Difficult to believe that she’s the sister and mother of the people I’ve loved most in the world.

Maman’s eyes are fixed on me, probing. “What do you know about it?”

“Nothing,” I say.

“What do you mean, gone?” Claire asks.

“Run away,” Auntie Bertha says. “With a man none of us know. A white man. Older.”

Adele shakes her head, disbelieving. “Why would she do that?”

“She’s carrying his baby,” Maman says. “Months along already.”

Her eyes are still boring into me. I meet them, stare back. For a few moments, I’m formidable. I owe her nothing. But what if I’m wrong, to not tell them what I know?

“This is it,” Auntie Bertha says. “I tried to help her. I was going to send her away to have the baby, and then she could have come back. Started over.”

“The reasonable thing to do,” Jean Pierre says, his arms crossed over his chest. I could hurl my beer glass at him.

“But she chose to take matters into her own hands,” Auntie Bertha continues. “Reckless. I’m finished with her.”

Maman puts her arm around Auntie Bertha’s shoulders. “You did everything you could. She’s in the Lord’s hands now.” Auntie Bertha starts to cry, and Maman ushers her to the back door, Jean Pierre following, shutting it as they go.

A silence at the table. No one saying anything. And then my sisters turn to me, waiting to hear what I know.

“We’ll leave you girls to talk,” Bernard says, standing. He heads toward the front of the house, nodding at Al to follow.

Adele sighs. “Poor Delphine. Tell us everything.”

Pressure in my eyes, a knot in my throat. “You promise you won’t repeat it?”

“Promise,” Adele says.

“Claire,” I say, “I need you to promise, too.”

Claire hesitates. “All right,” she finally says.

I tell them like a dam opening, everything at once. “She says it’s an adventure,” I say. But I also tell how at first she kept it a secret even from me. How I haven’t been able to shake the feeling that something about it is wrong.

“I wish you’d told us. This is what older sisters are for,” Adele says.

Claire says, “You have two sisters to turn to, but you never come to us for anything.”

“That isn’t true. I’m sleeping on your sofa, aren’t I? This thing with Delphine, it was a runaway train. And Auntie Bertha wasn’t going to help. She was going to send her to the same place Maman sent Papa. It was too risky to say anything.”

“Delphine?” Claire asks. “To East Louisiana?” She looks like someone’s slapped her. “I see.”

“I wish we could have talked to her before she left,” Adele says. “Wish we could have met him and made sure his intentions were good.”

“I do, too,” I say. “But she’s promised that she’ll write me soon.”

“Tell us when she does,” Adele says. “We’ll keep it between us.”



A few days after Christmas, when I go to Hattie’s door, she has a letter for me in a pink envelope. “It was addressed to my name,” Hattie says. “But inside was a note from Delphine, saying it was for you.”

I sit on her love seat, shivering as I unfold the pages. Delphine says they made it to Los Angeles, drove all the way there in Bill’s car. They broke down off the highway in Arizona, had to stay for a few days in a motel while it was fixed. There was something about the desert, she says, that gave her the wildest dreams. Once they got to Los Angeles, they checked into a beautiful hotel with a king bed. No one questioned them at the counter, she felt entirely welcome. Bill left for a few hours one afternoon and came back with a diamond the likes of which she’d never seen, heavy when he slipped it on her finger. They met a man in the hotel bar who works for Paramount Pictures and said he’d put a good word in. Now they’re looking to buy a house near the studio, just in case. She’s showing more and more each day, and Bill’s taken to kissing her belly whenever he leaves. She says not to worry, that everything is beautiful, that she can’t wait to show me.

I collapse against the love seat. Exhale.

“Good news?” Hattie asks.

“Good news,” I say. “Want to read it?”

She doesn’t answer, and for the first time since I got here, I notice something’s wrong. She’s straight-backed at her sewing table, not working on anything. “We got some other mail, too,” she says. “Cyril’s being drafted.”

“Oh no,” I say. “I’m so sorry.”

“He says he’s been expecting it. But the reality is still sinking in.”

“During the holidays. It just isn’t right.”

“I haven’t slept since the notice came. I wanted to cancel the New Year’s party but Cyril’s insisting on having it. Our parents are, too. I can’t say I’m feeling very festive.”

I’ve never comforted her before. Never had reason to. She never sat still and sad at the thought of me leaving. But of course this is different. California isn’t a battleground; I’m being unfair. “Come sit with me?” I ask. She joins me, clasps her hands on her lap. I say, “Bernard was drafted around this time of year. I remember, it was terrible.”

“Terrible anytime, I guess.” She’s rubbing her knuckles with her thumb, pressing hard. Flash of Delphine, the bruise by her elbow. I put my hand over Hattie’s to stop her.

“We’re going to Los Angeles,” I say. “It’s happening. If you care, we’re going to have to make a plan. Or admit that it’s almost over, for us.”

I love you, I imagine her saying. I need you here with me. My body’s hungry for her body, but what I want even more are her words.

I undress her. I show her how well I can comfort. Show her that I, too, can make her forget. My mouth to the warmth of her. Her back arches, she moans. And then she’s above me, I’m flat on the rug. I wait for her to tease me. To be commanding. But for the first time ever, she’s tentative. She’s all soft lips and careful hands when I wish she would tear me apart.






FIVE


CLAIRE SPENDS THE MORNING OF New Year’s Eve with Bernard, both doors closed to their bedroom. They’ve been timing her cycles since he came back from Europe. During her fertile days, the rest of us give them privacy, play the radio in the living room, talk loudly in the kitchen, run the water, plunk the lids on the pots. Today, when the bedroom doors open again and Bernard hurries back to join Al at the woodshop, Claire lies longer in bed, dressed in a nightgown, pillows propping up her bottom and her legs. “I know it looks funny, but the doctor suggested it,” she tells Adele and me.

“Not funny at all,” Adele says. “Perfectly logical. Hope you two gave it a good go this morning.” She winks at Claire. They glance at me, assuming that I know nothing of this for myself.

“Hand me that book over there?” Claire asks, pointing. A slim hardcover, burnt sienna with gold text: The Golden Gems of Psychological Astrology. I carry it over to her and she flips through the pages. “Let’s see. If this one takes, the baby will be born in September.”

“I have a good feeling,” Adele says. “A fall baby, like Odette.”

Claire’s arms are straight above her, the book suspended over her head. “Here’s the part about Libra children: ‘You can make them very grateful to you, if you will allow them to use your cast-off clothing to dress up in.’”

“Well, that’s easy,” Adele says.

“Oh, listen to this part: ‘They are so considerate and kind that they usually spread happiness wherever they are.’” She smiles. “Isn’t that lovely?”



That evening, we walk together to the Laurent house—Bernard and Claire, Al and Adele, and me. Gas lamps flicker on porches. Through lit windows, glimpses of parties in full swing, couples dancing. A jazz band’s playing in someone’s backyard, trumpet notes overtaking the other instruments, breaking into a solo. The party guests cheer and we do, too, listening from the other side of their fence.

Bernard and Al are dashing in their suits. White bow ties, carnations in their wide lapels. Earlier this evening, Claire mixed us Vieux Carrés, used a new vermouth, cut perfect slivers of orange peel with a sharp knife, dropped them in for garnish. We took our time with our makeup and hair. Adele’s, spilling down in soft curls, swept in a barrette on one side. Claire’s, parted down the middle, pin curls all around. They worked together on mine, smoothed into a perfect roll, each bobby pin concealed, my neck left bare. When we stood in front of the mirror, me at the center, I saw how they’d given the most thought to my dress. A sweetheart neckline; bodice fitted through the waist and hips; organza sleeves, hitting above the elbow.

“Well,” Al said when we strode into the living room. “Look who’s all grown up.”

We kissed Baby Rudy, and Al walked him over to Maman’s side of the house. “I feel so free,” Adele says now, running her hand along a fence rail.

“Sweet of Maman to watch him for the night,” Claire says.

Adele cocks her head, thoughtful. “I don’t know if I’ll miss the help when we’re in Los Angeles, or if I’ll sprout wings like a bird.”

“Don’t say that,” Claire scolds. “Of course we’ll miss her.”

“She won’t miss me,” Al says. “That’s for sure.”

“Where’s Lionel tonight?” I ask him.

“With some friends in Tremé. Hopefully they’ll end up at the party.”

Claire’s mouth goes tight before she says, “At least we know that Cyril will be at the party.” She slows me down. When we’re far enough behind the others, she says, “Lionel’s a good-looking boy, but he’s only going to cause some girl heartache.”

“Oh, I’m not—” I start.

“I know. Just be careful. Now come on, let’s catch up.” She pulls me along, our high heels teetering on the cobblestones.

We reach the Laurents’ and I’m breathless, flanked by my sisters at the threshold, used to arriving alone, down the alley to Hattie’s sewing room door, the house quiet and still above us. But now the front door swings open and the living room is lavish with tinsel and booming with voices and jazz. Cyril greets us, a sparkle in his hazel eyes when he sees me.

“Happy New Year,” he says, and Claire squeezes my hand. He stands back and another man’s voice rises above the noise of the party.

“Well, if it isn’t the children of Louisiana Avenue.”

“Now, who exactly are you calling children?” Adele says, arching one of her impeccably drawn eyebrows. Heads turn to the three of us as she speaks. So sure of herself it takes my breath away. To feel that way, even for a moment.

Felix, who called out to us, dips his head to her. Al says, “Hello, Felix. You still hiding yourself away on that train?” And they hug each other, friends since childhood. Felix is a Pullman porter, works the first-class sleeper cars, disappears from New Orleans for weeks on end. Then he’ll reappear like a magic trick, show up for Mass at Saint Peter Claver, picking up right where he left off.

“Sazerac?” Cyril asks me as I hang my purse.

“Sure,” I say. “Why not?”

“Hattie,” he calls. “A Sazerac for Odette.” She appears wearing a charcoal wool shift and pearls clipped to her ears. She grazes my fingers when she hands me the glass. I blush. How do I look at her face without everyone finding me out? I find a spot near my sisters at the hearth, with Felix and some girls from our ward.

“Did you see her portrait in the window?” one of the girls is saying.

“I went to see it when I heard,” Claire says. “But the building was all closed up.”

“It wasn’t even very flattering,” another girl says. “Her neck was turned in such an odd way. If you’re going to run off with a photographer—a white photographer—at least make sure he’s a good one.” Felix watches me from the sofa as the girls talk. We’re the only two not enjoying the gossip. Even my sisters giggle now and then. Claire looks at me and says to the group, “Delphine’s doing just fine. Odette hears from her. So I don’t think it’s too bad to make a little fun. Of course we love her and we wish her the best.”

I spring up and push myself through the crowded living room, through the French doors to the balcony. No one else is out here, but soon Felix joins me, shuts the doors. He and Al have been friends their whole lives, and it’s always been easy between us.

“I couldn’t listen to any more of it,” I say.

“I felt the same.” Everything about Felix is dignified, elegant. A strong jaw, wide cheekbones, smooth skin with never a trace of stubble. He lights a cigarette. Together, we lean over the balcony rail, our backs to the party, facing the neighborhood with its oaks and broad streets and rooftops. He says, “Delphine has a mystery to her, always has. Only a fool would believe she’d lead an ordinary life.” He pulls on his cigarette, exhales smoke into the dark sky. “I wonder if we’ll ever see her again.”

“What do you mean? Of course we will.”

Across the way a light turns on in an upstairs room.

“I’ve been meaning to tell you. I’m so sorry about your father.” I nod, eyes burning. “I asked Al about a funeral, but he said there wasn’t one.”

“The hospital didn’t allow it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Maman told us. They don’t have public funerals there.”

“I see.” He taps his fingers against the rail. “The thing is, I attended a funeral service at that hospital a couple years ago. For a friend’s sister. There was a Mass in the chapel with a priest, followed by a burial in the hospital cemetery.”

I shake my head, can’t make sense of it.

“Maybe the rules changed,” he says. “We don’t have to talk about it.”

I turn to the house. Inside, people cluster around Cyril. “I’m surprised you haven’t been drafted, Felix.”

“I have a condition. Anyway. It’s a good party, isn’t it? But each year a little smaller.”

Hattie passes by the doors, looking for something. I wish she’d come out here. And then she does. “Odette, can I steal you for a moment?” she asks. The last thing I expected.

Hattie leads me through the crush of guests, to the top of the stairs and then down them, undoing all the precautions we’ve ever taken. She closes the door to her sewing room and I don’t understand what it means. Does being alone give me permission to kiss her? I shouldn’t—my lipstick would smear, the tube is upstairs in my purse on the hall tree. Voices seep through the floor and even though I come to this room nearly every week, I’m unsure of how to be.

The room is dim. Weak yellow light through lampshade. She sits on her love seat, so I sit next to her, go to fold my legs under me but my dress is too constricting.

“I need to ask you something.” Voice wavering. Pearls on her earlobes. Lashes hiding her downturned eyes. “How do you feel about my brother?”

“Did my sisters say something to you? They have this scheme. I have nothing to do with it.”

She shakes her head. “Cyril and I were up late last night talking. He’s panicked over leaving, keeps going over things he wishes he’d done. He’s always been a little bit in love with you. I’m sure you know that. He’s afraid you’ll find someone else while he’s gone.”

She’s been avoiding my eyes as she talks, but she glances at me now, in the silence that follows while I struggle to understand. Finally, I say, “But I’ve already found you.” A strange thinness to my voice.

Hattie takes my hand, and I’m full of dread now. “Look at you,” she says. “There’s no way you’ll make it to twenty without a ring on your finger.”

“Don’t I have a say in it?” My voice again, strained and small. “You should come to Los Angeles. You have the money to get started. It’s Hollywood. You’ll have so much work there. I’ll find work, too. Maybe I could assist you, and we can see each other all the time. We could even get a place together. As roommates—that’s what we’ll tell everyone.”

“Odette. Stop.” I bend forward, my dress too tight around my ribs. “We both know there’s no future in us,” Hattie says.

Roar in my ears. “Easy for you to say that, when you don’t even love me.”

“I do love you,” Hattie says. “Sure, some girls could get away with what you’re describing. Girls without close family. Girls who are on their own. Girls who aren’t watched over, who don’t have as much to lose as you do. You’re an Honoré sister. The third in line to marry any man you choose. Everyone’s waiting to see who you’ll pick. I never dared to imagine that we could last.”

“Tell me again,” I say.

“Tell you what?” Between us, it’s very quiet now. Very still. “Don’t make me,” she says.

“Tell me.”

“I love you,” she says.

I close my eyes. My whole body, aching. She loves me. She loves me. She’s cutting me off. No future in us. She’s asking me for something absurd, nonsensical—but she loves me.

“Let me tell you what I’m thinking.” She’s planned it all out. She’ll send Cyril over in the morning. We’ll spend a few days together, to see how we get along—only eleven left before he reports to Shreveport, no time to waste. She’ll sew me the most beautiful wedding gown if I say yes. “You don’t know him well, not yet, but I promise there is no boy sweeter than Cyril. He’s good and strong and he’ll provide for you. He’ll treat you well.”

The longer she speaks, I see that she’s decided. The clock chimes upstairs, it’s midnight. I cross the room to her pile of fabric scraps, wipe the lipstick off my mouth. “Kiss me,” I say.

“Will you do it?”

“Kiss me.” She wants to. I can see it. “Come to Los Angeles.”

“I’m never doing that. Odette. Please. He’s so young. He’s so scared.”

“You’re giving me away?”

“I would keep you if I could, but that’s not how things work and you know it. And you’ll live here. You’ll be out of your mother’s house. We’ll see each other every day until you need to go. He knows about California. He said he’ll follow you when he gets back from overseas.” She puts her hand on my face. Stops there.

“I’m not his yet,” I tell her.

“Yet?” Her mouth to my mouth. I expect the kiss to feel different knowing that she loves me, but it feels the same. She’s felt this way all along.

When she pulls away, it’s with finality. She widens the distance between us. “Can I send him tomorrow? That’s all I’m asking. Spend some time with him. Let him show you how special he is.”

I’m cold, the floor hard underfoot, the shadows long across the room.

“Okay,” I say. I don’t know why I’m saying it. I thought our kiss might change her mind.

“We should go back up now.” I follow, watching her ahead of me on the stairs. In the living room, someone’s singing at the piano. Someone’s handing me another Sazerac. I drink it down, find my sisters, tell them I’m not feeling well. A crushing headache, maybe too much to drink, and no I don’t need anyone to walk with me, but I do really need to go. Purse from the hall tree, waving my goodbyes, and I’m on the street now. Alone among the dark houses and the bright ones.

Delphine, where are you?



Cyril and I spend three days getting to know each other. I’m leaden with heartbreak. We’re at the pictures and all I hear is Hattie saying, “I love you.” We watch the boats and all I see is Hattie stepping away. But when he takes me to the live oaks and we’re strolling together, just looking, I discover that his mouth turns down at the corners when he’s contemplative, the same as Hattie’s. He holds my hand in a club and his hands are like hers, too. Beautiful hands, for a boy. When he drops to his knee, Hattie’s in my ear—“there’s no future in us”—and the wanting in his eyes matches the wanting in hers on so many Thursday afternoons.

He’s on his knee. He’s waiting.

Seven days until he leaves for Shreveport. And I’ll live in his parents’ house, with Hattie, until it’s time to go, and once we’re in Los Angeles, Hattie and I will be tied together by a marriage even if it isn’t ours. When Cyril and I visit home, it’s Hattie we’ll be going back to. And when Hattie visits California, she’ll sleep in a room next to mine. We’ll stay close, we’ll stay tethered. Maybe once every few years we’ll give in to each other. End up alone in a house, unable to resist. Not right, but not entirely wrong, either, to give Cyril everything he wants from me, and in exchange take only a little, every now and then, of what I want for myself.

I say yes.

Just hours later, Hattie comes to fit me for a dress. My sisters and Maman watch as she wraps the sewing tape around my waist, my breasts, unaware of how many times she’s touched me. They talk about silk and lace, necklines and veils, ask my opinions.

“Whatever Hattie thinks,” I manage to say, and I wait and I wait and I wait for her to change her mind.

She leaves down the front steps with her sewing bag. I imagine her rushing back to me. At night I listen for pebbles or taps against the living room window. Nothing comes and the next day I can’t complete my sentences. I burn the rice on the stove. A day later, the dress is finished. I’m married on the next. A Saturday morning at Saint Peter Claver, just like my sisters. Bernard meets me at the back of the church to walk me down the aisle, offers me his arm. “Wish he could be here to see you,” he says. “He’d be proud.” But if Papa were still alive, he would have spared me from all of this.

The ceremony is unbearable, so many eyes on me. Cyril slips his grandmother’s wedding band onto my finger and a cheer rises. I search for Hattie but she’s wearing a hat that obscures her face.

At the luncheon reception, on my way to the powder room, I trip over the carpet and Felix appears from nowhere, catches me. “You all right, Odette? You look a little pale.”

“Too much attention,” I say. “I’m not used to it.”

“Go on, then. I’ll guard the door in case some of the aunties try to go in.”

Someone’s set a doily on the bathroom counter, a dish of wrapped peppermints atop it. Above hangs a frameless mirror. I lean against the wall, close my eyes.

Hours later, I’m in a borrowed car on the way to our Baton Rouge honeymoon, and every time I look at Cyril it shocks me. My husband. He drives carefully, both hands on the wheel. “Look,” he says, and tips his chin toward something out the window, but I miss it, startled by the straight line of his jaw. There’s an unreality to everything, the blur of road and trees, the mansions and the river bends, like I’m not really myself, like the real me is still down in Hattie’s sewing room, in the moment before she says she loves me.

Wait.

Let’s take a minute here. Let’s think a moment about what we’ve done.

But we keep moving.

Just inside city lines, Cyril turns down a long gravel path, past a simple cottage. There’s a flutter from a window. A little guesthouse waits in the back. Cyril carries our suitcases through the unlocked door. On the kitchenette counter: a vase of baby’s breath and a note that says, Welcome, lovebirds.

“Whose house is this again?” I ask, not sure he ever told me.

“My cousins’.” He opens a door and sets our suitcases in the closet. “They said to pretend they aren’t even there.”

I close myself in the bathroom. Rose petals in a little gauze bag balance on the edge of the tub. Stripped of romance, they barely make sense. The bathroom is dim, I don’t bother turning the light on. I wash my body with a hand towel. Stare at myself in the mirror. Who are you? When I turn the knob it comes at me with force: my dream life of white curtains in the breeze, Hattie in my bed. Instead, Cyril’s rummaging through a bag, pulling out a bottle of scotch. He steps into the last of the light. My husband.



I don’t mind the sex. It’s easier than conversation. Whenever he tries to talk to me, I go blank, afraid I’ll give something away. When we kiss, I close my eyes and focus on the sensation. I don’t mind his broad hands around my waist or his mouth on my breasts or, after the initial pain of it, the sensation of him inside of me. Hattie wasn’t lying when she told me he was sweet. But still, at times it seems like the three days will last forever and the guesthouse resembles a locked room and he asks me what’s the matter and I don’t know what to say.

On our last night, we have dinner in a little Creole restaurant. The owners congratulate us, light a red candle in the center of our table. We order étouffée with crab and thick slices of French bread, and when the waiter leaves, Cyril leans forward, a flicker of candlelight across his face, and says, “Odette, I’m a little nervous to go to war.” I shift in my chair. When Al came home, he stayed closed in the bedroom a month, pulled the covers over his head whenever anyone passed through on their way to the kitchen. Bernard drifts off midsentence sometimes, lost to us. Still, what do I say to Cyril? That nervousness is insufficient, he should be terrified instead?

I take his hand. The waiter sets our bowls and plates on the table. We don’t speak of what’s to come. Walking back to the guesthouse, he says, “Overseas, whenever I’m frightened or lonely, I’ll picture meeting you in California when you least expect it. Showing up there in my uniform on your front steps.”



Back at the Laurent house, late at night, Cyril and I sharing his narrow childhood bed, I stare into the dark, unable to sleep, listening to the moan of water running through the house’s pipes until even that is over and all is hushed. After a time, I slip off the covers, step over Cyril’s bag carefully packed with the few items he’s permitted to bring to Shreveport in the morning, and walk into the hallway. I’ll drink a glass of water in the kitchen. One small thing I can do to pass the time. But at the end of the hall the bathroom door swings open and here’s Hattie, smelling of jasmine from her bath.

It’s the first time I’ve seen her hair wet.

We’re face-to-face, hope knocking me breathless. She’s going to reach out and touch me. She must want to. But she averts her eyes, steps aside. “Sorry. I hope you weren’t waiting long.” She says it as though she doesn’t know me.

I’m frozen. The faint click of her bedroom locking. I follow the steam from her bath. I take off my clothes and lay my body where hers just was, the tub empty and hard against my spine. I stay until it hurts less.

When I go back to Cyril’s bed, he spoons me. I fall asleep hard, and in seconds it’s morning, Cyril’s head inches from mine on the same pillow, tears pooling at the bridge of his nose. I smooth them away with my index finger. He cries harder and I slip my hand under his cheek. He turns his face into my palm. In just two hours he’ll be boarding the bus to Shreveport. Terrible as it is, I’ll be relieved when he’s gone.

That night Hattie says she has something to show me. “Come,” she says, and leads me down the stairs and to her sewing room door. We step in together, nearly a year’s worth of Thursday afternoons burning between us. “Here. I hope you like it. I hope it gives you the space you need to work.”

On the far side of her studio, she’s set up a table under a window. There’s a stack of paper, a jar of pencils, a tin of paints, a set of brushes. “Thank you,” I say.

It isn’t what I wanted. She’s moved the changing screen, pulled it open as far as it can go, and placed it between her workspace and mine.

Alone in Cyril’s room, I try to write Delphine a letter. So much I can’t say. It would be reckless to put it in writing and I wouldn’t know where to start anyway. I draw her a picture of Cyril’s twin bed with its rumpled sheets. Below the drawing I write, I married Cyril Laurent on Saturday morning, January 6. When I see you, I’ll tell you everything. I tell her that I’m writing to her from Cyril’s little bedroom desk that he used for his schoolwork when he was a boy. That on it is a brass paperweight engraved with his initials. That he still seemed like a boy this morning, boarding the bus with his bag, waving as he went. I tell her I’m afraid for him. For myself, too, though she’s the only person I’d admit that to.

I get a letter back ten days later. She tells me they found a house, lovely, with an apricot façade and shaded backyard with stepping stones and a fountain. She can’t believe it’s hers. On to you now, she writes. I picture her stuck like I was, not knowing what to say if she isn’t able to say everything. Frowning like she does, barefoot and pacing, a hand through her hair, slipping into her chair again, writing the only thing that’s true enough: Maybe we can’t have all the wild things we dream of without some punishment for taking them.






SIX


MY SISTERS TELL ME HOW to be a wife while Cyril’s away. Write letters, they say, at least one a week but more is better. Fill them with details of home. So I write to Cyril about what his mother cooked for dinner, which of his father’s backyard vegetable crops are thriving.

It’s the end of January when I get another letter from Delphine. I sit in the winter sun on the front porch and tear open the seal. I can tell by the first line, something’s wrong. There’s news she doesn’t know how to tell me. I’m afraid it’s about the baby, skim to understand, but there isn’t language to latch on to. I start again, slower this time. She says she’s gotten herself into something. She can’t find her way out of it. She says the house they bought is in a white neighborhood, but I thought there was no such thing in Los Angeles. She says Bill asked around at the studios, found out none of them employ colored people for any of their high-level positions, and didn’t dare ask about the employment prospects of white men with colored wives. I still don’t understand what she’s trying to tell me. Until I get to the part where she says she’s let Bill convince her to pass. I have to become white now. A woman with no family besides my own little one. It’s the only way to do it and not get caught. I’m not to contact her when we get to Los Angeles. She says she’s sorry. She says it three times.

I take the letter to my sisters. They stand in the pink living room with their shoulders touching, reading it. Reading it again. Numb, all of us. None of us speaking.

Back at the Laurent house, in Cyril’s room, I sit on his bed and look at the long strip of wallpaper between the ceiling and the picture rail. It’s a child’s wallpaper, of trains passing through forests and tunnels, and I don’t know if it’s meant to be the same train—a progression through time—or different trains, at various places in their journeys.

I don’t recognize my life.



I imagine Delphine and me holding separate ends of a very long string.

I imagine us singing the same song in different rooms.

I wake in the morning, my dream from the night before still vivid. The first since Papa died. Flowers and a snake and a pool of clear water, a full moon so low it skims the ground. I reach for the stationery before I remember.



After three weeks in the Laurent house, the phone rings early in the morning. Hattie knocks on Cyril’s bedroom door. “It’s Claire for you,” she says.

Mama and Papa Laurent are in the kitchen, fixing breakfast. I take the phone.

“Lionel’s in trouble,” Claire says. “We need you to come over.”

I dress quickly, Mama Laurent handing me coffee at the bedroom door. Drink it down, set the mug in the sink, hurry through the streets to the blue house. Rudy, fussing, lifts his arms when I walk through the door. I scoop him up. Adele’s watching out the window. “What’s going on?” I ask her.

“Al’s coming from the police station now, bringing Lionel with him. He says it’s never been as bad as this and we have to go.”

Bernard, leaning forward on the sofa, rubbing his forehead, says, “We’re so close. If we can stay for just two more weeks, we’ll be able to get the payment.”

“Al’s probably scared,” Claire says. “That’s all.”

But then we see them on the stairs. Al’s shirt unbuttoned at the collar, a sheen of sweat on his skin even though the weather’s mild. And behind him, Lionel, the entire right half of his face purple, swollen.

“Oh my,” Claire murmurs.

“I’m fine, I’m fine.”

“He’s not fine,” Al says. “He’s lucky they didn’t kill him.”

“There was a fight?” Adele asks.

“Apparently I resisted arrest.”

“The police did this to you?” I say, finding my voice.

“You should see his ribs,” Al says.

“Good thing they had me in handcuffs.”

He flinches as Adele dabs at his wounds, nodding as she whispers that it’s almost over. He eases up his shirt. Bruises against his brown skin, a gash at his ribs.

Rudy pulls at my hair, touches the tip of his nose with his tongue, a trick. I want to be light and playful for him, but Lionel’s face, Lionel’s ribs … the fear coursing through the room.

“Look.” Al’s voice is hushed, strained. “It’s gotten to the point that he can’t cross the street without a cop coming after him. It’s time. Can’t drag this out anymore.”

“Let’s take a minute now,” Bernard says. “Let’s think. We all care about Lionel, no one wants to see him suffer more than he already has. And at the same time, we’re so close. We’ve been working hard for this, all three of us. Shame to walk away without the full payment in our pockets.”

“I’m trying to explain it to all of you,” Al says, voice rising. “They have a target on his back.”

Rudy starts to cry. “We need that money,” Adele says, taking him from me. “I know we need it. But Al’s right. Lionel’s been going through this for years. We need money but we need each other more.”

“But—” Claire says.

“Wait.” Bernard’s lifting a finger, eyes squinting, working something out. Then he gives himself a nod. “Two days,” he says. “We go over to the mill today, finish the hand carving and detail sanding on the banquet tables. Will probably take us into tomorrow morning, but we can go without sleep if we need to. Tomorrow, first thing, we’ll do the assembly. I know a craftsman who can apply the French polish on all the tables. I’ll call him from the shop. A job like this—no way he’ll turn it down. We’ll have to pay him well, though. Tomorrow afternoon, we’ll go over everything with him and his guys, make sure they understand exactly what they’re taking on and what the expectations are. Next morning, we get on the train. And we hope to God they send us our share of the money when they collect it.”

“Forty-eight hours,” Al says. “All right. We’re on the morning train day after tomorrow.”

My sisters exchange one of their private looks. There’s an alarm in my body. “We need to visit Papa’s grave,” I say. “We need to say goodbye.”

Adele winces. “Honey, I wish we could. But there’s no time to go all the way to Jackson and back with just two days to pack and prepare.”

“Don’t you see everything we have left to do?” Claire says. “And I’d rather remember Papa how he was. Too sad, to go to that place. Nobody wants that.”

“I want it.”

Lionel, quiet all this time, opens his swollen eyes and says, “I’ll borrow a car. I’ll take you.”

“No,” Claire says. “Lionel’s staying here.”

“Claire,” Lionel says. “I know you’re the oldest sister, and I really do respect that, but last I checked you weren’t my mother.”

Claire goes cold. “Al, this is your mess to handle.”

Al runs a hand over his mouth, gaze shifting from me to Lionel. “Whose car?”

“Petey’s.”

“He have a clean record?”

“As a whistle.”

Claire shakes her head, keeps shaking it. Al ignores her. “Might not be a bad idea to get you out of town. You’re gonna need to lay low today, ice those ribs, so we get a sense of what the damage is. We’ll accept your help in the morning for the assembly if you can handle it. In the afternoon, you can take Odette.”

“Thank you,” I say to Lionel. He tries to smile at me. “Thank you,” I say to Al. He winks.

“I don’t know what we’ll tell Maman,” Claire says.

“Claire, it’s Odette’s choice,” Adele says. “How about we let it be? We have plenty to worry about already. I don’t see why we need to tell Maman anything.”

Back in the Laurent house, Hattie’s lingering in the kitchen. She’s been waiting for me. “We’re leaving the morning after next,” I tell her.

“Thought it might be something like that.”

We stay together in the kitchen, saying nothing, just looking at each other. And then she goes downstairs.

In Cyril’s room, I pack my suitcase, fitting as much as I can. I press my ear against the worn floorboards, listen for the sewing, humming and stopping. Humming and stopping. I lie on my belly with my eyes closed, palms open against the floor.

Later, at the table, I tell Mama and Papa Laurent that it’s our last dinner together. They hug me tearfully, say it hurts but they know it’s right. “You’ll make the rounds tomorrow?” Mama Laurent says. We’re all familiar with the knocks at the door, classmates and cousins and old friends saying they’ll see us again sometime when most often it’s farewell for good.

In the morning, Hattie already downstairs in her sewing room, I pause on the front steps, struck by the sensation that I’m in a play with no audience. I talk to no one, seek nobody out. I walk through the Lower Garden District to Magazine Street, run my fingers against the glass of Bill’s old studio, papered over from the inside. I walk past shotgun houses and mansions and shops, under oak trees, through the cemetery. Gust and rattle of the streetcar. Waft of sweetness from Lorraine’s Bakery. One last beignet, powdered sugar on my fingers. Across from the shop, three colored children play music on the stoop of a bright-yellow house with turquoise trim. A boy with a drum, a girl with a trumpet, another girl singing with a voice louder and stronger than seems possible for her age. Al’s voice in my head: “Our birthplace is the birthplace of jazz.”

Five generations of Honorés in Louisiana. Five generations of summer heat and magnolias and thunderstorms, of bright colors, of courtyard gardens, of zydeco and dancing the second line and warming spices over the stove. On my fifteenth birthday, Papa took me aside when the party was over, handed me a yellowed page. His great-grandmother’s free papers. He told me her history. Born into slavery. Taken as a child from a plantation in Virginia, chained to a ship and delivered to the New Orleans port, sold to the Honoré plantation. Freed by the head of the family and made to be his lover. “She was fifteen years old when she gave birth to my grandmother,” Papa told me. “All of her children born free.” I felt that other fifteen-year-old alive and present. Felt her fear and her effort and how she made a home here.

And now we’re leaving.

I cut through Washington Square and cross into the garden. The iron gate, the ferns, the bench under the Angel’s trumpet. It’s smaller now, colder, the buildings on either side closing in. I clip some flowers with a pair of Hattie’s sewing scissors, tie them into a small bouquet.

At two o’clock, I find Lionel waiting in a car parked outside the blue house, a map unfolded across his lap. “You mind driving on the way there?” he asks. “My head’s killing me.”

“Sure,” I say. Throat thick. I keep swallowing. It doesn’t help. I start the car, pull onto the road. Lionel checks the rearview every few seconds. His face looks worse than it did yesterday. “It looks so painful.”

“I’ll heal.”

It’s the same route I drove with Cyril. Same trees, same mansions and river bends. But we reach Baton Rouge and go through it, farther. The bouquet from the garden rests between us on the seat, the petals already fading.

I ask Lionel how he feels about leaving.

“I’ve given New Orleans all my love,” he says, “but I can’t say I’ve received much in return. Honestly, I wish you could keep driving us right now. Tomorrow morning feels a long time away.”

A sign tells us that we’ve crossed into Jackson. Upon seeing it, a heaviness. “Have you been here?” I ask.

“Never. You?”

“Once,” I say. “With Delphine. My sisters don’t know.”

The gate looms ahead of us now. We slow to a stop and I’m relieved when Lionel leans over to give the guard our names and tells him why we’re here. I roll the car through the gate and the memory rushes back to me: Papa, seeing Delphine and me from across the room, rising, astonished. Pulling chairs out at his table for us to sit. “Look at you. My daughter. My niece. How are you both so beautiful?” Filling the hour with polite questions and conversation. Thanking us for coming when the bell sounded. “You came such a long way. Such a long way, just to see me.” A gentle hug when we left, his hands on our shoulder blades. Not a word about when we might come back, as though to spare us from worrying that he might wish for more.

“I’ll wait here,” Lionel says. “My face isn’t fit for public viewing.”

I’m already crying, fumbling for the handle, can’t seem to grip it. “It’s busted,” he says, leaning over me, shoving it open, and then I’m walking past the grand white columns and through the doors of the East Louisiana Hospital for the Insane, making my voice steady as I tell the woman at the counter that I’m here to visit my father’s grave.

“Is he in the cemetery, or the sanctuary?” she asks.

“I don’t know.”

“Did someone from your family claim the body? Have a tombstone made?”

“My mother did.”

“All right. The cemetery, then. What’s the deceased’s name?”

“Louis Honoré,” I say.

A beat of quiet. “Louis Honoré. I remember him.” For the first time, I look at her closely. She’s about ten years older than I am, white, dressed in a neat jacket. A long, thin nose, gold spheres clipped to her ears. She frowns. “I’m sorry. But I’m actually certain that he’s in the sanctuary. We were all so sad that no one claimed him once he was gone. You’re his daughter?”

I nod, shame washing over me. But there’s compassion in her voice when she says, “Wait just a minute.” She lifts the receiver, dials a number. “Hi, it’s Terry. I have a visitor here to see the sanctuary. Will you come take my spot at the desk?”

Terry leads me out through the front again. We round the building, walk through cemetery gates, past the tombstones and farther, to a different place. It has an arch with the words Rugged Cross Sanctuary spelled in iron, a marble statue of a saint, her arms lifted toward the sky. Beyond it are rows and rows of simple wooden crosses, painted white. On the last row, closest to the grass border, Terry stops.

“Where are the names?” I ask.

“There aren’t any.”

“I don’t understand.”

“This is where the hospital puts our unclaimed patients to rest when they pass. We do our best to contact the families, but sometimes we can’t reach them, or they don’t wish to pay for a burial. Or they do wish to but can’t afford it. A few of us always try to attend the burial to pay our respects. Several of us came for your father.”

A white cross, stuck in the ground. “Is he in a casket?”

She hesitates. “There’s a charity nearby. They make simple cedar caskets for our patients who go unclaimed.”

“A box, you mean.” My chest is heaving, I can’t breathe. For months, Bernard and Al and Lionel have made beautiful things out of wood. Tables for a restaurant for rich people to go to dinner. While my father lies buried in a plain cedar box. “She said there wasn’t a funeral. Said she took care of everything.”

“Oh gosh,” Terry’s saying. “I’m afraid I don’t quite understand. You dropped your flowers. They’re for him, right? They’re lovely. We all just loved him.”

“I loved him.”

“Of course,” she says. “Not like you did. Will you be all right? Spend as long as you need to. Well, until it gets dark. Then we lock the gates. I need to go back to the desk.” I’m bent over, my cheek against the grass, won’t answer her. “I’m so sorry for your loss,” she says, and leaves me. I lie all the way down, curl my body around the cross, sob until I’m limp and spent, my breath rasping, blades of grass so close to my eyes that all I can see is green.



Sunset now. My dress covered in dirt. I count the rows from his to the first. Thirty-four. I count again, the other way, to be sure. The first grave of row thirty-four. I go back to Lionel. He’s moved to the driver’s seat. Says nothing about the dirt on my face, my hands, my dress.

“My mother lied,” I tell him. I thought the emotion had left me but it comes back different, making me tremble. “She told us the hospital didn’t allow funerals, but they do. She told us she handled everything, but she didn’t claim him.”

“What do you mean?”

“She didn’t have a headstone made. She had him buried in an unmarked grave.”

Even swollen and bruised, Lionel’s whole face changes. Horror in it. I’m still trembling, can’t make myself stop, teeth chattering now. He puts his hand on my shoulder. “You gotta let it out,” he says.

“How?”

He roars, a tremendous noise, and now I’m opening my mouth, filling the car, matching him. Overpowering him. He stops for a breath and starts again but I keep screaming and screaming, I don’t even need to breathe. Everything awful inside of me, turning into sound. Delphine leaving me, Hattie giving me away, Cyril, whom I’ll never love. My father, gone forever. The regret I’ll carry for the rest of my life. Visiting only once. Not insisting. Trusting my mother even when I knew she was not to be trusted. Going along with everything, just going along with it all. Lionel’s finished now. A trickle of blood runs down his cheek, the exertion reopening a wound. I’m panting, crying, he’s starting the car. We’re back on the road and he rolls down the windows.

“Louisiana, you heartbreaker,” he says. “Goodbye and good fucking riddance.”

I close my eyes, the wind on my face all the way home.



It’s past dinnertime when we get back to the blue house. Stillness on my sisters’ side. A familiar scent. “Did someone make gumbo?” I ask.

“Claire was planning to. Said she always pictured serving gumbo on the last night.”

The kitchen’s empty of people, voices coming from the other side of the wall. We go out our back door and through to Maman’s side. They’re all seated around the dining room table, the meal underway. Maman and Jean Pierre at the heads, Claire on one side next to Bernard, Adele on the other next to Al, with Rudy on his knee. Two empty places are set, facing each other. Maman’s candelabra glows at the table’s center. I expect them to scold us for being late, for the state we’re in, but instead Claire jumps up, eager to serve us.

She carries our bowls to the table. She had told me that there was too much to do, that she couldn’t make the drive to Jackson. She made gumbo instead, an all-day affair. It’s good, though. Claire’s gumbo is the best in the family. I take another bite, look at Maman. She’s rigid, not meeting my eye.

“Maman,” I say. “Did they tell you that we went to the hospital?”

“I told her,” Claire says. “I’m sure it was very sad.”

“Very sad,” I say. A crab leg rests on the top of my bowl. I crack it open with my fists. “Illuminating, too.”

Al’s onto me. “How so?”

I could say it now, but I don’t. Maman’s eyes are fixed at a spot on the wall. “I’ll tell you another time,” I say.

Al looks to Lionel, but he’s bent over his bowl, spooning thick broth, picking around the pieces of sausage and chicken, pushing them to the side, giving nothing away.

“I’m sorry,” Claire says. “I forgot that you don’t eat meat.”

“No trouble,” Lionel says.

Maman takes a sip of her beer. The conversation from before we arrived resumes. The carpentry job handoff went well. Everyone’s packed, suitcases in the living room.

“We need to get some sleep now,” Claire says, dabbing her eyes. “Our last night living in this house. Oh, gosh. I don’t know if I’m ready.”

“You all go now,” Maman says. “I’ll clean up.”

“Yes,” Jean Pierre says. “You all go get some rest.” As though anyone asked his permission.

Chairs push back, my sisters and their husbands stand, carry dishes to the sink. “Go ahead and leave those,” Maman says. I hear Lionel serving himself another ladleful in the kitchen. He must be standing, eating over the stove.

“Aren’t you coming?” Adele asks me from the doorway.

“In just a minute,” I say.

I listen to their footsteps, leaving one by one. The candles are burning low, wax dripping. Maman’s in the kitchen. Dishes clinking in the sink. After a few minutes, it stops. Quiet now. Her steps so soft I barely hear them, and then she’s here, across from me at the table. We study each other.

“There’s dirt in your hair,” she says. “And all over your dress.”

“Yes. From Papa’s grave.”

She sighs, weary. “You shouldn’t have gone.”

“You mean I shouldn’t have found you out?”

“What I mean is that it’s better to forget.”

“How you sent him there to die?”

She rests her hands on the table. Long fingers, like mine and my sisters’. Hers are thicker around the knuckles from age and use. “I didn’t send him there to die. You know that.”

“You sent him there to be rid of him,” I say. “So you could marry someone else.” A throat, clearing. Jean Pierre, listening from the next room. “What kind of person sends someone away like that? Sends him away and never visits and forbids their children to visit? All he has is a wooden cross. As though no one loved him. Strangers went to see him be buried. You told us we couldn’t.” I’m leaning toward her, across the table. All these months of avoiding her but now I can’t get close enough. She’s small, diminished. Tears in her eyes. I don’t care.

“Your face,” she says. “You hate me.”

A stillness falls over us at the naming of it.



I make the walk back to the Laurent house, the air cool, the sky full of stars. The house is silent, everyone tucked away. I wash my body and throw my dirty dress into the trash. No room in my suitcase, no desire to bring it with me. I knock on Hattie’s bedroom door, softly. My last hope for us: a night together in a bed. More than enough, just for her to hold me.

But either she doesn’t hear me or she chooses not to answer.

And now it’s morning, sparrow out my window, chalk-blue walls and a shelf of Little League trophies. My suitcase is packed with my clothes and Cyril’s brass paperweight. I’m wide awake and Cyril’s voice is in my head saying, “Do you think we made a baby?” I hope not, I hope not, but I haven’t bled in a month and a half, and for the first time I bolt upright with it, can’t push it out of my mind. I eat Mama Laurent’s fried eggs and grits with a ravenous hunger. Let Papa Laurent hug and kiss me goodbye. I search for Hattie but don’t find her until I circle back to Cyril’s room. She’s kneeling on the wood floor, tying a box to my suitcase, knotting it with her practiced hands.

“A few things for your new life,” she says.

She finishes the knots and rises. I wait. I reach for her arm. For the first time since New Year’s, we embrace. Her body and mine, together, over too soon, she’s gone, back down the stairs, and I’m gone, too, walking the blocks through the early morning. I never told her that I love her. Maybe someday. I hope. I reach the blue house, faded by the sun. Our family’s house, going back a hundred years. I can’t bear to step inside. We’re loading up the borrowed car. We’re stepping carefully over the uneven bricks by the ancient oak’s tree roots, where Papa tripped and stumbled, the morning he was taken away. How many thousands of times had he stepped cleanly before, without looking, knowing each brick’s placement by heart?

I squeeze into the back seat with my sisters and Rudy, Bernard and Al and Lionel up front, Maman watching, stoic on the stoop. And I can feel it: I’m never coming home.







PART TWO
1948–1950
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SEVEN


OUR NEW LIVES HAVE A rhythm to them.

The sun rises over Paulsen Avenue, over a block of matching ranch-style houses and neat front lawns. The house stirs. Water running, doors opening and shutting. Children’s small voices carrying through the hallway. Adele pulls her hair back with a scarf, chic even before dressing for the day. She applies lipstick to pour our coffee, cuts melon into neat slices for the children, spoons their yogurt into matching enamel bowls, has them sit around the breakfast table with napkins tucked under their chins.

When the sunburst clock that hangs in the kitchen strikes eight, I kiss my son, Clément, on the top of his head, tell him to be good for his auntie. Then Lionel and Al and I head out the front door, into the Los Angeles sunshine. Mild in the winter, hot in the summertime, never a trace of humidity in the air. Three doors down, Bernard appears in front of his matching house, tie neat and briefcase in hand, and together we head to Columbia Records’ Hollywood pressing plant. Some days Bernard drives us in his forest-green Buick; other days we ride in Al’s eight-seater woodie wagon. Either way, it’s Lionel and me sharing the back seat, out of Compton and through the city. It’s been three years since we left New Orleans.



This evening, like most weekday evenings, Clément bursts out Adele and Al’s front door as soon as we pull into the driveway and races across the lawn and into my arms. Launches into his list of complaints and joys from the day. He ate a peach! Rudy stole his metal car. They saw a dog and the dog said woof! He teeters on the ledge of the tub while I’m on the toilet. Perches on the lid of the toilet while I wash my hands and my face and under my arms. (Impossible, on the Finishing line, not to work up a sweat.) I carry him back to the living room.

“I swear,” Adele says, “Clément walks just fine while you’re at work. Can’t imagine what happens to those little legs each night when you come through the door.” He giggles, buries his head in my shoulder.

Adele’s lit candles for dinner, tall thin tapers we’ve kept wrapped in tissue in a credenza drawer for months. They’re pale blue, nearly translucent.

“Here comes the food,” she calls from the kitchen. “Hope everybody’s hungry!”

She appears in her green-and-white A-line dress, hair swept back and crystal teardrop earrings dangling, a platter of colorful salads in her hands. Claire follows in bright lipstick and rose-blossom earrings, a lavender dress and a platter held high.

“Ta-da!” Claire says, setting her platter at the center of the table. “Oysters Rockefeller.”

I know the effort that goes into the dish. It’s something they talk about making every now and then but haven’t attempted until now. The oysters are cooked in beer first, baked with a cheese and spinach sauce next, and topped with toasted breadcrumbs at the end. My sisters smile and demur as we ooh and ahh. We’re all playing our parts. Bernard and Al, the breadwinners in their hard-earned managerial positions. Lionel, strong from his long hours in Production. My sisters in their domestic glory. And me, the working girl.

“Odette, it’s your six-month anniversary at the plant,” Claire says. “You didn’t realize?”

“Six months,” I say. “I didn’t. How sweet, all of this.”

We dish oysters and salads onto our plates, my sisters peppering us with questions about our day, telling us funny stories about the children. Aside from complimenting the food, Bernard doesn’t join in the conversation.

“Bernard,” I say. “You’ve been so quiet.”

He sets down his fork. “I’ve been trying to collect my thoughts into something coherent. Just—we never could have had this back home. Look at all of this. It’s everything we hoped for.” Suddenly, he’s crying, feeling in his pocket for his handkerchief, Claire murmuring, “Oh, sweetheart,” and rubbing his shoulder.

I expect Al to tease him but he doesn’t. Maybe he’s feeling something, too. Bernard and Al are the plant’s first colored managers. I didn’t even have to interview, just showed up for my first day on Bernard’s recommendation. “You made it so easy for me,” I say.

“What a privilege,” Bernard says, dabbing his eyes. “To make it easy.”



Bedtime is something I’m good at. It’s Adele’s time to unwind, mine to do baths, teeth, hair, stories. Two sets of bunk beds occupy opposite walls of the children’s room with a little circular rug in between. Rudy and Clément share one of the bunks and the twins, Titter and Bobby, share the lower bunk of the other. I read to them from the rug, and then I climb into Clément’s bottom bunk. Time passes and the room warms with the bodies of four sleeping children, their breathing a chorus of snores and sighs. Clément’s body loosens, his little arm cast over my ribs.

Sometimes, like tonight, I stay for a long time, trying to make up for the pain that I caused him. He was born melancholy, stayed that way for months. Everything seemed to hurt him; he was difficult to console.

It was my fault. The sleepless nights before I had him, replaying every choice I made, everything I agreed to. So many chances to change my mind.

New Year’s Day, watching from behind the curtain in the living room as Cyril came up the steps and hesitated at the side-by-side doors, unsure of which one to knock on. If I’d only turned and slipped out the back, run through the alleys to Hattie’s sewing room.

Or even if I hadn’t thought to run, I could have changed my mind that evening, when he’d asked for another date.

Or when he dropped to one knee.

Or when Hattie measured me for the dress.

Or just before I said, “I do.”

Or when he opened the car door before our drive to Baton Rouge.

All that time while Clément was growing inside of me, working to become a person, I was imagining a thousand ways to undo what I’d done. A thousand ways to turn back time, so that I wouldn’t be an expectant mother and already a widow. Cyril killed in a training accident, just three months before the end of the war. My hand rested on my belly as I received the news. Everyone praised me, said I took it well. I grieved for him. I did. My acquaintance-husband. My lover for four strange days. But so much had already been severed. After losing Delphine and Hattie and Papa, after losing all of New Orleans, what was one more thing? Of course I took it well. I was sleepwalking through all of it.

I ease out from under Clément’s arm now. Gaze at the curls across his forehead. His dark eyelashes (so much like Hattie’s). His parted mouth.

“You’re perfect,” I whisper into his tiny ear. “You’re the one I love most.”






EIGHT


A COUPLE MONTHS LATER, LIONEL is fired from the plant. “What a knucklehead,” Al rants on the drive home, his grip tight on the steering wheel. “Smoking a reefer in the break room with a couple of the secretaries. How’d he even meet them?”

I can’t help but smile, picturing him charming two pretty girls in their dresses and heels, slipping a joint out of his T-shirt pocket. “We all know Lionel has no trouble meeting women,” I say. “Regardless of department.”

Al eyes me in the rearview. “It’s funny to you?”

“Honestly, a little.”

Bernard sets a hand on Al’s shoulder. “He’ll find another job. Plenty of them out there. Lionel’s a likable kid.”

“Not one secretary but two,” Al says. “Priceless.” But the next time he catches my eyes in the mirror, he’s smiling.

Inside the house, Adele and Claire rush from the kitchen to kiss their husbands before hurrying back to their discussion of doubling the green salad and how far the macaroni will stretch. “Lionel showed up with two friends,” Claire says. “They’re in the yard. Seems like they might be staying for dinner.” Clément locks his arms around my leg and it begins: Uncle Lionel came home at lunchtime! Was there a fire? Rudy looked but he couldn’t find one.

“Fired,” I say, washing my face, washing under my arms. “It means to lose your job. Come on, let’s see who’s outside.”

It’s a warm night, and they’re sitting in the fading light on the garden chairs: Lionel, Jeremy from the Art Department, and a woman I don’t know. She has short, dark hair tucked neatly behind her ears.

“Welcome to my retirement party,” Lionel says.

Al lights a cigarette. “That’s one way to spin it.”

“Hey there,” the woman says as I cross the lawn toward them. “I don’t think we’ve met.”

Clément perks up. “Ginny, this is my mommy.”

Ginny smiles, dimples flashing. “Clément and I were picking blackberries over there just before you got home,” she says, tilting her chin to the far end of the yard. She’s at ease in the lawn chair, her nails filed short, pink lips smooth. Seeing her—a flush, a vibration in my chest, sudden and unwelcome. An awareness I’d hoped only Hattie could spark. I hold Clément tight against me. There’s no room for this feeling in my life.

She’s waiting for me to introduce myself. “Odette,” I say.

She taps Clément on the knee with her index finger. “Otherwise known as your mommy.” And then, to me, “I work at the plant, too. The night shift.”

I’m striving for aloofness, but Clément smiles, bats his eyelashes. I take the open seat next to Lionel while Al hovers on the periphery. “You look a little uncomfortable,” Lionel tells him. “Feel free to join us.”

Al sits. Shakes his head. “Lionel Dumas. Wreaking havoc on the family reputation once again.”

“Mike’ll forget about me before the week’s through,” Lionel says. “Especially with you and Bernard showing up in your suits every morning. So respectable.” He adjusts an imaginary tie. Al draws on his cigarette, unfazed.

“What department are you in?” Ginny asks me.

“Finishing.”

“What’s it like?”

Clément wriggles off my lap, joins his cousins on the patio. “Strenuous,” I say. “Loud. But I’m used to it.”

Al leans forward. “Ginny,” he says. “You wearing your boyfriend’s clothes or something?”

She has on blue jeans and a button-down open over a men’s cotton undershirt. A gold chain with a medallion, white socks, and white lace-up sneakers. Everything neat and spotless. “These clothes are mine.”

“Huh,” Al says. Ginny’s watching, steady, to see if he’ll say more. Instead, he drifts back into the house once he’s finished his cigarette, and the mood eases.

“Nothing against your brother,” Jeremy says. “I just can’t relax when there’s a manager around. Even if he isn’t mine. I have problems with authority.”

“Don’t we all,” Lionel says.

“Well, we know you do,” Ginny says.

Lionel groans. He bends forward, rests his head in his hands. “I fucked up.”

“Hope it was worth it,” Jeremy says. “Did you get the secretaries’ numbers at least?”

“You should have seen them cry. I feel terrible, to tell the truth.”

“Hey, it’s not the end of the world.” Ginny checks over her shoulder to make sure no one’s coming from the house. “Jeremy already knows this, but I got fired from my job right before this one.”

At this, Lionel lifts his head. “That right? Why?”

She and Jeremy share a glance. I’m an outsider. “I’ll go check on the children,” I say.

“No, stay,” Lionel tells me. To the others: “Go ahead. You can speak freely with Odette.”

“There was a company party at my boss’s house,” Ginny says. “I wasn’t looking for any trouble, but his wife took an interest in me.”

This brightens Lionel up. “Cultural interest?” he asks. “Anthropological? Perhaps biological? Oh no, no, wait: anatomical.”

They laugh, Lionel boisterously, Ginny quietly, averting her eyes. To discuss this, plainly, on a weekday evening in Adele and Al’s backyard. I can hardly trust that it’s real.

“But really, though,” Jeremy says. “The wife kept following her around, making her taste all the food and the cocktails. Took her to their bedroom to look at the art.”

“Were you interested?” Lionel asks.

“Ginny doesn’t kiss and tell,” Jeremy says. “It’s some kind of code among her people.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about, Jeremy. I wanted my job. I was just being polite. The next day I got a call. He’d cut my position.”

“Man,” Lionel says. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine. Wouldn’t have met any of you if I’d stayed.” She takes the last sip of her beer, leans over to set the bottle on the grass. The curve of her breasts, the gold glint of her necklace. Look away, I tell myself.

Our chair legs, digging into Adele’s lawn.

The fence line where it meets the sky.

Blackberry vines at the edge of the garden.

A chip in my nail polish.

And now I can’t resist any longer. A smile at the corner of her mouth when we lock eyes. She gives me a wink.



Later, the guests gone, the kids asleep, Adele says, “Can I ask you a question?”

My heart races, sure it will be about Ginny. I’ve been sitting in the living room with the new Agatha Christie, stuck on the same paragraph for far too long.

But she says, “Maman called today. We had a long talk and the whole time I kept craving things from her—approval, mostly, as embarrassing as that is. But she didn’t give it to me. All these years, I’ve been waiting for her to think well of me again, but I’m starting to believe she never will. It made me want to ask what happened between you and her, before we left home. Finally. I know it’s long overdue.”

I set the book down. “Did she say something about me?”

“She didn’t need to. You never speak to each other.”

“You know things were bad between us.”

“I do,” she says. “But then they got worse, and we never talked about it. Maman had such a hold on us. Still does. Like she’s here, watching over my life. Do you ever feel that way?” She’s on the sofa, legs tucked under her, a striped robe open over her pajama set. Hair soft, face clean, looking young and lovely.

“I don’t know,” I say. “I’ve tried so hard to leave everything behind.”

“So will you tell me?” she asks.

I tried to, once before, when we were newly in LA, but she changed the subject, didn’t want to hear it. I say, “It has to do with Papa.”

“I’m ready.”

So I explain the difference between the hospital cemetery and the sanctuary. The small white cross marking the first grave of row thirty-four. I tell her that as soon as I was hired at the plant, I called the hospital long-distance. Terry was still there. She said it had never been done before but she didn’t see why we couldn’t replace the cross with a tombstone, and she gave me the number of a man who made them. I told him I wanted a stone worthy of Papa’s discerning taste, not only his name and the dates of his birth and death engraved, but also beloved father and grandfather, and a bird like the ones in his favorite painting from the foyer. It took most of two paychecks for the marble and two more for the engraving. Hundreds of hours stationed on the Finishing line, and then I sent the money away.

“And it’s done now?” Adele asks.

“I called the hospital to confirm it.”

“I swear,” she says. “Sometimes I don’t know what to make of you. It’s like you have a secret life.”

My heart seizes, and then I remember: I don’t anymore. “I went to see him at the hospital once,” I tell her.

Her face turns from disbelief to confusion to something like awe. She leans in close. “You saw him?”

“I did. Delphine came with me.”

“How was he?” Adele asks.

“He was exactly himself. Pulled chairs out for us to sit. Asked about how all of you were doing. Asked about Delphine and me and what books we were reading. He wanted to know whose art was on the covers of the magazines that month. He said he liked getting our letters and wished he could write us back, but he didn’t want Maman to find out and put a stop to us sending them.” Adele’s brows are furrowed, her thumb rubbing the seam of the sofa cushion. “He didn’t seem insane,” I say. “That might have been the worst part of all. Maybe a little tired. Definitely sad. But there was no reason, that I could see, for him to be locked away.”

“I wanted to go,” Adele says. “But I thought Maman knew more than we did and we had to trust that she was right.”

“Do you think Claire ever went?”

“I know that she didn’t.”

It’s the answer I expected, but I’m still sick at the thought of him alone at every visiting hour except for one, that entire long year until it was over. I say, “I wish I knew where Delphine is. And if she’s okay.”

Adele bites her lip. Grimaces. “There’s something I should tell you. Once, Claire and I were out shopping together on Miracle Mile. You were home with Rudy and Clément. I was pregnant with the twins.” My life before working at the plant. Wiping small fingers. Mashing bananas for Clément’s baby food. Keeping Rudy from climbing the furniture and drawing on the walls. My sisters returning home with shopping bags. “Claire and I went into Robinson’s. Delphine was there.”

The words hover outside my body. “Go on,” I say.

“There isn’t much to the story. We were in the shoe section. She called to us and waved. She was pushing a pram. It took us both a second to place her—she looked different and she was all out of context. And that was all.”

“What do you mean that was all?”

“Claire took my arm and steered me away. I barely had time to think and then we were outside on the street again and it was over. We argued all the way home over whether we should tell you. Finally, we decided not to. We thought it would just stir up old hurts. We didn’t see a reason to do that.”

A ringing in my ears. “But all these years, I’ve been wondering.”

“We made the wrong choice. I see that now. With Delphine and with you. It’s all wrapped up with this thing with Maman somehow. These rules we’re supposed to follow. The idea that there’s a right way and a wrong way to be. That the wrong things can’t even be looked at. Aren’t allowed to exist. I acted like Delphine didn’t exist. I wish I’d stayed and talked to her. But I didn’t. I wish I’d gone straight home and told you.” She pulls her robe tighter. “But I didn’t do that either,” she says.



The whole next day there’s a tightness in my chest, an anger that intensifies as the hours go on. We come home from work and it’s time to have dinner but I can’t sit still. I leave without explanation, walk the three doors over to Claire’s house, pound on her door so hard I hurt my knuckles, draw my fist back in pain.

She swings the door open, pale. “Why aren’t you at dinner? Bernard’s there. I wasn’t feeling well so I stayed home.”

“Adele told me. About Delphine in Robinson’s,” I say.

“Oh.” I storm past her into their living room. “Can we sit while we talk?” she asks. “I’m not feeling right today.”

“She isn’t worthy of a hello? You hate her that much?”

“I don’t hate her,” Claire says. “She made a choice. It hurt me, and I was angry, especially because of you. All your lives, you two were inseparable. You don’t just abandon people. Forgive me if I won’t tolerate small talk in a department store when she chose to cut us out.”

“But she didn’t want to,” I say. “She didn’t want the laws to be what they are. That’s not her fault. Bill choosing to live in the neighborhood he wanted isn’t her fault.”

“Odette,” Claire says. “What’s gotten into you? You’re picking a fight with me. I never said any of that was Delphine’s fault. Now please just wait a minute. I have to … I don’t feel…”

She turns down the hall, lets herself into the bathroom, and I want to follow her, to scream at her from the other side of the door. I want to make her cry. But a sound comes—a gasp, then a wail, and I turn the knob and find her standing under the bright ceiling light, risen from the toilet, her skirt bunched around her waist, streaks of red blood in clots down her legs.

“Did this…” she says. “Did this ever happen to you?” Her eyes are wide and full of tears.

“You’re pregnant?” I ask.

“The doctor didn’t know if it would stick. But I was about to tell you. We were going to tell you all on Sunday.”

I step into the room with her. The toilet bowl is scarlet, opaque, as though there’d never been water in it. Her whole body’s quaking. “Sit down,” I say. “Sit back down, my love.”

“I’ve read there can be bleeding,” she says, lowering herself carefully onto the toilet. “That a certain amount can be expected, even.” Her voice is so faint.

I kneel next to her, rest my cheek against her cheek. “I’m so sorry,” I whisper, and she bends forward and sobs.



On the drive to work on Monday I listen from the back seat while Al asks Bernard questions. How far along they were, why they didn’t tell us sooner.

“It’s been a hard road for us, you know that,” Bernard says. “She’s sensitive about it, how difficult it’s been for her when her sisters haven’t struggled at all.”

I wonder if he’s forgotten I’m here. I look out the window, let them talk. Remember a night back home in the blue house, Papa and Bernard still overseas, the rest of us around Maman’s dinner table. Jambalaya, beer bottles, tapers in the candelabra. Adele clinking a glass with a knife, a hush following. “Al and I have news.” They were going to have a baby, the first grandchild. Shock and sorrow across Claire’s face, a flash. How quickly she masked it, exclaimed and smiled, rose from the table to embrace them.

On my lunch hour I borrow Bernard’s car and drive to Bullock’s. I want to give Claire something. A barrette catches my eye. Swiftly, a shopgirl reaches for it, fastens it to my hair. It sparkles in the hand mirror. Incongruous against my work clothes, far too expensive. Another salesgirl takes my wrist and spritzes. “Calypso, by Robert Piguet,” she says. It’s floral. Claire prefers musk.

I want something soft. A scarf maybe. And then I find the perfect thing: black suede slippers, lined in sheep’s wool. The cashier wraps them for me in flower-patterned tissue and a white box with a gold bow. Bernard promises to deliver it that night.

A few days pass and Claire still doesn’t come to dinner. After a week, I walk over to her house in the early evening but she won’t see me. “It’s nothing personal,” Bernard says at the door. “She just needs her rest. She doesn’t blame you.”

I storm back to Adele’s. She’s in the yard, pruning her camellia. “Blame me?”

She sighs. She has shears in one hand and a collection of stems in the other. “It isn’t rational. But she’s been so hard on herself for so long. Maybe it’s what she needs—to think it might be someone else’s fault, just this once.”

“I feel terrible, of course,” I say. “But the doctor had already told her.”

“She’ll come around.” She turns back to her shrub, keeps pruning.

I sit down on the grass. “It wasn’t wrong for me to be angry.”

“I know. You can be angry at me, too, if you need to be.”

“I’m not. All I want is to know more about Delphine.”

Adele crosses to the garbage pail and tosses the clippings in. She comes back, sits with me. “She seemed well. It was so quick, but I noticed a few things. She was more mature, less girlish. If she hadn’t said our names, I might not have even recognized her. Not that her face or her body looked all that different but … How do I put this?” She leans back on the grass, closes her eyes. And then: “Take Delphine as we knew her. Dreamy and serious, a free spirit, beautiful but bordering on feral. Wouldn’t you say?” It’s a good distillation. I smile through the ache. “Now give her a husband. A white older businessman.”

“An artist, though.”

“A studio portrait photographer. A business owner.” My perception of him shifts. Everything Delphine told me, she told me through the haze of new love. “She has to play the part of a professional man’s wife. A white man’s wife. She has to be a white woman, in Los Angeles. An entirely different world than where we came from. So she changes the way she wears her hair. Not down and tangled but up, in an elegant twist. And she gets rid of those airy dresses. Trades them for tailored looks instead.”

“What was she wearing?”

“I can’t remember exactly, but I do know she had diamond studs in her ears. They caught the light. And her pram was the very expensive kind, nothing like what we had.”

“Did you get a look at the baby?”

Adele takes my hand in hers. Softer than mine, always, even with all the chores she does. “The baby was wide awake. Very fair and pretty. All in pink.”

“A girl,” I say. And the image from a long time ago comes back. Delphine and me, holding separate ends of a long string. Our parallel lives. Singing the same lullabies in different dark rooms.






NINE


THE NEXT MONDAY, at lunchtime, I go through the cafeteria line. I choose a sandwich and a slice of melon and a cup of coffee, carry my tray outside to the edge of the parking lot, and sit on a far bench.

Delphine’s here, in Los Angeles. She has a child and she has money. She waved to my sisters. She called their names. She would have talked to them, maybe embraced them, had they given her the chance to. The knowledge of it all dislodges something, like I’ve been holding my breath, waiting to see what we’re doing next. But she’s living her life. I am, too. We’re okay, both of us.

I wonder if she still wears her hair long down her back when she’s home and no one’s looking. If she still stacks bracelets on both wrists, still reads books most people don’t understand. I wonder who her friends are, if their children play together on the floor while they stand in the kitchen, if she ever senses something of me, if she knows I’m close.

Her house could be just blocks from here. Maybe she’s on a lounge chair out back, sunglasses hiding her eyes. Maybe she’s reading in bed with her daughter napping next to her. Maybe she’s fixing Bill a sandwich. Maybe she’s planting something, gloved hands easing the roots from the pot. I’m in a trance, imagining her.

A little white car pulls into the far side of the lot, its engine growing louder and quieter as it weaves through the rows for a spot. It stops. A door opens. Ginny rises from the car like a gift. Like while I’ve been wishing Delphine a near-perfect life, she’s been wishing me one, too. There, she’s saying. Go ahead and take it.

Ginny sees me and waves, locks the door and comes toward me. I haven’t seen her since the first time, in the yard. I gather my plate and mug and stand. She’s carrying a box, balancing it on her hip. Cropped hair tucked behind her ears, dimples flashing, eyes dark and pleased to see me.

“Are you switching to the day shift?” I ask her as we fall into stride, heading for the entrance.

“Just swinging by with a few things I’m giving away. My roommate and I are moving.”

“You’re leaving the plant?”

“Gonna miss it.” We’re already at the doors, waving to Owen, who mans the front desk, pushing farther into the building. “We’re having a little going away party on Saturday night. Lionel’s coming. You should come, too.” To the left, down the hall, is the Finishing Department. Production is to the right, up the stairs. We take a few steps in opposite directions, watching each other.

“All right.” I force a smile through my disappointment. “I will.”



Ginny’s apartment is on the second floor of a squat, two-story building. At first it seems quiet, but as we near the door I make out some indistinct voices and brassy jazz. The door opens at Lionel’s knock and the noise is louder, pouring onto the steps before the girl who opened it hurries us in.

“The neighbors have it out for us,” she says. “We’re trying to keep it down.”

“What are they gonna do?” Lionel asks. “Get you evicted on your last night?”

She’s tall, dressed in a partially unbuttoned men’s shirt and a pair of khaki trousers, not dissimilar to Ginny’s clothes but worn looser, less neatly. She holds a beer by its neck, takes a swig. “I wouldn’t put it past them.”

“Odette, this is Mare,” Lionel says. The name suits her. She’s strawberry blond, her face long and elegant, absent of makeup, something equine about her.

“Welcome to our home. For approximately ten more hours. Beers are in the fridge. Ginny’s somewhere.”

I follow Lionel past other guests in small groups and pairs. He opens two beers and hands me one, and Jeremy from the Art Department comes from behind, claps him on the back. Aside from the guests, the apartment is largely empty. A stack of boxes along the living room wall, a worn sofa and chair, people piled atop them. I peer through a doorway and see a mattress on the floor with a suitcase and some folded clothes.

Lionel and I squeeze onto one side of the sofa next to a boy and girl I don’t know, and soon Ginny appears from down the hall, perches on the arm of Mare’s chair. The two of them together with their bare faces, their masculine clothing, the confident positioning of their bodies. It’s a miracle just to look at them.

“I didn’t catch where you’re moving to,” I say.

“Montana,” Mare says.

I wait to see if she’s joking. No one laughs. “Montana?”

“We’re going to live and work at the Glacier Park Lodge,” Ginny says. “They’re hiring for the Christmas season.”

“Don’t ask them why,” Lionel says. “They don’t have a good answer.”

“Adventure,” Mare says. “The biggest sky in the world.”

“Wherever you are,” Lionel says, “the sky is the sky.”

“You clearly haven’t been to Montana,” Mare says.

“Lionel’s just sore because I’m leaving.” Ginny reaches her leg out, nudges his knee with her foot.

He shrugs. “What can I say? I get attached to my friends.”

“Friends are the true loves of our lives,” the boy next to me says. “Romance is fleeting.”

Lionel gives him a mock-solemn nod and raises his bottle. “I’ll toast to that.”

“You can take the train all the way there, the Great Northern line,” Ginny says. “It stops right at the mouth of the park. Hotel employees get a discount for friends and family.”

“I don’t really get the point of travel,” Lionel says.

“It’s the best way to learn about yourself,” Mare says.

“That’s what I’m saying. I know myself plenty already.”

“Travel’s a disruptor, though,” Mare says. “You think you know something and then you learn you don’t know anything.”

“How about you, Odette?” Ginny asks. “Any interest in visiting Montana?”

“I’d never thought about it before. But why not?”

Ginny smiles.

The conversation turns to someone I don’t know; he was here earlier but left to go home to his new wife. “How long,” Lionel asks, “before a baby’s on the way and they trade it all for domesticity?”

“Maybe three months,” Ginny says. “Do you ever imagine it? A wife and a couple kids and a nice little house?”

“No,” Lionel says flatly.

Ginny laughs. “No consideration needed.”

“Don’t tell me you do?”

“I don’t know,” she says. “If I picture my life in five or ten years, I can see settling down with someone.”

“My cousin Delphine and I used to do that,” I say. “Dream about the future, tell each other what we saw.”

Mare clears her throat: “‘We dream. It is good we are dreaming. It would hurt us, were we awake.’” She pauses. “Emily Dickinson.”

“Mare’s a poet,” Ginny tells me.

“What’s your poetry like?” I ask.

“Romantic,” the boy next to me says. “Too many love poems.”

“I’ll admit it. In fact, I’m currently on the lookout for a new muse.” Mare sets her chin on her hand, angling toward me. I blush and everyone laughs.

“Uh-uh,” Lionel says. “I promised her sisters I’d take care of her. No flirting allowed.”

“Hard to resist,” Mare says.

“Here, this’ll help.” Lionel scoots to the edge of the sofa and puts his hand over Mare’s eyes. Another rise of laughter, and I’m in on it, one of them.

“I need a little air,” Ginny says a few minutes later, watching me.

“I’ll join you.” I’m lightheaded, rising from the sofa. Ginny leads me outside and down the main apartment steps and around to the edge of a lawn. She leans her shoulder against the building.

“How long have you lived here?”

“Two years.”

“Just you and Mare?” She nods. “And you’re…?”

“Friends,” she says.

“You must be excited for tomorrow,” I say.

She shrugs. “I haven’t even been to Montana.” For the first time tonight, she seems unsure. “You didn’t tell us what you saw for yourself. With your cousin.”

“I saw a lot of things. They seem silly now. A second-story bedroom with white curtains. Lunches at nice restaurants. A vase of wildflowers at my kitchen table. I thought I’d stay in New Orleans.”

“Anything else?”

My pulse quickens. I answer before I can think better of it. “A woman in my bed.” I’m leaning against the wall now, too, a foot away. Her gold chain glints in the light just above us, disappears into her shirt. “I’ve been wondering what’s on your medallion.”

“You’re welcome to look.”

I expect her to take it out for me but she doesn’t. She waits, so I step closer and I slip my fingers between the chain and her neck. I pull until it’s here, warm in my hand. A lion’s head with a full mane and a powerful gaze.

“It’s beautiful,” I say. So is the dip of her throat, her neck, the soft angle of her jaw. I pull her shirt open at the collar and tuck the medallion back in. Her eyes roam my face.

I lean toward her, ever so slightly, and it’s all the confirmation she needs. Her mouth on my mouth, so easy, like this is something I do. Like I haven’t worked hard to snuff out any kind of longing. Her palm on my cheek, taking her time. My whole body warm with it. It’s a kiss for what might have been, a goodbye before we started. It’s soft, and it’s teasing. Safe because she’s leaving.

By the time Lionel and I get into the car, something inside of me has shifted: a window swung open, view to a different landscape. I can make out a little life for myself. An apartment of my own, just me and Clément. Friends come over; we balance plates on our laps and talk for hours. We go to the pictures. We go to dinner. Clément spends the night with his cousins sometimes and I stay out or bring a woman home with me. Years, since I’ve been with anyone in that way. Intoxicating, that such a thing is possible.

“Something on your mind?” Lionel says.

“Do you ever think about moving out?” I ask.

“Sure,” he says. “Al and Adele won’t put up with us as housemates forever.”

“I heard Al call your room ‘the den’ the other day.”

He glowers at the road. “Ominous.” A minute later, he sighs. “It did hit a certain way, didn’t it? Seeing Ginny’s place. I could get used to something like that.”

“Me too.”

“You don’t see yourself getting married again?” His voice is measured, careful. Maybe he noticed how long Ginny and I were outside. Maybe he’s on the verge of finding me out. Maybe I’ll let him one day. The thought of it swarms me. Dangerous and enticing. Not yet. Not yet. But there’s a charge between us and I want to give him at least part of the truth.

“No. I’ll never get married again.”

We reach the driveway, headlights shining on the neat lawn and the camellia, the upright mailbox and paved path, the cream exterior, the comfortable family home on a block of comfortable family homes.

He cuts the engine, turns off the lights.






TEN


WINTER SWEEPS IN, THE CHANGE so subtle I can barely feel it. A quiet Christmas. New Year’s streamers in the coworkers’ lounge. Claire joins us for dinner again. She shows up at the house with a bright bouquet and a cheerfulness that instructs us how to treat her. We won’t speak another word about what happened. We’ll go on as we always have. Weeks pass and I study her for hints of blame or resentment. She acts no differently toward me than she did before, and I stop watching her quite so closely.

Each payday, through the winter and into spring, I go to the bank and cash my check, deposit a quarter into Al’s mortgage account, put half of what remains into a shoebox in my closet, keep the other half for household groceries, clothing for Clément and me, occasional drinks or dinners out with the Finishing girls. At work, during lunches and coffee breaks, I interview everyone I meet on where they live, how they manage it. Janine and her cousin share a one-bedroom apartment off Wilshire, but in two months her cousin’s moving out and the place will be all Janine’s. “I can’t wait,” she says. “Right now, my so-called room is a Murphy bed directly across from the front door. Impossible to get any privacy at all. It’s going to feel like a palace once it’s all mine.”

“And you’ll be able to afford it all right?”

“It’ll be a stretch. You girls might have to buy my drinks now and then.”

Ivy lives at home with her parents. “It’s fine,” she says, tapping her cigarette on the ashtray, sipping her coffee. “I’m barely there anyway.”

Sally lives with her husband in a cottage behind a bigger house in Culver City. Before that, though, she shared a place with five other girls. “Chaos,” she says. “But the very best kind.”

One night in the spring, Lionel slips in right before dinner in his paint-splattered work clothes and tells us he has some news. He unfolds his napkin, lays it on his lap. “I just signed a lease to an apartment.”

Envy flares in my chest.

Adele beams. “You don’t say.”

“Well, that is big news,” Claire says, and Al claps him on the back.

“Nice job, brother. Nicely done. Tell us all about it.”

Lionel glances at me. I’m overcome, can’t even smile. The money in my shoebox, still not close to enough, no matter how much or how hard I work.

“It’s nothing special,” he says. I can tell he’s downplaying it for me, hate that I’m feeling this way.

“When’s moving day?” I finally manage.

“I already got the keys. This weekend, maybe? A friend’s giving me his old sofa. Okay if I take the bed, or do you need it?”

“It’s yours,” Adele says. “No need for a bed in a den.”

Later, after the dishes are washed, I find Lionel out back. “A friend of a friend knew about the place,” he says. “Sort of dropped into my lap.”

“How’d you save enough money?”

“The jobs I’ve been getting pay decently.” He’s been fixing up houses, building decks, painting walls. “How much have you saved?”

“Not enough. It isn’t just rent and deposit money I’ll need. I want a car, too. And a safety net.”

Lionel considers it. “If you find a place close by, you could put off the car for a while and still ride to the plant with Al and Bernard.”

“That’s a good point,” Adele says, joining us. “Two cars. Three of you commuting to the same place. It works out, doesn’t it?”

“But then again, it will be a lot harder to save for a car once you’re paying monthly rent,” Lionel says.

It’s true. I look at the listings in the paper each day. “Modest two-bedroom apartments run around ninety dollars a month. That would leave me with only sixty for everything else.”

Adele shrugs. “It’s just a matter of priorities. What’s the most important? A car, when you already have access to two of them that you can borrow anytime, or a little home of your own for you and Clément?”

Lionel’s amused, shooting me a look.

“So you want me out is what you’re saying.”

“No, no!” Adele says. “I just want what you want. I’m making sure you know you’ll have our help and support even after you move out.”

“Sorry, Odette. I started something that I can’t take back. Now they’re dreaming of a den and an extra bedroom for the kids.”

Adele denies it, flustered. But it’s out in the open, the way she really feels. We’re in alignment then, even though it stings.



On Friday evening, the men move the furniture and my sisters and I busy ourselves inside Lionel’s new apartment, lining the old kitchen drawers, scrubbing the place clean.

“These bedroom curtains are two inches too short,” Claire says, and the next day she has two new curtains for him, folded neatly, made of extra yardage from her living room drapes. Adele and I stand on chairs to hang them, Claire directing us from below. Afterward, she leads the children in a game. They’re eager, focused, listening to her instructions, watching her, and following along. It moves me so much that I can’t help but tell her later, when we’re alone in the kitchen, no one else in earshot.

“It’s unfair,” I say. “You’re so good and natural with children. Your life is all set up—”

“Stop,” she says. “I can’t talk about this.” Her eyes are wide and full of tears. “Okay?”

“Okay,” I say, chastened. “I’m sorry.”

She nods vigorously, like she’s convincing herself of something. She squeezes my hand—I’m forgiven—and we leave the kitchen to find the others.

They’re out front of the building, talking on the stoop. Clément runs over when he sees me. “Can we go, Mommy? Can we go with Uncle Lionel?”

“Go where?”

“On an adventure,” Lionel says. “Got a couple hours to spare?”

“Don’t you want to come to the Les Dames Amis social tonight?” Adele asks, but I don’t. They convinced me to go with them once. We met in the private room of a restaurant on Jefferson Avenue where the Creole businesses cluster. It was the three of us among a group of women from back home, their made-up faces various shades of brown, their voices drawling and sweet. I couldn’t wait for it to be over.

“I asked Bea,” Claire says. “She said she’d love to have you as a guest. You still have a standing invitation to join.”

“You know how I like to give Clément my attention on the weekends,” I say.

Adele shrugs. Claire purses her lips. Lionel grabs his keys and Clément and I slip into his car.

“You’re choosing me over Les Dames Amis?” Lionel says once we’re on the road. “Even though Bea herself would love to have you?”

“They talk about her like she’s the queen.”

“Pretty sure that of Les Dames Amis, she is.”

Clément climbs onto my lap, sets his hands on the dashboard, peering out the window. “When will we get there?”

“It’s gonna be a while, little man,” Lionel says. “We’re driving to where the rich people live.”

Half an hour later, a white man in a polo shirt and blue jeans waters his front lawn, unsmiling, as we climb out of the car. Clément sticks close to my side, arm tight around my leg. “What are we doing here?” he asks in a small voice. Maybe my apprehension is catching. Or maybe he understands enough about the world already to know that we’re out of place.

Lionel sets his palm atop Clément’s curls. “We’re gonna see some birds do tricks,” he says.

“What kind of birds?”

“Pigeons.”

I push Lionel with my elbow, keep my voice low so only he can hear me. “You drove us all this way for pigeons?”

“Not just any pigeons. You’ll see.” He leads us up the walk with a skip in his step, hands in his back pockets, calling, “Hey there, J.J.,” as though he and this man are friends. J.J. stiffens, doesn’t return the greeting. Lionel should know better. There’s an invisible, unspoken, ever-shifting set of rules here. Al learned it first. We were newly off the train and he went to see about a job as a clerk in a record store. “True, we are hiring,” the man behind the counter had said. “But we aren’t hiring you.” Al was crestfallen. He almost didn’t answer the Columbia want ad from the next week’s paper. How were any of us to know, in this so-called city of opportunity, given the absence of Whites Only signs, given the vast array of its residents’ skin tones, given the dizzying number of languages spoken on the streets, just who exactly the opportunities were for? Even our Compton neighborhood had, just a couple years before, seen a cross burned on a colored grandmother’s lawn.

And here Lionel is now, leaning casually against the shiny railing of this white man’s front steps. Up to me, to put our host at ease. “Thanks so much for having us, Mr.…?”

He relaxes at the question. A flicker of a smile, taking me in. “Baker.”

“Mr. J.J. Baker is going to show us some birds. They around back?”

“They are. I’ll take you there soon as I finish up watering.”

The lawn looks well soaked to me, but J.J. goes over it all again. Lionel paces the house’s perimeter, peeks over the fence to the backyard. Eventually, J.J. shuts off the water, makes a show of winding the hose and hanging it up, just so. Clément tugs on my sleeve. “Mommy, pick me up.” I heave him onto my hip.

Finally, J.J. unlatches the side gate and we follow him to a freestanding shed at the far end of the lawn. Somewhere close, birds coo and patter and flap. As we get nearer, I see them behind the wire and wood, stepping side to side and craning their necks, fluffing their feathers, pale gray and cream and charcoal and blue.

“Wow!” Clément says, squirming in my arms to get a better look.

“Wow is right, little man. These are some fine birds.”

“Since when are you interested in all this?” I ask Lionel.

“The owner of the house I’m working on raises pigeons like these. We watched them fly one day and it was a sight. Mr. J.J. was there, got talking to him. Haven’t gotten the birds out of my mind since.”

As Lionel talks, J.J. stares at me. “You aren’t married?” he asks. I’ve been resting my left hand on the wire, my ringless finger on display. “A pretty girl like you?”

“I’m widowed. My husband died in the war.” My thousandth time saying it.

“Ah,” he says, and looks away. “Condolences.”

“So,” Lionel says. “We gonna fly these birds or what?”

“Am I holding you up? Didn’t realize you were in such a hurry.”

Lionel lifts his hands. “What you’re hearing is pure enthusiasm.”

Clément squeezes me tighter and I think of walking him back down to the car. I still don’t understand why we’re here. But then J.J. opens the coop, and there’s an exodus, wings beating, birds darting up. I gasp at the suddenness of it.

“They got away!” Clément shouts, eyes wide, whole body stretched skyward.

“That’s the point, little man,” Lionel says, but his voice is reverent. “We’re here to watch them fly. Just look at them.”

The pigeons move in a group, changing direction every so often in the blue sky, far above the telephone wires and a tangle of branches. “You just wait a moment and the real show will start,” J.J. says. Soon, one of the birds falls away from the rest, spinning, plummeting, catching itself and flying up again. Another does the same, spins and falls even farther than the first. I’ve never seen anything like it.

“What makes them do that?” I ask.

“It’s neurological. Just this one breed does it—the Birmingham Roller. No one knows much beyond that,” J.J. says.

“See those two?” Lionel’s close to my ear, pointing to a pair of pigeons breaking away from the rest. “They’re us.”

“Are they?” The birds spin and fall, and I’m not sure whether they’re ecstatic or struggling, if it’s freedom or an affliction. Either way, they’re mesmerizing. That Lionel sees us in them perplexes me, delights me. Moves me in a way I don’t fully understand.

When the pigeons go back in their coop, J.J. tells us we have to go. His wife will be coming home soon and they’re entertaining. Lionel asks questions about the birds all the way out to the street. “I want to fly them,” he says as we climb into the car. “Try my hand at breeding them.”

“You can have your own birds?” Clément asks. “That fall in the sky? And come back?”

“A man can dream.”

Clément scoots off my lap and onto Lionel’s. “A boy, too,” he says. My son, four years old now. Suddenly his own person.

Lionel starts the engine. “That’s right, little man. A boy can, too.”



Clément waits at the window on a Saturday a few weeks later, jumps up and down when Lionel pulls up just past four. He’s taking us with him to Union Station, where he has a bird set to arrive on the 5:15 train. None of the local breeders would sell him one.

“I was on a call with Ginny, long distance,” Lionel says as we climb into the car.

“How’s Montana?” If he hears any particular interest in my voice, he doesn’t let on.

“She likes it pretty well. Says every morning she greets the incoming train along with the Blackfeet Indians in their giant headdresses. She’s made friends with some of them. Apparently, they don’t really dress that way, or live in teepees anymore, but the hotel pays them to do it for the visitors. It adds to the overall effect.”

“You and Ginny,” I say. “You’re both making your own lives.”

Lionel smiles. “Oh yeah?”

That burning in my chest again. But I’ll get there. Clément and me, a place of our own. Someday.

“’Scuse me,” Clément says. “Can we talk about birds now?”

I want to know more about Ginny, but the topic is pigeons all the way to the station, where Clément is struck by the majesty—the soaring ceilings and stone walls and giant wooden chandeliers. It comes back: Lionel and me, Bernard and Claire, Al and Adele and Rudy, stepping off the train and into our new lives. “We were right here, weren’t we?” I say to Lionel. “This platform. The night we got here.”

“That’s about right,” he says.

“Imagine,” I say. “Being a little bird, arriving to a place like this.”

“The bird will be in a crate. He’ll have no idea where he is. I only hope he isn’t too discombobulated by the journey.”

The train pulls up and passengers swarm the platform, suitcases in hand, scanning the station for where to go. The crowd thins and Lionel’s searching the train cars for someone carrying a crate. He bounces on his feet, nervousness setting in. A Pullman porter appears in the doorway of the next car and we head toward him, but just as Lionel begins to explain what he’s waiting for, there’s a voice from behind us: “I have a special delivery for the one and only Lionel Dumas.” We turn to see another porter with a small crate in his hands, high cheekbones and smooth skin, a thin mustache over a full mouth, a glimmer of familiarity in his eyes.

“Felix!” I say. I’m searching for the last time I saw him. Maybe it was my wedding day. Yes. He was holding an arm out, catching me when I stumbled.

Lionel’s shaking his head. “Unbelievable.”

“Once I saw your name on the label of the box here, I resolved to treat this little guy as well as my first-class passengers. Figured odds were slim there’d be another Lionel Dumas in Los Angeles, let alone one peculiar enough to have a bird sent to him by train. But I didn’t dare imagine you’d have this angel here with you.” He hands Lionel the crate and puts his arms out to embrace me.

“I feel like I’m dreaming,” I say, my head against his shoulder. “I was just remembering what it was like to leave home and arrive here, and now here you are.”

“And who is this fine young boy?”

“Clément,” I say. “My son.”

Felix bends at the waist, offers his hand. “I’m a friend of your family’s from back home, in New Orleans,” he says. “It’s an honor to meet you.” Clément straightens, smiles, shakes Felix’s hand.

We peer into the crate, between the slats. The pigeon is beautiful, cream with blue markings, puffing his feathers and warbling. “It’s been a long journey for the little guy,” Lionel says.

“Sixty-eight hours,” Felix says. “I checked on him every now and then, made sure he didn’t get jostled.”

“What’s his name?” Clément asks.

“Doesn’t have one yet.”

“Can I name him?”

“I’m open to ideas,” Lionel says, “but this here’s a professional bird. I see a big future for him, so the name’s got to be dignified.”

“Felix,” I say. “Are you staying in town? Can you come for dinner?”

“Wish I could, but I’m getting right back on board. Got a little more work to do. Then it’s a night in a sleeper car before heading back to Chicago. That’s been home for me for the last couple years. But I have been considering exploring Los Angeles.”

“We’ll show you around if you come stay sometime,” I say. “The others would be so happy to see you.”

He tips his head, thinking about it. “You know, I would truly love that.”

“We’re in the phone book,” I say. “Call us anytime.”



The next week I spot my friends in the lunchroom. Ivy’s holding a cigarette in one hand and the newspaper in the other when I set my tray down next to her and take an open seat.

“We’re going to see a picture,” Sally says from across the table. “Want to join? My husband’s working late tonight so I don’t have to fix any dinner.”

“Can we make it a second run?” Janine asks. “I’m on a budget.”

Ivy hands me the paper. “I’ve seen everything. You choose.”

I skim until a title leaps out. “The Snake Pit,” I say, remembering Olivia de Havilland on the cover of Time magazine.

“We don’t want a comedy?” Sally says. “Or a romance?”

“The Snake Pit sounds swell to me,” Janine says.

“Me too,” Ivy says.

“It’s playing at the Admiral at six o’clock,” I say.

Sally shrugs. “Okay, fine. I’ll tell the others.”

Later, we stand in line at the ticket booth on Hollywood and Vine. I’ve gone to the pictures a few times since we’ve been here, but I’m briefly nauseous as we near the clerk, afraid we’ll be turned away, remembering our separate entrances at the theaters back home, climbing the stairs, craning our necks from balconies. This group of us from the plant is as varied as can be. Janine, born in the Philippines. Ivy, Black Irish with ocean-blue eyes. Sally, blond hair tied in a bow. Claud and her brother, Lawrence, colored and glamorous and tall, Angelenos since birth. And then there’s me, hazel eyes, wavy dark hair, skin just barely brown—a chameleon in more ways than one. Marcus comes jogging up when we’ve just about reached the booth. Sweet-faced, lanky, and young. He looks so much like Cyril. The first time I saw him, my chest got tight, a pressure in my eyes that I had to blink away.

“I found a good spot for my car,” he says. “Made sure the For Sale sign was positioned just right. I’m upgrading to a Kurtis.” He glances at me to see if I’m impressed. He’s asked me out several times, has always been nice about it when I say no. One by one, we pay without hesitation from the cashier.

We have to split up into two rows, and we girls save seats while the boys buy popcorn and sodas and boxes of Sno-Caps and Dots. The theater is dim, warm, a sense of expectation about it, loud with voices and laughter. The curtains part.

I see myself in Olivia de Havilland at first. A working girl like me—like us—until it all goes wrong. The story falls into place. She doesn’t even know her name. The park bench she’s been sitting on isn’t a park bench at all—it’s on the grounds of a mental hospital. I find myself sitting on my hands as I watch. All these desperate women on the screen, their drab clothes, the crowded rows of beds and the straitjackets and sorrowful moans. How vulnerable the character is, saying, I feel as if I’d done something and I just couldn’t remember what, as if something was following me all the time. Fear in her eyes, slump in her shoulders, strap in her mouth before the electric shock. There’s an ache in my jaw; I’ve been clenching it.

After, we huddle on the sidewalk in front of the theater. It’s a cool night, lit street, dark sky above.

“I have a friend in a hospital like that,” Sally says. Her mascara’s bled, her lip quivers. I feel terrible. She’d wanted a comedy.

Janine puts her arm around Sally’s waist. “My aunt was in one, too. Shhh. There, there.”

I want my sisters. Imagine the three of us right here, finally talking about Papa together.

“Let’s go get a drink,” Marcus says, and he leads us to a bar nearby, a place that’s hospitable to all of us. He buys a round of martinis and I sip mine, distracted, and finally slip away to a pay phone against the far wall. I close myself in and the bar noise fades. Adele answers on the third ring.

“I have an idea,” I say. “Is Claire still there?”

“She’s right here.”

“I just saw The Snake Pit. It was remarkable. How about you two come join me? I’ll get us tickets for the ten o’clock show. My treat.”

“Tonight?” Adele says.

“It’s just a one-day screening.”

“What’s it about?” Claire asks. I picture my sisters, cheeks pressed together, sharing the receiver.

“A woman in a mental hospital and everything she goes through. It would mean so much to me,” I say.

“I’m still finishing washing up. Claire just got the kids down.”

“They were all riled up without you,” Claire says.

“There’s plenty of time. I can hold our seats.”

It’s quiet on the line.

“I don’t think so,” Adele says.

“I’m tired,” Claire says. “You know how I need my rest.”

“Sure,” I say. “All right.”

But I’m ferocious with anger, hanging up the phone. Through the booth glass I see my friends by the bar. Marcus is telling a story, the girls lean in to listen. Janine shakes her head, Ivy laughs with her mouth wide open, and I want to talk about Papa, but the opportunity’s passed now. This feeling—it’s bringing me back to tubes of paints and smears of color and the turpentine smell. Making art is its own kind of frustration but one I wish I hadn’t closed off. My body’s full of need. A flash of Hattie’s sewing room floor, my urgency turning to pleasure. I press my hands hard against the phone booth glass for the pressure of it, close my eyes and push until my muscles weaken. Let go, and Marcus is on the other side, peering in at me.

I open the door. Make myself look and keep looking. Hazel eyes, same shade as mine, and a boyish sweetness. So close, but it’s okay. He isn’t Cyril. He’s himself. “You said you’re selling your car?” I ask.

“I am.”

“Can I see it?”

“It’s parked a couple blocks away.”

We leave the others, weave among strangers on the busy sidewalk. All these people out late, enjoying their lives together. My sisters, home in their neat little houses, unwilling to meet me. My heart pounds. “There it is,” he says, pointing to a car on the corner. “A 1941 Studebaker Commander.” It has two doors, curves at the roof and over the tires, chrome details.

“What color is it?” I ask. It’s too dark to make it out.

“Mint,” he says. “With black stripes and a cream interior.” He unlocks the driver door and gestures for me to climb in. I run my hands over the stitches in the steering wheel, the shiny dash. “There’s a built-in radio,” he says. “Great sound. And the engine runs real smooth. The front fender has a scratch on the right side. Other than that, nothing’s wrong with it. Want to take it for a drive?”

I do. He hands me the keys. I start the engine, a thrill. “How much are you asking for it?”

“Kelley Blue Book says a thousand. I can take a little off for the fender, though.” I steer us toward the hills, turn again before I get too far. The gas pedal is solid and easy underfoot. I accelerate and he sucks in a breath, exhales when I slow at a light. I could find a cheaper car, but I want this one. I want it now.

“If we drive down to Compton, I can pay you and get you a taxi back home.”

“You don’t want to sleep on it?”

“No. It’s exactly right.”

“Well, okay then. Great. This was unexpected.” He tells me about the car as I drive. The fuel mileage, how often he gets it serviced. I pull into the driveway. All the lights are off in the house.

“Everyone’s sleeping,” I say. “Do you mind waiting here?”

“I don’t mind. But there’s no hurry. We could talk awhile.” There’s a tension, a look of deciding something, and I realize he’s about to kiss me.

“Let’s keep this businesslike,” I say, and he pulls back. We sit for a minute in the dark. “Did Bernard or Al ever tell you that you look just like my late husband?”

He turns to me. “No.”

“You do. If I’ve ever seemed rude, it’s just that it was hard to be reminded.”

“What was his name?”

“Cyril.” He waits for more. “I’ll be right back,” I say.

I tiptoe to my room, take my shoebox off the closet shelf, turn my bedside lamp on to count the bills. He’s lowered the price to nine hundred for me, a kindness I find hard to stomach but will accept anyway. It’s almost all the money I have.

Marcus is shutting the car door when I step back outside. I hand him the money and he hands me the key. He signs a sheet of paper, using the hood as a surface. “This terminates my rights to the car. It’s yours now.” I take it from him, step back to look from a distance. It’s handsome in the driveway, parked next to Al’s. They’ll be shocked, looking out in the morning, seeing it. It’s selfish of me, rash and impulsive and maybe even petty. If only my sisters had joined me for the ten o’clock show.

“What did you make of the movie?” he asks.

“I thought it was incredible. You?”

“I agree. Difficult to watch, but very artistic.” He’s less and less Cyril every moment. His face, in profile, is entirely his own.

I say, “The part where the doctor’s interrogating her and then it cuts away to the storm and the ocean and the waves and she’s drowning…”

“Powerful.”

“It’s really a film about memories, isn’t it? The ones we have and the ones we repress.”

“I suppose it is.”

“That part when the shadows are huge, towering over everything…”

“I imagine we’ll all have strange dreams tonight.”

“Are you interested in dreams?”

He raises his hands up, interlaces his fingers, stretches. “I’m no Freud or anything like that.” He drops his arms. “But yeah, dreams interest me.” We talk for a while longer. At one point he pauses and takes a long look at me. Smiles when I cock my head. Says, “We seem to have a lot in common. And our business transaction is over with.”

“I’m not looking to date,” I say. “It’s nothing personal.”

He’s perplexed by me, I can tell. It’s clear he isn’t used to being turned down. “All right,” he says. “Just thought I’d give it one last shot.”

The taxi I called for him pulls up. We say goodnight.

Before I go back into the house, I follow the path to the driveway, slide into the car. I shut myself in, run my hands over the soft seats, press my foot on the clutch and the gas and the brake, touch the ceiling and the window glass. I sit and breathe. The car smells like leather and clove and metal. It’s mine.



When I get up the next morning, Adele’s standing at the kitchen sink, drinking coffee, staring through the window at the driveway.

“How much did it cost you?” she asks.

“Nine hundred.” I’m tired from the late night, my head still fuzzy with waking.

“I thought we had a plan.”

“I’ll earn it back.”

“I’ll give you a year. Then I’m going to need the room.”

I can tell she means it. It’s more than fair. She pours me a cup of coffee, tops it with cream, sets it on the counter. A tremor in my hand as I reach for the mug. “A year. Okay.”

We sip together, faces to the window. My car and Al’s, side by side in the daylight.

“It’s a great-looking car,” she says.






ELEVEN


I REACH THE ONE-YEAR MARK with seven hundred dollars in the shoebox. Saving goes slower with fuel costs and insurance and repairs. Tuition money, too, now that Clément’s starting kindergarten at the Catholic school where Rudy goes. It seems like a lot of money, but I’ve worked out the figures. Once I’m paying ninety dollars in rent while maintaining the car and filling the refrigerator and paying tuition, I’ll be lucky to save a few dollars a month. I’ll need to dip into my savings for anything unexpected or extra—clothes or gifts or nights out or emergencies. Once the money’s gone, it will be nearly impossible to replenish, so I need to store it up.

Then comes a Thursday in September, sharing Ivy’s cigarette in the coworkers’ lounge.

“Just the girl I was looking for,” a voice says from above. It’s Claud. “Lawrence is moving. He has a darling two-bedroom, just a few blocks away from here. And guess what? It’s only seventy dollars a month.”

“Seventy?” I repeat. It sounds too good to be true.

“He’s moving in a few months, at the beginning of the year. He said he’d be happy to let you take over the lease.”

I find Lawrence refilling his coffee, tell him I’m interested. Bernard and Al agree to make the stop on our way home to see it.

Lawrence leads us into the building’s shared foyer first. He’s standing tall, making conversation, seeing this visit as an opportunity to get in good with the managers.

I cross to the bank of silver mailboxes along a wall, imagine a small key of my own, turning, opening. I follow up several flights to the fifth floor, to the door marked 522. Lawrence unlocks it. “Welcome,” he says to me, extending his arm, and I step in.

The living room looks out on the street, the city fascinating from above—the rows of apartments and shops, the cars going by, the pinpoint tops of people’s heads. Lawrence has a sofa and two chairs around a coffee table. There’s plenty of room for a bookshelf in the corner, even an extra chair with a reading light.

“You keep a tidy place,” Al says.

“The army trained me well. Plus, my girl has a tendency of stopping by unannounced.”

Al winks. “Good incentive.”

I wander into a short hall as they talk, end up in the kitchen. The blue-and-white linoleum floor pleases me, even though it’s a bit scuffed and old-fashioned, and there’s a little brass light fixture hanging above a breakfast table. Clément and I will sit here in the mornings over eggs and grits. Play Go Fish and Memory in the evenings while dinner warms in the oven. I move through the apartment, imagine a bright-blue quilt in the far bedroom, a modern dresser with simple lines, like the ones in Claire and Adele’s magazines. In the second bedroom, a flash of memory: Cyril’s train-covered wallpaper, his twin bed, his small desk. A boy’s room. I’ll ask Clément what he wants, we’ll decorate together.

“So?” Al asks when I finish my lap.

“It’s perfect for me,” I say.

“It’s across town from the rest of us.”

“It’s the same city,” I say. “Not so bad.”

“How are the neighbors?” Bernard asks.

“Mostly quiet,” Lawrence says. “A family with a couple kids lives at the end of the hall. You’d have friends for your son.”

I can see Clément, running back and forth down the hallway with the neighbor children. “You said you’re moving by January first?”

“That’s right. A December wedding. A house instead of a honeymoon.”

“You can take a nice anniversary trip once the finances have evened out,” Bernard says.

“As long as Al and my sister will have me for a few extra months, I’d love to take it.”

Al makes a show of thinking, and then smiles. “I’m sure we can work that out.”

On the drive home, I tune out Bernard and Al’s conversation and picture Delphine. She’s in a sunroom, aglow in the early evening light. She’s sewing a button onto her daughter’s dress. She stops, sets down her mending, closes her eyes. My life is coming together. She senses it. She knows.



And then, a week later, on Friday, I see her.

I’m heading to pick up groceries after work, President Truman on the radio, when the cars ahead of me swerve and stop, and I slam my foot on the brake.

There’s a woman in the middle of Crenshaw Boulevard, slowing traffic across four lanes. Her back is to me. Slender frame, long dark hair, a brown dress, mirage-like. I’m certain it’s Delphine, I’d recognize her anywhere. But how could Delphine appear this way, out of nowhere, in the middle of the street?

She turns and I see her profile. Unmistakable now. I open the car door, call her name. She’s going to see me and come rushing over. Delphine and me alone in my car, going anywhere we want to. “Delphine!” I shout again.

She’s looking down. Has she dropped something? Or maybe an animal’s been struck, or her daughter—I crane my neck and thank God there is no little girl there, not even some poor dog escaped from a yard. But she’s barefoot on the road and there’s more honking now. She doesn’t seem to hear it. She lifts a tube of lipstick in one hand, a compact mirror in the other, and applies the color to her mouth.

“Oh, come on,” a man shouts out his window. Delphine draws slow circles around her lips, and even from two car lengths away I see that red is smearing all over now, all over her beautiful mouth, and the honking’s getting louder and voices boom through the rolled-down windows. I cut the engine and I get out, leave my car right here in the middle of the lane.

“Delphine,” I call as I hurry toward her, but my voice is nothing against the horns and the strangers’ shouts, and now I’ve reached her, but she doesn’t see me. I touch her arm, but she shakes me off. Steps back. Bare wrists and a pungent odor, grease in her hair. She applies another layer of color. Red on her teeth, red in a smear across her cheek, her gaze fixed to the compact mirror.

“Delphine. It’s me. Odette.” My voice isn’t loud enough. I can barely speak. “Come with me.” I touch her elbow, so gently.

She flinches. Her eyes are unfocused, alarmed, they don’t know where to rest. I can’t tell if she knows me.

“It’s Odette,” I tell her again. I’m panicked, I’m crying, I’m trying my best to be calm for her.

She drops the compact—silver, engraved with roses—against the asphalt. I bend to pick it up and in the second it takes me to rise, she’s turning. I reach for her arm but she’s too fast. She’s across Crenshaw and the cars are moving again and the drivers honk and I realize it’s me they’re honking at now. Like I’ve lost my mind, taken her place. My vision tilts, rights itself. I run back to my car, steer it in the direction she ran, but there’s so much traffic, and even though I circle and weave through the streets, scanning from the window, parking and running the blocks she disappeared into, I don’t find her.



Adele’s in the kitchen when I get home. She hears the door shut, calls, “Just in time. Will you slice up the bread?” Her back’s to me, she’s spooning tomato soup into bowls. Children’s laughter in the living room. Al’s voice, scolding one of the twins. Sinatra croons from the Victrola. Adele turns around. “You didn’t make it to the store?”

There’s a folded paper with a grocery list in my pocket. I was supposed to pick up bread and rice and carrots and butter. “I forgot,” I say, and then my legs are weak and Adele’s crouching in front of me, asking me what’s wrong, what’s happening, and I choke out the words as best I can.

There’s a flurry then—the children are hastily fed, Claire and Bernard arrive, Betty from across the street comes to babysit, and Adele’s on the phone to New Orleans, asking Auntie Bertha to tell her what she’s heard over the last few years, if she has an address for her, any idea at all about where Delphine might be. “Ask for her last name,” I say. I listen as she presses, as her questions become more grasping. “Isn’t there anything you know about your own daughter?” she finally asks, voice tremulant, and it’s unlike her, and I’m grateful for it. I’m not the only one who’s afraid.

Claire stands in the living room and says, “We’ll go to the hospitals and the police stations. We’ll ask for a woman in a brown dress. If we can find her ourselves, we’ll be able to handle this discreetly.”

“You girls take the stations if that’s all right,” Al says, his face clouded, and it brings me back to the panic-charged nights in the blue house when we didn’t know where Lionel was or if he’d be okay. “Bernard and I will take the hospitals.”

It feels like months have passed since I saw Delphine and lost her. I’m slipping into something, I’m underwater now. All I can do is nod and follow their movements, put my shoes on when they do, wave to Betty when they do, follow them outside. Adele guides me into the front seat, sits next to me, our arms pressed together. The doors shut. Inside is hushed, it smells like Claire’s perfume. She adjusts the mirror while she and Adele check with each other about directions, but I can barely hear them. It’s only when we walk into the station that the world snaps back. The ringing phones and shuffling papers, so many conversations all at once, people coming and going and standing and pacing, voices firm or plaintive, some low, some rising. Wooden benches line one of the walls and I scan them for Delphine, imagine her sitting straight-backed among the others, waiting for us.

If only.

We wait, three in a row, in the line to speak to the officer behind the desk. Heads turn back to us. Claire tips her chin up, Adele tosses her hair, and I remember that I’m an Honoré sister. It’s a comfort. Not myself, just the youngest of three, following along. Finally, it’s our turn. Claire speaks for us, states plainly what happened to an officer who can’t be much older than me.

“You said Crenshaw?” he says. “Hold on a second.”

When he comes back, he’s with another officer, his senior. Claire tells the story from beginning to end again, and when she’s finished, the older officer says, “Your cousin caused quite the traffic jam, but that’s all we heard about it. No one matching her description was picked up today as far as I’m aware.”

“What about a little girl?” An ache in my throat as soon as I say it.

It’s the first time I’ve spoken, and he turns to me. “Say more.”

“She has a daughter. She’s five.”

“You have reason to think she isn’t being taken care of? What about the father?”

“I don’t know. I have a bad feeling.” My sisters are looking at me, stricken.

The older officer sets his hands down, folded, on the desk. “A lot of people come in here with bad feelings. Not much we can do about those. But a five-year-old girl with a missing mother, unattended somewhere in the city … that’s something we’d take very seriously. How about you give me a description of the girl and we’ll call around to the other precincts in case someone knows something.”

I go very still.

“We can’t give you a description,” Adele says. “We’ve been estranged.”

His hands unfold, splay flat on the table. “So, for all you know, this girl might be tucked in her own bed at home?”

“My cousin isn’t well,” I say. “Maybe there’s a way for us to know her address and then we can go check on her and her daughter ourselves.”

The older cop sighs, claps the younger man on the back, and heads toward the door he came from. “Sorry,” he says as he goes. “Reuniting long-lost relatives isn’t part of the job.”



The next morning, Claire and Bernard come back over early, before breakfast. I’m curled at the far end of the sofa, running my thumb over the silver compact in my dress pocket. She carried it with her all these years, from her old life and into her new one, before dropping it to escape me.

Adele takes charge this morning. “Al and Bernard, how about you stay home. Keep the line open for a call from Auntie Bertha and watch the children. They can play in their pajamas. We’ll go over to Claire’s house and make some calls.”

I’m grateful as we walk over for my sisters’ rhythmic steps, their determination. They could let it go now, say they did their best and mean it, but Claire sets us up at the kitchen table with glasses of orange juice and the phone book. I read Adele numbers, alternating between police stations and hospitals. She gets through half of them and rests her head on the table. “Why is Los Angeles so big?” She sits up. “It’s possible she just went back to her house. She might be home safe with Bill and her daughter. Everything might be fine. If we just knew her last name, we could find her in the phone book.”

“How could Auntie Bertha not know it?” Claire’s voice drips with judgment, but I don’t respond. I’m feeling the same way about myself. How could I have let her leave without telling me her new name? She never included it on the few letters she sent, so focused on secrecy, and I never thought to ask her. And then, an idea comes—right, but unnerving, my pulse racing at the thought of it. I reach for the phone. Shaky as I wait for an answer, and here’s Mama Laurent, saying hello. “Oh, my sweetheart, my darling,” she says. “How are you and that beautiful boy? Thank you for the picture you sent last month. I put it straight into a frame and I show it to everyone who comes by. I’ve told near every last person in New Orleans that my own grandson will be visiting me next summer.”

“He’s so excited,” I say. “Mama, listen. I’m calling to ask a favor. We’re trying to find Delphine but we don’t know her married name. She never told me and Bertha doesn’t know it either. Hattie has connections with so many of the businesses. Would she ask around for me, find out the name of the man who used to have the portrait studio on Magazine Street? It’s an emergency. We’re all very worried.”

“Magazine Street. Sure, honey, I can ask her. She’s doing a fitting right now but tell me exactly what you want me to say.”

After I hang up, Claire fixes us coffee, New Orleans–style, creamy and sweet.

“That was smart thinking, Odette,” Adele says, and Claire agrees. I can’t tell them how my heart is thundering at the thought of speaking to Hattie again, after all this time. The little hope I had for us died along with Cyril, and we haven’t exchanged a word since.

We drink the coffee in Claire’s sunny yard, the door open so we’ll hear the phone if it rings, and when we finish, she asks, “Want to see a little something nice to take the edge off? I was going to wait for a better time, but maybe it’s just what we need.”

“We certainly could use some cheering up,” Adele says.

Claire stands, smooths her skirt, clasps her hands. “You’ll think it’s strange, but my horoscope said to envision my desires and to act on them, to believe in them.”

She leads us down her hallway, into the second bedroom.

Gauze curtains hang in the window, swept to each side with yellow ribbon. There’s an emerald crib, a cream blanket with scalloped edges folded over. A striped stuffed elephant in a rocking chair. A twin bed against the longer wall, its headboard the same deep green as the crib.

“Well?” Claire asks, eyes darting from Adele to me.

“It’s so pretty,” I say.

“Perfection,” Adele says. “Emerald is such a good choice.” I hear the strain in her voice, feel it in me, too. I’m slipping away again. Red in the toilet, down Claire’s legs. Red on Delphine’s mouth, around and around and around.

I crouch to touch the rug, cream like the blanket and soft. “It’s right out of a magazine,” I say. I lower myself onto it until I’m flat on my back. I close my eyes.



Lionel comes over in the afternoon, leads me by the hand to Al’s den, pours me a thumb of whiskey and forces me to play Gin Rummy. He takes the first two hands.

“You win,” I say.

“Uh-uh. We’re playing for best out of ten.”

I protest for a moment but he’s right. This is what I need. We keep playing. My focus improves, I make better choices, win some hands, and the phone rings. I leap up and answer.

“Odette?” Her voice against my ear. “It’s Hattie.” Chest flooding with yearning and regret and something else, heavy and undefinable. So heavy I almost can’t bear it.

Lionel’s watching from his chair, Al and Adele from the doorway.

“Thank you for calling me back,” I say. I lock eyes with Lionel so he’ll keep me here, grounded in the den.

“I found a name for you: Robert Kelley. Mr. Halpern told me.”

“Kelley,” I repeat. “Robert Kelley,” and Lionel’s opening the phone book, paging through. “Did Mr. Halpern know anything else about him?”

“Afraid not. I reminded him about the studio, and then he remembered that he’d sold Mr. Kelley fabric to use for backdrops. That was all he could tell me. I hope Delphine’s all right?”

“We don’t know,” I say. “But this will help. Thank you again. So much.”

I wait. A second of quiet between us. Another. I’m young and spent from pleasure, my cheek against her bare chest. Soon, I’ll leave her and meet Delphine in the garden.

“The least I can do,” she says. “You take care of yourself. Give your family my love.”

“Plenty of Kelleys,” Lionel says when I hang up. “But none with the first name Robert. Not on the east side. Got a western White Pages somewhere?”

Al leaves and I sit at the table with my head in my hands, overcome. And then he’s back with the book, open to the page. “Two Robert Kelleys on the west side. One on Euclid, the other on North Harper. Odette, you want to call? Or want me to?”

“I’ll do it.” He reads me the first number and I call without knowing what I’ll say. A woman answers. I tell her I might have the wrong number but I’m calling about a Delphine Kelley and I’m wondering if she knows her.

“Pretty name, but I don’t know anyone by it,” she says.

Al reads me the next number, but it doesn’t go through. We try again. A dead line.

“We could go over there,” Lionel says.

“It’s a long drive,” Adele says.

“What else are we doing?” I ask. “Lionel and I will go, and you can stay home in case the police call us back.”

Adele nods. “I’ll try the hospitals again, too.”

On the road, I use the Thomas Guide to navigate, comforted by the orderly index, the clearly delineated streets. I don’t talk apart from giving directions. I keep hearing Hattie’s voice, close against my ear. When we reach Sunset, billboards loom, everything becomes huge and glaring. “Up here,” I say. “Turn left.” We’re on North Harper now, I’m woozy, in just a minute or two I’ll be knocking at the door. I locate a street number. “We have a few blocks to go.”

He takes them slowly. We pass apartment buildings, grand and lovely, rows of trees laden with purple flowers out front. After the next block, the road splits and narrows, and the trees are older here, the road shaded, the buildings still grand but smaller, single-family homes now. Another address comes into view—soon now—and I don’t want to count down with the numbers. I have faith that I’ll know it.

A block later, a glimpse of apricot in the distance. We roll past palms, magnolias, thick hedges, getting closer, and here it is. A flat façade, its color bright against the sky. White columns framing the doorway. Drapes parted in the windows. “It’s this one, on the left,” I say. The number matches.

Lionel pulls over across the street. Together, we stare out his window.

I open the car door, heart in my throat. “You coming?”

“Better for Delphine if I stay.”

He’s right. “Okay. Wish me luck.”

The street’s lined with old houses and expensive cars. Our front yards in Compton are better kept, and each overgrown bush or patch of dried grass here seems to say, We don’t need to try nearly as hard as you do. I go up the walk of the apricot house. A man answers the door. He’s tall and blond. He could be Bill, nothing about him says that he isn’t. Delphine could be home, right here, in one of these rooms. I tell him my name, say I’m sorry to bother him, explain that I’m Delphine’s cousin, that I’m looking for her.

“Delphine,” he says with a vague recognition. “Just a minute. Let me get my wife.” The scene shifts. Not Bill. Not Delphine’s house. A petite woman with a headband appears on the front steps, a baby on her hip. They bought the house a little over a year ago, she’s heard about Delphine from some of the neighbors. “Come on,” she says. “Let’s see if Linda’s home.”

Two houses down, Linda answers the door. She’s a brunette, an intelligence in her eyes as she looks me over. “Delphine never mentioned any cousins, but you do look like her.”

“Have you heard from her recently?” I ask.

“Hardly. For a couple years, we had a standing date on Tuesdays to play Bridge—neither of us missed it for the world. She was just darling. We all loved her. And then she started, well, slipping. That would be the tactful way to put it. Naomi, describe what the house was like when you and Phillip first saw it.”

Naomi shifts her baby onto the other hip. “It was pretty rough. We’d been trying to find a place on this street, so as soon as our real estate agent heard about it we went right over, before it was officially on the market or cleaned up. None of us knew what we were stepping into. They left so much behind. Normal stuff like books and furniture, but also dirty dishes and mail and clothes. We have built-in shelves all along the living room walls—it’s one of the features of the house I love the most—but on the higher shelves, the books were all shoved back to make room for old coffee cups and dirty plates.”

I’m trying to understand it. “Just the higher shelves?”

“Yes. And a bunch of toys were scattered all over the floor. It was pretty depressing, honestly.”

Linda says, “Delphine used to keep her house up just fine. They had a housekeeper a couple days a week. We shared a girl. But after Bill left, Delphine couldn’t afford to pay her. All the money ran out. Some of us tried to help but she wouldn’t accept it. She stopped making sense. And then, one morning, she and Nathalie were just gone.”

The name Delphine chose, coming from a stranger’s mouth. “Nathalie,” I repeat, so I can hear it in my voice instead.

“Such a spitfire. Delphine was always soft on her. My husband says Bill just couldn’t take it anymore, with either of them.”

“Is there anything else you can tell me?”

“There is this one thing,” Naomi says. “It’s in the yard. You can come through the house.”

She leads me back to her door and it’s dreamlike, stepping inside this place where Delphine lived. It’s smaller than it appears from the street, a strained grandeur to it, decorative white pillars in the foyer, one of them cracked through the center. High ceilings, plaster walls. A bit like home, where things were old and crumbling and that was part of the beauty, but artificial in a way that home never felt. The shelves that line the living room are artfully arranged with display books and figurines and framed photographs. I imagine dirty dishes on the higher shelves. Out of Nathalie’s reach, I realize. To keep her safe.

Naomi leads me out the French doors to a patio shaded by an old maple tree. The ground is paved in slate and there’s a sculpture of a horse that catches my eye.

“Do you like it?” Naomi asks. “It was here when we moved in. I never can decide whether to keep it or not.” I wonder if Delphine chose it, or if it was there when she bought the house. I don’t remember Delphine especially liking horses, but then there’s so much I don’t know about her now. Maybe she invented a love for horses when she became white. “Anyway,” Naomi says, not waiting for my answer. “See this old tree? There are all these cuts in it.”

I go closer. A dozen or so gashes in the bark, haphazard, jagged, like they were made with a kitchen knife.

“It’s so strange, isn’t it?” Naomi asks. “The real estate agent didn’t know anything about it. It gives me the creeps.” She does a little shimmy with her shoulders, an attempt at a shudder. I hate her, this woman in her stupid headband, living in Delphine’s house. I thank her for showing me, leave before I say something I’ll regret, climb into Lionel’s car.

“Delphine doesn’t live there anymore,” I tell him.

The sun’s low in the sky by the time we get back to Compton. Lionel keeps the car running as he drops me off. “I’ll be back tomorrow to check on you,” he says.

I let myself in and Claire’s here, next to Adele on the sofa. They’ve been waiting for me.

“Come,” Claire says. “Sit.”

Adele says, “We got a call from the station. Delphine wandered into a stranger’s house. The police took her to the hospital.”

“Maybe she was injured,” Claire says. “Maybe they’re fixing her up and then they’ll send her home. Let’s not leap to the worst case.”

The house is so still. We’re all three on the sofa, but we’re also on the front porch on Louisiana Avenue, and there’s a car stopped outside and a man in white at the door, and he’s taking our father away.

“Claire,” I say. “Please. We know how this goes.”






TWELVE


I CALL CAMARILLO STATE HOSPITAL the next day and ask for Delphine Kelley. Hold my breath. She’s there. I can’t talk to her. They can’t share her information with me. If I’m to be Delphine’s primary contact, I’ll need Auntie Bertha to call the hospital and make it so.

“All right,” I say. “I will. I have a pressing concern, though, and I’m wondering if you might be able to help me.” Impatience on the other end. I tell the receptionist about Nathalie and her voice softens. She tells me she’ll look into it and let me know if she hears anything. She takes down my phone number and address, reads them back carefully, tells me to take good care.

I ride in Claire and Bernard’s car to Mass. “Camarillo,” Claire says from the passenger seat. “It’s a well-known hospital. I’m sure they’ll give her the very best treatments. Don’t you agree, Bernard?”

“I certainly do hope so.”

She turns to look at me. “I know it’s hard for you, thinking of Delphine going through all of this. But really, it’s right that she’s there. It’s necessary. When a person needs psychiatric help, the only thing to do is to give it to them.”

All through Mass, my head is full of Delphine in the hospital, Nathalie alone somewhere in Los Angeles. How to find a five-year-old girl in a city of two million people? A handful of families from church follow us home, crowding the kitchen and the living room, spilling out to the yard. At just about five o’clock, as the last guests leave, the phone rings. Al answers, says it’s for me. I press the receiver to my ear, and the receptionist from this morning says, “I have Delphine here. It’s against policy, but she said she could tell only you. Wouldn’t give anyone a message. Hold on.”

“Delphine?” I say, and then a voice comes, so low I can barely hear it, guttural and slow. A voice I’d never recognize but maybe there’s something of Delphine in it, buried deep.

“It’s laundry night,” she says, each word an effort. “Santa Monica and Sycamore. She’ll be there.”

“Santa Monica and Sycamore,” I say. “All right. I’ll go now.” I hang up and Al is back with his hat and his keys.

As we near the intersection, I roll the window down to get as clear a look as I can, grip the door handle, and there it is, two buildings in from the corner, flanked by a donut shop and a barber: Clean as a Whistle Automatic Laundry. We park in the lot behind the building, enter through the back door. Inside is spacious, an orange-and-white checkered floor, pastel green washers and burnt-umber dryers, the air soapy and damp. Al and I scan the aisles between machines for a little girl, and a figure at the far end makes me catch my breath. A child, bent to collect the clothes from a dryer. But then a woman appears with a rolling metal basket and the child turns, her arms full of warm clothes, and she drops them in. She’s too young, too much like the woman she’s there with to be Delphine’s daughter. I walk over to them.

“Have you seen a little girl here this evening?” I ask them. “Five years old?”

Al follows my lead and asks the men and women in the various seating areas. No one’s seen her, so we wait. It’s possible that she isn’t alone, but as much as I hope for someone to be with her, I can’t picture it. No family. No friends from her old neighborhood. I’m watching the doors until I can’t stand it anymore—all the opening and shutting and no Nathalie. I lean forward, rest my head in my hands.

“Odette,” Al says, voice low. “Look.”

The street-facing door is open. I stand as a little girl holds it with her weight while dragging a bag over the threshold. She steps to the side and the door shuts behind her. She drags the bag across the floor to a machine in a near row of washers, scooping in clothes by the armful. She looks around, fixes her eyes to a box of laundry soap sitting on another person’s washer. She takes a small step toward it before changing her mind and reaching into her pocket for coins. The machine whirs to life and she closes the lid, and when she turns I get my first clear look at her face. Her eyes are sea green, her hair a warm brown, darker than I imagined it would be, and wavy. Her mouth is as soft and pretty as Delphine’s.

She scans the seats and walks toward me, sits with only one empty chair between us. I could reach out and touch her shoulder. Al widens his eyes at me, tilts his head. He’s telling me to talk to her, but Delphine turned from me and ran, and I can’t afford to get it wrong again.

“You’re Nathalie, right?” I finally ask. As good a start as any. Her head whips toward me. “My name is Odette.”

“Odette from the story?” she asks in a clear, strong voice.

“What story?”

“Mommy told me a story about Odette. She made paintings and lived in a blue house with two sisters.”

Tears prick my eyes. “Yes. That’s me. Except I don’t live in the blue house anymore. I live in a cream-colored house, with just one of my sisters. The other one lives three doors down. This man here,” I say, tapping Al’s knee, “is my brother-in-law. He has three children, and I have one, and we all live in a nice house together.”

“Are they boys or girls?”

Al speaks very sweetly. “Well, I have one boy, Rudy, who is the oldest. And then twins, Titter and Bobby, one girl and one boy. And Odette has a boy named Clément.”

“Clément’s just a few months younger than you are,” I say.

“I’m five-and-a-half,” Nathalie says.

“I know,” I say.

“How?”

“Because your mommy is very special to me. She’s my cousin and my best friend.”

“Do you know where she is?”

“I do.”

Nathalie scoots into the chair next to mine. The half moons under her eyes are pale purple, and when she reaches for me I see dirt under her fingernails. She squeezes my wrist tightly. “Where is she?”

“She’s in a hospital. She told us where to find you.”

Nathalie nods. “It’s laundry night.”

“That’s what she told us. She wanted us to know so we could take you home with us and take good care of you while she’s gone. Does that sound all right with you?”

She scoots up onto her knees, leans to my ear to tell me a secret. “I want a sandwich.”

“I’ll make you one.”

“But we have to wait,” she says, sitting back down. “The clothes take twenty-one minutes to wash, and forty-four minutes to dry.”

“What if we wait for them to finish washing, and then take them home and hang them on the line?”

“We always put them in the dryer.”

I glance at Al. He shrugs. “We can wait,” I say.

She twists her mouth to one side, thinking, then slides off her chair and walks the perimeter of the room. I clutch Al’s hand when she nears the entrance, terrified she’ll bolt, but she does a full loop and when she returns to us, she says, “We can dry them on the line.”



Claire and Adele are watching from the front window as we pull up in the car. I open the door for Nathalie, who drops her bag of wet clothes on the drive before scooting out. When we turn toward the house, Claire is frozen in the window, covering her mouth with her hand, and Adele is at the entry, so astonished she doesn’t know what to say.

“Where is the line?” Nathalie asks, scanning the front.

“Through the house to the back,” I tell her. Claire’s here now, too, in the foyer, gazing at Nathalie like she was born of thin air. But Nathalie doesn’t seem to notice either of them. “She wants a sandwich,” I say, following her in. “And to hang her laundry.”

“But it’s dark outside,” Claire says. “Past bedtime. The other children are sleeping already.”

Al shakes his head and Claire stops protesting.

“Ham?” Adele asks. “Or peanut butter and jelly?”

“Ham,” Nathalie says, finding the sliding door and using all her strength to open it.

Bernard’s out back, smoking a cigarette in a lawn chair. He blinks, rises as we go toward him, gazes in amazement.

“Who are you?” Nathalie asks.

“This is Uncle Bernard,” I say. “Bernard, we’re hanging Nathalie’s laundry.”

“Now?”

“It’s a dry night,” I say. “A warm one. It’ll be fine. Would you like to help us?”

He nods and heads to the line. Nathalie takes garment after garment from her sack and hands them to us. We fix them to the line with clothespins and soon Delphine’s dresses and undergarments and Nathalie’s shirts and skirts and pajamas and underpants hang, neatly spaced, in a row.

Bernard leads her to the table for her sandwich, and I go to the den and shut the door. I call Camarillo and the police station to let them know that I’ve found her, that she’s safe here. I call Auntie Bertha. She doesn’t want to come be with Nathalie or know anything about her. “Then phone the hospital in the morning,” I say, vision blurring with fury. “Make me Delphine’s primary contact and I’ll handle everything.” She agrees. After, I find my sisters sitting on either side of Nathalie, watching her take bites. Nathalie sets the sandwich down and drinks a sip of milk so cold water beads to the outside of the glass. She picks the sandwich up again and eats. When she’s finished she asks for the bathroom, and Adele and Claire both walk her to the hallway. She shuts the door and Claire whispers, “Should we bathe her tonight? She’s filthy.”

“We’d better wait until the morning,” Adele says. “She looks exhausted.”

“We could give her the choice,” I say from behind them.

“No,” Claire says. “Adele’s right. Let’s let her sleep. She’ll need a good wash, a lot of conditioning and brushing of that hair.”

My stomach twists but it’s all right, it’s all right. They know best when it comes to the children.

When Nathalie comes out of the bathroom, Claire crouches so she’s eye level with her. “We’re so happy you’ve come to stay with us,” she says.

Nathalie stares back, says nothing.

“We’ll show you your bed now,” Adele says. “You can borrow a pair of pajamas. Good thing your twin cousins are still small enough that they share a bunk. You’ll have the whole top one to yourself.”

I see a twitch in Nathalie’s little jaw, as though she’s doubting her decision to come here. She stands very still, her shoulders tight and raised, before sighing and following them in.

It’s ten o’clock now and I’m wide awake. Bernard and Claire leave and Al pours himself another whiskey. Adele flips through the records. She takes one out, slips it from its jacket, pauses at the sound of the children’s room door opening. We hear a set of footsteps down the hall. It’s Nathalie. Skinny body swimming in Clément’s plaid pajamas. Opening the hall closet and standing there, head tipped upward, scanning the high shelves, picking up a box of Arm and Hammer and setting it back down again, crouching to see the linens folded on the lower shelves. She closes the closet door, heads to the next place. My room.

“Did we forget to show her around?” Al says.

“It didn’t cross my mind,” Adele murmurs.

I go to the hallway, watch her from a distance as she opens each one of my drawers, runs her hand along my bedspread, pushes back my dresses to see the shoes lined up on my closet floor. Her brown hair falls into her eyes. There’s a scab on her elbow and on one of her ankles. She walks straight past me to the living room. At the credenza, she flips through the records and slides open the cabinet door. She picks up a pack of playing cards and fixes us with her big green eyes. “I want to play Go Fish.”

“It’s bedtime,” Adele says, hiding a smile. “We can play Go Fish tomorrow. Your cousins love to play it. They’ll be glad to play with you.”

Nathalie’s brow furrows. Just like Delphine’s.

“Here,” I say, offering her my hand. “I’ll lie with you for a little while. It’s hard to sleep the first night in a new place.”

She looks from me to Adele to Al as though assessing her options. Reluctantly, she sets the cards down. She puts her hand in mine, small and squeezing back. I lead her to the children’s room, climb into Titter’s bunk with her. The covers pulled up to our chins, I whisper, “Is there anything you like to do at bedtime? Does your mommy sing you a song?”

“She sings the song about the moon room.”

“I don’t know that one. Can you sing it for me?”

She shakes her head. “It’s always changing. She makes it up.”

“Oh, I see. Well, what is the moon room?”

“It’s where we live.”

“Are there things there that you need? Should I take you tomorrow to get them?”

“The door’s locked now,” she says. “I made a mistake.”

She turns away so that her back is to me. Enough for tonight. Clément likes it when I put my arm around him, but I don’t know what Nathalie likes. I give her arm a gentle squeeze and let go, stay next to her until she’s sleeping. It’s only then, her belly rising and falling, that I realize: There’s so much she could tell me about Delphine. I have an urge to shake her awake. Lace my fingers together to stop myself. She’s Delphine’s daughter. Her little girl. It wouldn’t be caring for her at all, to make her relive everything.






THIRTEEN


ADELE AND CLAIRE spend the next week with Nathalie. They take her around with them on their errands. They meet with a social worker, who says they should enroll her in school, so they do. They buy her some play clothes, two church dresses at May & Co., and an Our Lady of Victory uniform. She’s still a mystery to me. But she’s shown an interest in music, so for the past few evenings after dinner we’ve browsed through the records together. I read her the names of the songs, let her pick which albums to listen to.

What I want, most in the world, is to see Delphine and tell her that her daughter is safe. But I call every few days and the hospital still won’t allow me to visit.

On Friday after work, my sisters give me the full day’s report. “Nathalie’s keeping to herself more than we would like,” Claire says, pouring dressing over a bowl of salad.

“It’s bound to change next week once she’s at school with the boys,” Adele says. She pulls a roast chicken from the oven. “They’ll have classmates and teachers in common. That’s bound to help. Okay, this just needs a minute to rest and then dinner will be served.”

“I’ll let the others know,” I say. I find Clément in his room, turning a page of Blueberries for Sal, examining the illustration of Mama and Sal in their crowded kitchen, jam jars strewn across the table. “How’s it going with your cousin?” I ask him.

“She’s nice.” I wait. He turns the page. “I’d like to meet a baby bear,” he says.

“I’d like that, too. Dinner’s ready.”

I find Nathalie in the yard, examining the grass, searching for something, whispering to herself now and then. “How was your day?” I ask her.

She shrugs. She plucks a daisy from the yard and stands to look at me. Her hair’s in her eyes and she pushes it away. Her nails are short and clean. “I go to school on Monday.”

“I saw the uniform. Are you excited?”

She shrugs again, pushes her hair again.

“How do you like to wear your hair?” I ask.

“Just down.”

“How about your bangs? Should I pull them back with a barrette?”

“I like them shorter.”

“Should I trim them for you?”

She nods.

After dinner, I have her sit on the edge of the tub, drape a towel over her front and shoulders like she’s in a salon. I kneel and tell her to hold very still and to shut her eyes. She looks just like Delphine did when we were small. I can’t think too much about it and still cut a straight line. Nathalie’s breath is warm on my hand as I hold her chin steady. I sit back, take a look, mess the bangs this way and that and even them out. “Okay, what do you think? Shorter?”

“Shorter,” she says. I take them to half an inch above her brow.

“You were right,” I say. “Shorter is much better.”

She keeps squeezing shut her eyes until I tell her to look again. And then here we are, reflected in the mirror. I’m in my work clothes still—trousers and a button-down blouse, my hair pulled back, some strands fallen loose. The purple under Nathalie’s eyes is fading. She’s sleeping better. She looks younger with her short bangs, her keen eyes regarding herself before offering a small nod of satisfaction.



Claire has a doctor’s appointment on Monday afternoon. She pulls up in her car just as Al and Bernard and I arrive home, and we all go in together. If Adele’s harried from an afternoon caring for five children, she doesn’t show it. She’s made a pot pie, reminds the kids to eat their string beans. Nathalie’s chair is across from mine, next to Claire’s, and she eats politely, dabbing her mouth with her napkin. Claire watches with appreciation.

“Now tell us: How was your first day of school?” Claire asks. “Did you make some new friends? Was it special, going to school with your cousins?”

Nathalie sets her fork down, looks hard at Clément and Rudy as though doubting they are who they claim to be. She picks up her fork again and continues to eat.

Claire’s brow twitches. “Nathalie, honey, I asked you a question.”

“Sister Bethany is mean to me. She doesn’t like me.”

“Of course she isn’t mean to you,” Claire says. “What a thing to say!” She looks to Bernard, part incredulous, part amused.

Nathalie’s jaw clenches, her shoulders draw in.

“The sisters love all the children,” Claire says. She goes to put a hand on Nathalie’s arm to reassure her, but Nathalie jerks toward her like a cat and Claire keels back into Bernard, stunned, tears springing to her eyes. She cradles her arm with her hand. When she lets go, there’s a row of raised welts where Nathalie scratched her.

The next day, Al and I come home to wailing. Adele’s sitting at the dining table with her head in her hands. Even Clément and Rudy and the twins are subdued, playing halfheartedly on the floor.

“What’s all this?” Al asks.

“She’s been screaming on and off ever since we got home from school,” Adele says. “At one point I took the other children for a walk around the block because none of us could take it anymore. She was quiet when we got back but now she’s started up again.”

I kiss Clément on the top of his head, set my purse on a dining chair and enter the hallway. Nathalie’s moaning now. I step closer. A ragged breath, a growl that builds to a scream. I turn the knob and she freezes when I walk in. Then she begins again, even louder than before. She’s on a lower bunk in a tangle of sheets. I sit on the floor a distance from her, watch her thrash and wail, her fury and her sadness on full display.

She peeks over her shoulder to check if I’m still here. “She said I’m drawing them the wrong way. How am I supposed to know?”

“Drawing what?” I ask.

“The c’s and e’s.” She’s flushed, panting with exertion. Her bangs are over to the side, stuck to her forehead. So much turmoil must be raging inside her, so many ways her life is unfamiliar now, but here’s one of them and it’s something I can help her with.

“Oh, I understand. The other children have been working on them for a while now, but you’re just getting started. Did you learn them at your old school?”

She doesn’t answer. And then she says, “I don’t have an old school.”

“I see. Well, would you like me to help you now?” She nods. “Let’s lie on the rug and draw them in the air.”

I lie and she joins me, scoots the side of her body against mine. Delphine’s daughter. Before questioning myself, I press a kiss to the top of her head, just as I do to Clément. I lift my arm and she lifts hers so that our hands are hovering together. I point my finger, she points hers. I swoop in the shape of a c across the white ceiling. “Like it’s opening its arms to the rest of the alphabet,” I say. She does it after me, a careful curve through the air.

“C,” she whispers.

“C,” I say. “And a small e is just like it, except with a little oval at the top. Should we try?”

She nods against my shoulder, our arms still pointing, and I lead her through it. We draw them over and over, switching back and forth between the letters. A question rises. I ask it before I can judge its rightness.

“How much do you miss your mother? Is it as much as a house? Or the sky? Or the whole world?”

“Whole world.”

“I miss her as much as the whole world, too.”

There’s a knock on the door and Clément pokes his head in, his eyes curious, assessing us.

“Dinnertime,” he says. We sit three across at the table.



A week passes. I emerge from the children’s room one night and Adele’s on her hands and knees, picking up plastic toy soldiers, Jacks pieces, pick-up sticks.

“They went rogue,” I say, because the rule is that toys belong in the playroom unless permission has been granted.

“Five children under one roof, and the grown-ups aren’t much better.” She sits back, looks around. Smudged beer glasses on the coffee table, a throw blanket tossed on the floor by the love seat, one little red shoe, a couple plates with cracker remnants and grape stems and dried-up pieces of orange cheese. The neighbors came over after dinner, took Al home with them to play cards, left all this in their wake. “Sometimes,” she says, “I wish we could just let things be messy. Just live in it, however it is, without worrying anyone will drop by and find us out.”

“You do?” It stuns me. “You’re so good at it. I never would have guessed.”

“Just because I’m good at it doesn’t mean it’s something I want.”

“What do you want?” I don’t recognize her. She could say anything.

“I don’t know. A cigarette.”

I laugh and find one for her. Touch flame to the tip. She takes a long drag, lets it out. Curl of smoke in the dim light. She’s still on the floor in front of me and I’m scared to take a seat myself, scared to move much in case it might startle her out of whatever this is, this other side of my sister that I might be able to know.

“Sometimes I envy you,” she says, narrowing her eyes at me. “Going off to the plant in the mornings with Al and Bernard, having a whole life outside of this.”

“It’s hard,” I say. “It’s rarely fun.” But I suspect that she can see through me, and I don’t want to lie to her anyway. The Finishing line is grueling, so loud that sometimes, on the drive home, Al and Bernard’s voices sound muffled. My shoulders ache all the time. My heels hurt. And still, I’m one of the most efficient girls in the department. I’m training to become supervisor. “I do love working at the plant, though. Being part of it.”

She nods, satisfied. “I’m just going to finish this cigarette, and then I’m going to get back to cleaning.”

“No,” I say. “Let me do it. You just sit here.”

She doesn’t agree, but I get to work gathering everything up. I take the dishes to the kitchen, and she hasn’t moved by the time I return. Her cigarette is burning down so I set the mother of pearl ashtray next to her. She doesn’t thank me and I wonder how she knows to give me exactly what I want, and then I realize that maybe, right now, we are perfectly, miraculously aligned. She rests her head against the wall, closes her eyes. I wash the remaining dishes, dry them, put them away. Clear the carpet of toys. Empty the ashtrays and set them back in their places. Find the red shoe’s match, rest the pair together on the rack by the door.

“What’s next?” I ask.

“I wish we were going to a party,” she says.

“Oh,” I say. “We are. It’s time to get ready.” She laughs. “Really,” I say, taking her hands, pulling her to standing. “Go get dolled up.”

She shakes her head and disappears down the hall and I peek into Al’s den where there’s a little table in front of the love seat. Perfect. I move a taper candle from the credenza and set it on the table, flick the lighter again, race silently down the hall and into my room. I grope through my closet for a dress hanging deep in the corner beyond my everyday clothes. Find it by touch, slick and substantial. Ease it off the hanger.

I slip it on in the bathroom off the hall. It hangs heavy and luxurious, the finest thing I own. I’m back in Cyril’s room, watching Hattie tie the box to my suitcase, and then in Los Angeles, opening the lid to see what Hattie sewed me. A chartreuse silk dress, made with an intimate knowledge of my body. Cinched at the waist, like she’s holding me there.

I apply lipstick and blush, a barrette to sweep my hair up, opal dangles clipped to my ears. I’m back in the living room by the time Adele emerges from her bedroom.

“That dress,” she says. “Whenever you wear it, I’m full of envy.” She’s in champagne organza with a gemstone necklace that catches the light. Claire has one that matches it, from a party with Les Dames Amis.

I take two glasses and Al’s bottle of whiskey from the credenza, and gesture toward the den. The room has transformed since Lionel’s been gone. A love seat and a desk and a freestanding record player. “I’d like to welcome you to The Denison. Or the Denver?”

“The Denison sounds like a grand old hotel.”

“The Denison, then.”

I put on Billie Holiday, just loud enough to fill the room. I pour us drinks and we sit on Al’s chairs, and Adele flings her head back and croons along with the music, her voice smooth and strong against Billie’s rasp. She sings with the entire A side of the record, sure of every lyric, sipping her drink during the instrumental parts.

“You should sing more often,” I tell her when the music stops.

“I sing every Sunday at church,” she says pointedly. “And at the club.”

“No scolding allowed at the Denison.”

“As long as you get me another drink.” I do, but when I set the bottle down and hand her her glass, she’s frowning at me.

“What is it?” I ask. She bites her lip, hesitating. “Go on.”

“Come back. Sit. Please don’t be angry. It’s just—Claire and I have wondered if something happened on your honeymoon. Something you didn’t tell us. Did Cyril treat you all right?”

It comes from nowhere, so many years late, lands heavy in my chest. “Yes,” I say. “He treated me fine.”

“But then, why don’t you want another man in your life? We thought he must have done something.”

“It was nothing like that. He was very sweet to me.” I shift. “All of it was a shock. How fast it went, how unsure I was. I love Clément more than anything. Of course. But pregnancy, childbirth…” I shake my head, stop myself there. Nothing had prepared me for it. Bloody and terrifying, my body shuddering afterward, teeth chattering, barely able to speak. From the hospital bed, I’d asked Adele if it was normal and she’d waved the question away, said I had a healthy baby, I was healing fine. But in the days that followed I still couldn’t tell. All I could do was watch Clément’s belly move up and down, prove to myself that he was alive. “I can’t do it all over again,” I say now.

She lifts her glass to her mouth, tips her head back to sip, silver bangle circling her wrist. She swallows. Looks into her glass. “Marriage isn’t only about having children, though. It’s about feeling like a woman. Excitement and anticipation. Safety. Letting yourself be taken care of. Does it really seem so bad? What Al and I have? What Claire and Bernard have?”

“Of course it doesn’t. You know I love Al and Bernard. You’re the happiest couples I’ve ever known. I just want something different.”

“And your something different is to live in an apartment, just you and Clément. That’s how you see your life, for the long term?”

“Don’t you ever fantasize about it? Your own place, your own decisions?”

“I have my own place. I make my own decisions already. It’s a comfort to make them together with Al.” A car passes out front, the sweep of its lights through the curtains and across the room. She says, “You scare me sometimes, and you drive me crazy. But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t admire you, too.”

We’re quiet. A couple minutes pass. I run my thumb along the side stitches of the dress. And then Adele says, “I wish I didn’t have to bring this up, but the social worker came by earlier. He’s asking—just in case, as a precaution—if there’s anyone in the family willing to adopt. I told him yes, of course. He went over the qualifications. Being married was the most important one.” A tightness in my throat. I swallow. Swallow again. “Considering that, Claire would be the most obvious choice. She’s waited so long for a child, and she and Bernard are all set up. But, of course, you and Delphine—”

“I don’t even know why we’re talking about this,” I say in a rush. “Delphine might get better.”

“I hope so,” Adele says. “But if she doesn’t?”

“I’m not married,” I say.

“But you could be.”

I’ve waited so long for my life to come together. I’m on the precipice. My body in this dress, reminding me how ready I am for someone else to touch me. Someone who I want. “But I’m not,” I say, my tone final. “I’ll put on a new record. Something you haven’t heard yet.”

I find the new Ken Griffin single we just pressed. “Are You Lonesome Tonight?” on the organ. We listen, Adele humming along.

“You know,” I say, “we could really do this, go out together one night after the children are down. I’d love to take you to a place I’ve been to with some of the girls from work. There’s a piano player, and everyone sings.”

“I don’t know,” she says.

“That night at the Drop before we left home—it was one of the best nights of my life.”

“Oh I miss that place. But it isn’t the same here. I’m just not really…” I picture her under the lights of the bar, beside the piano. Everyone’s watching her, enraptured. “It’s more fun to pretend,” she says, and squeezes my hand.






FOURTEEN


ON A TUESDAY three weeks after Delphine was taken to Camarillo, there’s a tap on my shoulder, and Sally’s behind my spot at the conveyor, saying, “Phone call for you, in Bernard’s office. Go, go, go!” She dives right into my position, fumbling the first record sleeve, and I rush to the stairs, too risky to wait for the elevator. It’s Delphine’s doctor. It must be. I’ve called for updates every few days she’s been at the hospital, left Bernard’s direct line to reach me.

I climb the steps two by two and burst through the door to the third-floor lobby, the secretaries looking up from their typewriters as I race past them into his office. “Here she is now,” Bernard says into the receiver. He gives me his chair and crosses to the wet bar for his pack of cigarettes.

“Hello, this is Odette Laurent,” I say, breathless, and a man introduces himself as Dr. Jamison, Delphine’s psychoanalyst. I don’t know what he looks like, but his voice is kind, and I picture him as the gentle doctor from The Snake Pit. He tells me things I don’t want to hear. I force myself to hear them. I take notes. I ask the appropriate questions. I fall out of time. I hang up and look around and everything is unfamiliar. The curtains the wrong color. The furniture in the wrong places.

Bernard turns from the window. He’s only heard the questions I asked, but that’s enough. “I’m so sorry,” he says. “I know how much you love her.” I go back down the stairs, relieve Sally, taking my place on the line. Roar of the conveyor. Crank of the levers. I wish it was louder. Wish the sound would swallow me.



That night, once the children are sleeping, Lionel comes and the six of us gather in the living room. I steady my voice, read from the notes in my hand. “She had a psychotic episode. A series of them, but this last one was the most severe. Her diagnosis is schizophrenia.” Lionel makes a sound like he’s been punched. “Her doctor says she’s predisposed to it. She also experienced a denial of identity. He says it’s most likely the combination of the two that led to the break from reality.”

“A denial of identity,” Adele murmurs. Delphine in Robinson’s, diamond earrings catching the light. The house on North Harper. Horse sculpture, cleaning girl, weekly card games with Linda. The last letter she wrote me. I have to become white now. A woman with no family besides my own little one.

I push on. “She’s receiving a variety of treatments. Electric shock therapy and insulin therapy and psychoanalysis. Balanced meals and walks on the grounds. At least an hour per day in the sun. He believes she’ll reach a stable state of mind, but it’s a lifelong diagnosis. Psychosis can reappear at any sign of stress.” At the next note the knot in my throat grows jagged, painful. “Her doctor says she’ll have to give Nathalie up.”

“Give Nathalie up,” Bernard repeats. “As in, she’ll be adopted?”

“Yes,” I say.

Claire lets out a cry. Her hands fly to her face, tears streaming down when she lowers them. “Poor Delphine,” she says. “It’s unthinkable.”

I want to cry, too, but I’d never come back from it. I dig my fingernails into my leg.

Adele puts her hand on Claire’s knee. “You’re going to take such good care of Nathalie.” A flare in my chest. Wait. Lionel, next to me, stiffens. “Imagine,” Adele says, “emerging from all this confusion and heartache, moving into that beautiful room you made.”

Claire tries to smile but the smile falters. “I have this terrible feeling. All the praying I did. All the envisioning. I saw a little girl and a baby boy. That’s the vision that kept coming to me. But I didn’t mean to … I didn’t cause this, did I?”

“Oh no, honey,” Bernard says. “Of course not. Nobody caused it. It’s the way life goes sometimes, as brutal as it is.”

She buries her face into his shoulder.

“Is there anything else?” Al asks. He’s gone ashen, voice hoarse.

“No,” I say. “That’s everything.”



Lionel invites me for a drink, so I follow him home in my car. He has several birds now. They’re a few steps away, peaceful in their coop as he unlocks the side door to his kitchen. He opens the refrigerator and closes it. A cabinet and closes it. “Nothing to drink,” he says. “Sorry. Just had to get you out of there.”

A memory’s been pressing against me: Delphine, taking my hand, guiding it to her stomach. Her pink, swollen eyelids, but also her gladness, holding my hand against the firm curve of her belly. I tell Lionel.

“It seems wrong to me, honestly,” he says. “Your sisters, assuming that Nathalie will go to Claire. They didn’t even ask you?”

“Adele brought it up with me. But an unmarried woman can’t adopt a child.”

“Is that always true?”

“I can’t even open a bank account. Also, the social worker told Adele.”

“Still feels like it warrants a conversation.”

“It’s hard,” I say. “But it’s probably for the best. Soon Clément and I won’t even live there anymore. He’ll be fine, living with only me in the apartment. It’ll be an adventure to him—”

“Little man loves an adventure.”

I smile. “Nathalie’s going to need a lot more support, though. Claire and Adele together—they’ll be able to do it.”

He narrows his eyes at me, scrutinizing. “If you say so.”

“I’m not saying it feels good to me.” Flare in my chest again. I blink tears back.

“Nothing about this feels good,” Lionel says. “I know.”



A couple weeks pass, Nathalie gradually adjusting to her life here. Claire picks the children up from school each day, takes notice of the foods Nathalie likes, the games she likes, the right temperature for her baths and the songs she sings along to. “She has a way with music,” she says one night as we’re washing up. “Learns the lyrics quickly. Sings perfectly on key. Maybe lessons would be good.” She thinks it’s best that Nathalie stays where she is for now—Nathalie and Clément have grown closer, and while she ignores Rudy most of the time, she acts as a big sister to the twins, helping them with small favors, being the finder when they ask to play Hide-and-Seek. “Nothing’s for certain,” Claire says. “And she’s finally happy here, with all of us. Let’s not disrupt her life again until it’s really time.” Nathalie still tantrums sometimes, and when Claire gets caught in the crossfire, she freezes, or she storms out. After, I find her reading Dr. Spock, marking the pages with notes. When I’m home during one of Nathalie’s rages, I stay and wait it out, and then she comes to me, her body limp and exhausted and collapsing into mine. “Show me how you do it,” Claire says. So one Saturday we stay together on the grass as Nathalie screams and thrashes, and I shush Claire each time she tries to comfort or rationalize, pull her back each time she goes to caress or restrain.

“I’m afraid she’s going to hurt herself,” Claire whispers.

“She won’t,” I say. “Let’s just wait. If she looks at us, we can hold out our arms.”

She does, and we do, and she crashes into both of us, splaying across our laps. Claire pets her head, holds her, kisses her cheek.

Before Claire leaves that night, she says, “Sometimes I worry that you should be her mother.”

“No,” I say. “I’m her auntie. It’s what I would have been all along if Delphine hadn’t disappeared. It’s what I was meant to be.” She nods, convincing herself, and walks out the door.



Finally, in late October, the hospital lets me visit. Sixty-five miles, over two hours driving through greens and yellows and low hills and sagebrush, my heart in my throat the whole time. Then Camarillo comes into view: sprawling buildings, hacienda-style with red clay roofs and white stucco. There must be thousands of patients inside. I’m directed to a far building, terrified I’ll get lost on the grounds and miss the visiting hour altogether, terrified of wandering into the wrong place and seeing too much. But I find the right building, and here she is. Painful to look. She’s seated in a chair, shoulders slumped, eyes on her hands in her lap. Her hair is unwashed, pulled into a low ponytail. I take the chair across from her and her gaze travels from my shoes to my knees to my waist. Stops there. Her lips are cracked and white. She’s dressed in pajamas, threadbare slippers on her feet.

“Are they treating you all right?” I ask her. After a long stretch of quiet, her shoulders rise in the tiniest shrug.

“Is there anything I can do? Or bring you?” The sound of my voice—like I’m talking to a child. I hate it. I don’t know how to be.

She shakes her head.

I take her hand in mine, hold it in silence. At first it’s forced, she feels like a stranger, but after a couple minutes I start seeing us in different places. Next to each other at Saint Peter Claver in a pew near the front. On an iron bench, ferns all around us. In the blue house at the dinner table. Window-shopping on Magazine Street. Sipping iced tea on her old porch swing and watching the people go by. Ten minutes have passed with us sitting this way. I want to talk the way we used to, I want to understand each other.

“Delphine,” I say. “After I saw you in the street that day, I went looking for you. I went to your old house, the one on North Harper.” She blinks. I can’t tell if she remembers seeing me in the street at all, if she’s following what I’m saying. “Your old neighbors told me some things. They let me know that you were going through something very hard, and that you were all alone. I can’t imagine how frightening it must have been.”

Her eyes dart to my face. “Did you see the tree?”

“Yes.”

“Did you hear it? The tapping?” Her scratchy voice, the hope in her question. I wish I could lie to her.

“No. But I’d like to know what it was like for you, if you’ll tell me.” I can see us in the garden again, sharing secrets. I wait and hope but nothing comes. “I’m sorry if I’m saying the wrong things. I’m here and I want to help you. When you’re all better, I’ll take you home with me. You won’t have to be alone again.”

“I wasn’t alone. I had Nathalie.”

“Right, of course,” I say. “She misses you. We love her so much—all of us. We’re taking good care of her. I promise. I have a son. Clément. He’s just half a year younger than Nathalie. And Adele has three children now. Nathalie’s surrounded by cousins.”

“I can’t keep her.”

“I know. I’m so sorry.”

“It makes me want to die.”

I don’t trust myself to speak. “I’d feel the same,” I finally say.

“I tried to starve myself, but they forced food down my throat.”

“Delphine,” I say, but I can’t finish the sentence.

“You need to tell her I’m dead.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean: Tell her I died.”

Thunder in my ears. Blood rushing. “There’s no way I’d ever do that.”

She’s holding perfectly still, so passive I’m certain she hasn’t heard me, until she says, “It’s the only way I can survive.” She stands, raises her arm. “Nurse,” she calls, and she’s ushered through a door.

Barrenness, on the drive home. Away from Camarillo, through mile after mile of nothing, holding my breath until I reach the edge of Los Angeles.

“We’re having a surprise guest for dinner,” Claire says when I walk into the house.

Adele’s apologetic. “I know it isn’t the best timing, given your day, but he called and asked to stop by. I couldn’t say no.”

I’m unstrung, exhausted. I want a whiskey and my bed, Clément and a storybook, illustrations to look at so I don’t keep seeing Delphine. “Just tell me who it is.”

“Felix. He’s in town for the next couple of days.”

“He’s had a standing invitation for a year now,” I say, taking off my shoes. “You’d think he’d give us a little notice.”

“So,” Adele says. “How was she?”

“Not well,” I say. “It was awful. She said to tell Nathalie she’s dead.” Claire and Adele stand very still, their eyes meeting. “We could never do that,” I say. “Tell such a horrible lie.”

And then Rudy bursts in from the yard and Claire and Adele go back to what they were doing—arranging fruits and nuts and cheeses on a plate, mixing a batch of Manhattans, taking the crackers from the cupboard. Felix is soon at the door, an autumn bouquet in his arm, orange flowers and magnolia leaves. Despite my resistance, seeing him warms me.

Adele takes the flowers. “Oh, these are so lovely. You shouldn’t have. Look at you, Felix. How has it been so many years and now you’re here?”

My sisters and I embrace him. The men come in from the yard, shake his hand, pull him in for hugs. We lead him to the living room and the children descend. Clément stands tall and says, “This is Uncle Felix. We know each other from the train station.”

“You remember that?” Felix asks, touching his hand to his heart. “It was some time ago.”

“It isn’t just any day that a boy gets to go see a train come in with a bird on it,” I say. “Let alone gets a handshake with a real porter.”

“Wanna to play Jacks, Uncle Felix?” Titter asks.

“You don’t have to,” Adele tells him.

“I sure do want to play Jacks,” he says. “As long as you don’t mind teaching me.”

He sits on the floor with the children, and they show him how to bounce the ball and scoop the metal pieces between bounces. He fumbles the ball the first time and the children cackle. Clément speaks over them. “I used to do that, too. It’s okay. You’ll get it next time.”

Over dinner, Al says, “Now, Felix, remind me. Who was the man who organized the movement for the Pullman porters, back when we were children?”

“The great A. Philip Randolph,” Felix says.

“That’s right,” Al says. “And before Mr. Randolph came along, the conditions were far worse, weren’t they?”

Bernard sighs, shakes his head. Averts his eyes as Al continues asking questions he already knows the answers to. “All right, Al,” Bernard finally says. “If Columbia starts forcing us to work sixteen-hour shifts for nothing but tips, I’ll sign on. Until then, I’m keeping my nice office and my free lunches and my family health insurance. Remember this?” He raises his right hand, the thick scars on his palm visible, before closing his fingers to make a fist—not as tight as the rest of us can, but tight enough to swing a golfclub, turn a doorknob, pick up a baby.

“I agree that the insurance is nothing to laugh at,” Al says. “But a man should not allow himself to be bought. Complacency is the enemy of progress.”

They go on like this through dessert, through the children’s bedtime, until Al and Bernard leave to play cards with some other managers. They invite Felix along, but he says he’d rather stay here. In the yard, while my sisters wash up, he says, “That’s a sweet young boy you’ve got there. And Nathalie—I see how you care for her. Al and Bernard told me Delphine’s in the hospital but not much else. What happened to her husband?”

“All I know is that he left them.”

“Seems like a lot of trouble for nothing,” Felix says. “Moving out here just for that.”

“I couldn’t explain it to you. I wish I knew. I can’t believe he’d come all this way just to break Delphine’s heart and abandon her. It’s too cruel.”

“You don’t believe people are cruel?”

“I’d rather believe that people are misguided and scared. That they make bad decisions.”

“Ah yes,” he says bitterly. “Misguided.”

“Don’t tease,” I say. “Let me try to believe that Bill really loved Delphine and Nathalie, that he left because of a failure of character. It’s too awful to think it was some kind of trick.”

“All right,” he says. “All right. I’m going to refill my glass and by the time I’m back I’ll have something new to talk about.” He returns with beer for himself, a whiskey for me. “So…” He leans closer, glances over his shoulder. “What the hell kind of name is Titter?”

I laugh. “Rudy called her Sister, only he couldn’t say it. He said Titter instead, and it stuck. Her real name is Elizabeth.” Felix shakes his head. “Bobby’s real name is Paul. I don’t have an explanation for that one.”

Felix smiles. He glances at my hand, holding the drink. Looks back at my face. “Hard to imagine that the youngest Honoré sister wouldn’t be taken by now.”

“I’m a Laurent, remember.”

“That’s right. Poor Cyril.”

I close my eyes. “I thought we’d moved on to lighter topics.”

“My fault. Anything you want to know about home? I was in New Orleans less than a week ago.”

I open my eyes again, lean closer to him. It’s as though he’s cast in a warmer light now, like he’s standing under a streetlamp on Magazine Street, and if I get closer maybe I could be in that glow with him. “Less than a week,” I say, my voice low. I want to smell him, to see if home is still on his skin. “How has it changed since I’ve been gone?”

He starts to answer but he’s talking about people I barely remember, bars I never went to. I want to know what took the place of Bill’s studio. I want to know if the trumpet vine is fragrant in the garden. I want to know if the best jazz musicians still play at the Drop. I want to know if Hattie misses me, if she’s in love with someone else. “Actually, don’t,” I say, interrupting. “It hurts too much.”

Later, when he says it’s time to call a cab, I offer to drive him to his hotel instead. I’m careful to say it easy, with no trace of flirtation, and he accepts. “The city’s going to build a freeway along here,” I tell him once we’re on the road. “It’ll cut down on our commute to Columbia, maybe even by half.”

“A real working girl.”

“I’m a supervisor now.”

He whistles. “You don’t say.”

The night’s drawing to a close. Once I’m alone, Delphine will be in my head again. “Mind if we take a detour?” I ask him. “I could show you something.”

“I’ve got all the time in the world.”

So I drive us up to Hollywood, pull over and park. “See that building right across the street? That’s where I’m moving. Right after the New Year. Me and Clément.”

I find Lawrence’s window, five floors up. A light shines through the curtains. Just over two months from now I’ll be living inside it, keeping my own hours. Clément and I will get ourselves a television set. We’ll eat in front of it if we want to. We’ll play games on the floor. We’ll have people over, spend hours listening to records. I’ll pick out my own plates and flatware and glasses. I’ll choose what to hang on the walls.

“That’s mighty impressive, Odette,” Felix says. “Just you and your boy in a Los Angeles apartment. It’s really something.”






FIFTEEN


ON THE LAST SATURDAY of October, we go to the beach. Al drags a wagon laden with folding chairs and towels and sand toys and hats. Bernard carries a cooler in one hand and a picnic basket in the other. Adele’s radiant in her bright-blue sundress, holding Titter’s hand, and Claire’s lovely in yellow gingham, holding Bobby’s. The older children and I carry the stray things. Some paperbacks, an assortment of hats. We set up our beach chairs, spread out the towels. Bernard and Al throw a Frisbee while the children get to work on a sandcastle. An hour in, we eat the chips and sandwiches we brought, and when that’s over, the children hold hands in the water, waiting for waves to come and lift them. “Don’t go farther than your knees!” Adele calls, and Al, the only strong swimmer among us, stands closer to supervise. Nathalie runs back up the beach after a few minutes of it, rubbing her eyes, climbing onto me.

“Rudy kept letting go of my hand.” She butts her head into my clavicle, hard.

“That must have been scary,” I say. She settles her body onto my lap, her bathing suit’s cold dampness seeping through my shirt to my skin. Her hair drips onto my shoulder.

After a little while, she says, “I’ve been here before.”

“To the beach?”

“This beach.”

Her childhood until now, a blankness cast over it. A photograph with a light leak. Her head rests on my chest; if my heart quickens, she’ll hear it.

I will myself to stay calm. “When?” I ask. Tell me everything you know. Tell me everything you remember.

“When we lived in the moon room.”

I rest my hand on her back. Her breaths turn short and jagged. I say, “You know, she didn’t want to leave you. She got very sick.”

“But she didn’t have a fever.”

“That’s true. It’s a complicated kind of sickness. A sickness in her thoughts. But she still loves you more than anything in the whole world.”

Nathalie sits up. “You’re crying,” she says.

“It makes me sad, what’s happened to her.”

She hugs me, pats my back with her little hand. “Shh,” she tells me. “Dry your eyes.”

Soon she’s ready to go into the water again.

Claire’s watching me over her magazine. “What were you talking about?”

“She thinks she’s been here before.”

“Hm,” Adele says. “What a strange thing that we have no idea if she has.”

I take it all in: Children splashing. A couple embracing. Tilted umbrellas. A pair of dogs bounding through the surf. And then a small hand, placing a shell in my palm. I look up, and here’s Clément. “Isn’t it nice?” he asks.

White ridges on the outside, smooth and pearlescent inside. “Beautiful,” I say, running my finger across it.

“It’s for you.” He scampers back through the sand, and I’m overwhelmed by it all—the smell of salt and sun lotion, the happy dogs, my sisters stripped down to their bathing suits, Nathalie and Clément holding hands in the water now, catching their own wave, not letting go. It’s possible to believe that no matter what happens next, we’ll make it through, we’ll be all right. Al and Bernard are on their knees, building the sandcastle the children abandoned, and a dog runs up, shaking himself dry. He sprays Adele and Claire and they yelp as his flustered owner runs over calling, “Scout, stop that!” A surfer nears us with a long, yellow board. I look and then look again—a woman, muscular, easy in her body. She sees me noticing her, smiles. I turn to the shell in my palm, but there’s an electricity to the air now, and I don’t lose track of where she is. I watch her riding a wave like it’s easy, and Al notices me staring, looks to see. “Is that a woman?” he asks.

I nod.

Claire says, “It isn’t very feminine, but it sure looks fun.”

Later, Clément arranges smooth stones in a spiral near my chair. A flock of birds fly overhead. “Clément, look.” He follows where I point and we watch them moving together, shifting, falling into place until they’re spaced perfectly apart, a beautiful symmetry.

Later still, alone in my bed, I call back the surfer. Her smile, how she moved through the water. The tension between us. I imagine her coming to the door of my apartment at night. I step aside, I let her in.



The next time I visit Delphine, the day is cloudy, softer light through the windows. Her hair’s been washed, longer than it’s ever been, in a braid down her back. “Tell me the plan,” she says.

I tell her that Nathalie’s doing better all the time—in school, at home, with her cousins. “We’ve decided to keep her at Adele’s through Christmas. After that, my son and I will be moving to an apartment, and Claire will take Nathalie to live with her and Bernard.”

“Claire? Why not you?”

“I’m not married. I don’t meet the criteria for adopting. And Claire’s life is all set up.”

She scrunches her forehead, effortful for her, to follow what I’m saying. “What about … Hattie’s brother … I thought you married…”

A jolt of anger, even now in this place, at having to repeat what I say to strangers: “He died in the war.”

She’s still for a moment, and then claps her hands over her ears, rocks forward. My anger vanishes. I want her to rest her head on my knees, want to pet her and tell her it will be all right. Instead, I sit with my hands folded in my lap. I say, “Claire really loves her. She’s going to be so good to her. I’m certain of that.”

“Not Claire. Not Claire. It has to be you.”

“Delphine,” I say, “I wish I could. I’m not able to. I’m not married. It isn’t my choice.”

I’m telling the truth, but still, my whole body is wrong with it. She takes my hands, the first time she’s touched me in years. “Please,” she says. “Find a way.”

“You’ll come live with me when you’re out,” I say. “We’ll go over to Claire’s all the time. We’ll make a new way to be a family—”

“I have to be dead.”

“No.” My heart pounds, thoughts coming scattershot.

“Has Dr. Jamison told you what they do to me?” Her voice has gone cold. “How they put me to sleep?”

I nod, dig my nails into my palm. They pump her full of insulin until she falls into a coma, shocking the brain. Afterward, they revive her. They do this for stretches of five days at a time, with one day off for observation, and another one to rest.

“And has he told you about the electric shock therapy, too?”

“Yes. It feels impossible now. I know that. But we’ll figure it out together.”

“Tell her I’m dead,” Delphine says. “If you don’t, I’ll tell everyone about you.”

I stop hearing. The room blurs. When my words come, they’re very faint. “You wouldn’t do that.”

“I would.” She looks at me. I’m having trouble breathing but she’s alert, sharp, as if she’s been in a trance and now she’s woken from it, a stranger.

“We aren’t that different,” the stranger says. “They don’t let girls like you keep their babies either. There was one girl, before I was moved to the insulin unit. She was here because she fell in love with her friend. Cried over her every night. She got shock therapy, just like me. The nurses strap us down. Fix clamps around our heads. Force our mouths open to get the gags in. Did you know the convulsions can be so violent they break bones? It happened to someone here recently. Her clavicle.”

“Okay,” I say, “stop.”

“You’ll tell everyone I’m dead. You’ll find a way to adopt Nathalie. And if you don’t, I’ll get Claire on the phone, and I’ll tell her all about you.”

I dig my nails in deeper. “I’m not doing that anymore,” I say.

Banish the fantasy of the surfer in my bed. Banish the memory of Ginny, kissing me against the wall. Of Hattie, and all our Thursday afternoons. Push it all out of my body, push it all away.

“You know that Claire wouldn’t hesitate. She’s like our mothers.” Tears trail down Delphine’s neck, wetting her collar, a spot of darker blue at her throat. Suddenly not a stranger anymore. Devastation in her face—like looking into a mirror. So many times we relied on each other and now this.

“It’s over, okay?” she says. “For you and me. It’s the only way I can do it.”



Back in Los Angeles, Adele meets me in the driveway, takes me by the hand and leads me to Claire’s house. Five in the evening and already dark, sitting on the floral sofa.

“Has she changed her mind?” Claire asks.

“No,” I say. On the drive home, my vision had blurred and darkened, I’d had to pull onto the shoulder to steady myself.

“It’s horrible,” Claire says. “But if we put Nathalie first—if we’re truly making a decision based on Nathalie’s well-being—wouldn’t it be easier for her to not have to wonder? Less confusing, and more peaceful in the end? I know it’s a lot. Look: My hand is shaking.”

“Better get a drink,” Adele says. “You aren’t supposed to let yourself get worked up.”

“I’ll get drinks for all of us.” Claire crosses the room to the wet bar. She’s wearing the suede slippers I bought her from Bullock’s. Delphine’s voice is in my head, saying, Not Claire. But it’s Adele and Claire and me now, and they’ll never know that she said it. Claire hands Adele her drink, hands me mine. A lowball for each of the Honoré sisters. I’m searching Claire’s face. I need to believe that she wouldn’t really put me away. Her brows furrow as she looks at me. “Poor thing,” she says. “It’s all so hard, I know.”

She isn’t Maman. But what would she think of me if she knew? “They don’t let girls like you keep their babies either.” I want Delphine’s voice out of my head. Claire cups my chin in her soft palm, runs her thumb across my cheek. The comfort of her touch—monumental. She kisses my forehead. My sister. “You’re right,” I say. “A severing. It’s what Delphine wants, so we should do it.”

And then I’m lightheaded, chest tight, wondering what I’ve done.



We agree to wait until after Christmas to talk to Nathalie. It’s November now, a Saturday. I go alone to Lionel’s house. We sit on his front stoop, his pigeons flying and dropping above us, my throat aching with all I wish I could tell him. He wouldn’t judge me. He wouldn’t be shocked. Chances are he already suspects it. What a relief it would be, to say out loud that I’m going along with this plan not because it’s right, but because I’m terrified for myself.

But no one in my family can ever know. Clear to me now, the danger.

“What would you do?” I ask him.

“Delphine’s Nathalie’s mother. She’s losing everything. Seems only humane to do what she asks you to.”

“But it means I’ll have to lie to Nathalie. I’ll have to lie to her over and over again, so many times, for so many years, and what will that do to us?”

Lionel leans back, shakes his head. Above, one of his birds tumbles and rights itself.

“It isn’t the only thing Delphine asked me,” I say. “Don’t tell. She wants me to be the one to adopt Nathalie.”

“Sure, she does. You’re her best friend.”

“She hadn’t spoken to me in six years.”

“I’m just saying it doesn’t surprise me, that’s all,” he says. “I’m not saying you should do it.”

Anger swells inside me, heat rising. “I’m not getting married.”

He pats my knee. “Okay,” he says. “Okay.” After a while, the birds come back. I stay on the stoop while Lionel tends to them, his voice carrying. “Welcome back, KR, you handsome fella. Welcome back, Lady Bird…”

I won’t contact her. I’ll let her be dead. That part, I’ll do. The rest of it, she doesn’t have to know. But her threat—it follows me home, clings to me as I supervise toothbrushing, as I cuddle with Clément and wait for the children to fall asleep.

And then it’s later in the week. Al and Bernard and I get home from work and Nathalie is in the front yard, alone. They go in ahead of me while I hang back. She’s crouched at the edge near the flowers.

“Hey, sweetheart. Where are Clément and your cousins?”

“Playing inside. I didn’t want to play.”

A butterfly flutters past and she gasps. We watch it land on a nearby leaf.

“It’s a monarch butterfly,” I whisper to her, both of us holding still and hoping it will stay. “Back home, in New Orleans, we had them, and a kind called checkered white. And another one, the summer azure, that was pale blue.” We watch a little longer, until the butterfly flutters away. We both exhale.

She turns to me and says, “My mommy is dead.”






SIXTEEN


I’M FURIOUS WITH THEM, can’t meet their eyes at dinner.

“How does this work?” I ask them later, outside where the children can’t hear us if they wake. “What about a funeral?”

“She doesn’t know about funerals,” Claire says. “She’s five years old.”

Young, yes, but old enough to feel a lack. The way I felt a lack when Papa died. No ritual, no grieving together, no putting him to rest. I want to scream and rage like Nathalie does, want to throw my body onto the earth, dig out clumps of Adele’s lawn with my fingers.

“Listen,” Adele says.

“We knew you’d be angry,” Claire says. “And we understand.”

They’re quiet until I look at them again. “We said we’d do it after Christmas. Together.”

Adele touches my arm. “We did it so you wouldn’t have to.”

“Mine,” I say. My decision to make. My best friend. My Nathalie, even though I can’t have her.

They don’t ask me to explain, say they’ll give me time, leave me in the yard.

Over the next two days, Nathalie asks us question after question about what it means to die. Bernard arranges for me to take the week off work, and I tell her about hearts and how they stop beating. Adele tells her about Heaven. Claire urges her, over and over, to think of happier things. “But what about her body?” she asks Adele when I’m brushing Titter’s and Bobby’s teeth before bed. “Does it go to Heaven, too? How does it get there?”

Adele sets her hand on Nathalie’s shoulder. “Her body will be buried in the ground.”

She says okay, she goes to sleep. But in the morning she hurls a glass of juice across the kitchen. It shatters against the wall, orange everywhere.

The day is cloudy, colder than usual. I dress us in sweaters and take her hand and we walk to my car in the driveway.

“Where are we going?”

“I don’t know.”

She scoots to the edge of the front bench seat, runs her hands along the glove compartment, the dashboard, the clock. She slides back and pushes hard on the upholstery.

“We’re going to do something special together, to remember your mommy.”

She furrows her brow. “I already remember her.”

“Yes. Of course. That’s not exactly what I mean. Usually, when someone dies, we have a funeral. We say prayers and share memories and we go to a cemetery where bodies are buried, and we mark the grave with a tombstone so we have a place to visit them.”

“Why aren’t we doing that?” She pushes her bangs from her eyes to see me better. They’ve grown so much in two months’ time.

“Sometimes…” I search for an answer that’s true. Land on Papa’s white cross in the sanctuary and the tombstone I purchased to replace it. “Sometimes we don’t get the things we expect. Sometimes situations are more complicated, and we need to come up with solutions ourselves. Should we come up with something together? Some way to honor your mommy?”

She nods.

“We should go somewhere you love, that your mommy loved, too.”

“The beach,” she says.

I set off toward the coast and on the way, on the side of the road, a man is selling flowers at a stand. We pull over and I tell her to choose what she likes. He has white metal buckets full of roses on the ground, their blossoms deep red and bright yellow and pale pink. I take one of each and Nathalie chooses pansies, hydrangeas, snapdragons. I count out the money—far more than I can afford—and we load them into the back of the car. We drive to the ocean, the same beach as before. It’s almost empty, just some fishermen and us, and we carry the flowers to a place where rocks rise up from the sand, forming an alcove. I step into it first and Nathalie follows, and I don’t know how she can see with the flowers covering her face.

I sit in the sand, twist the blossom from a rose, let the petals fall by my feet. We’re sheltered from the ocean breeze by the rocks. Nathalie watches me and does the same to her flowers and we work in silence until we’re surrounded by petals.

“Are these for my mommy?” Nathalie asks.

“Yes. Are you ready to send them to her?”

She nods, and we wait until the breeze picks up, hold them until it’s time. Now. They flutter into the air, some falling, some floating, some cast over the water, others drifting to the sand. Nathalie throws another armful, grunts from the effort, hurling them this time, making them travel farther. “Come,” I say, and we scoop up as many as we can and run into the cold shock of water. I lose my breath. Nathalie gasps, in up to her waist. “Ready?” I ask when my voice returns to me, and we fling the petals as hard as we can. It rains pinks and yellows and reds and blues. “I love you, Delphine,” I say. “Goodbye.”

“Goodbye, Mommy,” Nathalie shouts. Our hands are empty. I lift her up. Pressure of her arms and her legs tight around me. I’m afraid we’ll be swept away by the waves. I hold her close in the cold, her fingers digging into my shoulders.

In the parking lot, I help her step out of her blue jeans, soaking wet and stiff with salt. Her lips are purple, her body shivering. Reckless of me, to take a child into the Pacific Ocean in November. “This was just our first try,” I tell her. “We’ll keep saying goodbye as long as we need to. We’ll talk about her anytime you want. Okay?” I’m shivering, too, from the cold, and from the effort of convincing myself, the feeling of traitorousness I can’t slough off. The words rise in me: I take it back. She isn’t dead. It’s just that I’m a coward. I give her a blanket from the trunk to wrap around herself and tuck a sweater between my wet dress and the car’s leather seat as we drive home, and she falls asleep, breath hitching, head on my lap, warming me.



Thanksgiving approaches. Bernard and Al go golfing with some of the other managers from the plant. Claire and Adele and I spend the afternoon in the backyard, drinking lemonade, planning the meal. When I’m with them, I’m at war with myself. A desperate, seething feeling that I suppress as best I can. Mine, I keep thinking. A primality to it.

“I think this time I’ll make my pumpkin pie with a crunchy walnut half on every slice,” Adele says. “Bea told me that’s how she does it.”

“Mm,” Claire says.

“Now help me decide on the stuffing. I’ve marked two recipes, one for oyster and one for giblet.” She opens two magazines, lays them flat on the table for us to compare. “What do you think?”

“Oyster stuffing over giblet, always,” I say.

“It calls for three cups of chopped oysters, though,” Adele says. “Plus, one and a third of the liquor. Very strong. The giblet stuffing is more of a traditional bread stuffing.”

“Make the giblet if you want to,” I say. “Either will be delicious.”

“All right. I’ll decide soon. Now for vegetables, should I do the creamed onions again?”

“Yes,” I say. “And I’ll make the scalloped potatoes. People seemed to like it last year.”

Adele hands me a magazine with a recipe for cranberry salad. “Claire,” she says. “You aren’t giving your opinion.”

It’s true. Claire’s been pensive, in her own world.

Rudy and Clément send a handful of tiny toy cars careening down the playroom stairs to the twins’ delight. Nathalie’s across the yard, over by the fence, searching for the last of the season’s blackberries. She stands on her tiptoes, reaching.

“I’m pregnant,” Claire says.

Adele stares. “What did you say?”

“The doctor told us two weeks ago.”

A swell of rightness washes over me. I wrap my arms around her, thankful for the purity of my feeling, the respite from my anger. A reason for gladness. “Maybe it’s a boy,” I say when I let go. “Exactly what you dreamed of.”

Claire dismisses it. “Boy or girl, it doesn’t matter. The doctor says the heartbeat’s strong. It wasn’t the other time. So. That’s all I really care about.”

“Of course,” I say.

“Of course,” Adele says. “Oh, Claire.”

“I know,” Claire says. “I know.”



Claire calls Maman on Thanksgiving morning, arrives at Adele’s flushed and happy. “You should have heard her voice when I told her the good news,” she says. “And I told her all about how grown up and sweet the children are getting, and about your apartment, Odette. I hope you don’t mind.”

“Of course not.”

“Did she say anything about the pictures of the children I sent her?” Adele asks.

“It must have slipped her mind,” Claire says. “I’m sure she loved them.”

It’s a small Thanksgiving this year, just us. We invited Felix to join but he’s on the train. He promised to come for Christmas instead and stay awhile. Lionel arrives just before dinnertime, a bottle of brandy tucked under his arm. Next Thanksgiving, Clément and I will be arriving as guests, too, carrying something we’ve brought to add to the table. So soon, my life is going to change.

And then it’s the beginning of December, and a package arrives in the mail from Maman. Adele cuts the box tape. “Look at all this! Gifts for the children for under the tree. And, oh my gosh. Odette, come.” I see her lifting two objects from the box. Framed art, wrapped in tissue.

“It can’t be,” I say. But here they are, in their gold frames, just as I remembered them. A painting of a horizon. A painting of birds in the sky.

“For your new place,” Claire says. “I’m so glad I thought to tell her.”

I keep staring at the paintings. I’m in love with them, but also unnerved. Are they a gesture of peace or a casting away? I can’t tell which.

“Oh, my goodness,” Adele says. “Claire. Look. She sent you her silver tray.”

“No,” Claire says in awe. “Really?”

“Really.”

“And for me…” Adele rummages through the crumpled newspaper. Stops. Rummages again. “Nothing.” She sits back on her heels, blinks hard. “She’s still punishing me for marrying Al.”

Claire takes the box from her. “There must be something for you in here.” But Adele leaves the room. “It can’t be,” Claire murmurs. And maybe the paintings don’t have much to do with me at all. Maybe they’re simply another way for Maman to admonish Adele.

The faucet turns on in the kitchen. I find Adele scrubbing, the sink full of soapy water and dishes. I rest my hand against her back. “I should stop caring,” she says. “I should expect it.”

I say, “What would that be like, to stop caring?”

Adele bends over the sink, stays that way. Silence but for the clock on the wall. She straightens again, smooths her hands down her skirt. “Let’s hang the mistletoe.”



It’s late at night. I’m at the table, writing a list of all I’ll need for the apartment. Claud’s told me about a flea market with bargains on cookware and dishes. Sally and Janine have offered to go around to garage sales on Saturday mornings with me, and Sally says that if we find some good furniture, her husband will move it for me in his truck.

In the kitchen, Claire and Adele have been planning Christmas gifts for the children, and Al and Bernard are there, too, smoking cigarettes in the doorway.

“Odette,” Bernard says. “Can you come in here for a moment?”

I’m focused. I don’t want to. I go in anyway, lift myself onto Adele’s sparkling clean counter—strictly against the rules—sit with my legs dangling over the edge. “What is it?” I ask.

No one answers at first. A mood I can’t identify hovers in the room, turns me uneasy.

“Go ahead, honey,” Bernard says.

Claire rests her palm against her flat stomach. Invisible, but real. I can only imagine what it’s like, to have a person growing inside my body and feel hope instead of dread. Wish I could go back and give Clément that kind of welcome. She takes a breath. “I haven’t wanted to say it. But I’ve been having doubts.”

Quiet again.

“Doubts about what?” I ask.

She twists her mouth, she looks to the floor. “Nathalie,” she says.

“It’s okay,” Adele says. “It’s hard, being a parent. And we’ve only just known her for a couple months. No one expects you to fall in love immediately. Or develop a special bond so soon.”

“But I did,” Claire says. “I do love her. I just don’t know if love is enough. Especially when there’s another person who’s better suited.”

She looks at me. They all do. Claire with an open question in her eyes. Bernard, composed, solemn. Adele, tentative. Al, dragging off his cigarette, a slight amusement behind his eyes at the sight of me on the counter, my small act of rebellion. And maybe there’s more in his gaze. Maybe he’s telling me that we’ve known this all along. That it’s about time someone said it. I feel Delphine here, too, with all of us. Not Claire, she’s saying. You.

“Let me explain,” Claire says. “Nathalie came into our lives, and she gave me a gift. For the last couple months, I’ve felt like a mother. I got to give all my love to her. Learn everything I could. Ask myself what she needed. And the answer’s so clear. The way you are with her. It’s something special. It can’t be replicated. I don’t even want to try.”

“But what if…” I start. I don’t want to say it.

She nods, her hand still pressed against her stomach. “I know it’s a risk. But if I get to be a mother, I want to be an unselfish one.”

“Odette,” Adele says. “You have a choice in all this, too. You know what it means. You don’t have to say yes.”

But that first glimpse of Nathalie in the laundromat, the way she took my wrist. How Delphine lives in me, still, after everything. Binding Nathalie and me together. Turning the two of us inevitable. Impossible to deny it any longer. “I’ll do it,” I say.

And a sob rises in me, and as soon as it comes, I can’t stop.



The next morning, I get up with the first light and go outside. Hair unbrushed, robe pulled over my gown. I’ve barely slept, the sunrise a relief, pacing the perimeter of the yard, grass underfoot, stopping when I see a cluster of blackberries at the top of the fence, more than I thought possible this late in the season. I tiptoe back into the house and to the children’s room and scoop Nathalie up. I carry her outside. She’s smiling, rubbing her eyes, warm from sleep.

“What are we doing?” she asks.

“I want you to see what I found.”

She gasps in delight. I hoist her small body higher and she plucks the berries one by one, plopping them into her mouth and, occasionally, into mine. And for a few minutes, all that exists is her: hands stained blue-black with berries, body solid in my arms, morning sun on her skin.






SEVENTEEN


I BREAK THE NEWS TO Clément that we aren’t moving to the apartment after all, and he’s confused at first, but then relieved. “So we’re staying here?” he asks.

“For now,” I say. “For a little while.”

“And then what?”

“I don’t know.”

Time pushes against me, physical and constant. My sisters field calls from the social worker, tell him there’s a man in my life, that it’s serious, buy me time. At work, I pay close attention to who’s newly broken up, who’s newly together. Marcus is dating Abigail from the Art Department. She’s pretty, with dark-brown hair that she pulls back with barrettes. Her laugh rings out like a wind instrument, airy and light. I’m glad for him. I’m getting nowhere.

One day, Adele’s frowning when I get home from work. “The social worker was insistent today. I didn’t know what to do, so I told him you’re expecting a Christmas proposal. He’s traveling for the holiday but says he expects to move quickly after the new year. I’m sorry. I felt like I had no choice.”

I let my sisters take me to Les Dames Amis’ Winter Soirée. The eligible bachelors from their brother club, the Conquistadors, descend upon me. So many of them. Brush of fabric from their jackets against my neck. Arms and hands reaching out, squeezing tight. Glint of teeth, damp palms. Later, when Claire asks me if anyone stood out, I tell her to set up some dates for me, to choose whoever would be best.

I go to dinner with a widower. He’s looking for a stay-at-home wife, someone who’ll be happy caring for his three children. I tell him I intend to keep working after I’m remarried. Neither of us orders dessert. A dentist from Carver Manor takes me out for drinks. He wears a shiny purple tie, talks about the importance of colored people serving their own communities. I respect him, but I can’t imagine sharing his bed. A grocery store manager makes me laugh on our drive to the pictures, but once the curtain parts, he puts his hand on my leg, tries to kiss my neck. I swat him away, but he keeps trying and I excuse myself, say I’m going to the ladies’, and I call Lionel from the lobby to pick me up. On our drive back to Compton I say, “If I don’t find someone soon, I’m going to have to marry you,” and he laughs and laughs.

And then, one evening, the doorbell rings. I answer it.

Felix. A winter bouquet this time, white flowers and red berries and pine. “Hello, beautiful,” he says, and for the first time in weeks, my heart calms.

While he and Bernard and Al are in the den, I fix my hair, apply lipstick and rouge, dab perfume behind my ears. Adele and Claire notice, close themselves into the bathroom with me. “He’s away so much,” Adele whispers. “But maybe, to you, that’s a good thing?”

“Okay,” Claire says. “Yes. Felix is a good Creole man. Handsome.”

“Stably employed,” Adele says. “And we know him well.”

“He’s also kind and quick and a pleasure to talk to,” I say. “And he’s so good with the children. The way he comes here so much … It seems like he wants to be a family man, doesn’t it?”

“It does,” Adele says.

Claire nods. “Or maybe he’s had his eye on you this whole time. Here, let’s blend this rouge a little better.”

I try to stave off my guilt as the night goes on, as I refill his drink, as I stay by his side. I tell myself I wouldn’t mind it if he kissed me. His lips would be soft; he’s easy to wrap my arms around. I could be a good wife to him. We’d talk and we’d laugh and we’d enjoy each other. And then he would leave, for weeks at a time, and it would be me and Clément and Nathalie, doing whatever pleased us.

“Listen,” he says after dinner. “I’ve been waiting until I got you alone to ask you something.” I go hot. He leans in close. “Don’t laugh at me.”

“I promise.”

“One of my friends, another porter, dresses up as Santa for his kids and their cousins every Christmas. Ever since he told me about it, it’s been on my mind. How fun that would be, to burst through the door as Old Nick and surprise them.”

I’m incredulous, delighted. “You want to be Santa for the children?”

“Would you help me arrange it?”

“I would love to.”

“Okay, then. It’s a secret between you and me.”



It’s the Saturday before Christmas, and we’ve turned the house into a wonderland. A pink Christmas tree dripping in glass ornaments, silver and gold tinsel in all the doorways, mistletoe here and there, arranged figurines of Santa and the reindeer, snowmen and snowflakes. We’ll have all the usual favorites—burgers on the grill and Adele’s cold potato salad, the tables set up in the yard so the men can play cards—but everything will be more festive. Adele’s dressed in red, Claire in green, me in white. We’ve pulled out the Christmas records and arranged them in the order we’ll play them: Perry Como, Frank Sinatra, Les Brown, Pearl Bailey, Dinah Shore, Bing Crosby.

At seven o’clock, when the party’s in full swing, Felix arrives just as we planned. We slip into the garage together and he lays out his Santa suit and hat and white beard. I’ve taken a pillow from the closet, and I help him step into the oversize pants, stuff his shirt, fasten the suspenders. I take my time, my skin close to his. I’m wearing my favorite gold earrings, new orange spice perfume. When he’s dressed, I give him a pat on the chest, rest my hand there. “Good luck, Santa,” I say.

I go back inside, turn the music down in time for him to pound on the front door and shout, “Ho-ho-ho!” The children startle, wide-eyed, listening. “Ho-ho-ho!” he booms again, and they shriek and run to let him in. He picks them up, spins them round. “Merry Christmas, kids! Hello, Rudy. Hello, Nathalie. Hello, Clément. Hello, Titter. Hello, Bobby.”

Titter’s quivering with joy. “He knows my name!” she shouts.

“Why, of course I do,” Felix says. He hands out candy canes, boxes of Cracker Jack, individually wrapped gifts. The children are beside themselves. Even Rudy is convinced.

Everyone is having so much fun that when Lionel arrives, hours late, no one puts up a fuss. Bing Crosby’s singing “You’re All I Want for Christmas” and we’re sipping warm eggnog from Adele’s Christmas mugs. Santa came and went, and now Felix is back in his own trousers and his pine-green sweater, playing cards with the other men out back. Nathalie’s perched on his knee, learning how the game is played. A fire burns in the pit outside.

“I had to drive out to Escondido and back to deliver a bird,” Lionel tells me. He’s mellow, almost blissful.

I hug him, smell perfume on his collar. “You sold a bird to a woman?”

He grins. “Sadly my client had to be out of town. However, his wife was there to complete the transaction.”

“Lionel.”

He grins wider. “Not my fault that she couldn’t resist me. The kids still awake?”

“Just for a bit longer.”

“I’ll go have a little time with them, then.”

Bobby and Titter spot him first, then Clément and Rudy tackle him to the ground. The twins join in crawling all over him. “Save me!” he cries. Only Nathalie, intent on the card game, can’t be bothered. Adele watches the spectacle with a hand on her hip.

“What perfect timing,” she says. “Get them all worked up right before bed.”

“Hush,” I say. “He’ll come around even less if you’re hard on him.”

Adele and I wash the children’s faces and inspect their teeth. We tuck them in and sing them lullabies, but they’re too riled up. An hour passes, we keep trying. Finally, I come up with the idea to separate them.

“Nathalie, Clément. Come with me.” I take a few books from the shelf, lead them to my room. “You’ll sleep in here tonight.” Nathalie climbs up onto the bed. Clément climbs in next to her. I tuck them in, side by side. Kiss each of them on the forehead. “How about I read you one story, and then you both go right to sleep. Auntie Adele got some brand-new books yesterday. Should we pick one to read?”

They nod, eager.

“What’s this one called?” Clément asks.

“Little Fur Family.”

Nathalie holds up another. “What’s this one?”

“Goodnight Moon.”

There’s a flash of movement in the alley outside my window. I go to see, lift the gauze curtain to peer through. It’s only Al, bending over the pile of firewood, gathering a couple logs. I drop the curtain but before it falls completely Felix is there, too, and through the translucent fabric I see Al rise and turn.

“Need help with that?” Felix asks. The window’s lifted a couple inches, his voice is clear as anything.

“I got it,” Al says. They both wait there, unmoving, and then Felix’s hand is at the back of Al’s head, pulling him close to kiss his mouth—unmistakable, this gesture, even though I can’t make sense of it. Al jerks back, says something low. They stand together, silent, and tension thrums through my own body as though I’m standing between them. Al turns to go and now it’s just Felix, leaning against the side of the house, closing his eyes, and I leave the window, step as quietly as I can to the bed. My heart is wild, I cover my chest with my hand, breathe deep to calm it, and the children are declaring Goodnight Moon the winner, and I know that Felix can hear them, wonder if he’s struck with fear by the sound of us.

No movement through the window. He’s right there, still leaning against the wall. I should be angry for my sister but all I feel is sorrow for him, and a recalibration, a new understanding of how we are with each other, how we can be comfortably alone together, how we’ve talked for hours with no misinterpretation.

“I’m ready for the story,” Nathalie says.

They sit on either side of me, Clément resting his head against my arm, Nathalie twisting the hem of my shirt. I open the book to an illustration of a bedroom with green walls and a bunny tucked in for sleep. I turn the pages, read the simple sentences.

There’s something in it—the occasional rhymes; the strange pictures of bunnies where the people should be; the dollhouse, glowing as though a light were on inside; the perfect nighttime sky with its moon and stars—that takes me away from Felix and Al and what I’ve just discovered.

I finish, and Nathalie says, “Again,” so I read it another time through, and I wish to read it for a third and a fourth time, but the children are tired.

“Stay with us,” Clément says.

“All right,” I say. “For a little while.”

I turn off the bedside light, pull the blankets up to their chins, and Felix passes the window, just a blur of dark, gone in an instant. How recent is this thing between him and Al? It feels old, like a hope he’s carried for a long time. Or maybe it was an experiment, or a misunderstanding, or a fleeting moment of desire. I hear Al and Adele at night sometimes, often enough to know Al must enjoy it. And I see the way he looks at her with affection, how he runs his hand across her hips when they pass in the hallway, the appreciation in his eyes when he watches her bend over to pick a record. I see him at the plant, the way he carries himself around the others, like a taken, married man. Whatever that was between him and Felix, I know he’s devoted to my sister, hungers for her in the way a husband’s meant to.

The minutes pass. Clément’s body turns soft, sinking quickly into sleep. Nathalie tosses and turns, fighting, always.

Brave Felix. To try. To be turned down.

Finally, Nathalie’s breathing is steady. The party is still in swing. A burst of laughter from inside the house, a faint hum from the yard.

Felix is in the living room when I emerge, crowded around the Victrola with Bernard and some of the others. Al’s at the table, playing cards with Lionel and three men from the plant.

Felix flashes his usual smile at seeing me. “Thought we’d lost you to the children’s bedtime.”

“You almost did. Join me out back for a cigarette? It’s stuffy in here.”

“I’ll be right out.”

Outside, just a small group remains gathered at the fence, talking and laughing. I take a seat on the steps, away from all of them. Light a cigarette. A minute later, Felix sits next to me.

“I just read the strangest book to Clément and Nathalie,” I say, wondering if he heard it.

“Oh yeah?”

“It hypnotized me.”

He laughs. “Sounds like a good story.”

Goodnight, nobody. I see the bunny in her rocking chair, the mouse and bowl. A yelp comes from across the yard. We turn to see what it is—one of the younger girls, doubled over and laughing—and the group around her is laughing, too. “They’re drunk,” I say.

“Very. It’s a good party, isn’t it?”

“You said that same thing exactly seven years ago, at the Laurents’ party.”

“Did I? I guess I like most parties.”

“That’s a nice quality in a person,” I say. “To like things.”

“Well, thank you.”

I nod. Sip.

I’m aware of all of it—the jasmine vine, fragrant in the dark. Clément and Nathalie, curled together, sleeping in my bed. Al at the card table and Adele washing the dishes and Claire at home three doors down. Aware that I’m an adult, a woman, here, now, and different from the group at the far side of the yard.

“Felix,” I say. “Let’s get married.”

He turns to me in surprise. Says nothing at first. I’m calm, ready for whatever might come. Without speaking, he reaches for my cigarette. Takes a drag, lets it out. “I … I don’t know what to say. You’re a ravishing girl, Odette. Truly. But I’m afraid I wouldn’t make you a good husband.”

I take the cigarette back from between his fingers. “You want to be a family man, I can see it. You adore the children—”

“What’s not to adore?”

“And they adore you. We enjoy each other’s company.”

“We do.”

“That’s all I need.”

“There are other factors.” He looks pained, like he’s worried about hurting me. I remember something else from that last New Orleans New Year’s Eve.

“You have a condition,” I say.

“Well…” He hesitates. “Yes.”

“Al isn’t going to run away with you,” I say, soft so no one might overhear us, and as gently as I can.

His eyes widen. “Ah,” he says. “You saw. But you still want to marry me? Why?”

“I want to adopt Nathalie. I can’t do it unless I’m married.”

“An arrangement,” he says.

“An arrangement,” I say. “I wouldn’t ask much of you. Just … Al’s off-limits.”

He grimaces. “That was a mistake. It won’t happen again.” He looks at me, and his charm slips away. His face is bare now. “I want a family,” he says. “I want to come home to people who love me. But to be perfectly honest, I’d still need certain freedoms.”

“Of course. I’m not asking you to change any of that.”

“I’d offer those same freedoms to you, should any man catch your eye. I still don’t quite understand why you want to do this with me.”

I ache to tell him, but I won’t. What does it matter anyway? It’s over, that part of my life. Now it’s me and my children. And Felix, if he’ll have me.

“We could combine our incomes, get a small house,” I say. “My decisions would be my own. Your decisions would be your own. I don’t want another husband. Not in that same way. I already did it once and I don’t want to do it again. To be a wife—in that way—again. When I think of it, when I imagine it, I feel like I’m suffocating.”

I finish my cigarette, stub it out on the stair. The group at the far side of the yard is gone now, slipped out the gate, and we’re alone. The moon hangs in the sky, half-lit, waxing. I take a deep breath, my chest full of hope.

“Odette,” he says, eyes glistening. “I’ve been so lonely.”







PART THREE
1951–1959
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EIGHTEEN


AT FIRST, what Felix and I notice is the absence of a house. The other places we toured were like Claire’s and Adele’s: neat front yard, path cutting straight to the door, clearly visible from the street. But here, all we see is a tall fence and the bitter bean tree out front, an old cactus in bloom by the locked gate.

“This is Willowbrook,” our real estate agent, Jim, tells us. “There’s still a lot of farming land here, even though it’s right in the middle of the city. A lot of horses, and a whole group of colored cowboys who ride them through the streets. The houses here tend to be a little older, and unlike Compton and Watts, it isn’t all flat. Occasionally, you’ll find a sloping lot, like this one.”

He consults his notes and undoes the combination lock. He lets himself in first, as he always does, shepherding us into the unknown, pointing out tripping hazards, showing us areas of concern or possibility. Felix follows Jim, I follow Felix. For several strides, the ground is level, and then there appears a shingled roof below. We take a flight of garden stairs down to where the land evens out again and the house sits. “It’s a small place,” Jim says. “That’s why I wasn’t going to show it to you. Two bedrooms, just about eight hundred square feet. But with some work, your yard would be the envy of the neighbors. There’s room behind the house, too, in case you’d be interested in expanding.”

We step inside. Find a layer of dust on the old wood floors. Yellowed curtains. A staleness in the air. It’s very small. But the windows are large, and the ceilings are higher than those of the newer houses, almost as high as the ceilings in the blue house. There’s no formal dining room, but the bathroom has a deep, pink-tiled tub. “The children would love baths in this old thing,” I say as we test the water pressure.

In the kitchen, Felix says, “We could put a patio in right outside this door. Eat dinner there every night.”

“With weather as good as ours,” Jim says, “it’d be a crime not to.”

Neither of us mentions the privacy, as though doing so would give too much away.

Imagine, owning a house half a mile from my sisters, so close we could walk home after parties, so tucked away that we could leave the curtains open at night with the lights on, knowing not a soul would be looking through the windows. Imagine, sitting on the front porch and having a conversation without the neighbors overhearing. To cast open the front door while the children play in the yard even if it’s messy inside, even if I haven’t yet brushed my hair.

I stop in the doorway and run my hand across the flaking gray paint of the front door. Out of nowhere and with tremendous force, the pink plaster of the living room back home appears to me, and my fingers itch with wanting.

As soon as it’s ours, we take the door off its hinges, sand it. I test shade after shade of pink until it’s right. Al and Bernard and Lionel build us a patio off the kitchen as a housewarming gift. We purchase four twin beds, arrange them in the rooms—Nathalie’s and Clément’s on opposite walls, Felix’s and mine next to each other, a small gap between them.

I find pleasure in homemaking. Once every month or two, my sisters and I go shopping for fabric. Claire and Adele have a knack for knowing what patterns and styles will be in vogue in a few months’ time, move through the store with quick decisiveness. But I learned about fabric from Hattie. I take my time, ask no opinions, run my hands over the bolts, climb the ladder to see what’s kept up high. I’m after something riskier, the feeling of pushing to the edge of things. My pink door, the sofa I reupholstered in a gold brocade velvet, the indigo and silver lampshade I found at a Beverly Hills yard sale and paired with a wooden base, carved to resemble a tower of rabbits. Papa’s paintings hang on the main living room wall. The house takes time to come together, but a year and a half into living here, while Felix is away on the train, Lionel comes over to help me hang a heavy, gold-framed mirror from a rummage sale. We center it above the fireplace, and now all that’s left is an open space where a chair should be.



It’s early evening. Spring. A heat wave. Macaroni salad for dinner, chilling in the refrigerator until it’s time. I pin clothes onto the line while Nathalie and Clément play downslope, on the far side of the yard. They dart from place to place, engaged in one of their imaginary games. They’re orphans on the run from pirates or stray kittens hiding from dogs. Occasionally, they peek out from where the trees and shrubs grow wild and unruly—the “forest part,” they call it.

I clip the last shirt to the cord and take a seat on the patio with my pencil and sketchbook. Leatherbound with three hundred blank pages, a wedding gift from Felix, the most thoughtful thing he could have chosen for me. Drawing came back like an old friend. A few fumbling moments, some regret over lost time, and then familiarity, a settling back in. Soon it became instinctual, compulsory, my hand reaching for my sketchbook whenever I was idle or something caught my eye. I drew our house—the stairs set into the front slope, the kitchen windows from the outside, the forest part. I drew the bowl of fruit on the counter and the stack of dishes in the sink. The children regarded it as a magic trick at first, part awe, part mistrust. They peered over my shoulder. “How do you make it look like that?” Nathalie asked.

“Lots of practice.”

“But I’ve never seen you practice,” Clément said.

“I stopped for a long time.”

“If I knew how to draw like you, I would never stop,” Nathalie said.

“I believe that,” I told her. “You’re far too wise to forget the things you love.”

This evening, I draw the clothes on the line. A subject I keep coming back to. No matter the time of day or the position of the sun or the temperature, no matter if it’s Felix’s shirts or the children’s school uniforms drying, I always associate it with the night Nathalie came to us. I still have Delphine’s clothes from their final load of laundry, packed safely away. I’m shading the folds of a skirt when Felix comes home through the gate and down the steps with The New Yorker rolled up in his hand. “There’s a piece in here you might like,” he says. “About a painter.”

“Look,” I say, showing him my place in the sketchbook. “Only a few pages left.”

“You’ll need a new one,” he says, and together we set out the dinner.



The next week, I fill my last page with a drawing of Nathalie’s shoes. Felix is back on the train, so Adele says she’ll keep the children through dinner while I stay out and shop. I haven’t stepped foot in an art store since leaving New Orleans—drawing doesn’t require much in the way of supplies—and I’m enraptured. The sheer selection of sketchbooks alone. I choose a slimmer one this time, black leather with smooth pages, small enough to slip into my purse. I choose pencils and charcoal, pluck a gray kneaded eraser from a glass jar. And then I turn a corner and I’m in the paint aisle. So much color. Tubes of yellow ochre and cobalt green and indigo. Reds and pinks and oranges. My breath catches from wanting. But I force myself to walk away. I don’t have the time to paint, or the space in my little house.

I carry my new sketchbook and supplies to the counter and the clerk rings me up. Next to the register is a bulletin board posted with flyers advertising studio spaces for rent, artists’ groups in search of members, watercolor classes, a drop-in figure drawing class that meets on Tuesdays at seven. It’s Tuesday today. I check my watch. I could make it.

I drive past the apartment that was almost mine, park just a couple blocks down and find the address. On a piece of cardboard taped to the wall inside, a black inked arrow points me upstairs. I pay admission and step into a room like a banquet hall, easels arranged in a circle. Other people come in. They shrug off sweaters. Unzip pouches. Turn large pages, wavelike, until blank ones appear. All I have is my small sketchbook. Already, I’ve gotten something wrong. But the teacher, a round man with a goatee, comes by to ask if I’d like newsprint, clips a few sheets of it to a board, and I’m breathing easier again, opening my new charcoal. A young man in a robe enters the center of the circle and the conversations around me stop.

“Welcome,” the teacher says. “We’ll start with some gesture drawings and then we’ll have two long poses. As usual, I’ll mostly leave you to it.” The model removes his robe. He’s fully nude, not what I expected. Heat rises and I hate that I’m this inexperienced, this easy to surprise. Around me, students are making lines to divide their large sheets of paper into sections. I do the same and soon see why. These first poses are quick, we work smaller. The model shifts positions before I’m ready. I glance to the easel next to mine and see free lines, the mere suggestion of a form. “Remember,” the teacher says to the class, “we draw with our whole bodies, not only our hands.” I loosen my grip on the charcoal and when the model shifts, I’m ready this time, my whole arm in it, my lines capturing motion. Then the model faces my direction, tilts his body to one side as though bracing for a gust of wind and holds still. We have forty minutes to draw. I rarely sketch people anymore and I have a couple false starts before settling into it. But soon I have the rough shape of him. I have his face and his shoulders and his slight biceps, his thighs and his feet—one partially raised, the other flat on the floor.

The teacher circles us, pauses next to me. “Your first class?” I nod. “Nice work. But don’t be afraid to look.” I go hot again. I’ve left a blankness at the model’s groin. “Shyness has no place here,” he says, and he moves to my neighbor. So I look, and I draw, and I understand that all the usual ways of being have no bearing when it comes to art.

The class ends and I go down the stairs with the others, exit the building to the bustling street. Music through a club’s open door. A couple dining in a lit restaurant window. A bicyclist passing me on the sidewalk, his hand on his head to keep his hat from flying away. I’m not ready to go home yet.

Pickwick’s Bookshop beckons, its door propped open. Inside, men and women are browsing, chatting. A laugh comes from somewhere deep in the store. I pick up a few novels from a table of new hardcovers, try out the first sentences, but they float away from me. I set them down again. Here’s a strange one—an image of spilled salt, black and red type. The Price of Salt, it says, and then beneath it: A Modern Novel of Two Women. I skim the first page—a department store’s coworkers’ cafeteria, a search for a seat at the long tables, the story of a working girl, new on the job. Who will the second woman be? I tuck the book under my arm, hopeful it’s a love story, carrying it discreetly in case I’m right. And then I’m onto the magazines. Ingrid Bergman holds a baby on the cover of Look. And here’s ARTnews, the last three issues. I have March and April’s already, open the volume from May.

“The Kandinsky exhibit is awful,” says a voice from over my shoulder. I turn to look at her. She’s maybe a few years older than I am, impeccably dressed in a skirt suit and emerald earrings, glowering at the open spread in my hands. She takes a drag off her cigarette, turns her face to exhale. “Everyone’s raving about it but it’s terribly depressing to see a retrospective of an artist who started off decent and got worse throughout his career. If you ask me. Which you didn’t. But just look at this. What is it, even? Derivative of Klee but not nearly as enticing.”

I consider the image. “There’s something to the geometrics, though. They’re playful. They appeal to me.”

“You and the rest of the world.” She shrugs. “I must be missing something. I’m Elise.”

“Odette,” I say.

“Lovely to meet you, Odette. I didn’t even mean to talk about the magazine. I was drawn to you because of that bright red spine tucked under your arm. It’s a fantastic novel. I assume you haven’t read it yet? Now it is a work of art. I don’t buy that it’s written by some unheard-of first-time author. I keep hearing rumors that the writer is actually well-known, writing under a pen name, because, you know, one can never be too careful about these matters.”

So much for being discreet. “I don’t know much about it,” I say. “I just found it here.”

She smiles at me, conspiratorially. I’m not on a block of matching houses and perfect front lawns. I’m not at home with my children and Felix, a high fence separating us from the world. I’m in the world. Emboldened by it. I smile back at her.

“Of course,” I say, “I’m very much looking forward to discovering the story.”

“Well, you’ll have to tell me how you like it,” she says, reaching into her purse and pulling out a little gold card holder. She takes a cream card from it, hands it to me. Elise Eriksen, it reads, with a phone number beneath. “I’ve not had anyone to discuss it with yet. No one smart, I mean.”

“How do you know I’m smart?”

“Well … aren’t you?”






NINETEEN


I’VE BEEN on the Finishing line for four-and-a-half years now, supervisor for close to two. Years of long days on my feet, fast movements to keep up with the conveyor, soreness in my neck and my shoulders and my feet every night. Years of Gladys serving me sandwiches and coffee with a smile, of listening to Janine’s stories of bad dates and Claud’s good advice and Ivy’s wry takes on the management and communism and the latest pictures. Years of walking past the Listening booths, the job like a magazine ad for tranquility. But today, when I pass them, something stops me short.

The booths are just large enough for two people, with a glass door and a curtain you can pull shut from the inside. Most of the men leave them open, though—for light, I imagine—and it gives them the effect of being on display. Sitting back with their eyes closed. Bent forward, tapping their feet. Standing and stretching against one of the walls.

Today, in a booth close to the end, Kenny sits, legs crossed, with a paperback on his lap. He holds a pen near his mouth, considering something. Lowers it, writes. In all my time passing the booths, I’ve never seen anyone do anything with their hands. I find him later, at lunch, at a table with the other Listening men. “Kenny,” I say, pausing with my tray on the way to sit with the girls. “I noticed you working on something in the booth earlier. Mind if I ask what it was?”

“Crossword puzzles,” he says. “Just took them up. They keep my mind engaged. It helps me focus on the music.”

“Ah,” I say. “Clever.”

The day goes on and an idea takes root in me: If I worked in Listening, I could draw all day.

I obsess over it for a full week. Tell Felix one evening in the living room as he rubs the knots out of my shoulders.

“Has the plant ever hired a woman in the Listening Department?” he asks.

“Never. It’s a coveted job, rarely has an opening. You sit in a booth and listen to music—all day long—and get paid as well as we do for working on the line. Probably even better.”

He sighs, kneads with his hands, relieving the tightness. “Seems you’ve given the plant enough of your physical labor. Time for a job like that one.”

“I just have to convince Mike somehow.” I turn around and face him. “Any stories from the trip?”

“One,” he says, a sparkle in his eyes. “In New Mexico, the conductor saw something big blocking the track, far off in the distance. Slowed the train to a crawl to see what it was. Any guesses?” I shake my head. “A bison.”

“Really? I thought the bison were all but extinct.”

“They are. Less than a thousand of them left in the whole country, but one of them chose to grace us with its presence. It was a grand old thing. Sure took his time getting out of the way.”

We stay up late playing Spades, playing records. “I should really resume my hunt for a chair soon,” I say. “I’ve kept that corner empty for far too long.”

On Saturday morning, he makes coffee, helps the children build a fort out of fallen palm fronds, while I stay in bed and scan the paper for yard sales. I’m circling the promising listings, when three-quarters down the page, I see N. Harper Ave. Delphine’s old block. I’ve stayed away all this time, but the listing’s an invitation, a spell. I dress in a daze, wave goodbye, slip into the car.

On Delphine’s block the residents are out on the sidewalks, front yards and driveways spilling over with furniture and boxes of records, children’s toys and tricycles, roller skates and small appliances and framed artwork, pots and pans and clothing hanging from rolling racks or folded neatly atop card tables. Naomi, who lives in Delphine’s house, is chatting with a couple on the sidewalk, while her tall, blond husband counts out change for an elderly man with a table lamp under his arm. Linda, from two doors down, sits on her front steps with some other women, neighbors, probably, from the way they all survey the crowd. Had life turned out differently, Delphine would have been at the center of these women, the one they turned to when they needed direction or clarity. She’d hear confessions as often as a priest, but when they were over she’d take your hand—no guilt, no shame, no asking for forgiveness. Just her voice in your ear: What does it matter, what anybody thinks of us?

There’s a tap on my shoulder. A short, freckled woman, curvy and smiling. “Anything I can help you find?”

It takes me a moment to remember. “A chair,” I say.

“What kind?”

“Modern. Comfortable but not too large. I don’t care about the fabric as long as the wood is nice. I plan to reupholster it.”

“Oh, I know just the one. Patty had it shipped all the way from Europe, and then her husband had some Paramount people over for dinner and got drunk and spilled his Manhattan all over it. Can you imagine?” I widen my eyes, shake my head. She leads me to the house to the right of Linda’s, past a pile of books, a golf bag with clubs in it, a coffee table with a glass top, until we reach a chair with a brown stain in its cream upholstery. “Do you like it?”

A medium oak without any orange to it, clean lines, brass tips at its feet. I almost laugh. “It’s just what I’m looking for.”

“Patty!” She waves in the direction of Linda’s steps, and a woman in pedal pushers heads toward us. “I have a buyer for your chair.”

“How much does it cost?” I ask.

“Five dollars?” the owner says. “It’s an expensive chair. But that stain is not coming out. Ever.”

I take my purse and pull out a five-dollar bill. And then Linda’s here with us, the rest of the women trailing her.

“Hey,” she says. “You’re Delphine’s cousin, right? I knew I recognized you.”

“Yes,” I say. “Hello.”

“Did you ever find Nathalie?”

I nod. They’re gathered around me now, the women from the block, some of their husbands, too, all of them plainly curious, wanting to know everything I know.

“And how’s Delphine doing?” Linda asks.

“We still can’t believe she disappeared the way she did,” Naomi says, as though she knows anything about her.

They’re all staring, waiting. A whirring in my brain, a pressure in my chest. “I’m sorry to have to tell you. She died in the hospital. An infection.” They gasp in chorus, murmur over each other. I accept their condolences. Their voices sound far away. The children play in the street, the shoppers comb through the stacks. As someone loads my new chair into the trunk, I stare at Delphine’s house, tall and bright, as though it could reassure me that I’m only doing what she asked me to.



Weeks go by, and each time I pass the booths I slow to glance at Kenny and his crosswords. Don’t even dream, I tell myself. Dreaming will only make it harder as I sweat each day on the Finishing line, use my hands to slip records into jackets instead of to draw, endure the thunder of machinery when I could be listening to music.

And then comes a call from Claire, inviting us over on a weekend. “Bernard’s setting up the kiddie pool out back and some sprinklers to run through. Thought us sisters could have some time inside to catch up.” I would drive, but Felix is out with the car, so we walk the half mile over, Nathalie and Clément ahead of me on the sidewalk. Nathalie’s leading him in Al Martino’s “Here in My Heart.” It’s a ballad, number one on the charts to everyone at Columbia’s dismay, off a small Philadelphia label, a complete wild card. Clément sings dutifully, precisely, but Nathalie’s soul is in it, as though she knows something of the kind of love they’re singing about. She’s just turned seven, and I see a hint of the older girl she’ll become. When they sing the last lines, Clément claps for Nathalie, even though he was singing, too.

Claire greets us at the door, Baby Sebastian on her hip. Her hair’s swept up and pinned back, lovely. She’s wearing a light-blue dress and a string of pearls. Sebastian leans to me and I scoop him up. He squeals. As chubby and perfect as can be. I kiss him on his cheek and he smiles.

“Your other cousins are outside already,” Claire says to Nathalie and Clément. “Did you bring your bathing suits?”

“They’re on under their clothes,” I say.

“I want to listen to records,” Nathalie says.

“A little later,” Claire says. “For now, the children will play outside.”

Nathalie glowers. I put my hand on her head, pull her close to me. “Rudy loves to sing,” I tell her. “Why don’t you try a duet?”

She considers. Gives me a reluctant nod. Follows Clément.

“Odette,” Adele calls from somewhere farther inside the house. “You’ve got to come see.” She’s in the doorway to the kitchen, waving me over. “It’s unbelievable,” she says, looking at the floor. It’s the same green-and-beige checkered linoleum that Bernard laid when they bought the house, but now it’s as though there’s a layer of perfectly clear ice over the whole thing. It shines and reflects like a mirror.

“How did you do it?” I ask.

“Bruce cleaning wax,” Claire says. “It cleans as it waxes.”

“Did you apply it yourself?”

“I did. A bunch of times. Every day for a week to build up the shine.”

“Does the wax make the floor slippery?” Adele asks.

“Not at all,” Claire says. “See?” She takes a step across it, twirls a bit. “Come try.”

“I’m afraid to,” Adele says. “I don’t want to do a thing to mess it up.”

“Same here,” I say.

Claire laughs. “As though Bernard isn’t walking across my kitchen floor all day. Can’t keep that man away from the refrigerator. And Sebastian is crawling all over it now.”

We settle in Claire’s living room, a view through the glass doors of Bernard and Al and the children outside, Sebastian playing at our feet.

“Well, this is nice,” Adele says. “What a good idea.”

“Look at Sebastian,” I say. “Such a big, healthy boy.”

“He played peekaboo yesterday. And took a bite of oatmeal with a spoon.” She smiles, her expression so bright and cheerful that I almost forget all it took for her to get here. We don’t talk about the injections and the years of hoping and the miscarriage, just like we don’t talk about Papa or Delphine. We talk instead about floor wax and the strange spots on Claire’s ginkgo tree. I tell them about finally finding my chair, and how I bought fabric for it. A garden motif. Birds and flowers.

“Al and I are going to roof the patio,” Adele says. “For shade.”

For a while, she talks about the dimensions of the frame they’ll build, and Claire talks about a neighbor a few doors down who just did the same and how it’s nice except that some of their flowers aren’t blooming because they aren’t getting enough sun. “The worst part is,” she says, “they got a dog, and when they were gone one day the dog chewed the base of the frame. Can you imagine? Bite marks all over it.”

“I see that the men are out of iced tea,” I say. “I’ll go refill their glasses.”

“Are you bored of us?” Adele asks.

“I could never be bored of you,” I say. And I’m not. It’s more of a general restlessness. One that burrows into me and stays and stays. A relief now, to step out into the heat with the pitcher of tea.

“Did you hear?” Bernard asks me as I refill his glass. “A thousand records, in the trash.”

“No,” I say. “What do you mean?”

“The Johnnie Ray,” Al says. “There was a problem with the master and nobody in Listening caught it. Production turned out a thousand records with a pop so bad in the third track they were unusable.”

“Now Production and Listening are battling it out over who’s to blame,” Al says. “Someone’s gotta pay for it.”

A tingle at the base of my skull.

Al holds out his glass for me.

“Listen, listen!” Nathalie says, running up. Her hair’s grown darker since she’s been with me, her cheeks fuller. She still likes her bangs cut short, the striking arch of her brows visible. The same arch as Delphine’s and my sisters’ and mine, and Papa’s and Auntie Bertha’s before us. “Rudy, come on!” Rudy follows her, older and taller but doing as he’s told. “We’ve been rehearsing,” she says. “It’s time for the show.”

“Auntie Odette, will you get Mama?” Rudy says. “And Auntie Claire?”

“They might not want to be disturbed,” I say. “But then again, if it’s for a show…”

I fill Al’s glass and go back inside to get them.

Claire sighs, looks to the clock. “Well, they gave us an hour to ourselves. Not too bad. And I’ll need to get Sebastian down for his nap soon anyway.”

They rise, and I go to the kitchen. I fill three glasses with ice and pour the last of the tea into them for Adele and Claire and me, set the empty pitcher in the sink. A thousand records, in the trash. When I turn to go, my reflection is clear and sharp across the shiny floor.






TWENTY


I REQUEST A MEETING WITH Mike on Monday. He has a corner office, bigger than Al’s and Bernard’s. I’ve only been here for brief performance reviews, have never before initiated a meeting, and he eyes me across the table, plainly curious.

“Thank you for making the time to meet with me, Mr. Harrison. I promise not to take up too much of it.”

“Sure, Odette. What’s on your mind?”

I sit straighter, look him in the eye. “I wanted to ask you how the Finishing Department is doing overall. As supervisor, it’s important to me to know.”

He studies me through his glasses. “Naturally. It’s doing well. Very well. One of my strongest departments.”

“Good,” I say. “I thought so. It’s just that I’ve heard that the Listening Department has made a few mistakes. That batch of ruined Johnnie Ray records … such a shame.”

“Yes,” he says. “That was a sorry situation to say the least.”

I lean forward in the chair. From the other side of the desk, he leans in, too. “Us girls in Finishing. We’re very efficient, you know. And detail oriented.”

“True.”

“If a few of us were to move over to Listening, we could do good work there. The girls who stay in Finishing could train some new hires easily—and I suspect that having just a few of us girls in the booths, really giving it our all—could make quite a difference.”

Mike taps his pen against his notepad. “I’ll keep it in mind.”

He calls me into his office two days later, tells his secretary to close his door, gestures for me to take a seat at his desk. Tells me that the job is mine.

I don’t believe it at first. Too easy, too fast. But he goes over the specifics and it’s true. The raise: five dollars more per week. The transition: I’ll choose two girls to bring over to Listening with me and he’ll promote Janine to Finishing supervisor. The need for discretion: It was Ed who signed off on the faulty master, leading to disaster, and he’s now being transferred to the plant in Connecticut. “It’s a shame, but there’s no way to restore confidence after a mistake of that magnitude,” Mike says. “I’m sure I don’t need to impress upon you how significant of a position it is to work in Listening.”

“I understand very well,” I say. “And I assure you I will give it my all.”

“I know you will, Odette. I know you will. And now I have a little surprise.” He presses a button on his desk.

His secretary’s voice: “Yes, Mr. Harrison?”

“Okay, Kimmy, send them in.”

The door opens, and Al and Bernard appear, Al with roses and Bernard with a box of chocolates.

“This is so nice,” I say as they hug me. “It’s too nice.”

“Claire’s fixing her gumbo to celebrate,” Bernard says.

“How long have you all known?”

“Since yesterday,” Al says. “Almost killed us to keep the secret.”

Mike leans back in his chair and smiles. “Look at you three. I have to say, I feel a sense of pride—in Columbia Records for investing in people from all walks of life, colored people and foreigners, knowing that a good work ethic is a good work ethic no matter who it is that’s working. I saw talent in you, Al, and knew you could help us make sense of processes that we’d been struggling with. And Bernard, your strength of character, your loyalty, are unparalleled in this company as far as I can see. And Odette—quick to learn, smart as a whip. And strategic. I see that. You dress as neat as a secretary but think the way a man thinks. You keep track of what’s what. I’ve had to fight a few fights for each of you. Some people aren’t ready for colored managers yet, or a female in Listening. But I could not have more faith in the three of you.”

Next to me, almost imperceptibly, Al stiffens.

But Bernard smiles, extends his hand. “Thank you, Mr. Harrison,” he says. “That means the world, really.”

When we get to Bernard’s house, Claire and Adele and Sebastian and the five children in their matching school uniforms are waiting out front for us. They see us pull up and they wave and Nathalie and Clément rush to me in the car, opening the back door and climbing in, showering me with hugs and kisses.

“We’re so proud of you, Mommy,” Nathalie says. “The first Listening girl!” She’s been calling me Mommy for months now, but it still feels fragile and precious.

“Wait till you see the banner!” Clément says. “Come on, come on.” And where they were just pushing me farther into the car, now they’re dragging me out of it, each of them with one of my hands so I fear I might fall flat on the curb.

They pull me to the house and there, in the doorway to Claire’s kitchen, is a sewn banner that says, Listen Your Heart Out. The primary fabric is a beautiful deep blue—the fabric Claire used for the cushions of her dining chairs—and the letters are all different colors and patterns. It’s like a quilt, using scraps to make something special and one of a kind.

“This is absolutely beautiful. The absolute sweetest thing.”

“We barely pulled it off,” Adele says. “Stayed up last night and just finished a couple hours ago!”

She’s beaming with excitement, and Claire is, too. My beautiful sisters. “We have a special cocktail,” Claire says. “Close your eyes!”

There’s whispering in the kitchen, and I open my eyes to an ice-cold glass of amber liquid with a striking garnish—flat and circular, black with some orange streaks showing through.

“Doesn’t it look like a record?” Claire asks.

“It does! Is it a persimmon?”

“Yes!” Adele says. “I cooked the slices low in the oven for an hour, and then, once they cooled, I painted them with black food dye.”

“Incredible.” We clink glasses and sip. “And it tastes good, too.”

“Lemon and grenadine and whiskey, of course,” Adele says.

The evening stretches on. The children play outside. Baby Sebastian is passed from lap to lap. Nathalie tires of the others and comes in to peruse the records. She puts on Rosemary Clooney, Half as Much, sits cross-legged and dresses her paper dolls.

“Nathalie,” Al says. “Your taste in music never ceases to impress me.”

Claire fills our bowls with gumbo. “I got fresh crab for the occasion,” she says. We eat and swoon. “It’s just too bad Felix couldn’t be here to share this night with us.”

Adele frowns. “He’s on the train three out of four weeks, and even when he’s here he isn’t really here. Not with us, anyway.”

I’m perplexed. We’ve been having such a nice time. “Just think of it this way. When he gets home, I’ll have the excitement all over again.”

“I suppose,” Adele says. “But sometimes, with how little he’s around, I forget that you have a husband at all.”

“Well, he got me out of your house, which I seem to remember was a priority.” Adele’s eyes widen and immediately, I regret it. “I’m sorry,” I say. “I’m not sure where that came from.”

“Gosh,” Adele says. “I remember those years so happily. I hope you don’t think—”

“No,” I say. “I honestly haven’t thought of it in ages. I don’t know what came over me. Just feeling a little tender, I guess. I loved living in your home, with you.”

“Okay,” Adele says, frowning deeper now. “I’ll trust that you mean it so I don’t lose the night fretting.”

I squeeze her arm. “I mean it,” I say. “And it’s really fine with me that Felix isn’t here. It means I don’t need to divide my attention. It’s not sad for me—really.”

But then we get home—Clément, Nathalie, and me—and aloneness swarms me. Like a conversation got interrupted when I still had more to say. I want adults around me. I want to sit in the living room with my feet up and just talk.

The magazines I bought at Pickwick’s weeks ago have been stacked, barely touched, on my bedside table, the novel hidden away in its drawer for the right time. I reach for a magazine and start filling the tub. I go to close the bathroom door but then I worry, as I sometimes do, maybe irrationally, that something will happen to the children and I won’t hear it. Or something will happen to me, and I’ll drown, and by the time they discover me it will be too late.

I take off my clothes. I pull the shower curtain partway over for privacy and lower into the steamy water. I skim the Kandinsky article, admire a Modigliani portrait. Turn the page to a recurring feature I like—a studio visit, where a writer and photographer spend time with the artist, watching how a piece is made. This time the artist is Jean Dubuffet, a Parisian, in the studio he’s renting in New York. I have a great interest in madness, and I am convinced art has much to do with madness.

The children dart past, slow down by the half-opened door. I slip deeper into the water, body flushing from heat. They giggle and move on. I read the words over. Such a clear statement, but I don’t think it’s right. Red smeared across Delphine’s mouth. Her gashes in the maple tree. Nothing created, everything lost. Art must belong to a third place—not madness, not sanity either. The harder I contemplate it, the more tangled it becomes. Have I ever truly felt what it’s like, to let go of myself and make something? Maybe, but the impression’s faint now. I’ve become practiced at holding myself together; Dubuffet loses himself on purpose. I’m reading about his materials now, his past as a winemaker, when more giggles come.

Their little fingers appear at the curtain, followed by their faces. They smile, shyly, taking in the sight of my breasts buoyant in the water, the slight curve of my belly, my dark pubic hair.

“Are you hiding, Mommy?” Clément asks.

I lean my head against the hard ceramic of the tub. “Well, it appears that I am. Brush your teeth now.”

The children laugh and so do I, and just like that it’s a new game. I listen to the back-and-forth of brushing. To them spitting into the sink and tapping the handles dry, to the plink of the brushes returning to the ceramic cup.

“Very good,” I say, behind the curtain still. “Now put on your pajamas and your nightgown. You be tucked warm in bed when I come in to say goodnight, okay? Show me what mature children you’re becoming.”

“Yes, Mommy,” they both say, giggling again. And maybe it’s all right, being a little bit lonely, when I have a bath and a magazine and two children waiting in the other room.






TWENTY-ONE


AS MUCH AS I WANTED IT, transferring over to Listening is a struggle. The men are loyal to Ed, take their anger out on us. Our first morning, they stand outside their booths with their arms crossed, glowering.

“Now fellas,” Mike says, distressed. “This is no way to behave.”

Sally and Ivy and I talk it all over, standing in a tiny circle in front of the building at the end of the lunch hour, sharing a single cigarette. We decide it will be best to ignore their glares, say good morning and good afternoon and nothing more, do excellent work as we always do, hope that one day they’ll come around.

“We’re going to be fine, with or without them,” Ivy says, and smashes the smoking butt under her heel before we turn and go back in.

For the first week, I keep my sketchbook tucked away in my purse, focus on learning the job. It’s enough: A booth of my own with a seat. Music to listen to. A role with something major on the line.

We make trips back and forth from Production, taking records from each of the machines for quality control. The idea is that most records will be fine because the master they’re made from has been tested and approved. But flaws can come from the machines, too—an inconsistency of pressure or a contaminant like a piece of dust or hair. If one of us catches a skip or a pop in the record, we burst from the booth and run to Production to stop work on the machine that made it. We troubleshoot with the person manning the machine to find the problem, and then the process starts all over again.

The work is just as I wanted it to be, and I’m good at it. It isn’t a complex job, only a painstaking one. My shoulders don’t ache at the end of the day anymore, and I get to listen to music. To listen in a new way. I hear every instrument, each pluck and strum, each breath and note.

Once I know I have the job down, I start to draw during my shifts. I find that pencils against paper are too loud, too like the scratches I’m listening for, so I find a Sheaffer Snorkel pen that glides across paper. Pen ink instead of graphite forces a change in style. No soft shading like I’m used to, no blending with my finger. Now it’s all contour lines, crosshatches, swaths of black. Starker, and when I do it well, stronger, too.

A few times a day, someone from Production will come to my booth asking for me to listen to a record with them, if they want to double-check that the master’s good, or if they suspect that something’s off with their machine. I close my sketchbook and let them in. Sally and Ivy and I notice that it’s the girls in Production who most often come to our booths now. One day a group of them asks us to join them for drinks after work, and we do. We all slip into a large, curved, red-leather booth, our shoulders pressed against one another’s, and they tell us how Ed used to put his face too close to theirs whenever they had to bring a record to him, how his breath stank of tuna salad and sometimes his bristly cheek would graze theirs.

“Kenny is hardly better,” a Production girl named Maryanne says. “He once put his hand on my knee and left it there for the whole song.”

“Curtis is respectful,” Claud says. “I always try to go to his booth. Or I did, before you girls came. Now I always go to one of you.”

The hour grows later. Some of the girls peel off to go home but Ivy says she’s ordering dinner. Sally can stay, too, and so can Claud and a couple of the other Production girls. Clément and Nathalie are having dinner at Adele’s house. The night is my own, so I stay. We have more room in the booth now, and I slip out my sketchbook, and the girls are enthused.

“We won’t peek,” Ivy says. “As long as you promise to show us when you’re done.”

I sink into a place of looking, the world around fading out, only seeing what’s right in front of me. These women around the table, our martini glasses and highballs. I’m using my pencil, which is still my favorite way to draw, and I’m among them but also alone in my task, and their conversation flows while I listen in. Someone in the Art Department is getting married and someone else is unhappy in his marriage, sleeping on the sofa. Someone in Production’s leaving the plant to move to San Francisco and work for Levi Strauss.

“Training again,” Maryanne says. “I always get stuck with the new people.”

“No training will be necessary,” Claud says. “Haven’t you heard? Ginny’s coming back.”

My pencil tip freezes in place.

“Oh, she is?” Maryanne says. “I didn’t know. Well, that certainly makes things easier for me. Where has she been? I forgot.”

“Wyoming?” Ivy says. “Or maybe Idaho?”

“Montana,” I say, and they turn to me as though they’d forgotten I was here at the table, and I expect them to see right to the core of me, my pounding heart, but Claud says, “Montana, that’s right,” and Ivy says, “Are you done with your picture? Oh, goody. Let’s see it.” I hand my sketchbook over to them, face burning while they ooh and ahh, and no one says another word about Ginny all night.



It’s a few days later—Felix in town, out with friends somewhere—and the kids and I walk to Lionel’s house as we do before dinner sometimes.

“Look,” Clément says as we turn the corner. “The birds are out.”

There’s a flock of them, moving through the sky over Lionel’s apartment. Voices carry from his front yard, men laughing, growing quiet, listening now as Lionel says, “See, the secondaries on this bird are too long and dense. The primaries do the work; the secondaries only get in the way.”

We reach the gate and see him, a firm grip on a bird with one hand, spreading its wing with the other to display its feathers. A group of neighborhood men gather round him, here to learn, jostling for the privilege of buying any of his birds when he’s willing to part with them. He catches sight of us. “Little man, why do we want the secondary feathers thin?”

“So the air will pass through,” Clément says. “For ventilation.”

“Correct.” Lionel scans his audience. “Now how many of you could have answered that question? Shown up by a child, let that sink in.” The men laugh. “It’s all right; you’re learning. But be ready for a pop quiz. Clément here will administer it.”

Clément stands straighter, puffs his chest. Lionel beckons him with a tilt of his chin. “Which bird should we show them next, little man? Maybe KR?” Cream with a gray neck and blue-tipped wings, the bird we picked up from Union Station. Together, they named him King Roller.

Natalie squeezes my hand. “I’m going to go look at Uncle Lionel’s records.”

“I’ll go with you.”

We start up the walk and Lionel says, “You’ll find we have a long-lost friend inside,” and a hum starts in my ears but there’s no going back. Nathalie’s through the screen door, holding it open, and there’s a woman on the sofa, reading a paperback in the light of the window, and she lowers the book from her face and it’s Ginny.

“Hello,” Nathalie says. “Will it disturb you if I play a record?”

“I’m through with reading now,” Ginny says, her hair still wavy and cropped at her chin, tan arms and a white T-shirt, gold chain disappearing past the neckline. “But thank you for asking.”

“Nathalie, this is Ginny,” I say. “Ginny, this is my daughter, Nathalie.”

Nathalie regards her as she does all strangers—seriously, discerningly—before giving Ginny a nod and busying herself with Lionel’s records and his little Dansette player.

“You’re back,” I say.

“I am.”

She’s sitting on Lionel’s sofa, plenty of room next to her, but I stay standing instead, afraid to get too close. “How was Montana?”

“Wild.” She smiles, dark eyes bright, and I can’t help but smile back. I find a spot on the floor across the coffee table from her, lean against the wall under the window.

“Tell me about it,” I say, and she does.

Nathalie plays Jerry Lee Lewis, Dinah Shore, Ella Fitzgerald. Ginny tells me about the hotel’s underground swimming pool and the pillars in the lobby, made from the trunks of eight-hundred-year-old trees. She tells me about wolves and rabbits and bears, the rhythm of the trains carrying new groups of guests and then taking them away again, about trips with Mare to Missoula and Bozeman, about the slow months between Christmas and the spring, when the hotel was eerily quiet. “It was fun,” Ginny says. “But I couldn’t take another winter there.”

Nathalie’s been turning the volume up a little bit with each song, and at some point Ginny slides down to the floor. Only the coffee table between us now. I trace the glass ring stains on the wood, circle after overlapping circle, when looking into Ginny’s eyes becomes too much.

“A lot’s changed in your life,” she says.

“Lionel told you?”

“Just a little.”

She’s quiet for so long that I have to look up. “What is it?”

She hesitates, sighs, places the tip of her finger on my gold wedding band. “Lionel says he’s a friend from New Orleans?”

“Yes. His name’s Felix.”

“What are you saying about Daddy?” Nathalie asks.

“Nothing, honey. We’re just talking.” I can’t sit here any longer, Ginny’s proximity suddenly a burden, far too much to explain and no easy words for any of it. “We should be getting home,” I say. “Nathalie, let’s go get your brother.”



I should start dinner, but I go into the kitchen and then right back outside again, a tightness in my chest that won’t let me be. In the corner of the patio, tucked against the wall, a tarp covers my yard-sale chair, untouched since I brought it home. It’s no time of day to start a project but I pull off the tarp and get my upholstery tools anyway. Flathead screwdriver, prying up staples. Knife against fabric, cutting in. The husband’s Manhattan seeped through the cream wool and the cotton batting underneath it, but the wood’s still good as new. Nathalie and Clément are downslope, playing in the forest part. By the time Felix comes home, I’ve finished shaping new batting onto the chair and I’m measuring the fabric, marking it with a sewing pencil. He’s carrying a bag from Wallichs Music City with a record inside. The children run to him, wrap their arms around his waist. He laughs, drags them across the patio to where I’m standing, holding the record high in the air to keep it safe.

“I thought they were children,” he gasps. “But they’re not—they’re barnacles!”

“We aren’t barnacles, we’re leeches!” Clément shrieks.

Nathalie tightens her grip. “We’re sucking the blood from your body! Soon you’ll faint!”

“All right now,” he tells them. “Let Daddy get in the door.” They break away and tromp back down to the forest part, and he says, “Well, that was a greeting.”

I smile. “Are you hungry?”

“Not terribly.”

“I’ll start dinner soon.”

“There’s no rush. I got a new record. Miles Davis, a trumpet player. They had it on in the store and I about lost my mind. I’ll enjoy a listen, and you keep going on your project. Or just relax. Do whatever you want to do.”

I have no will to finish the chair tonight, none to fix dinner either. In the pause, there’s only Ginny. Bebop pours from the Victrola, a trumpet’s notes coming quick and scattershot. I’ll join Felix in the living room, let the new record distract me.

He’s listening with his head back and his eyes closed, a cigarette between his fingers, rapturous. He tells me to be free, to do the things I want to do, but I can’t have what I really want, so what then? Impossible to sit here. Back to the kitchen. A song fades out and a new one starts, casting frenzied notes through the house. I take out the saltine crackers and the tin of clams, check the refrigerator for butter and cream. I have everything I need, but I stand still. The music is telling me something else. Look at this right here. You’re meant to make something of it. Then I’m opening my sketchbook and pencils. Not enough. I need color. Chair to the cabinet, reaching all the way back for the cans of paint samples. I pull them out, dusty but still good. Several pinks for the door, a dark blue that I tried on the walls, two shades of white. I cover the table with a cloth, pour colors on an old plate. My sketchbook pages are too small, the paint too wet. It would ruin it. Back to the living room, flipping through the records for one I’ve taken from work and don’t care about. I cut open its jacket; inside is plain white. I begin. I have a small brush for painting along the ceiling trim—still too large for what I’m doing, but the best that I have. I use a darker pink for the sardine tin, a lighter pink for the sink. The tin turns out too big. The sink darkens as it dries, it needs to be lighter. I take the other half of the jacket and start over, looking closer, allowing myself the time it takes.

I have a rough painting by the time the children burst through the door. They look at what I’ve made, perplexed. “Why are the colors wrong?” Clément asks.

“It’s the only paint I had.”

“You’re better at drawing,” Nathalie says.

“Well, I have to start somewhere. Come help me make dinner.”

Felix comes, too. I give the children the crackers to smash into crumbs. I melt butter and instruct Felix in spreading the clams on the dish. He starts the record over as dinner bakes and the children play outside again and I rinse my brush in the sink, the water bright pink and then fainter.

He smiles at me while we eat but I can’t shake my stubbornness. I hate not knowing the right way to fix myself, hate relying on him for permission. Later, the dishes are drying on the rack and the children are sleeping and music’s playing softly from the living room. My painting is on the table, and I’m adding to it, using a toothpick for the details. I need brushes. Need better paper. The colors sink into the album jacket. And still, something’s stirring in me. Ginny pressing me against a wall. Sunlight glinting off the surfer as she notices me watching her. A garden. A bouquet of wildflowers. I sewed blue curtains for our house when I once dreamed of white ones. I married Felix in a courthouse, his friend our witness, gave him my cheek to kiss and said, “I’m lucky.” Twice, I’ve married men I don’t love in the right way.

Felix appears above me at the table. “So? It feels good, doesn’t it?” he says. “Just doing what you want?”

I stare into the blue paint. “What if what I want is dangerous?”

“How is it dangerous? What—because the children will go to sleep a little past their bedtimes?” He laughs.

Unfair of me, to resent him this much when it’s my choice not to tell him.



Ginny starts back at the plant, and I learn her schedule. I know where she likes to eat and when she breaks for a cigarette. I know she hardly smokes it, just lets it burn between her fingers. I know where she is, so I can avoid those places.

Sometimes something goes wrong, though—she shows up when I don’t expect her. I trust she’ll be at her machine but I’m by the back entrance, overlooking the shiny cars in the lot, and then she’s there, her arm is close to mine, the sleeve of her shirt rolled up to the elbow, and I haven’t had time to prepare. I’m exposed, startled, losing even the simplest of sentences, forgetting the word hello.

And then it’s July, and Adele and I are at the train station, sending the children off on the Sunset Limited to be with their grandparents. Mama and Papa Laurent have folded Nathalie into their family without hesitation. Maman and Auntie Bertha want nothing to do with her, so Clément and Nathalie stay with the Laurents the whole time. Adele and I found a colored train car with a bunch of empty seats, and in go Nathalie and Clément and Rudy and Titter and Bobby ahead of us. The five of them will spend two days together, without us, on the train. We’ve packed meals in a basket, given them pocket money for hot dinners. They have cards and games to play, a stack of new comic books, some paper for drawing and a pack of colored pencils. Sebastian’s still too young, but once he’s three, he’ll go, too.

I go to look for a porter, find one and return with him just as Adele’s saying, “Rudy, remember: As the oldest you’re in charge of making sure all the children are safe and making good choices.”

“This is Mr. Freeman,” I say to the children.

The porter in his crisp uniform smiles down at them. “Are you boys and girls ready for the journey?” he asks.

They nod, some of them more certain than others. Clément’s holding back tears, though I know that, despite the nerves and homesickness, he’s excited for the trip. He’s been going on about beignets for the past two weeks.

“Mr. Freeman’s going to look out for you, now,” I say. “You do what he tells you to, you hear? He has his own little girl back home, he told me. And do you want to know something very exciting? Mr. Freeman knows Daddy.”

Nathalie’s amazed. “That’s right,” Mr. Freeman says. “Before I worked this line, I worked the Great Northern with your father.”

We all hug and kiss goodbye and Adele and I stand on the platform and wave as the train sounds its whistle and pulls away, and then we cry together in the car the whole drive back home.

She drops me off outside my house. “Two days, and then we’ll get the phone call that they’re safe and sound.”

“Should we chase the train and get them back?”

She laughs through her tears as she pulls away.

It’s Saturday, just before noon, and I don’t know what to do with myself. I gave in and bought a set of oil paints, have made several paintings, but no subject appeals to me now. I cook lunch but my stomach’s too nervous to eat it. I take a long nap and when I wake up, I’m a little better, or at least I tell myself that I am. I snack on some crackers and walk outside, wander through the yard. The men did a good job with the patio off the kitchen. It’s spacious, and flat, and one afternoon the children helped me hang glass lanterns from the oak tree that shades it. When company comes for dinner, I light candles and place them inside, and they look like fireflies. But beyond the patio is more land than we know what to do with, and below it still more, all the way to the forest part where we lose control of the land entirely. I think of all I could do with it, find myself soon overwhelmed.

It’s early evening now. I take The Price of Salt from my nightstand drawer, sit in a garden chair, and enjoy the last of the light. An empty house. It’s finally time to read it. I’m back in the department store cafeteria with Therese, waiting to find out who the second woman will be, and then—there she is. Shopping for a Christmas gift for her daughter. As the cover hints at, it’s a story of attraction and longing, but I don’t know how far the author will take it. I can’t trust her to take it all the way to love, for Carol and Therese to name what they’re feeling, though I’m desperate for them to. I read until it’s dark and I have to pick myself up and take myself to my chair in the living room—finished now, as lovely as I’d hoped. I turn the pages, hungrily, and there it is: a declaration of love. There are still chapters more to go, so much that could go wrong. It’s enough for tonight, I tell myself. I mark my page with Elise’s cream calling card, rummage through the refrigerator for something to eat, step away unsatisfied.

I draw a bath, drop my clothes on the tile floor. Flash of Hattie, measuring my waist. Flash of Ginny, the moment before she kissed me. I sink under the water. Open my eyes and everything’s hazy and strange, the pink tub and one of Nathalie’s plastic horses floating above. I stay under too long, push myself up, gasping. In bed, I fight against desire. I did so well for so long. I heeded Delphine’s threat. I chose Nathalie and Clément. I chose Felix and our home and this life. And now Ginny’s back and I’m at war with myself again. The night stretches on, and I get up and pace, put the Sarah Vaughan record on the Victrola, listen to her sing “Black Coffee” over and over.

Eventually, mercifully, the sun rises and the night is over. I open the novel again. It will surely be a tragedy, which is only right. Two women don’t get to meet in a department store and fall in love and live happily ever after. The story unfolds, full of longing and recklessness and mistakes and ambiguity and heartache. By the early afternoon, I’m finished. Carol is found out and disgraced and she loses her daughter. Another warning.

I go to the kitchen for a glass of water and when I return the light from the window is cast over the rumpled bedsheets, the blanket pulled back, the red novel lying just below the pillow. I want to take the dress Hattie made for me and add it to the scene, a sweep of chartreuse against white. I want to paint it. I’ll call it Marriage Bed. It’s vivid in my mind’s eye, beautiful and revealing, enough to give me away. Then I remember Hattie in her studio, looking at the portrait I drew of her, cutting it out with a blade. I can’t paint it.

I start the Sarah Vaughan record again and assemble myself a still life. A bright-blue tin of sardines. A vase with some flowers from the yard. Nothing inspired, just a place to train my focus. I draw first with pencil, spend some time mixing the right shade of blue. I add color, keep adding for hours, painting until my mind is finally tired and I’m able to sleep.






TWENTY-TWO


I HAVE THE CREAM CALLING CARD tucked into my purse, still unsure of whether I’ll use it. By lunchtime on Monday, I’ve decided not to. Wisest, I know, to pretend I have no special interest in the book. But then I’m sitting with some of the girls in the cafeteria, and Ginny’s across the room, and Janine is talking about her latest date. He took her to a show at the Chinese Theater and for a drink after, and then they went back to his place. She lowers her voice at this last part, and all the girls lean in, and I know that I need to give myself something, even if it’s only a conversation about a novel. Even if it’s just talking aloud about two fictional women in love.

So I excuse myself a few minutes before the lunch hour’s over and head to the break room, careful not to look at Ginny as I leave.

The cream cardstock is thick between my fingers. Who are you, Elise Eriksen? I dial her number, tell her I hope I’m not disturbing her lunch.

“Not at all,” she says. “But I’d almost given up on hearing from you. I thought I’d scared you off.”

“It just took me a while to get to reading it, is all,” I say. “I read it the whole way through over the weekend. Couldn’t put it down.”

“Can you meet now?”

“I’m at work. But I could meet right after.” I suggest a bar, a place the more stylish of the girls at the plant go to sometimes.

“Fun,” she says. “Five thirty?”

“On the dot.”

When I get there, Elise is at the bar with a man, waving me over. She’s dressed just as smartly as before in a wide-necked blouse and a full skirt, her hair styled in a bun. “Odette, this is my husband, Espen. He’s just leaving.”

Espen shakes my hand. He’s very tall, broad and handsome as a movie star. “Are you going to let me finish my drink before you kick me out?” he asks Elise, and I notice a slight accent.

“I told you that you could join me only until five thirty. Odette and I have a novel to discuss and we don’t need a man hanging around for it.”

“Do you see how poorly she treats me?” Espen says. He lifts his glass and gulps the rest of his drink. “All right then, I’ll see you for dinner?”

“Maybe,” she says.

“See?” he says to me again, and I like them. Both of them.

Elise waves him away and he’s gone, and we move to a booth, order old-fashioneds, sit back and regard each other across the table.

“You look a little like her,” I say. “Like Carol.”

“My eyes are blue, not gray. But thank you. Does that make you Therese?”

I laugh. Therese, working in a Manhattan department store, her tiny apartment, nights out at bars and plays, entirely free and alone at nineteen but for the boyfriend who’s dying to take her sailing to Europe. “Hardly.”

“So tell me all your thoughts. Isn’t it wonderful? A happy ending!”

I stare at her. She means it. “You must not have children,” I say.

She leans back against the booth, considers me. “You’re a mother. I hadn’t guessed. You look so young. So you found the ending, what? Tragic?”

“Well, yes,” I say. “She loses Rindy. It’s what Carol’s been dreading ever since the start, but she’s reckless because she’s so lonely and then it all goes wrong.”

“I don’t disagree,” she says. “But the women end up together. That’s no small thing. When Therese was abandoned, it was more than I could bear. And I thought I knew where it was going but then the book surprised me. I’m not easily surprised by novels. I tend to see the ending coming. But this one—I didn’t. And it was much happier than I expected.” She taps her cigarette on the ashtray. Peers at the ceiling. “There’s that line, when Carol is telling Therese that she’d almost prefer not to see Rindy at all, over the brief visitations: One gets over things. Isn’t that what she says?”

“Sounds right.”

“But you don’t believe her?”

“I interpreted it as wishful thinking. Some things we never get over. Don’t you agree? I do love picturing Carol and Therese’s lives together. It’s just hard to shake the cost of it.”

We order another round of drinks. My attention is caught by a cheer from the table in the corner, and when I look back at her she’s observing me.

“What is it?”

“I’ve been trying to place you,” Elise says. “At first I thought Italian or Spanish, but no.”

Twist in my stomach. Suddenly hot. I push my sleeves up and she grabs my forearm. There’s a streak of blue paint on it from last night; it didn’t come off when I scrubbed.

“You’re an artist,” she says.

“Oh. Yes.” I can’t keep up with these turns of conversation. “You have a very busy mind.”

“Let’s pay the check. You’ll take me to see your work, won’t you?”

“Sure. Sometime.”

“I’d prefer now,” Elise says. “Unless … you know. Your children need something?”

“My children are away in New Orleans, visiting their grandparents.”

“New Orleans,” she says. “I wondered about the accent.”

“I wondered about your husband’s.”

“He’s from Norway but he’s lived here since he was a teenager. So I’ll follow you in my car?”

“All right,” I say. “But it’s a drive. I live over in Willowbrook.”

“Willowbrook,” she says. She studies me. “New Orleans. You’re colored?”

“Creole,” I say. “Yes.”

Maybe this is why my sisters cling to Les Dames Amis. So they can make friends without the moments of disclosure, the seconds that follow, waiting to see what the response will be. Elise spares me, says right away, “I ate in Little New Orleans a few months ago. A place on Jefferson called the Zydeco. Divine. Okay, I’ll follow you. Try not to lose me at a red light. I’ll go through them if I need to, but I’ve already wrecked one car that way. A little Austin-Healey, earlier this year. Only had it for a month. Such a waste.”

“I’ll stop at the yellow lights, I promise.”

It’s a long drive, with Elise behind me in a dark-blue convertible, the top down, her hair tied in a scarf, huge sunglasses obscuring half her face. What am I doing, having her over? Did I ever fully agree to it? But then we’re parking out front and we’re walking down the steps and inside.

“The décor is fantastic,” she says. “Did you do it yourself?”

“Thank you. Yes.”

“You certainly have an eye. And this is your family?” she asks of a framed photograph on the wall. I nod. It was taken in the backyard, before I moved out of Adele’s house. “They’re stunning,” she says. I can tell she means it, but she doesn’t ask me anything else about them and that’s fine. She looks around. “Mind if I clear a space on this counter? The best light is right here.”

“I’ll do it,” I say. I pick up some dishes and set them in the sink while she takes a rag and wipes off the counter, making sure the surface is clean and dry. I’m flattered that she’d take such care of these drawings and paintings I’ve made. I open the kitchen cabinet and take my box off the shelf. She watches me, amused.

“An interesting spot to keep your work.”

“Well,” I say. “You can see there aren’t many options.”

“I like a small house,” she says, but she says it in a way that implies she’s not been in many. She wears stacks of rings on several of her fingers. One has a large, circular stone, black and blue-green; it looks like a planet. The jewels catch the light as she lifts the lid of my box and sorts through.

She’s quiet for a long time and then she glances at me. “You’re very good,” she says. “But you must know that. All your paintings are on paper?”

“So far.”

“You should try canvases.”

I lean against the doorway and shrug, though my heart beats fast and hard as she picks the papers up, lays them on the counter. Each piece an intimacy revealed. She scrutinizes, assesses, looks closer, steps back and in again. I expect her to critique my work like the Kandinskys in the magazine at Pickwick’s on the night we met, fear she won’t be able to help herself. She turns to me when she’s finished. “What a rare treat,” she says. “A true talent. It’s always terribly awkward when the work’s no good.”

I laugh. “I’m glad to have been a relief, then.” I remember my manners and offer her a drink. We sit on the patio.

“Have you shown anywhere?” she asks.

“Me? Definitely not. I just started up again, after a long time.”

“My friend Joan is also very good,” she says. “She’s had a few small shows. She’s up in San Francisco. She locks herself away in her studio for weeks sometimes. But you can’t do that, can you?”

“No. Sometimes I wish I could, though. Or not quite. I wish I could stop time for a week. I don’t want everything to happen without me. But I want a million more hours to work.”

“I feel what you could do, given a million hours.” She smiles at me and scans the yard with her sharp eyes. I try to see what she sees. Today, its wildness pleases me, but I can’t tell what she thinks. “This is nice,” she says. “I’m enjoying myself. I’ll admit that most of my friends become terribly boring after they have children. Suddenly all the things that once made them interesting vanish. Like amnesia. They wake up mothers and forget all of their opinions.”

“Am I different?”

“Well, I didn’t know you before, did I?”

I sip my drink, consider it. “I am changed. Certainly. But I was only eighteen. I don’t know how many of my opinions were even formed yet. I was still in New Orleans, and there was the war. I was living with my mother and my sisters. A child, almost. It’s more like my path was set in a certain direction because I had a baby, and I’ve had to figure out who I am, and how to be, while following it.”

She’s watching me closely. “You sound like you might have preferred a different one.”

A sound escapes me, bitter, surprising. I say, “Women like Carol have to make a choice. I’ve made the safer one.” And then I can’t look at her, stand suddenly and turn to the door, overcome by what I’ve just shared. How fast and easily it slipped out, how dangerous it feels. Like I’ve risked everything. “I’m getting a cigarette. Want anything?”

Her voice is calm when she says, “I’d take a cigarette, sure.”

“All right.”

Inside the kitchen, I open my hands flat, press hard on the countertop. She doesn’t know my last name, doesn’t know a thing about me. No connection to my sisters, nothing to do with the plant. She saw the book under my arm. It’s why she talked to me in the first place. She was glad that Therese and Carol ended up together. I take cigarettes from the coffee table and go back outside. She’s still there where I left her, turning to me when I appear in the doorway.



We fall into friendship like people fall into love. A magnetism to it. We meet after work for drinks, on the weekends for gallery shows and films. Nearly everywhere we go she knows someone and someone knows her, and still, it’s me who she calls to go with her to the opening of an artist she likes, to try out a new bar she’s heard about. We read Gwendolyn Brooks and Walt Whitman. We hunt obscure novels at Pickwick’s, criticize the magazines, browse the shops in Hollywood and Beverly Hills. Plenty of unspoken rules there as to who is welcome in and who isn’t, but by Elise’s side there’s never a question, not even a second glance. We act as though we own the world and no one challenges us. One day I see a set of six blush-pink dessert cups in a shop window, frivolous, expensive beyond reason.

“I want them,” I say.

“Get them,” she says. “They’re absolutely darling.”

That night at home, alone, the children still away and Felix on the train, I unwrap the brown paper that protects them and line them up on a shelf. Milk glass and delicate, rippled along the edges. Look at your life, they seem to say. What a strange and wondrous thing it’s becoming.

A few days later, I’m outside in my yard when a honk comes from the street and her voice calls my name. I open the gate to find her wrestling a paint-splattered easel from her car.

“There’s more,” she says. “We’ll need to make a couple trips.” After the easel we go back for long thin pieces of wood and a heaping armful of linen sheets. “I cleaned out my closet. Time to get you painting bigger. I did this with Joan once. Let’s see how much I remember.”

We build a frame, around two by three feet. I use my sewing scissors to cut the linen and we fold one side over the frame, set a staple in the center of the wood.

“Now we’re going to work our way to the corners,” Elise says. She pulls too hard and a small rip appears near the staple. “Shit. Okay. It can probably withstand a little tear but not much more. You try.” I pull, but it’s too loose now, puckered when we turn it over. “God damn it to hell,” she mutters, and I laugh. We start again with a new piece of linen. We mess up again, we swear like sailors. And then, finally, it looks right.

“Moment of truth,” she says.

“How can we know?”

“You flick it.”

I do. The linen bounces back with a twang, like a drum. We’ve done it.

And then it’s August and the children come back, leaping from the train into my arms and I can’t get enough of them, keep kissing their faces, make them pancakes in the morning, serve them ice cream in the new pink dessert cups, listen to their stories of New Orleans, imagine them on the streets I used to walk. Crepe myrtle and humidity and jazz. Hattie doesn’t live with her parents anymore, so Clément and Nathalie have their own rooms at the Laurent house—Clément in Cyril’s old one and Nathalie in Hattie’s, a pain under my ribs picturing them tucked into those beds, waking to Mama Laurent wrapping them in hugs, walking them to the refrigerator saying, “What you want, my babies?” Still hugging them as she says it, like she did for me during the short time that I lived under her roof.

“Incredible,” I say, marveling. “You two have whole lives of your own there.”

Elise comes around less now that they’re back, but we still meet after work, have long late-night phone calls once the kids are sleeping. She never invites me to her house and I never ask why. Instead, I stretch the phone cord to the kitchen table and we page through the new art magazines, discussing the industry gossip from our separate homes, breaking down the works and the interviews.

“So. The Kessler article,” she says one November night.

I find the page. “‘Nature, Nakedness, and Nihilism,’” I say. “Quite the subtitle. It was fascinating, though. The Renoir is probably too romantic for your taste but it’s one of my favorites. His use of light.”

“I would have to be dead inside to not love the Renoir.”

“Want to hear something embarrassing?”

“Always.”

“I went to a figure drawing class on the night we first met, and when the model dropped his robe I was shocked. The teacher actually had to tell me to draw the model’s entire body.”

She laughs and laughs and we turn our pages to look at the next painting, Naked Figures in the Open Air. “You never paint people,” Elise says.

“That’s true. I love drawing them.”

“What holds you back?”

“I don’t know.”

I ponder it as time passes, as department store windows fill with green and red and gold and Christmas tree lots pop up on street corners. Who would I paint, and how would I paint them? I fill my sketchbook with drawings of the children and Felix and my sisters and Al and Bernard. At Lionel’s house one day, I sketch him by the coop with his birds, and I can tell that he likes it. He stands still for me, raises his chin, holds a bird tenderly in his hands. But at night, alone, it’s Delphine’s face that I see. I close my eyes and she’s in the garden. Pink dress, bare feet, berry mouth, fawn eyes. I go to draw it but the image comes out all wrong. Proportions off, eyes too far apart. It leaves me tired and sad and I almost give up until I look in the bathroom mirror one morning and decide to paint myself.

I draw my first self-portrait in mid-December. Keep drawing them. Learn for the first time exactly what I look like. I go to sleep and wake up contemplating color and light and mood. My sisters and I take the children shopping and stand in a long line to meet Santa. We get all of the cousins together in a picture, Baby Sebastian eyeing Old Nick with trepidation, Rudy smirking at the pageantry, Titter and Bobby and Nathalie and Clément grinning ear to ear. Afterward, they unwrap candy canes. Clément nibbles his like a bunny. Nathalie licks hers sharp.

Felix heads back on the train after Christmas and the children are out of school until the New Year but I finally have a vision for my painting and I don’t want to lose it. They read children’s novels by the fire, play Go Fish and War and pick-up sticks. I paint outside but it gets dark early so I move my easel into the living room, throw a drop cloth over the rug and sheets over the sofa. I’m painting myself as a mother, on my knees in the center of a circular rug with a toy train beside me. In the background, the light from a window cast on the wall, a hint of the world outside. Love and isolation. Devotion and restlessness. Charcoal and cream and pink and yellow. There’s a tightness in my chest as I work—so much to hold in my mind’s eye.

“We’re hungry,” Clément says, appearing in the doorway.

“Open a can of soup,” I say. “I’ll come and heat it.”

A minute later: “Ready.”

I set my brush down, empty the can into a pot, start the flame. Dish it into two bowls. Nathalie and Clément get their spoons and napkins and take their places at the kitchen table. I return to my painting but the color on the brush doesn’t make sense anymore, the images on the canvas vague, too hazy to grasp. I knew where I was going but it’s lost now. It takes so much time to find my way back. The next afternoon, it starts to rain. I go through the house shutting windows.

The kids play in puddles outside but soon return, restless, hovering in the living room. “Want to paint with me?”

They do.

The shadows on my canvas need to be flatter, the daylight on the wall warmer. More folds in the dress. But first: Finding a surface for them to work on. Cutting open a record jacket for cardboard. Choosing a brush for each of them. “We need a still life,” Nathalie says.

“Why don’t you two arrange one while I get you set up?”

I sift through my tin of paints, feeling ungenerous, knowing they’ll use too much, fearing that if I give a color away I won’t have it when I need it. I can’t make myself choose. I set aside what I’m using right now and bring them the rest. “You can pick five. Put your heads together and decide.”

On the table is a bowl of oranges and a chocolate bar in a gold wrapper. Clément adds a mug and they ask for my opinion. “Maybe something for height,” I say. Nathalie takes a taper candle from the living room. They choose colors. I add dollops of white and black to their glass palette for mixing. Give them their own small jars of turpentine and linseed oil. Their own rags. I make sure they have everything they need, and they are darling and serious, considering their still life from different angles. I put on a record for us. I approach my painting again. It stares back at me, blankly. What was I going to do next? It’s as though someone else made it and now I’m supposed to step in. Supposed to know how to do it. And meanwhile I’ve lost the courage to touch my paintbrush to the canvas. I close my eyes. Keep them closed. The kids are silent. Occupied. They should stay that way for a while. I open my eyes again. The shadows are blotchy. I need to make their color flatter—that was it.

I get lost in time. In smooth brushstrokes. In charcoal first, and then yellow. The kids whisper and giggle. It’s going so well, better than I could have imagined. They’re behind me, sneaking a look, trying not to interrupt me, their tones admiring. There’s a chair scrape across the kitchen floor, and the opening of a cabinet. The rustle of saltine sleeves. Darkness outside.

And then, sometime later: “Mommy,” Clément says. “We don’t feel well. Our heads hurt.”

I set my brush down. I go to step toward them but I’m suddenly woozy, a sharpness shooting through my skull, and I stagger forward, find the wall with my hand to steady myself. “Mommy!” Nathalie cries. I strain to bring her into focus but everything’s blurry. The turpentine, I realize.

I fling open the front door and the kitchen door, open the windows to cold and dark and the sound of rain. “Let’s stand outside,” I say. “We need fresh air.” I guide them out under the awning, their backs angular and delicate against my palms. “Damn it,” I say, shaking. “Take deep breaths. I’m so, so sorry.” Through the lit window the house is a mess, dishes undone, empty soup cans scattered on the counter. Castaway saltine sleeves and hardening orange peels.

I can’t take them back in there. Not yet. I have them wait outside while I seal up the turpentine and linseed oil. I leave the windows cracked so air will come in but not rain. I take them to a drive-in for dinner and then to the Crest in Long Beach for a showing of cartoons. Sneak looks at their faces in the projector’s beam of light. Even as they laugh along, they look exhausted, pale. So foolish of me, to paint for hours without a thought to the air we were breathing. Careless. Irresponsible. Back home, once they’re sleeping, I wash the dishes and scrub the counters and sweep the floors. I set the children’s paintings on the kitchen counter to dry. I stand in the doorway to the living room, looking at my painting on its easel. A lurch of anger, hot and violent. I douse a cloth in turpentine, and I scour the paint off the canvas. Scour myself off. I rub until the canvas is smooth again and only a ghost of the image remains. Maybe the painting was headed somewhere but I’ll never know now. I clean my brushes and put them away. I pack up my paints and drag a chair to the high kitchen cabinet, push the materials far back, out of my own reach.

The next day, the last of my vacation from work, I take the kids to Adele and Al’s house, sit in the yard with the men, smoke cigarette after cigarette.

“Where have you been?” Adele asks me, carrying a platter of cheese and crackers and cornichons.

“Holed up painting,” I say. “Stupid.”

“Why stupid?” Al asks.

“You have talent,” Bernard says. “You shouldn’t let it go to waste.”

“Okay,” I say, my gaze fixed to the edge of the yard. “Incompatible, then.”

“With what?” Al asks.

“My life.”

A pause. Throats clearing. Al changes the subject. “I saw in the paper that Bayard Rustin’s coming out here from New York.”

“Is that right,” Bernard says. “What for?”

“To give a lecture on nonviolence. Problem is, it’s to the Women’s League. Think we could disguise ourselves?” They laugh.

And then it’s back to the Listening booth, back to my sketchbook. Felix back home and conversations over dinner. I stop into a toy store after work and ask for a good family game, come home with Clue. We examine the figurines and miniature knife and pistol. We sip hot chocolate and Nathalie sits with her legs lined up with mine and I begin to forgive myself. One night Felix and I stay up reading in the living room by the fire. He’s scanning the LA Times, turning the pages. A quick intake of breath.

I set down my book. “What is it?”

He hands me the paper. Bayard Rustin, 40-year-old nationally known Negro lecturer, was jailed on a morals charge in Pasadena early yesterday a few hours after he had spoken on the subject of world peace … It goes on to say that he was arrested while in an automobile with two other men. All three were booked on lewd vagrancy charges. The other men’s full names and ages are stated, along with the neighborhoods they live in. I lower the paper. Felix doesn’t meet my eye. “How careful are you?” I ask.

The wrong response, suspicious and blaming. He doesn’t know that I once kissed Ginny under the open sky outside her old apartment. Anyone could have seen us there. He doesn’t know how I avoid her each time I make a run to Production for new records to test, how I never stop at her machine because I still flush each time she looks at me.

“Careful,” he says, and averts his eyes.

The next day, Rustin pleads guilty, and he’s sentenced to sixty days in the county jail. “There goes his career,” Bernard says over dinner.

“Shh,” Claire says. “Not in front of the children.” But later, swirling an ice cube in her glass, she says, “To think a man like that was masquerading as an upright citizen. A leader of the movement, no less.”

Tears rush in, burning. I blink and blink, turn for the bathroom before anyone notices. On my way I hear Al say, “Not so sure it negates what he brings to the movement, but it’s a shame he showed so little self-control.”






TWENTY-THREE


I AM VERY GOOD FOR a very long time. I make new rules for myself. Just as I am not allowed near Ginny, I am not allowed to paint. I am not allowed to think about painting.

And then it’s summer—six months since my self-portrait—and Adele and I send the kids off on the train and I let go. Allow myself late nights out with Elise. Go back to the figure drawing class knowing exactly what to expect. I take my paints down from the closet. Just opening the box lid is enough to make me weep. All this color. I start with a series of laundry paintings, skirts and tops and dresses hanging from the line. I begin tight and get looser. Move from bold colors toward pastels. By the end of the summer, my work is almost abstract, the paint thick, brushstrokes lively.

I pack my supplies away before the kids get back. Take them to Sunday Masses and the parties at Adele’s house afterward, where all the cousins descend upon me begging to be entertained. One Sunday they want paper and glue and paint and a snack and glasses of apple juice and milk. I set them up at the table and they demand me to draw a giraffe, so I do, and they want it bigger. We tape together sheets of paper to make one giant sheet, and I sketch the outline for them to fill in. This week, I come with supplies to make a camera obscura: a large piece of cardboard, a cutting blade, tracing paper, a magnifying glass, and instructions I found in a magazine. The kids huddle around me as I measure and cut, fold and tape. When it’s ready we move around the yard, taking turns with the box raised to our eyes, the world turned softer and upside down.

It’s the day before my birthday. We take a break to eat—burgers from the grill, green salad and potato salad and curved slices of melon—and my sisters appear over my shoulder with a wrapped gift.

“Shouldn’t we save it for tomorrow?” I ask. “We’ll have dinner together, won’t we?”

They glance at each other. “We have a Les Dames Amis event,” Claire says. “A baby shower for one of the girls.”

“But we could skip it?” Adele says. “We figured you’d have plans with your friends.”

Claire nods. “We haven’t seen very much of you lately. You’ve been so busy.”

“But we really can miss it,” Adele says.

“Yes, of course we can,” Claire says. “The shower is for Bea’s little sister. Her first baby. But we don’t even know her that well.”

“No, it’s okay. I understand,” I say. I want them to insist, to go right to the phone and call Bea and let her know they can’t come. But they exchange another quick glance and Claire holds out the gift again. I take it, slip off the bow, run my finger under the edges of the paper to undo the tape. Inside is a box. I take off its lid and there are two objects wrapped in bright-green tissue paper. I take the first out and unwrap it. It’s a gleaming saltshaker in the shape of a deer’s head with wide antlers. “It’s so pretty,” I say. I set it gently on the table and open its match. The same, but for pepper.

“Do you like them?” Adele asks.

“They’re from Bullock’s,” Claire says. “Sterling silver.”

I’m holding the pepper shaker in my palm, deer eyes gazing up at me. “They must have cost a fortune.”

“We couldn’t resist,” Claire says. “You know how beautiful their displays are. These were sitting on their own little pedestal, and we stopped dead in front of them at the very same time and said, ‘Odette.’”

“Elegant and also surprising,” Adele says.

“So artistic,” Claire says. “Don’t you agree?”

“I’m going to fill them and set them out as soon as I get home,” I say. “I love them.”

The children are pulling at my arm, ushering me back to the fun. I kiss Adele on the cheek and then Claire, and they say they’ll wrap the shakers back up for me, and the children keep me for ages—having me look through the camera obscura at the trees and the flowers and their faces. Once they’ve tired of it, I gather some dishes and take them inside to the kitchen sink.

Nathalie follows me. “I want to go home,” she says. There’s an edge of panic in her voice. I’m familiar with it, know it means she’s had too much.

“Do you want to wait for me in the car? I have your paper dolls in my purse.”

“Nathalie’s tired,” Claire says from over my shoulder. “You’ve worked so hard today. Let me clean up, you go ahead home.”

“It’s a mess,” I say. “I couldn’t.”

“Don’t give it another thought,” she says. “Tomorrow’s your birthday.”

Adele meets us at the door, handing me my box, hugging me goodbye. “I’m sorry about the mixup,” she says. “We really thought you’d have plans. We can skip the shower, if you want us to.” Clément’s in the doorway, Nathalie’s walking out.

“It’s fine. Really. Thank you again for my gift. I’ll use them every day.” I’m embarrassing in my gratitude, but I am grateful, and then I’m in the car with my children and Nathalie is dressing white cardstock women in plaid dresses and party skirts.

The next morning, I wake to my bedroom door opening, a shuffle of feet, a pair of giggles, the birthday song. Clément carries a cup of tea, stepping carefully so as not to spill. Nathalie holds a plate with sliced fruit and a piece of toast with butter and jam. When the tea is safely on the bedside table, they pounce on me with hugs and kisses.

“Too bad Daddy can’t be here today,” Nathalie says.

“Yeah,” Clément says. “It’s your birthday.”

“Yes,” I say. “It is too bad. But I have you, and that’s the very best thing I could ask for.”

At work, a group of Finishing and Listening girls surprise me with a gift: a beaded clutch, white and gold, sparkling and substantial. I stroll through Production, taking records off the stacks, pass by Ginny but she’s busy pressing and doesn’t notice me, lean back in my booth and listen to Jo Stafford singing “My Dearest, My Darling.” I find a flaw, race to the machine before too many more have been made. I’ve caught it early, and it’s satisfying, and after work I pick the children up from Our Lady of Victory, all five of them, drop Rudy and Titter and Bobby in front of their house before heading home.

It’s been a good day. A perfectly fine day. But the dinners at Adele’s and Claire’s, the elaborate meals, the special cocktails, the tables set just so. Have I really been so busy with the girls at work and Elise? So much so that they’d assume I wouldn’t want to spend my birthday with them, as I always have before?

Clément and Nathalie stand in front of the refrigerator, discussing something.

“You’re letting the cold out,” I say.

“There’s no cake,” Clément says.

“That’s true.”

Nathalie stares at me with reproach. “But it’s your birthday.”

Claire would have made me a cake. Spiced carrot with cream cheese frosting. But I’m wallowing. “I suppose I’ll need to make one, won’t I?”

“Chocolate!” Clément shouts.

Nathalie claps her hand over his mouth. “It’s her birthday. She gets to decide.”

“We might be out of powdered cocoa. I’ll have to make do with what’s here, but I’ll pull something together. You kids go out and play and let me have the kitchen.”

I put on Billie Holiday, change out of my work clothes, see what I have in the cabinets and fridge. No cocoa, but plenty of flour and sugar and butter and eggs. A little red food coloring left from Nathalie’s birthday, enough vanilla to flavor the cake and the frosting. The scent of baking fills the house. I put some water on the stove. We’ll have a simple egg salad for dinner; the cake will be the main event anyway. While the cake cools, I make the frosting, adding drops of red until it turns into a pretty bright pink, perfectly smooth by the time I’m finished with it. I’m feeling better, but it’s taking effort.

We eat dinner on the patio, just the children and me, and they play in the forest part while I wash up. Every few minutes one of them runs up to ask if it’s time for cake. “It’s still chilling,” I say, and they run back down. When it’s finally ready, they stand by the kitchen table, staring at it with wide eyes, panting like puppies.

“We found candles!” Clément says. “Can we put them in?”

“Sure,” I say. “That’s a nice surprise.”

I watch as the birthday candles puncture the surface. Nathalie concentrates, strikes a match, lights them. They sing to me and I’m in another place, far away, not hearing. When it’s over, I ask, “Should we try it?”

They nod, vigorously, more and more as they wait for me to cut slices. “Look!” Clément says. “I’m getting a milkshake.”

“What does that mean?” I ask.

“Sister Bethany,” Nathalie says. “When a student misbehaves, she makes them go to the front of the class, and then she takes them by the shoulders and shakes them as hard as she can.”

I look at her. She can’t be serious. “Not too hard, though,” I say. “Right?”

“Very, very hard,” Clément says.

“The point is to concuss,” says Nathalie. “At least that’s what the fifth graders say.”

“She’s never done it to either of you, has she?”

They shake their heads. “Cake please,” Clément says.

“Cake,” I say. “Yes.” I cut three slices, place them on three plates. We dig into them with our forks. Moist and sweet, with even sweeter frosting, but it’s like paste in my mouth.

“More?” Nathalie asks when she’s finished.

“We need to save some for Daddy,” I say. “He’ll be home on Wednesday.”

But I look at the cake, and it’s infuriatingly pretty and neat, and I don’t care about it at all, didn’t even want it. I could have told Elise about my birthday, or told my sisters yes when they offered not to go, or had the girls from work take me to dinner. But I didn’t, so it’s my fault that I feel this way: forgotten and angry and sad all at once. “Maybe one more helping each,” I say, and I reach toward the cake and scoop a chunk out with my fingers.

Clément watches with fear in his eyes. I smile and drop the chunk on his plate and his fear turns to wonder. There’s pink frosting under my nails, vanilla sponge stuck to my skin.

“Can I? Can I?” Nathalie begs.

“Go ahead,” I say, running my hand under the tap.

“I’ll still leave some for Daddy,” she says. She digs out a smaller piece and places it right in her mouth.

“No fair,” Clément says. “I want to try!”

They scoop and chew, frosting smearing on the stand and their fingers and mouths, until their stomachs hurt and they collapse, sugar drunk and happy as can be.

Later, I cry in the bathroom, sitting on the closed toilet lid, quiet so I won’t wake the children, until eventually I stop. My eyes are red and puffy. Out in the kitchen, here’s the cake on its stand, dug into. I stare at it for a while as I hold a cold washcloth over my face. Stare longer and it becomes a painting. I know just how I’d make it. Could I? A birthday gift to myself. Only a few hours. Everything tidied up before morning. Such a small and reasonable plan. Simple if I let it be.

I toss the washcloth into the sink. Open the windows wide. A canvas I stretched over the summer waits for me, tucked behind my dresser, just the right size. My box of paints is in the back of the cabinet, a thin layer of dust on its top. Inside: cadmium red, titanium white, yellows and blues … More than enough. The sense that the night will last as long as I need it to. I mix pink, sweep a strong line across the canvas, and my hand is steady and I’m seeing everything. The children’s finger punctures, the smoothness of the unmauled frosting, the knife resting, menacing, on the table. It’s violent and lovely and lurid and prim, one of my usual still lifes turned nightmarish.

I paint, and I allow each brushstroke to soothe me. I’m not rushing, and yet it goes fast, as though I never fell out of practice. Before long I’ve done all I can. The paint needs to dry before adding the crumbs and the string of white daisies that border the cake stand. A second night of painting, then. Careful and private. What harm could it do?

Noise comes from outside. Raccoons, maybe. I listen closer, and the knob turns, and Felix is in the doorway—his slender frame, his smile, his hat crooked on his head as he hoists his suitcase over the threshold.

“You’re back early!” I say, rising, so happy and relieved not to be alone that tears rush back.

“Oh good, you’re still up. Happy birthday, darling,” he says. “Look at this painting. Look at this cake.”

“But how is this happening? How are you here?”

“You’ll never believe it. I flew. It was divine. I’ll tell you everything, but first, close your eyes.”

I hear an unzipping, a rustling, his feet across the floor.

I peek, can’t help it. He’s opening a paper bag, dark with grease, crossing to the kitchen. A plate comes down. He arranges something on it. I shut my eyes again as he turns. My cheeks hurt with smiling as he walks toward me. But then a silence.

“What happened here?” he asks, touching my eyelid. “You were crying?”

My eyes still closed, I shake my head. “It’s nothing,” I say, “some birthday blues,” and wave to banish the thought. I hold my upturned palms toward him, and the pause lasts a few seconds too long, and then he sets the plate in my hands.

I open my eyes. A small stack of beignets—a little deflated, their powdered sugar mostly disappeared. Beautiful, still. “Oh,” I breathe. “You were in New Orleans?”

“Another porter wanted my shift. I took the train from Chicago to New Orleans, and then flew back just now. They were hot this morning,” he says. “You’ll need to use your imagination.”

“Are they from Lorraine’s?”

“Where else?”

I set the plate on the coffee table, and we lower ourselves, side by side, on the sofa.

“Ready?” he asks.

We each take one. We bite in. Magnolias heavy and fragrant, rain breaking through the heat, a screen door clapping shut. “My God.”

“Home?” he asks, hopeful.

“Home,” I say, and he smiles.

Outside on the patio he tells me about flying. How the stewardesses served everyone champagne, how plush the seats were. On his first flight, from New Orleans to Denver, he sat in the main cabin. After he switched planes and left for Los Angeles, he sat downstairs in the lounge.

“I had a fascinating conversation with a Lucky Strike salesman,” he says. “Apparently these new cigarettes they’re making protect against cough.”

“I don’t think I believe him.”

“I don’t either. But he was very handsome.”

We laugh. The sound of our voices in the dark, the closeness of us together this way. I thank him for coming home. I turn to catch his eye so that he’ll see how much I mean it, find that he’s watching me already. He has something of his own to say, a question in his eyes. “Odette. I don’t understand how you’re satisfied with this. With me.” And a pain starts beneath my breastbone, sharp and real. “Don’t get me wrong,” he rushes. “You’re my dearest friend. But you’ve just turned twenty-seven. You’re still young. That’s all I mean.” I nod, the pain easing. “I know you had it rough. But isn’t there a chance, still, of romantic love? Even a small chance? Or is it really only Cyril, forever?”

How can he know me so well, and treat me so sweetly, and have me so wrong? But he’s only being kind. He has his discreet romances, and his long trips away, and his nights spent in bars and clubs, doing whatever he wants to. Only good of him, to take note of the differences between us.

I force a smile. “I have everything I need. I’m happy, really.”

I look at my water glass. My hand holding it, the thin gold band around my finger. This secret—it’s made a fortress of me. I’ve kept it for so long; how could I ever tell him now? I can’t meet his eye. After a time, he pats my knee. “It’s gotten late,” he says. “Sweet dreams.”

I stay outside as he prepares for bed. Clean up my painting supplies, set the still life aside to finish another night. And then I join him in our room, both of us breathing in the dark.






TWENTY-FOUR


A COUPLE WEEKS LATER, THERE’S a knock at the door of my booth. I glance up from my drawing and Ginny’s here. White button-down shirt and blue jeans, back straight, hair tucked neatly behind her ears, accentuating the line of her jaw. My body hums at the sight of her. “There’s a flaw, I think,” she says, holding up a record.

All I can do is make room for her, close the door, even though it goes against the rules I’ve set for myself. We aren’t supposed to be this close to each other, let alone in here, where there’s no hope of keeping distance. She holds the record by its edges. There’s no label on it yet but I know what it is. All week, we’ve been pressing Doris Day.

“Which song?” I ask.

“‘Secret Love.’”

“Where?”

“Let’s listen from the beginning.” She draws the curtain shut.

Dimmer now, my pulse racing. I know which side to play based on the space between the deeper grooves, know where to place the needle for “Secret Love.” I’ve listened to the record dozens of times, but still—when Doris Day’s voice fills the booth, the lyrics are torture. A secret love, impatient to be free. Too much with Ginny here. I try to hear without listening—to make the notes only sounds, not a declaration of love. A minute passes, two. Ginny’s hands rest on her knees, her nails short and smooth. Listen to the song, I remind myself. But also—don’t. The music swells—I’m sure I’ll hear it soon, a pop or a skipped note. But then it ends. “I didn’t hear anything,” I say.

“How odd,” Ginny says, but she’s hiding a smile.

A flare of anger. I’ve been trying so hard. “‘Secret Love’? This is a joke?”

“Not a joke. An excuse.”

“Ah.”

“You avoid me.”

“I try my best to.”

“Why?”

“Apparently you know why.” My heart is pounding, I might be sick, my body is frantic with trying to tell me something.

“Come out with me tonight. Let me take you to dinner.”

“I have children, remember? And a husband.”

“Don’t you ever leave them for a night?” She waits. I don’t answer her, don’t trust myself to speak. So quiet in here now. With each shift and breath, we’re on the verge of something. “Let me know if you change your mind,” she finally says.

She opens the door. A sweep of light. Noise rushes in as she steps out—people talking as they walk by, the distant sounds of machinery—and then she presses the door shut. A click and it’s quiet again.

“They don’t let girls like you keep their babies.” I say it out loud. But the threat sounds hollow, doesn’t grip me like it once did. Instead, I hear Felix, telling me I’m still young, urging me not to give up on romantic love forever.

But Bayard Rustin in the paper. Names printed in black ink for all of Los Angeles to see.

Dinner is hardly sex in a car, though. And really, is anyone watching me all that closely? Could I give myself this, just once? I’m losing hold of my resolve. First painting. Now this.

In the restroom, I splash water on my face, dry it with a towel, study myself in the mirror. My reflection is flushed, full of hunger, thrilled, afraid.

Oh, hello. I know you.

She’s there at lunch, in the cafeteria, sitting next to Al, making it easy for me to join her. I take a tray, aware of her gaze on me as I choose salad and soup, top my coffee with cream. Instead of fleeing as I usually do, I take the spot directly across from her, next to Bernard.

“I can’t remember the last time you joined us for lunch,” he says. “We’ve missed you.”

“She works too hard,” Al says. “You feel pressured to do it? If we unionize, all that would be taken care of.”

“You don’t feel pressure, do you?” Bernard asks. “The company gives us all a fair lunch. Forty-five minutes and high-quality food. Al, you’re smoking something.”

“Well,” Al says, “I do enjoy a smoke now and then, brother. Not all of us are so straightlaced.”

Ginny catches my eye, smiles.

“Look,” Bernard says. “The girls are amused by us. We’re bickering like husband and wife.”

“I agree that Odette works too hard,” Ginny says. Her dark eyes are all over my face. “In fact, I invited her out tonight—some of us are going for drinks—and she said no.”

I say, “The trouble is, Felix is away. No one would be home with the children.”

“Send them over,” Al says. “You go out with Ginny and the others. You deserve it.”

“What do you say?” Ginny asks.

“All right,” I say. My body is strangely calm, my voice easy when I add, “Only thing is, I don’t want to disrupt their bedtimes. I’m bound to be out late.”

“Pack their overnight things,” Al says. “You can come for breakfast in the morning, pick them up then.”

Loud voices rise all around us, the clinking of glasses against the Formica tables, the scrape of chairs pushing back, a swell of laughter from one corner, and then from another. Bernard and Al go back to the company union debate and Ginny’s eyes are locked to mine. For the first time, I see her blush.



It’s still light when she pulls up in her little white car. “You aren’t going to invite me in?” she asks as I slide onto the seat.

“It isn’t enough that we’re going out together?”

“Honestly,” she says, “you make it hard not to want everything.” I should laugh, it’s such a line, but she’s earnest, and I long to give her everything. Her car smells faintly of soap, also of a grassy field, and flowers, and she reaches into the back seat and hands me a small bouquet. “Wildflowers on your kitchen table.”

Forget-me-nots and daisies and California poppies, tied together with a piece of twine. Years later, and she remembers our conversation, what I pictured for my life. “You picked them for me?”

She nods.

“They’re so pretty. Thank you. I’ll run them inside.”

Back down the steps I go, the flowers in my hand. I find my smallest vase and set them in. Then I’m in her car again, dizzy from my lack of resistance, nothing tethering me to my good sense, feeling like the balloon Nathalie wanted for her eighth birthday, slipping from her hand, set loose and drifting higher and higher. It was so beautiful floating away like that, so right that she didn’t even cry.

“Have you been to Rick’s Place?” Ginny asks. I shake my head. “You’ll like it.”

The host greets us at the door, shows us to our table. It’s in the middle of the dining room, set for two with a tablecloth and a candle in a red holder between us. Ginny takes her seat, her face and body in low light. So close to me. Like one of my secret paintings, mine just for tonight. “This is the only time I can do this,” I say. “I want to tell you now, so you don’t get the wrong idea, or wonder later.”

Her brow furrows. “Okay.”

My ribs press against the table as I lean in. “What have you had to give up to live the way you do?”

“A big question before the drinks have even come.”

“It’s just that I have this fear that the night’s going to be over and I won’t have found anything out. Or at least not enough. But I can start smaller. Where do you live now?”

“Near Lionel, right off Central Avenue. In a fourplex. Just a one bedroom but it’s plenty. Your neighborhood is pretty. Lots of trees.”

I can’t help smiling. “Yes,” I say. “Lots of trees.”

She laughs. “Well, I don’t know what to ask or say about the other parts.”

I cock my head. “What would those parts be?”

“The husband, to start.”

“He isn’t—” I say. “It isn’t—” I stop myself before saying it isn’t a real marriage. It’s real in its own way. Our companiable days and nights. Sleeping in the same room, tending to the children and the home. More than simple friendship.

The waiter is here now, hovering over us. I haven’t even glanced at the menu.

“The gin punch is good here,” Ginny says.

“Sure.”

“We’ll have two gin punches. And the shrimp cocktail?” She looks to me, I nod, and the waiter is gone. The tables are far apart, the music just loud enough to drown out the other diners’ words. Ginny chose well for us. I’m suddenly fascinated by everyone here, wondering who they are to each other. Wondering how they see us. “So you were saying … about your husband?”

“He’s like us.”

“Oh.” She studies me in a new way, like she’s reevaluating all she’d assumed before.

I like that I can surprise her. I lean back, fish a cigarette from my purse. She lights it for me from across the table. “This way,” I say, “we can have it all. Family and church, good jobs, a house.”

She’s watching me closely. “Why have you avoided me for so long, then?”

I take a drag. Smoke in my throat. A tremble starts in my hand as I lower the cigarette. “I don’t date.”

“But Felix wouldn’t stop you?”

“I don’t think so.”

“You don’t think so?”

I see her puzzling. My head spins. “It’s just … I haven’t told him. About me.”

“Really? Why not?”

“It isn’t relevant,” I say.

“What isn’t relevant?”

She’s being obtuse. I want to cry. The ups and downs of this, the confidence turning to foolishness. Too much. I’m with her here, now, aren’t I? I’m not hiding. The waiter comes with our drinks. Sets them down. Leaves us. “Felix would be fine with it,” I say. “But the world is still the world.”

“You’re upset,” she says. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable. I was just trying to understand.”

“It isn’t you,” I say. I could tell her more. That in certain light this life I’ve assembled looks like enough, but there are cracks in it. That I thought it was fine, but now she’s back and my heart is a tangle of wanting and terror. I shake my head, can’t say any of it. She spares me. Lifts her glass and sips. I do the same. When I place my glass on the table again, she’s watching me. “What is it?” I ask.

“Dates don’t usually go this way,” she says.

“How do they go?”

“Well, for one thing, I’ve never had a girl call things off so early.”

“I haven’t called it off. We have hours and hours.”

“That many?”

“We’re just starting.”

Our shrimp cocktail comes on a plate of crushed ice. I’m getting the enjoyment back, just a little bit. Maybe it’s the drink, maybe it’s the pleasure of Ginny’s gaze—warm and admiring.

“So,” she says. “You want to know what I’ve had to give up.”

“I do. I was hoping it wasn’t much, but now I’m fearing otherwise.”

“I had to leave home at sixteen. It wasn’t my choice. I was in love with a girl. I told my mother because I’d always told her everything important. She threw me out.”

“Just like that?”

“She wanted me to go to confession, so I did. She wanted me to promise I wouldn’t see the girl again. I did try, for a couple days, but I knew even then that this was always going to be a part of me. It wasn’t just the one time, or the one girl. I told my mother—that it was who I was, and I needed her help to understand how to live with it. That’s when she told me to pack my things and leave. Nothing could have prepared me for it. I’d never doubted her love. That’s why I went to her in the first place. I had this certainty that we’d figure out what it meant and we’d find a way for me.”

“Have you seen her since then?”

“Three times. Twice, when I was young, I went to her house when I was in a bad place and desperate. Once at my father’s funeral. She never spoke to me. In her mind, I think, I’m the one who broke her heart.”

“I’m so sorry. It’s terrible.”

“Are you close with your parents?”

“No. My father died. What you’re describing with your mother … I never had that. She was always more attached to my sisters. I was my father’s child. But then she had him committed to an institution.”

“What for?”

“He was melancholy, after he came back from the war. He got tuberculosis and died there.”

“I’m sorry, Odette,” she says. “And your cousin was committed, too, wasn’t she? Nathalie’s mother? Lionel told me a little. He was vague about it. She had a breakdown of some kind, and then…?” I’m caught in the web of it. I don’t want to lie to Ginny, don’t want to betray Nathalie. She spares me. “Maybe we should talk about food instead,” she says. “The pork chop’s good. And the brisket.”

“I love a pork chop.”

She catches the waiter’s eye.

After dinner she says, “There’s a bar a couple blocks from here. The Star Room.” It’s on the corner of South Main and 127th, not much from the outside. A man at the door greets Ginny—he knows her—and lets us in.

It’s dark inside. Not the pleasant dimness of the restaurant, but something closer to blackness. I can make out shapes of people at the bar, figures dancing, and then my eyes adjust. “Oh,” I say. “You can’t take me here.” Across the floor, women dance with women, men with men.

“What do you mean?” Ginny says. “Where did you think I was taking you?”

“Somewhere safe,” I say.

“It is safe. It’s the safest place for us. Look.” She points to a small stage in the far corner where a woman stands over the dance floor. “Jo doesn’t mess around. See her with that flashlight? She doesn’t let anyone dance too close, just in case. And also, look. We can all pass if we need to.”

She believes it enough that I can begin to believe it, too. I realize I’ve been shaking. “We can leave,” she says. “Or I can get you a drink. You decide.”

My eyes have adjusted. I can see more now. The long plain bar. The handsome bartenders. The proprietor surveying it all like a schoolmistress. Ginny waiting to see what I’ll decide. “I’ve never been seen this way.”

She nods. Waits. A couple women at the bar watch us, frankly. It’s a whole different world.

“One drink here,” I say.

“And a dance?”

I smile. My whole body is tired now, crashing from the panic. She reaches for my hand. Warm and firm. I want more of her. The women at the bar turn their sights elsewhere. I want to dance with her, but she’s tugging me toward a bartender. “What would you like?”

“Whiskey,” I say. “On ice.”

The bartender is quick. Soon our glasses are waiting for us on the bar, and I’m desperate for her touch as we clink and sip.

It’s too loud for much talking. We drink and then she leads me to the dance floor. She puts her arms around my waist—a spark, electric, coursing through me. I put mine around her neck. It’s torture not to get any closer, not to let my breasts press against hers, or my head rest on her shoulder. I stare her in the eyes, willing her to understand.

“What is it?” she asks.

“Take me home with you?”

We’re at her apartment in just a few minutes. She closes her front door and takes my dress off. I slip her undershirt over her head, unbutton her pants, and watch as she slides them down. A flare of sitting with her in Adele’s backyard, the last of the sunlight on her shoulders, and how much I wanted her then and how much I do, now. I’m glad I couldn’t hide it, even though I tried. Glad that she saw something in my eyes or my body or the way I resisted looking at her too closely.

I try to relax into the moment, but I can’t. Our only chance. She kisses me and I tense—stomach clenching, chest tight—even though it’s all that I want.

The kiss ends. Excruciating, for her to look at me this way. Concern where there had just been desire. She tucks a lock of my hair behind my ear. “A drink?”

“Okay.”

“Hold on.” She walks naked into a small hallway, her familiar stride but exposed now. The feminine curve of her hips, usually disguised by loose clothing. The angle of her shoulder blades and roundness of her buttocks. I’m crestfallen when she returns in a long shirt down to her thighs, carrying a robe for me. I slip it on while she crosses to the kitchen, opens a cabinet. Takes down a bottle of bourbon, pours some into mismatched glasses. She hands one to me and takes a seat on the far end of her sofa. I sit on the other, close but not as close as I could be. She folds her legs under her. “Have you been with a woman before?”

“Of course,” I say.

“Why would I assume?”

“I was with a woman back home. Before I was married. For about a year.” How could it be, that it was so short? A flash in time, the impact rippling out, on and on, lasting.

“A secret love,” Ginny says.

I nod. Blink hard. “You and that song.”

“Will you still stay with me tonight? We don’t have to do anything.”

We pass a cigarette back and forth, drink our whiskey until the glasses are empty. I settle in, stretch my legs out, close to her but still not touching. She looks at my foot, my calf, sets her hand on my ankle.

“Can we try again?” I ask.

This time, when we kiss, my body softens. She takes her time, kisses me slowly. Checks my face to see if I’m okay. I don’t want her to look at me anymore, not like that. I pull her onto me, sink into the sofa cushions. I’d forgotten what it was like, this pressure, this skin on skin and the wanting. I kiss her hard and faster and I take her hand, put it against my breast.

“Come,” she says, lifting off me, taking my hand. “I’m not making love to you on a couch. Not after waiting this long.”

She leads me into her room. Her bed’s soft and I’m enveloped by it. But I can’t trust it, my body won’t let me. It’s all right now, I tell myself. Just this once, just tonight. But some part of me won’t listen. She kisses me, pins me with her weight again. It all happens—all the things I dreamed about—but my mind is far away. I cry out, a bolt shooting through me, but when it’s over I’m left vacant. So many years, wanting and burying the want. My one chance and I couldn’t surrender to it.

It’s later still, in the early morning hours, that I wake in the dark. Light from the street filters through Ginny’s bedroom window and I stare for a long time at the perfect triangle of her shoulder blade. I’m safe, in her bed, and no one is watching. No one knows I’m here. I pull closer to her, my breasts against her back, and kiss her neck at the top of her spine. Her skin smells of salt. I kiss her again to taste it. She stirs, waking, and she turns, rises over me, her mouth warm from sleep and hungry.

I’m ready now. She gives me everything.






TWENTY-FIVE


I KEEP MY WORD. MORNING comes and I dress before Ginny wakes. I sit on the edge of her bed and touch her shoulder. She opens her eyes. “Let me make you coffee.”

I shake my head. “I have to go.”

At lunchtime, she watches me from across the room, saves an empty seat next to hers, but I sit with the girls instead. That’s all it takes. We go back to rarely speaking. Now, it’s not only me who averts my gaze when we’re near each other. A few days later, she’s at Lionel’s house when I drop by. She pretends to remember an appointment, leaves in a rush. I’ve hurt her. I’ve hurt myself. But also, I warned her. I thought that one night was better than never and she decided to go along.

Spring comes. A rainstorm. Headlines in the paper about Senator McCarthy and sexual deviants. “The thing is,” Claire says, “these people live in the shadows, so they’re more susceptible to blackmail. Once the Soviets find them, there’s no telling what a homosexual might do to save face.” Pressure in my chest. Nerves shot. Elise calls me one evening after the children are sleeping. Asks me how I am and I let it spill out, grateful for the darkness and the distance between us. I tell her about my night with Ginny, I tell her about Delphine—the agony of the hospital, the terror of her threat—the first time I’ve told it. Elise listens closely. Asks questions along the way.

“Where is she now?”

“I don’t know. I let her be dead. I never called again, just like she wanted.”

She clears her throat. Her voice is thick the next time she speaks. “I wish it could go another way for you with Ginny. But I understand it. You have your children to consider.”

“The strange thing is, I feel so guilty about Felix now. Not telling him.”

“But he sees men without telling you about them.”

“Yes. But I know that he does. He’s made it clear. And I’m lying to him now when he’s never lied to me.”

“Could you tell him?”

I close my eyes. “I’m too afraid,” I say. “I believe that he wouldn’t tell anyone. But what if he did?”

“I know,” she says. “I understand. You aren’t doing a single thing wrong.” We’re quiet for a while, breathing together over the line. “Listen,” she finally says. “I called tonight because I’m inviting you to a dinner party.”

“Are you?” I ask. “You sound like you don’t really want me to come.”

“It’s just that I’m selfish,” she says. “I love having you all to myself. But I suppose it’s inevitable that I’ll need to share you at some point or another. Plus, I like my friends to know each other. That way, if I ever die suddenly, everyone will have a better time at the funeral.”

“Oh, Elise,” I say. “Don’t be morbid.” But I’m grateful for her jokes, the turn in conversation. A party. My first-ever invitation to her house. She tells me her home address, the date—a week away—and the time.

“Your actual house,” I say. “The place where you live. I was beginning to worry you were ashamed of me. Or that you might be a spy.”

“Hopefully it won’t be terribly boring,” she says, and I laugh and she asks me if I’m okay.

“I am,” I say. “I’m better having talked about it.” And we hang up.



I wear my chartreuse dress, spend more time than usual on my face and my hair. Darken my brows, outline my lips in pink before applying lipstick. Rouge on the apples of my cheeks, a shimmer of eyeshadow, careful mascara. My hair is dark and shiny, loose waves past my shoulders. When I step back and appraise myself, I’m pleased. I scan the Thomas Guide for the intersection and open to the page. I’ll take Western through the city as though I’m going to the plant, but after I turn left on Hollywood Boulevard I’ll go right on Laurel Canyon and up into the hills.

I write myself a list of turns, climb the garden steps, rest my pumps and purse on the seat next to me, and I’m on my way.

It makes sense to me, turning onto Hollywood, how natural it was that we met at Pickwick’s—how I drove north and east from the plant, and she drove the same distance south and west. There’s an expansiveness to all of this. Driving through Los Angeles on my own on a Saturday night, heading to dinner with strangers, and the sensation intensifies as I climb the hills, and the road winds and bends, and everything’s lush up here—citrus trees and enormous palms; giant birds of paradise and old, unruly cactuses. A coyote slinks along the side of the road and, everywhere, so many birds. I climb higher, deeper, and I understand a bit more about Elise’s life now, passing the charming old houses and the sleek modern ones, the shiny, expensive cars in the drives. I knew a bit already, of course—her stacks of rings, her social calendar—but it’s now clear as can be.

I turn onto her street. It’s called Wonderland and I have to laugh. Huge, ancient agaves and willow trees, and here’s her address. I pull into her sprawling drive. A few cars are already parked here and there’s still plenty of room for mine. The house’s façade is flat and plain. I can’t see in at first and then I follow the path to the doorway and I’m met with a giant pane of glass. I ring and Elise answers. Opens the door to glass walls and wood ceilings and plush rugs, bright artwork and sleek European furniture and ceramic lamps and stacks of books.

She sets a glass of champagne in my hand and steers me to a grand credenza behind the sofa. She’s in a black dress, effortless. “Canapés,” she says. “One is spinach and the other is crab.”

“I didn’t know you could cook like this,” I say, reaching for one.

“Oh, no, I don’t cook. We have a friend come by to cook for us a few times a week, and whenever we host.”

“Nice friend.”

She bites into a canapé. “We pay him, of course.”

“I should hope so.”

“All right, well. I suppose I should introduce you around. Can’t keep you to myself forever.” We head toward a man and woman, standing by the glass walls at the far side of the living room, overlooking the lights of the city. All this glass, the drop below. Truly a different world, to pay so much for a sensation of precarity. “This is my friend Odette. I met her at Pickwick’s, and she disagreed with one of my rants so I knew I could trust her. Unlike Sylvie here, who just nods along to everything, so I never know what she’s thinking of me.”

The woman opens her mouth in shock. Sylvie, I suppose. She’s dressed in buttercup with a string of pearls at her throat. Elise pays her no attention. “Odette’s an artist and a very good one, undiscovered as of yet so no need to pretend you might know her work. This is Fred, Espen’s and my dearest friend from Stanford, and his wife, Sylvie, who I can’t help but pick on but only because she is so lovely and young that it’s nearly impossible to be around her sometimes. Over there is Norman. Norman, here’s Odette, the artist I was telling you about.” He waves at me from across the room. “The Alastairs—Melinda and Harry—are always late but they’ll show eventually. For now, that’s it.”

“Your home is spectacular. Something out of a magazine.”

“Sunset magazine,” Fred says.

“Fred’s our archivist,” Elise says. I can’t tell if she’s joking, or if he is. But then she goes on. “Anyway, it was a disaster. We had to move half our stuff out so it wouldn’t look too crowded, and then they didn’t even photograph all the rooms.”

“The story was gorgeous,” Fred says. “She’s just bitter.”

“Bitter?” I ask.

“We didn’t get the cover. ‘Arizona Vacations’ won out. We were relegated to pages thirty-two through thirty-eight.”

“A six-page story in Sunset magazine doesn’t sound so bad,” I say.

“They even had a full-color spread,” Fred adds.

“That’s the thing. It’s humiliating to care so much about something so frivolous. Espen swears he’ll never step foot in Arizona out of spite. We’re vain people, Odette, there’s no getting around it.”

At the dinner table, over beef Stroganoff, Espen says, “I’m sorry your husband couldn’t make it. I’d like to meet him sometime.”

“He’d like that, too.” He really would. He loves beautiful things, beautiful people, and there’s less of a holding oneself together here than there is at my sisters’. Less effort of any kind. Theirs is a life spent doing whatever pleases them. I wonder what Felix would make of it. And then—reflexively, alarmingly—I wonder what Ginny would.

“What does your husband do?” Norman asks, and everyone’s eyes are on me.

“He’s a train porter,” I say.

Melinda’s eyes light up. “A train porter!” she says. “How romantic. I love trains. I’ve never met a train porter.”

“What on earth do you do with your luggage?” Elise asks.

“I mean, in everyday life,” Melinda says. “Elise, you do give us all a hard time, don’t you.”

“I thought they were mostly colored men,” Harry says, lighting a cigarette.

My stomach clenches. “He is colored,” I say. “We both are. We’re Creole, from New Orleans.”

Silence, stretching a moment too long. Melinda leans closer to me, examining my face. “Fascinating,” she says. “I suppose I can see it.”

“Elise,” Espen says. “We should have invited Walter. I had drinks with him just the other day.”

“Walter is our other colored friend, so clearly you would have had much in common,” she says, winking at me.

“Please, I didn’t mean it like that,” Espen says. “And it isn’t even true. There’s Timmy and Serge—”

“Yes, in Europe we know more colored people. The races are more divided here. But you know that, of course.”

The conversation swerves into politics and I’m grateful for the shift away from me. But as the night goes on, Sylvie sneaks little glances at me and I have an urge to take her by the hand, drag her into the light, and say, “Go ahead and stare until you’ve seen what you want to, and then leave me alone.”

Still, the night’s everything I hoped it would be. Sophisticated, adult, full of conversations about art. And thrumming under all of it is how Elise introduced me, how all of them see me as an artist. When I tell her it’s time for me to go, she says, “No, wait. I haven’t even shown you the back yet,” and leads me through the giant, heavy glass doors and down a set of stone steps and here’s a pool, black and glistening under the dark sky. “Now that you’ve been here, you’ll have to come back and swim soon.”

“Were you hiding all of this from me before?”

“Maybe, a little. So you’ll come swim?”

“I’d like to bring my kids. They’d love it here.”

She sighs. “Fine.”

I don’t listen to the radio on my drive home. Instead, snippets of the night’s conversations come back to me as I glide down the hill and through the city. Until I reach my street, my tall fence, my garden steps, my little house. And I’m glad for the rest of the quiet night to myself—Nathalie and Clément tucked in safe at Adele’s house, Felix hurtling through the Northwest on his train—a little more time to be who I am tonight.






TWENTY-SIX


ELISE INVITES US TO SWIM on a hot weekend morning near the end of October. When we arrive, towels are rolled up on lounge chairs, a spread of fruit and cheese and finger sandwiches on a low table. She hands me a glass of lemonade. “Ours have bourbon,” she says.

“It’s like I’m at an elite club.”

“We do our best.”

Nathalie and Clément go straight for the pool. “Stay in the shallow end,” I call. “No deeper than your shoulders.”

“They can’t swim?” Elise asks. Her hair’s in a bun. She wears a black bathing suit, a robe open over it. Huge sunglasses.

I shake my head.

She wanders to the food, plucks a cherry from its stem, works it in her mouth, spits the pit neatly into a bowl. “I’m going in,” she says. “Time for lessons. Who’s going first?”

Clément volunteers, and Nathalie calls for me, left out, so I go. The water’s nearly as warm as the air. Years since I’ve been in a pool. I ease myself back and float. Palms and hills, rush of water in my ears, hand closing around my ankle. Nathalie, smiling. I stand and she wraps her arms and legs around me. I swish her through the heavy water. “I remember us doing this when I was little,” she says. “When I was maybe three or four.” I search my memory and realize, at the same time she does, that it’s impossible. Her face crumples, she clings to me. “I’m sorry.”

“I’ve loved you for your whole life,” I say. “Even before I met you. And I’ve loved Delphine for my whole life. We’re both your mothers.” Her arms are strong and tight around my neck, her fingers digging into me. Clément is kicking, holding on to the side of the pool, Elise focused on his form, paying no mind to us. “Sweetheart,” I say. “What is it?” Nathalie doesn’t answer me, doesn’t loosen her grip. “You think you can go have your lesson?” She nods and I carry her over. She lets go.

Later, we’re all out of the pool, sitting on towels and eating. Elise says, “I’ll need you to bring them back, tomorrow or the next day. They need to learn to swim. It’s unsafe not to. A few lessons at the bare minimum, just for floating and treading water and making it to the edge of a pool in the event that they fall in.”

“I feel like I’m in trouble,” I say.

“You are. Tomorrow then?”

“Yes!” they say, holding each other’s hands, jumping up and down. “Tomorrow! Tomorrow!”



A month passes, and Felix phones me at a little after ten at night. “I’m out having drinks with a few people,” he says, noise in the background. “A nice group. I might bring them home after. We could be quiet, wouldn’t wake the children. Would you mind that?”

“I’d love it,” I say, looking around. The house isn’t exactly tidy, but it’s not too far gone, either, and once the children are sleeping they sleep until morning, no matter what’s going on in the other rooms.

“I thought so. Maybe you could mix us all up some drinks. They’ll adore you and you’ll adore them. I’m sure of it.”

“I’ll make whiskey sours. I think I have everything,” I say, stretching the phone cord to check the fruit bowl. “Oh wait. Can you pick up a couple oranges?”

“You got it.”

“Okay then,” I say, noticing the brightness in my voice.

I take down my set of cocktail glasses, make a quick batch of simple syrup over the stove and check for ice, and then I’m straightening the living room, pulling the kitchen chairs in, making sure the lighting is right. I neaten the stack of magazines, choose a jazz record and start it. I light a new taper candle in the wall sconce, tall and white against the living room’s blue walls. Voices in the yard now, and the door creaks open and here’s Felix, taking off his hat, and a tall white man with a mustache after him, and a red-haired girl carrying a bag, and Ginny. I’m faint at the sight of her.

“Odette, hi,” she says, apologetic.

Felix frowns. “You know each other?”

“Ginny works at the plant,” I say. “And she’s Lionel’s good friend.”

“Oh,” he says, dismayed. “I didn’t realize. I’ve known Patsy for a time, but I’m afraid I didn’t even get your name earlier.”

The redhead, Patsy, takes Ginny’s hand and leans into her shoulder. “How rude of me,” she says. “I forgot to introduce you.”

Ginny’s eyes are still on Felix. “I didn’t catch yours either,” she says. “But it’s fine. I’m discreet.”

“All right,” Felix says. “Yes, okay. Of course. And so is Odette. She’s a gem. She isn’t shocked by us or anything.”

“I imagine not,” Ginny says.

I escape to the kitchen and mix the drinks, wishing I could call Elise. She’d gasp and ask me what I was going to do, and I’d say, I have no idea. Tell me. She’d come up with something surprising, irreverent, something I would never think of myself. When I’m back in the living room everyone’s comfortable, talking and laughing. I hand them each a glass—faint again, when Ginny takes hers from me—and we toast. As soon as the conversation picks back up, I say, “I’m going to check on something outside. I’ll be back in a moment.”

I step onto the patio, shut the door behind me, lean against the house. Tonight’s moon is just a wisp, like the tip of a fingernail, lying on its back in the sky. I’ve never seen the moon quite like this before and it fills me with a longing so sharp I can’t breathe. The door opens. Ginny shuts it softly behind her. “I’m sorry,” she says. “I had no idea until I got here, and then it was too late.”

“It’s all right.” I keep my gaze on the sky and she follows it.

“Look at that moon.”

This moon is mine. She shouldn’t speak of it. “It’s the same as every night,” I say.

“I’m fairly certain that the moon is always changing.” I ignore her and she sighs. “He still has no idea about you?”

It sounds absurd, coming from her, spoken aloud like this. “I don’t appreciate being interrogated,” I say.

“It isn’t an interrogation. I’m only making sure I understand.”

“That night with you,” I say. “It’s behind me.”

“Behind you?”

“That part of my life is over.” It comes out forceful, too intense. I’d meant to state it simply. “It was a mistake, what happened with you, just something that got away from me.” I’m angry that she’s here, at my house with another woman. But I also know it’s unfair of me. “You were very persuasive, you know,” I say, voice softer.

“You weren’t that difficult to persuade.”

And then I’m back in the bar with her, she’s putting her hands around my waist, and my knees are weak, and I can’t be out here with her anymore. “Your girlfriend’s probably wondering where you are.”

“It isn’t serious. I only met her tonight.”

“She looks at you like it’s serious.”

“Maybe she’s serious. I’m not.”

“Ginny,” I say. “Stop. Go back inside.”

“You don’t need to live this way,” she says. “With so much fear. You’re starving yourself, and you don’t have to.”

A flame, burning against my eyelids. “Go back inside,” I say, and this time she does.

The night passes, tears me up. I want them to be here, want Felix to know that he made the right decision, but I have to endure looks from all of them—Felix hesitating before he puts his hand on James’s thigh, Patsy holding a magazine—my magazine—in front of her face as she leans into Ginny for a kiss. Meant for a laugh, but real enough to sting. We’re all here together but they don’t know if we should be, if I should be here in my own home. Ginny steals looks at me, serious, concerned, and it makes me want to scream. I would love nothing more than to grab my magazine out of her girlfriend’s hand and push her out, push all of them out. But also, I want them to stay. Ginny’s looking at me again and okay, all right—what I would like most is for her to take me by the hand and lead me to my bedroom and close the door.

It’s well past midnight, and Ginny and the redhead are getting ready to go. “See you at work, Odette,” Ginny says, and I go to say something like, It was nice to see you outside of the plant, but I trail off. Such a charade and for what? No one’s paying attention to what I’m saying anyway. No one except Ginny, so why fake it? Patsy takes my hand and tells me how delicious the drinks were, how sweet my home is. “I hope I didn’t offend you,” she says. “Joking around that way. It’s new to me, to be in mixed company like this,” and I see that she’s sincere and thoughtful, and I hate her for misunderstanding me, but I also hate myself for insisting on being misunderstood.

“Thank you for coming,” I say. “I’m so glad you had a nice time.” Ginny looks at me once more on her way out, and I smile brightly at her, fend off her concern.

Now it’s just Felix and James and me, and they’re watching me from the fireplace, the wood burning, the room warm and beautiful—I made it so beautiful—and they’re hopeful and a little nervous and I say, “James, I hope you’re staying. The sofa is plenty comfortable enough for me.”

“No,” they both say. “No, we can’t have you on the sofa.” But I wave away their protests.

“James, I’ll show you where the washcloths and towels are,” I say. “And let either of us know if there’s anything else you need.” James smiles. A crinkle by his eyes that pleases me. A kindness to him. After I’ve shown him around, I return to the living room, where Felix has been waiting. I say, “I’m glad about tonight. Truly. This is our home. Yours and mine. You should be able to live in it.”

He embraces me. His heart beats hard, there’s a dampness to him. He’s nervous or emotional, I don’t know which. I could tell him now, about Ginny. About me. He’s sharing himself with me and I could give him this in exchange. But the bathroom door opens and I let him go.

Later, I sit outside on the patio, hearing the bed creak against the wall, willing the cold to shock me back into myself.



At work Ginny is a puzzle to me. Each time I see her on the floor, I’m seized by nerves, but she’s calm as can be. She doesn’t ignore me, she doesn’t flirt. She says hello when our eyes meet. Sometimes she’ll inquire over the weekend that just passed, listen in a way that shows she cares about the answer but doesn’t hint toward anything else. I have no idea if she wants me anymore. I can’t tell if she thinks of me when I’m not right here, in her presence. I avoid the upstairs coworkers’ lounge—frequented mostly by managers, mostly men—until I discover that the window in the corner looks over the parking lot. Sometimes, when her shift is over, I go to see who she leaves with. She almost always leaves with someone.

One afternoon she makes her way through the parking lot alone. She turns. She leans against the driver’s door, fixes her gaze on the window where I’m standing, and waves. My cigarette slips through my fingers and I’m bending over to pick it up, making sure no embers are on the carpet, and a Production manager slides his hand across my behind and a few men chuckle and I flush with anger and humiliation, but I’m most concerned with hurrying to the exit and down the stairs and outside, to where Ginny is still leaning against the car, her head tilted skyward, sun on her face.

“I didn’t mean to spy,” I say.

“I’m pretty sure you did,” she says, not looking at me.

“I guess you’re right,” I say. “I’m sorry.”

“No need.”



It’s just after Thanksgiving now, our house peaceful, just the three of us with Felix on the train.

“When will we get our Christmas tree?” Nathalie asks.

“Whenever we want to,” I say. “Should we get a pink or a blue one, like Auntie Adele’s and Auntie Claire’s? Or should we stick to the real thing?”

“The real thing,” Clément says. “I like having a piece of nature in the living room.”

Nathalie agrees.

“I drove past a lot the other day,” I say. “It wasn’t too far. Should we go? We could surprise Daddy with it when he gets home.”

They both jump up. Yes, yes, yes.

At the lot we drink hot cider out of little paper cups and a group is caroling. They sing “Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas” and Nathalie listens in the careful way that she does when a song moves her. “I like the sad Christmas songs the best,” she says.

“I do, too,” I tell her.

And then Clément is behind us. “I found our tree,” he says. “Come see.”

I pay for it and the men working there help us tie it to the top of the car. Nathalie sings on the drive back home, her voice more beautiful than anything on the radio, anything I listen to in the booth. We clear a spot for the tree in the corner by moving my chair by the fireplace. I start a fire and we put on a Bing Crosby Christmas record. We pop popcorn to string for garlands and melt butter for a second batch to eat. And then we’re tired, we’re happy, a casserole is in the oven and we’re lounging in the living room with the fire burning and our tree glorious and adorned. There’s a memory tugging at me, inviting me in, and I let my mind go to it—and here’s Cyril.

We’re in his bed in the Laurent house. In just a few hours, he’ll be reporting to Shreveport for duty. He sits up, leans against the headboard. I sit up, too, in my nightgown, study him. I memorize the slant of his nose, the angle of his jaw. His hazel eyes, his throat as he swallows. He says, “It’s about time for me to face the day.” Kisses me, softly. When he pulls away again, he has a hopeful look. “What is it?” I ask. He tilts his head to the side. He says, “Do you think we made a baby while we were away?”

Clément looks so much like him, sitting on the living room floor in front of our tree. And Nathalie’s hair falls loose like Delphine’s as she’s lifting a record, turning it to its other side. And I have another memory, hazier, of Delphine and me as little girls at Christmas Mass, holding hands in red velvet dresses as the choir sings. I go to my bedroom, reach into the closet for the two gifts I’ve stowed there. “I have presents for you,” I say.

Nathalie’s skeptical. “It isn’t Christmas yet.”

“I know. Daddy and I will get you others. But I’ve been holding on to these and I can’t wait.”

I hand Clément his, heavy for its size. I hand Nathalie hers, flat and delicate. Nathalie waits while Clément tears the wrapping. He holds the brass paperweight in his hands. “C.L.,” he says. “My initials. But it looks so old.”

“It was your father’s,” I say. “Those were his initials, too.”

He clasps it to his heart. Nathalie hesitates with her gift. “Go ahead,” I tell her. “You won’t be disappointed.”

She peels off the paper. Cocks her head at the framed drawings in her hands. “What are these? Why are the noses in the wrong place?”

“They’re contour drawings. Delphine and I made them, before you were born. I drew this one of her. She drew that one of me.” Clément and Nathalie study them. “Your two mothers,” I say. Firelight from the hearth. Opening notes of “Silver Bells.” Their faces, close together. I leave them in the living room to check the casserole.






TWENTY-SEVEN


ONE MORNING AFTER THE NEW Year, Felix is strange with me in the kitchen. He apologizes when I’m in his way at the refrigerator, shuts the bathroom door when he shaves. I go to work and listen as Sally tells me about her husband’s worrisome drinking, and offer advice to Ivy about asking for the raise she deserves. I take a banana and a muffin for lunch, walk laps through the plant, go into the printing room just for the ink scent and its different sounds. The stamp, the whirl. Anything to block the feeling that I’ve let Felix down, that he knows I’m keeping something from him, that he’s unhappy and it’s my fault.

“Men can be moody,” Elise says over drinks after work that Thursday. “Have you asked him about it?”

“Yes. He acted surprised, overly cheerful, said nothing at all was the matter.”

“What happened next?”

“He went out. Stayed out late.”

“Maybe it’s a lover’s quarrel.”

“I wouldn’t know.”

And then it’s the weekend, and he’s on the train again, and I tell myself that whatever this is will fade over the time he’s gone. The first night he’s back, I cook dinner for the family and we eat on the patio and he’s sweet and helpful but his mind is somewhere else. After the children are asleep, I find him staring at me when I’m standing at the kitchen sink. I turn off the water.

“Felix,” I say. “What is it?”

He looks pale, unsteady. “I’ve been telling myself that you might know already, perhaps you’ve suspected…”

My heart is racing. “Felix,” I say. “Tell me.”

He closes his eyes, says in the faintest voice, “I have to go.”

“Go where?” I don’t understand. He’s almost always gone.

“Back to New Orleans,” he says. “To stay.”

I stare at him. I can’t move, can’t summon a word to say next. I’m floating above us in the kitchen. Is this you? I want to ask.

“I’m so sorry. You invited me into a beautiful life. I thought I could bend myself into it. You gave me all the freedom I asked for, and so much joy and friendship. But I’m just not built for this. I need to return to myself.”

“But aren’t you yourself here?” I ask. “With us?”

He lowers into a chair. Crosses one leg over the other, rests his hands on his knee. “For a time, yes. I thought it’s what I wanted. It is what I wanted, for a time.”

“Is there something I can do?” Panic sets in, throat constricting, each word a strain. “I haven’t been entirely open with you. There are things that I’ve withheld. Maybe you’re angry with me? Maybe if I could tell you—”

“No. Odette, no. You’ve done nothing wrong. This is entirely my doing. My own shortsightedness. A humiliating lack of insight to myself.”

Cramp under my ribs, tightening, churning. Maybe I’m in love with him. How else could it hurt this much? I careen into his lap. Almost kiss his mouth—impetuous, foolish—he doesn’t love me, not in that way. He holds me and rubs my back. His touch as familiar as a lover’s. Not a lover, though. I close my eyes, rest my head on his shoulder. Beeswax and pine. The quick beat of his pulse. I whisper, “Please tell me what you need. I’ll do anything.”

He’s quiet for a long time. “Darling,” he says, voice low against my ear. “I just can’t keep it up.”

He tells me that with my paycheck and our savings, I shouldn’t have any trouble keeping the house. The car has been mine from the beginning and the adoption is long complete. Nothing will change with Nathalie. “Father Michael’s going to give us an annulment,” he says. “He’ll bring the paperwork to the house.”

“But what about the children?”

“I’ll visit, if you let me. And when they go to New Orleans in the summers, I hope they’ll spare a day or two for me.” He says that leaving me, and leaving them, will be the biggest failure of his life. He wants to slip away. For me to tell them after he’s gone. He says he isn’t feeling brave enough, and maybe it would be better, don’t I think? To not have him there for the news.

I stumble through the next two days, seized by a feeling I can’t place but that unnerves me in its familiarity, until I remember the days between the New Year’s party and marrying Cyril. The sense of something set in motion that I don’t fully understand, something I didn’t ask for, something that’s wrong in a way that grabs me by the throat and won’t let go.

So many chances to say no back then but nothing to be done now. I spend a day crying, my eyes swelling until I can barely see. He holds my hands and he tries to soothe me but he’s resolute. Unmovable. I can’t force him to stay. Father Michael comes and I use a rare sick day so that we have the house to ourselves. I hate it, hearing Felix let him through the gate, watching him walk down the garden steps in his black robes.

He greets me and we sit at the small kitchen table and he tells me that Felix has confessed his sins, and that they are grave, and that I deserve a marriage that’s blessed by God with a husband capable of such a union. I look at Felix. Neat mustache, wide cheekbones, kindness in his eyes. He could have told the Father anything, but he told him the truth. I have a condition. To my surprise, I find myself smiling, and Felix smiles back at me, and it’s reverent, this moment between us, until Father Michael taps on the tabletop to get my attention. He lectures on the sacrament of marriage and the process of the tribunal and how they reached the decision that a nullity of marriage will be granted. He tells me that I’ll be free in the eyes of God to find a husband with whom to enter a true and honest union, and I want to scream into his face, and then I think, You’re only a man, and it gives me the composure to make it through.



The night before Felix goes back on the train, we have dinner as we always do, and he reads the children a story before bed, and he hugs them and tells them he’ll miss them, and once they’re asleep he packs his clothes and his few belongings into boxes. I realize for the first time how little he’s kept here, how faintly he’s left any mark. I’ve picked out all the art and the photographs on the wall. All the books and most of the records, the glassware and the furniture. Like he always knew he’d be leaving, like it was only a matter of time.

In the morning, we wait together outside the gate, my stomach heavy with dread, so many things I could tell him or ask but I can’t say any of them. And then his taxi’s arrived, and he hugs me on the street before shutting himself in.

I can’t focus in the booth. A record ends and I haven’t even heard it. I start it over. Pull the curtain shut so no one will see me. Just before lunch, I go up to Al’s office and have him call Bernard in. When it’s the three of us with the door closed, I say, “Felix left me. Will you tell my sisters? I just don’t know how many times I’ll be able to say it.” I stare out the window as I tell them so I don’t have to see their faces.

Al picks up his phone. “Ruby, please bring three lunch trays up to my office. Three coffees, one with cream. Whatever looks good today.”

We eat in silence. Every so often, Bernard sets his hand on my knee.

After work, I sit down with the children on the living room floor where they’re playing Jacks, and I take their hands in mine. “I have bad news,” I say, “but we’re going to be all right.”

Clément rushes off to his room. Nathalie says, “He’s barely around anyway, so what’s the difference?” She clenches her jaw, brushes tears away roughly.

“He promises that he’ll visit and write, and you can see him during the summers when you go to New Orleans.”

She shakes her head. “He isn’t coming back,” she says. And I think of Bill, how completely he left her, and Felix’s disdain for him, and surely, surely, Felix will do better. Still, I don’t make her any promises. We both know too much for that.

At night I wander the house, seeing him on the sofa with the newspaper. Through the window as he strides down the steps. By the fire, light across his form. I know how to be a woman at home alone with her children. I do it for weeks at a time. And yet I’m suddenly small and young and afraid. My heart pounds fast and hard as I pull the covers over my body and his bed lies empty under the window. Will stay empty now. No more comfort of knowing he’ll be home in a couple weeks. No more sound of his breathing a few feet away in the dark. Or his slippers by the bed. Or his robe hanging on the door.



On Saturday, they come over—Lionel and Al and Bernard, Adele and Claire, with all the children in tow. Claire cooks at my stove, enough meals to last us the week. I’m still in shock, still floating over everything. I don’t know what to do with the sorrow in their faces, the way they hush and move as though someone’s died. It feels wrong to accept it, when we weren’t exactly husband and wife, at least not in the way they understood it.

What were we?

The question rattles around in my brain, unearthing every joyous memory and every mundane one. The times we were together and the times I was lonely, when I felt that he was happy and when I felt that he was restless, when I was satisfied and when I wasn’t. That night when he brought Ginny here by mistake. His emotion when he hugged me in the quiet house while his lover prepared for bed. We needed more of that. I could have given him more of that. He could have given it to me, too, had I let him.

But I didn’t let him. Too late now. My fault.

I stand at the window, and Adele joins me there. Looks out to see what I see: the men, pacing through the wild garden. Al throws his hands up and says something. Bernard shrugs. Lionel laughs. They don’t know what to do with a yard like this. “We’re trying to help you,” Adele says. “Tell us how.”

I keep watching out the window, waiting for an answer. I will something to appear to me.

“Think about it this way,” she says. “When you aren’t working and you aren’t with the kids, how do you want to spend your time? What would make you happy?”

“Painting,” I say.

“A studio?” she asks. I nod. “You have plenty of room for it. I’ll go tell them.”

“It’s a big job,” I say. “They might not be up for something so big.”

Adele ignores me, walks out the kitchen door. I watch her cross the garden to them. They’ve been squatting, discussing the weeds. They rise when she nears them. She says a few words. Al nods. Bernard lifts his hand to his chin, envisioning. Lionel steps back, points downslope. I crane my head to see. The flat land that leads up to the forest part, framed by an oak and a palm, a halo of sunlight warming it. Al dusts off his knees and strides down.

I can’t wait here anymore, not knowing what’s being discussed. I go out after them.

“You’ll need a sink, yes?” Bernard says. “Would you prefer it inside or maybe mounted to an exterior wall?”

“We’ll need to run the pipes down from the house and add drainage either way,” Al says. “So it’s simply a matter of preference.”

“I helped a friend out with a demo job about a month ago,” Lionel says. “He took home a truckful of old windows. I’ll bet he’d give us some.”

“We’ll make it look real sharp for you, Odette,” Bernard says. “You make us a list of what you want. We’ll make it happen. What do you say, a cinder block foundation, Lionel? Can’t imagine getting a mixer down here.”

“Cinder block’ll be fine. We’ll hide it with a little decking. Odette, how about redwood around the perimeter? We could make one side wider so there’s room for some chairs and a table. Would you ever paint outside? There’s a word for that, isn’t there?”

“Plein air. And yes, yes I would.”

“No need to cry, Odette,” Adele says, her arm around my waist. “Now, now. No need to cry.”



They wait out the winter rains and then begin. Put the Sunday parties on hold, meet me at the front gate early on the weekends, drive straight to my place from the plant, their work clothes packed in the car. Lionel brings over his little radio and whenever “Earth Angel” comes on I hear all three of them singing from below. With each pound of the hammer and each load they carry down, each step through my front gate and bottle of beer drunk on my patio, I feel their love for me. But I recognize, even more, that there’s something unknowable about me, a part of me that I can’t let them know. And it eats the love away, feeds at it from the inside of my stomach, and I am a husk as I hug them goodbye.

Summer comes, and Felix still hasn’t written to tell us where he is or how to find him.

“Did he die?” Clément asks on our way to the train station, Adele’s car right ahead of ours. I’m careful to make my voice steady, explain with as much assuredness and gentleness as I can muster. I say it’s most likely we would have heard if he’d died. That sometimes people get a little lost, and they lose track of time, or they come to feel very harshly about themselves and they don’t know how to get past it. Then I’m waving at the Sunset Limited as it leaves the station, heading to the library as soon as it’s gone, scouring the newspapers for lewd vagrancy charges and death notices and train accidents. I phone old acquaintances and ask if they’ve heard from him. I bring lunch to Al and Bernard and Lionel, working out back in the afternoon sun. They’re setting the windows today. We sit on a pile of cinder blocks in the shade, eating sandwiches and drinking iced tea. They assure me they’d have told me if any news had reached them.

I imagine Felix with amnesia and my heart aches. I imagine him happy, drinking in bars and surrounded by beautiful men and thinking nothing of us and I hate him. Halfway through the visit, Clément phones me from the Laurent house.

“Has Daddy called you yet?” he asks.

“No, honey,” I say, and he starts to cry.

Nathalie’s voice now, saying, “We only have two more weeks.”

“I know, my love. I’ve been trying as hard as I can to find him.”

And I make another round of calls. And another visit to the library for the papers. And the men finish my studio—a spacious empty room, wide and light with a deck off one of its sides and a high, flat ceiling. I lie down at the center of the floor and close my eyes.



Just a week before the children come back, Adele comes over unannounced, calling to me from the street.

“You’ve been crying,” I say when I open the gate. “What’s wrong?”

She hands me the new issue of Jet magazine. Bright olive cover, Beverly Weathersby smiling in a barely-there white dress. “Page six,” Adele says. It’s an article about Emmett Till. I know about him from the newspaper and the radio broadcasts, but here’s a photograph that blurs my vision. Sends my ears ringing. Monstrous, to do that to another human being. Beyond what I had imagined.

“His mother asked the magazine to print the photo,” Adele says. “I can’t stop seeing it. He was only two years older than Rudy. A child.”

I take her inside. I make us cups of tea even though it’s hot out.

She says tonight is the summer soiree, hosted by Les Dames Amis. She says it doesn’t feel right to go anymore. How could she dress up and celebrate, and what does it even mean anyway, to be Creole in Los Angeles? To make that distinction. “When Rudy walks down the street, he walks down the street as a colored person in America. Same as Titter and Bobby and Al and Lionel. And us—if people know what to look for. Why am I holding on to some idea that we’re different? I won’t do it anymore. I’m going to call Claire and tell her I’m not going. There are better ways to use my time than pageantry.”

She leaves the magazine on my sofa, drives away. I don’t touch it, and yet I can’t stop seeing the photograph in my mind. Fourteen years old and gone.

And then I’m sick with worry, needing the children to come home. Rudy and Nathalie and Clément and Titter and Bobby. Little Sebastian, still practically a baby. I want them back in Los Angeles. I want them tucked into their beds. I call the Laurent house, teary at the sound of Mama Laurent’s voice. “The kids are over at Hattie’s,” she says. “Eating crawfish and playing cards. We’re all trying to keep their minds off wondering if Felix will call.”

“Thank you,” I say. “I can’t find him. I’ve tried.”

A pause. And then, “Cyril would have loved every moment of this. Being a father. To the both of them.”

“I know he would have,” I say, but only to please her, because how do I know if it’s true? How do any of us know what a person will do, or how they might surprise us. “The kids are having fun, though? Being safe? Sometimes Rudy thinks of himself as more grown up than he is. When you have all the cousins with you, will you be sure to keep a close watch on him especially?”

“Oh, baby,” she says. “Is that sweet Emmett boy on your mind? He’s all anyone’s talking about these days. Enough tears to drown in. You’re worried?”

“Yeah. I am.”

“They’re safe. We’re with them all the time.”

I nod even though she can’t see me.

“You did the right thing, going out to California,” she says. “I wish the family could have stayed together, but Lord knows you all did the right thing for your children.” But poor Emmett Till’s mother did the right thing, too. She moved her family to Chicago, only to have the South kill her child anyway, while he was on a visit back home.



A week later, I pick Nathalie and Clément up from the train station. Search them for heartbreak over Felix, wonder if they’re feeling the same finality that I am, as though our chance of reuniting extended only through the summer, and now that summer’s ending, it’s time for hope to end, too. I splurge on a second record player and we lie on our backs in the studio, listening to music. We hang the banner my sisters made for me. Listen Your Heart Out. I set us up a still life and we each paint it, the windows and doors open wide. And I think about Delphine, cutting me out, giving me no choice. At least she was honest with me. At least she didn’t keep me hoping. And the school year starts again. And we gather for a late autumn picnic in Brookside Park with families from church, from Our Lady of Victory, from Les Dames Amis. I’m helping to set out the salads with my sisters at a table, glancing over at Nathalie now and then. She’s sitting in a little circle with Titter and Bobby, listening to them intently. Clément approaches and she scoots to invite him in. I dish potato salad onto plates. Lionel comes through the line, cigarette dangling from his lips, smiling at me.

While we’re eating, clustered in groups on picnic blankets and benches, Nathalie calls out to get our attention. “My cousins have something important that they would like to share with all of you. It’s about something that matters to them, so I hope you’ll really listen. Okay, stand up,” she says, looking at Titter and Bobby.

We’re all watching them. They look as though they’ve been placed at a strange dinner table in a strange living room, and they have no clue as to who they are or why they’re here.

“Go on,” Nathalie says.

Titter looks at Bobby. “You start,” she says.

Bobby scratches the back of his neck. “Okay. My sister and I would like to ask you to call us by our real names.”

Titter stands straighter. “I don’t like being called Titter. It’s a baby name. My real name is Elizabeth.”

Bobby drops his hand, blinks. “And my name is Paul.”

No one says anything at first so Nathalie steps forward again. “Thank you, Elizabeth and Paul. That was very brave.”

From the corner of a bench Lionel claps, and I clap from my blanket, and soon we’re divided, those of us who agree that it’s brave and the others, rolling their eyes or stiffening at being told what to do by children. The mother of one of Nathalie’s classmates taps me on the shoulder, asks for a word. “I should tell you. The sisters are concerned about your daughter. She has a defiant streak, they say. I know she’s been through a lot, poor girl—and poor you, with your husband leaving … But I’d hate to see Nathalie get into worse trouble. Or pass her ideas on to the other children.” She squeezes my arm, disappears before I know what to say. Claire shoots me a questioning look over a pitcher of lemonade. I shake my head, scan the field, and there’s Nathalie, cross-legged in the grass, braiding Titter’s hair. Elizabeth’s hair. Strange, how the change of her name puts her into sharper focus. Elizabeth is talking earnestly, spinning a daisy between two fingers while Nathalie listens.

And then a couple weeks later, Nathalie comes home after school with a bruise across the back of her hand. It’s raised and red along the knuckles. A pain shoots through my own hand upon seeing it. “Sister Bethany’s ruler,” she tells me.

“Why?”

“She wouldn’t answer my questions. She told me to stop asking but nothing she said made sense.”

“I love your curious mind,” I say, taking her hand and studying the bruise. I’m furious, ablaze with it. I go over to Claire’s house the next evening to ask my sisters what to do.

“I need to confront her,” I say.

“Sister Bethany?” Claire asks, incredulous.

I turn to Adele.

“They have their ways of disciplining,” she says, not meeting my eye. “Same as when we were young. But you’d think they’d be a little easier on her.”

“It does make sense that she’d be difficult in school,” Claire says. “Considering everything.”

“They can’t hurt her this way,” I say. “I don’t care if she’s difficult.”

“You never have,” Adele says.

Claire nods. “That’s why you’re so good for her.”

They convince me to wait it out, assure me it will pass. Say maybe it’s necessary. A lesson in how to move through life.

But a month or so later she’s at the sewing machine when I get home from work, hunched and focused, making what look like thin shoulder pads.

“What’s this?” I ask, kissing the top of her head.

“Sister Patricia keeps jabbing me in the shoulder.”

“Why Sister Patricia now?”

“I was distracted. Thinking about Daddy.”

“I’m so sorry, honey.” I take her hand. “Did it leave a mark?” She doesn’t answer. “Can I see?” She shrugs, but unbuttons the top of her shirt and shows me her shoulder. A circular bruise, light blue.

Again, a pain in my own body, seeing it.

“I’ll talk to her,” I say. “This isn’t right.”

“Don’t. I’m taking care of it. I’m going to sew these into my shirts.” The machine’s tension is right again and she steps on the pedal.

“Good idea. But I’ll still call.”

“Ronnie Gonzalez’s mom tried calling and it only made things worse for him.”

The needle dips up and down as Nathalie eases the fabric through. “Do the sisters treat your brother this way, too?” I ask.

“Clément never does anything wrong,” she says.



I worry about Nathalie through work the next day, ask the girls what they would do.

“She’s right,” Janine says. “Nothing good comes from accusing a nun of wrongdoing.” And then she launches into tales of her own Catholic school misadventures.

That evening after work I go to Vons, push my cart past live lobsters in a tank and cellophane-wrapped cakes, and two men turn down an aisle. Just a glimpse of them, one fair and the other darker. Felix and James. I abandon my cart at a tower of canned soup, rush to the aisle but they’re gone by the time I’m there. I weave through the store. Realize that Felix never actually went home. He didn’t want New Orleans, he just wanted to be rid of us. All this time as I’ve been worrying about him, wondering if he’s all right, he and James have been together, laughing and making love, reading in bed, grocery shopping on weekday evenings. Why didn’t he tell me? Now Nathalie’s in trouble and Felix should be with me to figure it out, but he’s left us, abandoned us, and I’m alone and I don’t know what to do. And there they are up ahead now, checking out at a middle register, and I have to say something, to confront them. Except the fair man looks up—nothing of James’s kindness, and the darker man’s face is broader than Felix’s, rough with stubble. I’m aware of myself, breathless under the fluorescent lights, staring at these strangers as though all the pain in my heart is their doing.

They look away, not James or Felix at all, and I find my cart again, find the rest of what’s on my list, count out the exact change at the register. I unload the paper bags into the back seat, close myself in. Once, when we were eighteen years old, Lionel and I screamed together in the front seat of his friend’s borrowed car. I don’t know if that wildness still lives in me. That kind of volume. And then I find out—hands grasping the steering wheel, voice tearing through my car, loud and long until it’s over.

That night, I lie in my bed, staring at the ceiling, thinking of Felix and me, my time in this house like a paper folded at the center.



Winter comes with a family Mass at Our Lady of Victory, sitting in the pews. The older students in their Sunday best, serious, blushing, smirking from the choral risers. Claire’s fingernails a festive red, a pine-green handkerchief peeking from Al’s jacket pocket. The organ player starts. Rudy’s class sings first, Adele leaning to my ear and whispering, “See the girl in the violet dress and matching hat? Rudy’s sweet on her, I’m almost sure.” I squeeze her hand, and the children sing, and midway through the song Rudy steps forward for a solo, his voice smooth and melodic, startlingly low now. We’re still dabbing our eyes when the song ends and a new class comes, none of our children in it, and then it’s Clément and Nathalie’s class, and I wait for Nathalie to step forward but she stays where she is, her voice indistinguishable from the others no matter how hard I listen. A different girl has the solo.

Later, I ask Nathalie about it. “I auditioned,” she says. “I guess I wasn’t good enough,” and I bite my tongue against saying that she’s better.

Later still, a minor frustration, the box of dominos not fitting into our overcrowded drawer, and she turns and swipes her arm, sends the lamp flying. Wooden rabbits split down the center, cord ripped from the wall. She stares for a stricken moment at the broken glass and bent lampshade before closing herself into her room. I sweep up the glass, set the base aside to see if Bernard can fix it. The silver-and-indigo shade is torn, its fabric too delicate to repair. When I go to my room, I find that she’s left a pile of coins at the center of my bedspread.

I’m up through the whole night, mind swarming, landing on the Brookside Park picnic, the woman taking me aside. “Poor you, with your husband leaving…” Seeing myself under the fluorescent lights at Vons, no sense of decorum, not hiding what I felt, ready to cry and yell in the middle of a grocery store, ready to tell the truth about how deeply Felix hurt me. I see myself as I almost was: Grotesque in my desperation. Humiliating in my public display.

And then I sit up in bed. Maman. Her face from above, from my childhood vantage point. Her disapproval, telling me I should be more like my sisters. Less distracted, less dreamy, less difficult to make sense of. Less myself, not more so. Never more so.

With the memory, a realization: Felix was so happy at first, in Los Angeles, visiting us at Adele’s house. The idyllic domesticity. The clearly defined roles. He wanted to dress up as Santa Claus. Wanted to step into the fantasy. He must have pictured me greeting him after his long weeks on the train, dressed like a wife from a television show, ready to serve him an elaborate meal. Ready to entertain, keep conversations light and engaging, keep the children well behaved and well dressed, sweet to look at and docile. Instead, they were dirty from playing outside, shrieking and grabbing the moment they caught sight of him. Instead of Adele, he got me—moody, withholding. The problem isn’t that I concealed too much. It’s that I didn’t conceal nearly enough.

He wanted an Honoré sister.

In the morning, bleary from insomnia, buzzing with new understanding, I take Nathalie aside before school. “Listen,” I say. “I’ve been thinking about all this trouble with the sisters. When it isn’t in your nature to follow along, to do what’s expected of you or even know what that would look like. It’s been that way for me, too. My whole life.” Her eyes are wide, she’s taking in every word. “Here’s what you do: Remember that the sisters are in charge. Do what they say, even when it seems unfair. You don’t need to understand it. Treat it like a game. Learn the rules and play by them. And then come home and tell me everything you feel. You never need to hold back from me.” I’m full of certainty but her expression has changed, hardened, as though I’ve disappointed her. “We’re safe with each other,” I say.

Finally, she gives me a small nod. Doesn’t say anything more.



And the rest of the winter passes fast, and then the spring, and I forget to look for Felix’s handwriting when I collect the mail, and by the time the summer comes and we tuck the children into the train car together—Rudy and Elizabeth and Paul; Nathalie, eleven now, pulling Sebastian onto her lap; Clément with a deck of cards in his hand—there hasn’t been any more trouble at school, and nobody says a word about Felix.






TWENTY-EIGHT


ON A LATE JULY WEEKEND morning, I near Lionel’s apartment, “Earth Angel” spilling out from his open door. The song’s been out for a year and a half but no one in the neighborhood’s tired of it. Al’s in the living room, standing by the record player, holding the dust jacket, saying, “If I had to name one man who is doing the most for the community, I’d hands down choose Dootsie Williams.”

I drop my purse on the coffee table, sit next to Lionel on his sagging, scratchy sofa as the Penguins croon and harmonize. “He sure has brought us some good music,” I say.

“He’s doing that and so much more. Raised here in Watts,” Al says. “Cut his teeth at the Central Avenue clubs.”

Lionel raises an eyebrow. “Odette, did we ask for a history lesson?”

“Just listen,” Al says. “This is important. Dootsie watches as his fellow musicians are seduced by white managers. By the big record labels—including our own, Odette. These fine musicians are wooed with promises of fame and fortune but instead the companies take their songs and give them to white musicians to arrange and perform and make money from. Dootsie knows this isn’t right—and he sees an opportunity—so he decides to do something about it.”

“We know the rest,” Lionel says. “You can spare us. We drive by the studio every day.”

It’s just around the corner from here in a house with an enclosed front porch, a sign fixed to it that says Dootone Records. It’s been there for a few years, but ever since Dootone put out the Penguins’ single, it’s taken on a new magnitude.

“Al,” I say. “I know what you mean. A major hit like this, by boys from the neighborhood, recorded here in the neighborhood, by a colored man who’s from here, too … It’s significant. It really is.”

“Thank you,” Al says. “At least I married into some sense.”

Lionel laughs. “Okay, okay. I’ve assembled you two for a reason. In three months, little man is turning eleven.”

Al whistles. “Eleven years old.”

A wave of the old guilt comes back, the impossibility of a time I hadn’t wanted him. I push it away, and Lionel says, “I’ve decided to give him a bird for his birthday. A fine quality bird, to breed. And a couple more, to keep the good one company. As long as it’s all right with you.”

To imagine Clément with his own birds. “Lionel,” I say. “This is incredible.”

“Little man’s got a passion.”

“Thanks to you,” I say.

“Oh no,” he says. “Maybe I introduced him to the birds but he’s the one who fell for them. Rudy barely gave them a second glance. So you’re happy with the plan, then?”

“Yes,” I say. “Do you remember that day you took us to see the birds for the first time? ‘A boy can dream’?”

“Won’t ever forget it,” Lionel says. “So, Al. Here’s where you come in.”

Al’s eyebrows rise. “Nope,” he says.

“We’ll need to build him a coop.”

“Adele would murder me. No projects until I get some done around my own house.”

“It’s for Clément,” Lionel says, as though that’s all the persuasion he’ll need.

“I understand. I’m in full support. But I’m a married man and I’d like to stay that way.”

“I’ll help,” I say. Lionel scrunches his face. “I will. I’m perfectly capable of following instructions.”

Lionel sighs. “We’ll make do. No thanks to my big brother over there.”



Two days later, Ginny passes me in a hallway at work, asks if I have a moment to talk. The first words she’s said to me since she caught me watching her in the parking lot. She leads me through the Production warehouse, into a room off the side that I didn’t know was there. It’s a break room of sorts, rougher than the spaces we have in Finishing and Listening. She sits on an overturned crate and I do the same.

She stares at the floor for a moment, rubs the back of her neck with her hand. I have a sudden urge to tell her I’m in love with her. How out of nowhere it would seem. How overdue.

“Lionel asked me if I’d help build the coop for Clément,” she says. “I’m happy to help him. I like that sort of thing. But it would mean I’d be around your place, and I don’t know if you’re comfortable with that.”

“Yes,” I say, “that would be fine.”

“I’d stay outside, of course. You don’t even have to come say hello.”

“Ginny,” I say. I want to crawl into her lap. “This is so kind of you. I…” I don’t know how to go on. Another word and I’ll burst into tears.

“You probably assumed already, but just to make it clear, Lionel doesn’t know about anything, with you. I would never tell him.”

“Okay.”

“So now it’ll just be up to me to act normal around you when I’m there.” She smiles but her eyes are sad and she stands to go.



We have four weeks until Clément and Nathalie get home. Lionel’s plan is to build the coop and then cover it in a tarp, wrap it well, say there’s a garden shed underway. I tell him it sounds perfect, to just tell me what I should do.

“Paint,” he says. “It’s your one time all year to do it. Ginny and I will be up here building. We’ve got it under control.”

They unload the wood and chicken wire and tools from Lionel’s truck the next day. They’ll build three solid walls, one of them with a door. In the place of the fourth wall will be a sheet of one-inch chicken wire. The floor will be wood, not dirt. Otherwise, Lionel explains, snakes might come in to take the eggs and the squeakers. Ginny gets straight to work, laying the tools out on the patio. She gives a brief wave when she sees me. This will work, I tell myself. If I keep moving, never linger, careful not to glance at her hands so as not to remember how she touched me. If I go from home to work to the studio—just quickly into the house to change my clothes or fix something to eat.

I’ve conceptualized a new painting. Even stretched a canvas for it, my biggest yet. It came to me soon after I thought I saw Felix in the grocery store. I woke in the night and thought about my chair. Thought about the wildness of the yard, the seclusion. Of incongruity. Of green. Of solitude. I found myself outside in the dark, eyes adjusting, making my way past the studio and to the forest part—so long since anyone’s called it that—and pictured the chair out there. Clean lines, smooth oak. Behind it: the palm, leaning in the way that it does, and the jasmine vine. I imagined an early evening sky, tall grass, clusters of poppies, dandelion weeds. The feeling that follows a scream: raw, bereft, relieved.

It’s the weekend now, early afternoon, and Ginny and Lionel are working on the second wall and I’m trying to not look. I have lunch fixed for them in the refrigerator, waiting. I won’t join them. I’m carrying my chair outside, stepping carefully so I don’t trip over their tools, past the studio to the edge of the forest part. I set it down, its brass-tipped legs on the grass and the dirt, as incongruous as I’d imagined. From the deck off the studio I have the perfect view of it.

And now I’m squeezing paints from the tubes, mixing so many shades of green. Bright red and cream and the rich brown of soil and the blue of sky until I have enough to begin. I dip my brush in green, almost touch it to the canvas. The sound of Ginny and Lionel laughing carries down. Too close. I need music. I set my brush down. Miles Davis is on Columbia now. I’ve spent many hours listening to his records in my booth, and he still makes me want to paint. I walk into the studio and find ’Round About Midnight, put it on the record player and turn up the volume. There it is—the croon of his trumpet, starting soft and slow. I let it carry me into the painting.

And hours pass, and the shape of the chair and the shrubs and the trees and the sky are blocked out, turning into more than shapes, turning into something—something poetic and alluring—coming through me. Thank God I have this to focus my mind, to stop me from pacing and fretting and wanting.

I barely eat or sleep, have to drag myself away from it and to the plant when the weekend’s over, barely stop in the house when I get home, just change into my painting clothes and work until the colors turn muddy in the last of the light. A few evenings later, it’s finished. In the morning, I wake and go to the plant, stop into the house when I get home, Lionel and Ginny already hours into their building work. I’m afraid my painting will seem faded or dull when I go to see it. Still, I slip on my shoes and walk down the stairs. Steady myself, step into the studio. I stare for a full twenty minutes.

“Lionel,” I call. He appears from above, white T-shirt and work pants, sweat at his collar and under the arms. “Come see.”

“Damn,” he says, inside. He’s staring. A long moment passes. Another. “You made this?” I laugh. “Ginny,” he calls. “Come down here.”

She peels off her work gloves. Sun low behind her, bare shoulders, open. Waiting for some sign from me.

“Do you want to see my painting?” I ask, and she nods. She enters my studio for the first time. Looks around at the walls and my paint-laden palette and my jars of turpentine and linseed oil and my stacks of rags and piles of records and jars of brushes and mountains of paper. Looks at the bottle of bourbon and the pitcher of water. Looks at the banner my sisters made me. At the wall where I’ve pinned up colors torn from magazines and reproductions of paintings I love. At my artist monographs, opened to various pages on the long tabletop under a window. Then Lionel steps aside for her, tips his chin to my painting. She sucks in a breath, looking. Her openness turning somber, eyes welling.

“Sorry,” she says. “I just—” She turns her face away.

“Hey,” he says, concern flashing, touching her arm.

She shakes her head. “Just a second.” She walks outside.

I need to tell him. What am I doing, going on like this? Pretending when it’s Lionel here with us. When pretending might drive another person I love away from me. “Lionel,” I say. “I have to tell you something.”

“What’s going on?”

“Ginny and me,” I say. And that’s all it takes. I watch it dawn on him. He studies me, still and silent, his usual swagger like a coat he’s shrugged off and left at the door. I say, “There was a moment years ago. Her going away party. I thought you’d found me out then.”

“I could tell there was an energy. Sure. Didn’t know it was like this, though.”

“No one can know. It isn’t anything anyway. Not anymore.” But my voice catches when I say it and soon I’m telling him everything. How I can’t be with her but can’t leave her alone. How it hurts either way.

“Who knows?” Lionel asks.

“Only Elise. And now you.”

He leans against the wall. “Goddamn,” he says. “You and Ginny.” And just like that, there’s nothing I’m hiding from him anymore.

Lionel and Ginny talk alone outside for a while. Back inside the house, I try not to watch them or listen, but I can see from the window above the kitchen sink that he hugs her for a long time before he leaves. After he’s gone home, Ginny tells me that being in my studio felt intimate. Like stepping into my mind or my heart, she says. Suddenly hers to see. I ask her to stay. She shakes her head. “I have to change my clothes. And check my mail. And water my plants.”

“Can I go with you?”

“How many nights would you give me this time?”

“I understand if you don’t want to.”

“No,” she says. “I’m really asking. How many nights?”

I take her hand, lead her into the kitchen, to the calendar that hangs in the telephone alcove. Nathalie has drawn a star on the day they’ll return home. I turn the page from August to September to show her. She puts her fingertip to the star and nods. Then she traces her finger to a square below it. Clément’s neat handwriting: Mommy turns 29! “Okay,” she says. “Let’s go to my house.”

And then it’s late, and we’re on Ginny’s sofa. She gave me her robe to wear earlier, got it for me from her closet when I went to put my clothes back on. “I wonder so many things about you,” she says. “The woman you were with before. Why you married so young. I don’t want the short version. I want the whole thing.”

So I tell her about Hattie, about Cyril. I tell her about why Delphine ran away with Bill. All of it is still difficult to talk about. Maybe it will be, forever. Ginny traces her hand over my stomach where the robe’s slipped open, touches the faint lines left from my pregnancy.

“You were generous,” she says. “With Cyril. You gave him the happiest days that you could. A few perfect days—for him. What were they like for you?” I shake my head, too painful a question. I was already in love, she gave me away. Ginny’s watching me closely. “Can we try something?” she asks. “We can stop if you don’t like it. But you’ll have to trust me.”

I smile. “I’ve known you long enough.”

She takes my hand and leads me into her room. Pulls the covers back on the bed she’d just straightened. She lays a pillow down.

“What is all this?” I ask, but when she tells me to climb in, I do. “You can leave your robe on or take it off,” she says. “However you’ll be more comfortable.”

I keep it on, shy, climb in. It’s serious, I can tell, what she’s about to do.

“You’re nervous,” she says. “You don’t have to be.” She straddles me, lowers her weight onto my thighs. “Is this okay? Are you comfortable?” I nod. “We’re doing it over. Your wedding day. You’re eighteen, and you get to marry whoever you choose. Who is it? Hattie, maybe?” Ginny’s strong thighs are at my hips, holding me in place. I take in her dark eyes and the dip above her top lip and her sharp cheekbones and chin. Regal.

“You,” I say, and she smiles.

“You marry me,” she says. “At Saint Peter Claver.” I laugh. “And then we’re in a borrowed car, headed to Baton Rouge. How do you feel?”

Her voice is low, I close my eyes. There we are: young, side by side. “Happy,” I say. “Eager to be alone with you.”

She leans forward, her mouth against my ear. “Why?”

My mouth against hers, I say, “Because we haven’t been together yet. We’ve been waiting.”

Her lips graze my neck. She says, “It’s a long drive to Baton Rouge.”

We’re on the highway, trees and mansions out the window, Ginny driving, looking over at me, winking. “I want to kiss you,” I say. “But you have to keep your eyes on the road.” I turn my face to her mouth but she doesn’t let me reach it. I kiss her neck, her shoulder. I hunger for her. She keeps me waiting. Makes me lead her somewhere. We go to a little place she knows of, an inn, and the innkeeper greets us with flowers and shows us to our room. It’s the honeymoon suite. A view of the river and a deep tub shaped like a heart. “You draw the water,” I tell her.

“All right,” she says. “You undress.” In the fantasy, I’m unfastening my wedding gown. In her bed, Ginny shifts her weight to let me cast the robe aside and now she’s making love to me. We’re on the bathroom floor in Baton Rouge, the water running, the room filling with steam. She isn’t asking me any more questions.

“Don’t let me go,” I say. She flips me over, fills me, her weight an anchor.

“I won’t,” she says into my ear.

It could be minutes or hours, I don’t know. The tub might overflow and we wouldn’t notice it, or morning might come and surprise us. No matter.

Later, Ginny says, “You probably know it already, but I’d give anything to settle down with you.” Her heart’s still pounding, she’s shaky from exertion. I stroke her hair as she falls asleep. I lie with my eyes open in the dark for a very long time.






TWENTY-NINE


LIONEL AND GINNY KEEP BUILDING the coop. Sometimes Ginny and I get off work at the same time and walk together to the parking lot, Ginny shooting me a smile as she unlocks the door of her little white car. She’s in my rear view the whole way home, her arm out the open window, and when I’m inside, surveying the refrigerator, her laugh carries from the yard. I wash lettuce, peel carrots and cucumbers. Through the window I see her holding a board steady for Lionel. When I take glasses of water out to them, they’re intent on something, don’t see me at first, and she turns and I keep my gaze on her, appreciative and frank, and she returns it and maybe this can be enough. To love someone and know that you’re loved, even if you can only be together for a short time. I live in the idea for a day or two until doubt creeps in and turns me irritable, snapping at a new man on Production for his mistake, impatient at lunch as Janine tells the story of yet another bad date.

Ginny and I spend almost every night at her place or mine. I don’t start another painting. I barely go down to the studio. I’m either at the plant or I’m with Ginny. I kiss her good morning and I kiss her goodnight. I learn the right ways to touch her. I let go of my shyness. I feel our time together running out. Elise comes by one night and I’m euphoric, bringing drinks out to the patio. Lionel and Ginny and Elise and me and no pretending. The four of us under the oak tree branches, lit candles in the glass orbs above, conversation flowing easily, laughter ringing out into the night. Ginny’s short sleeves are rolled up to her shoulders, her gold chain disappearing at her throat. Each time she looks at me, I savor the warmth of it.

“She’s gorgeous,” Elise whispers into my ear, rising from the patio chairs. “Magnetic. I understand everything even more now.”



Five days until they come home. The coop is covered in a tarp and Ginny’s sitting with her back to me at the edge of my bed. “I can’t do this,” she says. “Go back to how things were before the summer.”

“I know.” She turns to me with hope and surprise, enough to break my heart. “Maybe we could find a way to steal some hours together sometimes.”

“That isn’t what I mean.”

I sit up. “Ginny. You don’t know what I’d be risking.”

“I do know,” she says. “I’ve been through it.”

I shake my head. Can’t look at her anymore. Not at the line of her spine or her hair tucked behind her ears or her tanned shoulders. I’ve gotten so used to the softness of her skin against mine. The warmth of her body while we’re sleeping.

“I understand how terrifying it is,” she says. “How it changes the way people see you. How a lot of people don’t understand.”

“My sisters,” I say. Can barely speak it.

“They might surprise you.”

“But what if they tried to take my children?”

“Would they, though?” Ginny says. “Try to take them away? And think of it. If we could stay together. The kids would be gaining, too.”

It was so long ago now that Ginny perched with Mare on the armchair in their near-empty apartment, saying she’d like a family one day. Breathtaking, when I envision it. Ginny, not only with me but with Nathalie and Clément, too. Another person to love them. Another person for them to love. “I know they would,” I say. “We’d all be so lucky to have you.”

“So why don’t we try?”

My sisters. And Al and Bernard. And my niece and my nephews. The danger of yet another severing. The world so perilous already, even without another risk. What would Emmett Till’s mother do without people to hold her? “What if I lose them, and then you change your mind?” Hattie’s in my head now, telling me there’s no future in us. And Delphine’s threatening me. And Felix is placing his hands on his knee, saying that he’s leaving. And then my family’s here. Feeding me, loving me, building me a place to paint. Maybe Ginny wants me so much because I’ve told her no all these years. I can picture her in the future, strange in the kitchen, not meeting my eye, not so enamored of family life after all. Finding me faded. Tiring of me.

“No,” she says. “This isn’t about me. I’m ready to live my life with you. You tell yourself it’s impossible but it isn’t. People have been living this way for all of time.”

“I don’t know if I can.”

“You’re terrified of love,” she says. “I understand why. But it makes you small. You hide and you lie. You’re better than that.”

“I’ve never known love without hiding. I don’t even know what it would feel like.”

“Let me show you.” She’s flushed, jaw set, eyes fierce and shining. Fighting for me.

And still, I tell her no.

She stays with me for one more night. In the morning, she makes us coffee in my kitchen. I go out and there’s a small box on the table, tied with a bow. “An early birthday gift.” I open it. Ginny’s medallion. “It’s the only thing I have that’s good enough,” she says.



Ginny is gone now. I walk into my room and it comes back to me: Marriage Bed.

I wrestle my mattress out the kitchen door and down the steps to the studio; I’ll sleep on Felix’s old one. I make the bed with white sheets. Place The Price of Salt splayed open. Drape the dress Hattie made for me over the foot. I unfasten Ginny’s medallion and set it gently on the pillow.

It’s a Friday and I call in sick to work. I mix creams and whites for the bed. Grays for the shadows. I touch brush to linen and I barely have to try. My body does it all for me. I cry so hard I can barely see, but still, the shapes and the colors build on the canvas. I look to my palette: the perfect chartreuse, mixed as if by magic. The red of the book. The gold of the medallion. Light shifts in the room, time passing. When it’s too dark to work I move the book and the dress, clasp Ginny’s chain back around my neck, climb into the bed and sleep. Wake with the sun the next morning. Coffee in the house and back to painting. The beauty of it propelling me. Not even finished and the best thing I’ve made. The truest.

And then Claire and Adele and I meet the children, Sebastian bursting into tears at the sight of his mother, Rudy dutifully accepting Adele’s kiss on his cheek while Elizabeth and Paul each put an arm around her. Nathalie and Clément hug me tight. I swear, they’ve grown over the weeks they’ve been gone. Clément tells me stories in a rush as we drive home. Nathalie studies my face and asks me if something’s wrong.

“Just tired, sweetheart,” I say. “I was working on a painting but I finished it this morning.”

I wear Ginny’s medallion like a wedding ring. Sleep in it. Wake to find it tangled in my hair. Tuck it safely into my blouses in the mornings, a secret. Each day in the booth, I pray that she’ll come to my door with a record, even if it’s only to sit together for the length of a song. Once, I see her approach. My breath catches but she passes me. Goes to Ivy’s booth instead.

October arrives, Clément’s birthday with it. The gate swings open and the children and I step onto the patio together and here’s Lionel, a cage in his hands. An empty space behind him where Ginny should be. Clément is frozen in disbelief. I undo the tarp and reveal the coop and Clément stares, his slim chest heaving.

“All right, little man. Why don’t you show your birds their new home? These other pigeons aren’t good fliers. They’re just here to keep KR company.” Clément turns to me, incredulous. Sure enough, in the cage is a cream bird with a gray head and blue-tipped wings. “He’s served me well for five years, given me a number of excellent offspring. Only right that you should have a shot with him now.” Nathalie darts ahead and opens the door to the coop so Lionel can carry the cage in. “Time to talk about acclimation. There’s a lot to go over. You can’t let them fly too soon. First, they’ve got to make themselves a home in here.”



Months pass and I stay close to the house, away from the studio, my attention on the children. I check Nathalie for bruises or signs of distress. Ask her about her teachers and her lessons. She tells me everything is fine. After school, Clément goes straight to Lionel’s or home to his coop. Sometimes the group comes to our house, Lionel and his disciples, and they spend hours examining Clément’s birds, discussing their bone structures and wingspans. Lionel chose a young female bird for Clément to buy with the chore money he’s saved, and they bred her with KR, and now little yellow squeakers hop around in their own section of the coop. They’ll change color as they grow.

Elise brings art books over and we spread them out, study them in the light. She hates that I’m not painting but I assure her I will again. “It’s just so hard for me not to get carried away.”

She nods, mouth tight, disapproving but trying not to show it.

Winter comes and goes and in May, Lionel tells Clément it should be safe to fly the three adult birds. “You never know anything for sure,” he says. “They might choose not to come back. Or a hawk could descend at any moment. But KR’s clearly settled here, so it’s as good a time as any to let him fly.”

We gather for it, a hush through all of us. I remember Clément at four years old, shooting his arms skyward when he first saw the Roller pigeons fly, frantic that they’d leave forever. Now, he takes KR from the coop, whispers something to him, pets his head, and opens his hands. He does the same with the other two. Up into the air they fly, and I gasp, watching them. Here’s the world; they’re greeting it. KR spins and dips in the sky and we watch, hoping he’ll come back, trusting that he will so that we can enjoy the show he’s putting on for us. And then here he comes, home, to the coop. A miracle, it seems to me, but Lionel gives a single nod. He expects it.



Soon after, the phone rings on a Sunday. Elise, back from Mexico City. “Can I come over?”

She hands each of us a hand-painted mask, carved from wood. A jaguar with thin white whiskers and eyelashes for Nathalie, a man with a long black mustache for Clément, a brown rabbit for me, its ears tall and pink. I watch her laugh as Nathalie snatches Clément’s mask and puts it on, sets her hands on her hips, walks like an actor from a Western. Clément dons my rabbit and hops. Elise is delighted by all of it, clasps her hands, catches me watching her, says, “What? They aren’t normal children.”

We go to Pickwick’s the next day on my lunch break. “Hey, Gregory,” Elise says to a plump young man in a beret, our favorite bookseller. “Do you have something naughty for us to read?” He leads us to the fiction section and plucks a thin hardcover from the shelves. “James Baldwin’s latest novel.”

“Giovanni’s Room,” Elise says. “Sounds steamy. I’ll take it.” I buy a copy, too, and we read it over the next few days, discuss it over the phone late at night, meet at our favorite Hollywood bar when we’ve finished. “Well, that was gorgeously written, and horribly depressing,” she says. “Should we get drunk and forget all about it?”

“It reminded me of Felix. The way David craved a normal life, how close he got to having it with Hella.”

“Except you didn’t need Felix to lie. He had full permission to do whatever he pleased. Felix craved both kinds of lives, that’s why he agreed to it in the first place.” She cocks her head at me from across the table. “One could say that you wanted that, too.”

“I only want one life.”

“Do you?”

“What about that part when Giovanni thinks David’s come back to him? Crushing.”

“Brutal,” Elise says. “The whole thing. So full of self-loathing. I appreciate Gregory’s attempt at giving us real literature but I’m going to need several dime novels to undo the emotional damage. In fact, let’s go get some now.” Months pass and we read mysteries and pulp novels. We read ARTNews and The New Yorker.

Clément spends so much time out with the birds that Nathalie and I are often alone in the house. One day I bring home an armload of cardboard from the plant. We cut them into various sizes, lay them out on the studio floor, and prime them. A few days later, once they’re dry, we start making paintings. I paint the pink bathtub. I paint Clément’s necktie, coiled in a spiral. I paint the laundry on the line, that old favorite subject. Nothing precious about them. They’re studies, meant to be started and completed in a few hours. Nathalie paints her paper dolls and the images from her favorite record jackets. She paints Clément’s coop. She paints me.

It feels good, to both of us. It feels like playing.

Elise sighs at the cardboard the next time she comes over. “Well,” she says, “I guess if Picasso did it you can, too. At least you’re working again.”



Autumn comes. I’m clocking out at the plant one afternoon, leaving the building with Claud and Ivy and Janine and a few other girls, purses slung neatly over our shoulders and stepping in stride. A small white car zips through the parking lot—Ginny’s car, but Ginny isn’t driving it. The car pulls over in front of us and a woman in sunglasses and bright lipstick peers over from the driver’s seat. And then here’s Ginny, appearing from nowhere, brushing by me, climbing into the passenger side. It’s the closest we’ve been to each other in more than a year, over in an instant. The car speeds off. Ginny doesn’t look back.

Over drinks at the bar, Claud speaks low to the table. “They’re living together now, in Ginny’s place. She’s a salesgirl in a perfume shop. Pretty, right?”

Ivy lights a cigarette, exhales. “I’ve read both Kinsey reports cover to cover. Nothing shocks me anymore.”

Janine touches the cross at her throat. “It’s still going against God.”

And the rest of the girls chime in, disapproving or defending, claiming they’ve known all along or refusing to believe it.

Ivy says, “Odette, you’ve been awfully quiet.”

I can’t meet their faces, reach into my purse and take out my drawing supplies. “I admire people who do the things that make them happy,” I say. And then, even as the memories of Ginny and me play over in my head, I add, “Though sometimes those things can be difficult to understand.”

Lionel comes over for a drink that night, after the children are sleeping.

“I saw Ginny with a woman today. What’s her name?”

“Pamela,” he says.

“Do you like her?”

“Does it matter?”

I shake my head. I’ve asked the wrong question. “Is Ginny happy?”

“I’d say Ginny seems all right. Pamela’s crazy about her. That’s for sure.”

Her medallion is hard and warm against my skin. He yawns, stretches his neck toward one shoulder, the other.

“What about you?” I ask. “You still never think about settling down?”

“Nah,” he says. “Variety’s the spice of life.” I make a show of shaking my head and he says, “Ginny’s no saint, either, you know.”

“None of us are.” I divide the last of the bourbon we’ve been drinking between us. There’s an ache in my chest. “She told me she’d settle down for me. Over that summer, I mean. Before Pamela.”

He peers into his glass. I can’t read his face. “And you didn’t take her up on it?”

“It’s too great a risk. I’ve made peace with it. I’m glad she’s happy.”

He finishes his bourbon. Stands, sets his glass in the sink.

The windows are dark, just us reflected when I look. “Actually,” I say. “I haven’t made peace with it.”

“I know.” He kisses me on the cheek before leaving.






THIRTY


AT ADELE’S HOUSE ONE NIGHT, she proposes a Halloween bash. “Now that the kids are getting older, it seems smart to be the fun parents, right?” she says. “The ones who throw the best parties. We can show them a great time while keeping them close.”

“Sure,” Claire says. “I miss planning parties together.”

Since Adele quit Les Dames Amis, Claire has taken on more responsibility, become Bea’s second in command. She tackles our Halloween party plans with new authority. We host it at Adele and Al’s. Lionel dresses as a skeleton. Nathalie and Clément and I go as ghosts, dressed all in white with pillowcases over our heads and circles cut out for eyes. We make ghost sounds when we enter, toss the pillowcases on a chair soon after. My sisters and I serve orange punch and play spooky music and the house is full of girls in the midst of growth spurts and boys with cracking voices. I join a group of mothers in the den, commiserating over how impossible it is to keep our refrigerators stocked and pantries full. “The children are, quite literally, devouring my husband’s paycheck,” one of the mothers says. She speaks huskily, scans the small crowd of laughing women, lands on me. Communicates something with her eyes. Like the surfer. Like Ginny. But not Ginny. I look away.

Later she finds me in the kitchen, leans against the counter with her drink. Looks me over, my white dress and white stockings and white gloves. Gaze stopping again at my face. She’s dressed as a witch. My opposite, all in black. Square jaw and dainty nose and a mouth like a slash. “Claire and Adele’s elusive younger sister,” she says. “The one who skips the parties and rarely goes to Mass.”

“I didn’t realize I’d earned a reputation.”

“I’ve just noticed you over the years,” she says. “That’s all.”

And then Nathalie’s storming in, calling for me. “Rudy’s being horrible,” she says. “He keeps lunging at me with his stupid vampire teeth,” and she grabs my wrist and yanks me out of the kitchen and I’m glad of it. Released of the moment. No choices to be made.

The next week, I strip Clément’s bed and something on the sheets is glue-like, hardened. I tell Al the next day at the plant and he comes later. I eavesdrop from the kitchen as they sit on the sofa and talk about men’s bodies and what they can do. The responsibilities that come with it. Realize I should have had Al come sooner, before the dreams, and how alarming it must have been to wake up that way. But then Clément says, “I go to school, Uncle Al. I know all about it. Plus Rudy’s been talking about this stuff forever.”

Later that night I call Nathalie into my room. We sit on the bed and talk about bodies. The words don’t come easily; I never had this conversation with Maman or my sisters. She says she already knows a little bit, but she listens intently as I describe menstruation, watches as I clip a pad onto a pair of underwear, tries doing it herself.

“We’ll keep one in your school bag, in case it comes while you’re there.”

It doesn’t, though. It comes at home, just two weeks later—I was almost too late—and she cries no matter how I try to console her, and that night I’m seized. Delphine, Delphine. I don’t know where she is, if she’s alive. If she’s growing older inside the hospital or making a life outside of it. I don’t know if she’s sane, if she thinks of us, and the questions swarm my brain and my body until I take a stolen minute alone in Bernard’s office one afternoon and dial Camarillo. A man answers. I tell him Delphine’s name. He’s never heard it.



Through the winter and spring, Nathalie’s body changes before my eyes. The new contrast of her waist to her hips. A slight filling out and then, seemingly overnight, another two inches of height. Eye to eye with me now. I take her to Bullock’s, sit on the fitting room’s sofa where, behind a screen, a matronly saleswoman fits her for a bra. At home, I catch her posing in front of the bathroom mirror, angling her face to the side. “I want short bangs,” she says.

“Like when you were little?”

“No,” she says, rolling her eyes. “Like Audrey Hepburn. Will you cut them?”

“Sure,” I say. Holding her chin steady, a blurring of time. She’s five and she’s twelve. Her breath against my hand like the first time. Like I’m just meeting her. I pause for a moment to collect myself. “Good?” I ask.

“Good,” she says.

On an April morning, when I’m about to leave for the plant, she slips into my bedroom, pauses at my vanity. Blur of motion, something disappearing into her pocket. She comes home that evening, her lips painted Cashmere Bouquet. I check my vanity and the gold tube is missing. “You look lovely,” I say. “You’re free to borrow my things. I just need you to ask next time.”

“Fine,” she mutters, but I hear her on the phone later, cord pulled to the patio. “You look lovely,” she mimics. “But next time you really need to ask.” She snickers and I’m cut by the meanness. Clément sees me frowning.

“Gin rummy?” he says.

We play hand after hand until she joins us on the rug. “Switch to a three-person game,” she says. “Don’t leave me out.”

A few weeks later I’m home from work and Nathalie has the sewing machine set up at the table. She’s taking her uniform skirt up at the hem, pinning it at least three inches shorter. I just bought her this one a month or two ago, after she outgrew the last. She glances at me across the room. “How was your day, Mommy?”

“It was fine.”

“What did you listen to?”

“The Platters,” I say. “‘Smoke Gets in Your Eyes.’”

“Sounds nice.” She steps on the pedal, feeds the fabric through. I’m caught. She knows it. Either I let her go ahead, pretend I don’t see or don’t care, or I say something and risk angering her.

“How will the sisters feel about this?” I can’t help myself. “It will be an expense if we need to replace it.”

Machine still running, she doesn’t glance up. “Don’t be silly, Mommy. All the girls are doing it.” The next morning she’s adorable in her shorter skirt, her short bangs, ankle socks trimmed with lace, and shiny loafers. I’m applying lipstick in my bedroom and she joins me at the mirror, asks if she can wear some. I blend it onto her lips, a thin stain of coral. Clément eyes her with skepticism, tying his tie by the refrigerator. I kiss their cheeks, receive hugs. They’re still out when I get home from work. I heat soup for dinner, warm bread in the oven, and then they come in, Clément subdued, Nathalie storming. She throws her schoolbag down by the door.

“The sisters made me stay after school.” She’s been crying. I’m worried they’ve embarrassed her. Her new awareness of her beauty, her pride.

“Was it the skirt?” I ask.

“No. It’s not the skirt. They’ve had it out for me for years, and you’re asking about my skirt?”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I didn’t mean anything by it.” I go to hug her but she tenses and pushes me away. Rushes to the phone and starts dialing.

“Who are you calling?” I ask.

“Oh my God. Really?” Her voice is a shriek.

Clément shakes his head. Sets up with his textbooks at the table. All I wanted was a normal evening together. I am so tired of getting things wrong. I take the bread from the oven, thrust the pan with a clatter onto the stove. “Dinner’s ready,” I say, “serve yourselves,” and I storm past Nathalie and poor Clément, too, slam the gate shut and walk to Lionel’s house. He’s on his front steps when I get there, locking his door with a key. “Oh,” I say. “You’re going out?”

“I’m meeting a girl at the bar up the street,” he says. “But I can be late. You look like you could use a beer.” We sit on his front steps. Clink bottles. The beer is cold going down.

I say, “Now I understand why you never wanted children.”

He smiles. “They’re giving you a hard time? I guess they’re at that age.”

“It’s all Nathalie. Clément’s fine. He seems as perplexed as I am.”

“Little man,” he says with affection. We sit for a while, drinking our beers, watching people pass. Just being with him calms me.

“The worst part is I don’t think I’ve ever loved her more. I mean God. Have you noticed how beautiful she is? How smart? I can’t believe Delphine is missing it. All of this. Do you think she’d be doing a better job than I am?” Lionel wipes tears off my face. Leans his shoulder into mine. A woman comes into view, slowing as she nears us. Rich brown skin, her hair straightened and shaped into a flip. Lionel’s date. I raise my hand in a wave, smile reassuringly. She lifts her hand, sends a cautious smile back. “It’s my fault he’s late,” I call to her. “Family trouble.” I pat his knee. “Go on then,” I say, and I watch them walk together up the block.

The rest of the week passes. A strain through the house. More rolled eyes. Whispered phone conversations, her hand cupped over the receiver. Clément steers clear of us, out at the coop or engrossed in his schoolwork. On Friday night, I’m peeling carrots, listening to a review of Hitchcock’s latest film on the radio—set in San Francisco, starring James Stewart and Kim Novak—when, from out of nowhere, Nathalie stomps into the kitchen and says, “Why aren’t you talking to me?” I almost check behind me to see who else she could be asking.

Her fists are tight, her face flushed. I switch the radio off. “Honestly, I don’t know what I can say that won’t make you angry.”

“Just act normal,” she says. “All I want is for things to be normal.”

“That’s what I want, too.”

She sleeps late on Saturday morning and I feel more at peace than I have all week. I take my time making coffee at the stove, reading the paper. I carry my second cup outside and Clément is stepping out of the coop with two pigeons in his hands.

“I’m about to fly them,” he says. “Stay and watch?”

“Gladly.” I take a seat on a patio chair.

He loosens his grip and the birds dart away. He goes back to the coop, bringing more birds out and letting them fly. Last, he brings out KR, who rises, up and up, leading the flock now. Soon he starts to spin. He’s a wonder, spinning and dipping, all movement. “It never gets old,” I say.

“I know,” Clément says. He sits next to me. We watch together in the morning sun. It’s May now, a trace of summer in the air. Soon it will be Nathalie’s thirteenth birthday, and soon after that the kids will leave for New Orleans. A small dark bird drops away, gives a few quick tumbles and rights itself. And then it’s KR’s turn again, spinning fast until he stops. For a moment he’s suspended in the air, as though he’s floating, and now he’s dropping—not flying, not spinning, just a sudden and terrible fall to the ground. He lands up past the garden steps and we rush to find him.

He’s on the stone path, completely still. White and gray and blue feathers and glassy eyes and a beak, broken from the fall, pointing to one side. Clément’s standing just as still, his eyes wide, panic in them.

“Oh no,” I say. “Oh, honey.”

He kneels. Takes KR’s body, gently, into his hands. My son, so different from the boy who used to cling to my legs. Except now he lets out a cry, loud and mournful, and careens forward. Another cry—long, heaving, cutting through the morning, filling my body with alarm. So unlike any sound he’s ever made. Nathalie comes running from the house. She stops short when she sees the bird. She looks at me. I steel myself for her shriek, her accusations. It’s going to be my fault somehow. She’ll make it so.

Instead she kneels next to Clément, wraps her arms around him. He’s still keening. “Shhh,” she says. “Shhhh,” holding him tight, stroking his hair, until he buries his face in her shoulder and quiets. I sit on the other side of him. Put my arms around them both. After he’s calmed, Nathalie says to wait for her, that she’ll be right back. I see her down at the coop, letting the other birds back in, closing them up. She disappears farther down the garden and then into the house. Clément’s head is in my lap. His eyes closed, tears leaking through. KR’s body clutched to his heart. How I wish I could spare him. And also: how grateful I am, to be with him through it. Nathalie returns with a bowl full of grass and flowers and some sea glass from her collection.

“It’s a casket?” Clément asks.

She nods. “We could put some birdseed in it.”

Clément shakes his head. “He doesn’t need it.”

Carefully, he sets KR’s body into the bowl, on top of the grass. It fits perfectly. Nathalie sits down, the bowl in her lap. She stares at KR, pets his wing with her fingers. Leans in close. “I’m so sorry that happened to you,” she whispers.



Clément isn’t ready to bury KR yet, wants to keep him in the house in the living room, on top of the credenza by the record player. It bothers me, to have a dead animal in the house. But I say, “Okay, that’s fine. For a little while.” Lionel comes over and Nathalie and I give them privacy. Nathalie does homework on her bed. I fold laundry, page through magazines. Hoping this peace between us will last.

At night, after Lionel’s gone, Clément comes into my room. “I don’t know how to say goodbye.”

I scoot over and he climbs in next to me. Gangly limbs, sweet head hung low. “I suppose you need to trust that he’ll stay with you,” I say. “In your love of flying birds, and your little squeakers in there that’ll grow into strong fliers themselves. He’ll always be your first bird and you’ll always remember him.”

“Will you paint him for me? That way I’ll still see him every day.”

“Okay. I could make you a painting of him in the sky. Would you like that?”

“I don’t want it to be a lie. Just paint him in the bowl. We can pick some new flowers.”

“It won’t make you even sadder, having me paint him like this, the way he is now?”

“He looks happy there. His beak makes it looks like he’s smiling. Don’t you think?”

“I noticed that, too,” I say.

In the morning, down in the studio, we set KR’s bowl on the table. Nathalie scours the yard for flowers and comes back with heaps of them. Blossoms in the back seat of my car, shock of ocean water, purple lips. The blossoms overflow, scatter the tabletop.

“Should we add a couple candles?” I ask Clément.

He runs up to the house and comes back with two tapers with glass holders and a shorter, thicker white candle, burned partway down on a little dish. We arrange the candles and light them.

“Does it look right to you?” I ask.

Clément nods. “Nathalie, do you think so?”

“I do.” She’s standing tall, composed. As though KR’s death has wiped away every other concern. “Don’t worry about anything today, Mommy,” she says. “Clément and I will make all the food and we’ll do the chores, too.”

Clément agrees.

“All right,” I say. “I’ll work on this all day, then.”

And I do—in the hours that follow, and the days after that, rising early before work and returning to the studio as soon as I get home. Nathalie dons my apron, makes breakfasts and lunches to pack in their schoolbags. They make dinner together in the evenings, Clément sneaking looks at my progress when he comes down to ask what temperature to set the oven, or what to substitute for nutmeg. They set our places on the patio, serve mushy string beans and mashed potatoes. Macaroni with an unidentifiable blend of spices. They stop me from cleaning afterward, sending me back down to work instead. I’m racing against time as the flowers fade and the bird begins to smell of death. I’m painting all the feathers I can see, each stripe and curve of neck and wing, the prehistoric feet and claws, the crooked smiling beak and the deadened eyes. And as I paint, my mind goes to so many places. I’m in the pink tub and the kids are small, peeking at my body from the other side of the curtain. I’m on the sand, watching them hold hands and lose their footing as waves come in and lift them. We’re in my old bedroom, reading Goodnight Moon.

The bird is finished, and the flowers, and the candles, but the painting still needs something. And then I’m up in the house, opening the game drawer in a trance, finding the velvet bag of Jacks pieces. Moving to the drawer in the telephone alcove, sorting through to find Nathalie’s long-forgotten envelope of paper dolls. I carry them down with me and scatter them on the tabletop. Silver Jacks and miniature flat dresses and hats and trousers. I touch the canvas to make sure it’s dry, reach for new tubes of paint to mix. How suddenly the end comes. How difficult to look, and keep looking, until it all loses its strangeness and I see it for what it is. Shapes and textures and color and absence and with every stroke of the brush a whisper: It’s all right, it’s all right.






THIRTY-ONE


THE BOUGAINVILLEA is in full bloom by the gate, the cactus growing dangerously close to the mailbox. I turn the metal latch and reach inside. Thick cotton envelope, The Santa Barbara Museum of Art printed in the upper corner. I tear it open there on the sidewalk. An invitation to a private reception: Fruits and Flowers in Painting, August 11, 1958. Back in the house, I dial Elise.

“I’ve never been to Santa Barbara,” I say when she answers.

“The exhibit is going to be beautiful—Picasso and Matisse. Van Gogh. Stettheimer. Some newer artists, too. We let them borrow the O’Keeffe from our collection. I have a place for us to stay and a restaurant I’m dying to take you to.”

She drives us along the coast, top down, scarves wrapped around our hair. In Santa Barbara, the ocean’s bright blue and distant, the buildings creamy white with red clay roofs. Elise winds up the hillside, turns off the road onto a gravel drive. We get out and sling our overnight bags over our shoulders. I’m struck by the ease of it—the slopes of the hills, the casual way Elise turns over a pot outside the front door and reaches for the key she knows is there.

“Remind me how you know these people again?”

“We went to Stanford together,” she says. “They’re part of the whole gang. Fred and Melinda and Harry and us. Except they’re always traveling now so we mostly just use their house.”

“Too bad I won’t get to meet them.”

“Oh no, it’s much more enjoyable when they’re gone. All they do when they’re home is show you photo albums and souvenirs from their trips and get deeply, troublingly drunk. Once they told me an hour-long story about an elephant they met on safari, and they sobbed. I have no doubt that a personal encounter with a grand creature could have a profound effect, but clearly, it’s the kind of thing you keep to yourself. Now I can barely see a picture of an elephant without remembering how Rodger boohooed in Carolyn’s arms in front of us. It was like someone died, really. His nose was running, she actually started singing to him—some tribal song from the trip. I swear to you, I’ve never been so uncomfortable in my life. If they didn’t have such a fabulous guesthouse I might have cut things off with them right then.”

She’s leading me down steep stone steps, and curved, wall-like clusters of bamboo, to an opening where two small Japanese-style structures are separated by a pond and an arched wooden bridge.

“Now,” she says. “You can see how it’s worth it to forgive them. They flew an architect out from Kyoto to recreate their favorite inn. Have you done the Japanese bathing ritual?”

“Definitely not.”

We slip our shoes off in front of the first little building and tuck them under a bench by the door. She takes hold of a handle and slides a wood panel aside, revealing a deep cedar tub with a circle of smooth stones around it. “You shower first,” Elise says. “And then get in the tub. The water’s special, has some minerals in it. And it’s very hot. And here’s drinking water for tea and lounging. I’ll get it started now. And then you shower again and that’s it!”

I laugh. “All right,” I say. “I’ll try it.” I’m tentative at first, undressing next to Elise, taking turns under the showerhead, lowering into the tub. She’s efficient, practiced, keeps her eyes straight ahead. I follow her lead. And then we’re both in the water, so hot I lose my breath, and she looks at me again and says, “You haven’t said much about Ginny lately.”

My body gives in to the heat, my lungs take in air. I turn my face to the wooden ceiling. “She’s still with Pamela.”

“You know … you and I never talk about sex.”

“That’s true,” I say. I close my eyes. “It’s probably my fault. I’m so used to keeping it a secret. And there’s not much to talk about. I’ve been alone for most of my life.” She’s quiet and my words play over. “That sounds self-pitying. I don’t mean it to.”

“There are other women, you know. Besides Ginny.”

“Yes,” I say. “I know.”

“I had sex with a woman once.” She says it as though she doesn’t really care, with an air of just having thought of it, but I know her well enough to catch the nervousness under it, the slight twitch and blink. “Not sure why I didn’t tell you before,” she says.

“When was it?”

“About a year ago. It wasn’t all that satisfying. We were attracted to each other but neither of us knew how to be the aggressor. I spent all my life learning to be an object of desire. But then when there’s something I really want, I don’t know how to take it. I just lie there like a rag doll.”

“I see you as a person who gets what she wants,” I say, but once I’ve said it, I realize it’s not quite right. She’s telling me something about herself. I owe it to her to believe her. “A year ago…” I try to place her in time. More recent than Mexico City and Giovanni’s Room.

“I don’t know why I didn’t tell you.” She stands abruptly, slim stomach and pale thighs pink from the heat. She steps out of the tub and slips on a robe. “She reminded me a bit of you, actually. That’s why I noticed her at first. Gorgeous.”

“That’s a nice compliment,” I say.

“It’s just the truth.”

“I find you gorgeous, too, you know.”

“But not your type,” she says, turning toward the counter, and I barely have time to form a thought before she says, “Don’t worry, I care about your friendship too much to ever risk anything. Even if you were to find me irresistible.” Her back to me, she pours tea into a tiny black cup, turns around again and sits on the mat and smiles. She’s so beautiful, and yet it’s Ginny who I think of, walking naked down the hallway that first night at her house. The curve of her hips, the proud line of her back. How I wanted her, how my body froze against the want.

“The first night I spent with Ginny … I didn’t know how to give in.” I stretch out my fingertips, float my hands on the surface of the water.

Elise waits, says, “But you did eventually? Give in?”

I nod. When I was young, I’d rush to Hattie on our Thursday afternoons, bold and unselfconscious. Over those few weeks with Ginny, desire rushed back. My body turning toward pleasure again, turning away when it was over. So distant now. “I guess I don’t know how to talk about sex,” I say.

She waves it off. “We’ve divorced ourselves from our animal natures. As a species, I mean. We’ve imposed so many rules.” She finishes her tea, rises, takes a towel and holds it out for me. “Time to get ready,” she says.

An hour later we’re parking on the main strip, every person out the window fair skinned and expensively dressed. My shoulders tighten. “Listen,” I say as she cuts the engine. “If anyone asks, let’s say I’m Italian.”

“They won’t.”

“But if they do.”

“It might be more fun to shock them.”

“Not for me.”

“All right. We don’t have to stay very long anyway. It’s a small exhibit in a small museum.”

It’s plenty large to me, a pace behind her on the stone steps, following through the arches to the grand entry, voices ricocheting off the stone floors and bare walls. Is this how Delphine felt on North Harper Street? This same tightness, this sense of bracing? One of the voices, a man’s, says, “Elise Eriksen, do I have to come all the way to Santa Barbara to see you? No Romanoff’s lunches anymore?” and I slip away before she has a chance to introduce me. Toward the paintings. Many of the works are very old, meticulous, united by their realism and the theme of fruits and flowers. Nothing like the abstract art in the magazines we read. I start with a dark painting in an ornate gold frame, a pumpkin with a slice out of its center, brown earthenware, white table linens. Next comes a softer one, a rendering of pink apple blossoms and green leaves. Humanity in the brush strokes. Comfort in this way of looking. A hint of ease returning to my body. I turn a corner and across the room a painting beckons me. Strange and bright and childlike. The background is white and pale blue, sky and angel wings. At the center, a firefly leads a procession of flowers toward the sun. It’s whimsical, a rebellion in this room of painstakingly rendered, serious still lifes. I make my way through the rest of the exhibit, accept a glass of champagne from a tray carried by a young blue-eyed man. For my great-great grandmother, born into slavery—the thought thundering so clear and sudden that I almost say it aloud. A lurch in my chest remembering how I held her freedom papers between my fingers. What would she make of me?

I go back to the bright painting. I check the plaque again. Journey to the Sun, by Florine Stettheimer.

“It’s a breath of fresh air, isn’t it?” Elise says, appearing next to me. Scanning my face to see if I’m all right. Once satisfied, we turn back to the painting. “After she died, Marcel Duchamp curated an exhibit of her work for MoMA. It was their first retrospective of a woman artist, if you can believe it—which of course you can. And then the show came to San Francisco. I was eighteen and had never heard of her. It swept me off my feet. I must have gone to see it a dozen times.”

We leave, drive to dinner. Soon, we’re seated in an elegant dining room. A waiter’s at our table and Elise says, “We need oysters on the half shell with mignonette, and two glasses of dry white wine—a mineral wine, like licking the wall of a cave. Do you have anything like that? If not, we’ll skip the wine and have martinis.” Martinis come with an apology from the waiter. And then oysters on a silver tray with the mignonette in a matching dish with a tiny spoon. Metal and ice and creature. Everything looks like a painting. “Oh, good,” she says. “The small ones. They have the best flavor and they’re the easiest to go down, don’t you think?”

“I’ve never tried them raw. Gulf oysters are much bigger; we always cook them. That’s what I’m used to.”

She spoons a little of the sauce onto one of the oysters, lifts it in its gray shell to her mouth. “You sort of sip it,” she says. “Sometimes slurping is necessary if they don’t slide off. But ideally…” She tips the shell back, closes her eyes in pleasure as she swallows. Sets the shell back onto the ice, the smooth inside facing down now. “Your turn.”

I do as she’s shown me, and the oyster flesh slips easily from its shell, into my mouth, cold and bright, like rocks and seawater. With it, a revelation: I know only the slightest bit about life and its pleasures.

Following, unbidden, a question: Has Delphine tasted an oyster, straight from its shell? Had life taken different turns, could she and I have found ourselves on a night like tonight, together? Elise hands me another. I take it, force the thoughts away. I’m here now, I’m with her. “Now I understand how someone could sob over an elephant,” I say. “I might sob over this tray of oysters.”

“No reason not to.”

“Only that you might not be my friend anymore. I don’t have a guesthouse to make up for it.”

“Stop,” she says. “You’re nothing like those two. Sometimes I fear that I am, though. It embarrasses me, being just another person getting out of a car to see a show. Just another opinion in the room. I’m not proud of it. What separates me from everyone else besides my own sense of self-importance?”

We’d spent the afternoon naked, talking about sex, and yet this confession feels far more intimate. She shifts in her seat. “Do you want to make art?” I ask.

“No, no,” she says. She scans the restaurant. Takes a breath. “I want a gallery. I have excellent taste.”

“You should do it.”

“I need Espen to want it, too. No one would show with me on my own. A woman.” She blinks hard, resetting her face. “On that note, it’s about time to show him your work. People listen to him. They get excited about who he’s excited about.”

The thought of him—of anyone—assessing my work makes me want to crawl under the table. “There’s no guarantee he’ll be excited.”

“You’ve always been good,” Elise says. “You’re undeniable now. You need to show people. Otherwise, it’s a one-way conversation. Just consider it. Now let’s get more to eat.”

She orders us big bowls of black-shelled mussels and brown-and-white-striped clams in a fragrant broth, specked with parsley and chili flakes. Charred half lemons sit atop, next to long slices of toasted bread drenched in the broth. I take a bite. The ocean and butter and wine and salt. I clutch my heart. She does a little shimmy in her chair. We’re quiet together for a while, intent on our food, each delicious bite of it. Out the window beside us is the dark ocean, the sky with a near-full moon. Inside are white tablecloths and low murmurs, the occasional call for a waiter or burst of laughter. Next to us, two couples sit across from each other, on a double date. One of the husbands asks the table, “What do you want for your children? Most of all, out of everything?”

“To be good people,” the man across from him says. He puts his arm on his wife’s shoulder. “What about you?”

“A successful career. A big, happy family.”

The other wife says, “Everything that we have, plus a little more. Okay, Tom. Time to answer your own question.”

Elise and I lock eyes across the table, both of us listening.

“I don’t know,” Tom says, his voice faltering. Elise widens her eyes at me and I widen mine back. If they weren’t within earshot we’d theorize over what poor Tom is going through. I contemplate his question but no easy answer comes to me either. “I keep trying to figure it out,” Tom says. “I just really don’t know.”

“What would your answer be?” Elise asks me later. We’re in our pajamas, sipping tea on the guesthouse’s big bed.

“I want so many things for them,” I say. “Feels impossible to choose.” They’re in New Orleans now, living their summertime lives, calling me every few days to check in. “They were excited for me to come here with you.”

She stretches her legs out, flexes her toes. “I care about them, you know,” she says. “Very much. It’s a new experience for me to care for children this way, to get to watch them grow. Though I suppose they aren’t quite children anymore, are they?”



A couple weeks later, I agree to invite Espen to see my work. I tidy my studio in the morning, go to the market for ingredients for étouffée and cook in the afternoon. Dice the holy trinity, brown the roux, peel the shrimp.

“Look at this tiny house,” Espen says in the early evening when they come down the steps.

“See?” Elise says. “This is why I never bring him along.” She kisses me on the cheek, introduces me to their friend Douglass. They’re just back from San Francisco and I serve Sazeracs and listen to them talk.

“We went to the Dilexi. An informal sister gallery to Ferus. It’s exactly what San Francisco needs,” Espen says.

Elise plunks onto one of my patio chairs, crosses her legs. “You’d love it, Odette. It’s right above a jazz club. Great energy.”

Once we’ve emptied our glasses I guide us to the table, carry out étouffée and rice and green salad on a tray.

“Now this,” Elise says, “is art.”

Douglass, mouth full, points to his bowl with his spoon, emphatically, as though stabbing it. Espen says, “If your paintings are half as good as your cooking, then we’re in for a treat.” I still don’t understand what he does for a living—maybe nothing—but he’s always doing studio visits, talking to curators, giving his opinions. I hope he’ll give Elise her gallery, wish she didn’t need him to.

Before I’m ready, it’s time. I lead them down to the studio and open the doors. Pull back the curtains for the summer evening light. I’ve hung the canvases up along the walls, set others on the easels. I have drawings and paintings on paper spread out on the table, and that’s where Espen and Douglass begin. They start with my painting of KR. “What’s it called?” Espen asks.

“Still Life with Feathers,” I say.

Douglass brings his fist to his chin. “They’re all still lifes. A little old- fashioned, right? Have you tried abstractions?”

Espen puts a hand out to stop the thought. “No, no,” he says. “Clyfford took me to Diebenkorn’s studio a few months ago. He’s painting still lifes. Doing it in a new way, of course. These evoke one of them especially—irregular composition, nothing in the middle of it except this gorgeous blue. An orange and an orange peel and a bottle of Coke and a rotten lemon.”

Douglass laughs. “Sounds revolting.”

Gravely, Espen says, “Transcendent, actually.”

Douglass is quiet after that, and Espen flips through more of my works on paper and cardboard. Past the kitchen sink full of dishes and the vase of flowers. Past the studies I made alongside Nathalie. Past a painting of Nathalie’s hat hanging from a hook by the door—I made it in a burst of tenderness one morning. He turns his attention to the canvases and I smile at Elise from across the room, remembering our first drink when she saw the blue smear on my wrist. He pauses at a painting of shoes by the door, moves on. “Turn on a light, will you?” I take a desk lamp from my drafting table and move it to where he’s standing. Turn the switch. Light pours over Marriage Bed. “This one…” he says. “I wouldn’t have guessed a woman painted it.”

Elise huffs. “Only a woman could have painted it.”

Espen fixes her with a glare. She meets it. He glances at me. “I meant it as a compliment,” he says. “Do more like this.”

The desperation of those days and nights rush back. “I don’t know if I can,” I say. “Something took me over.”

Douglass, finding his voice again, says, “If it doesn’t terrify you, then what’s the point?”

Later, when they’re at the gate on the verge of stepping onto the street, Espen pauses. “There was one more,” he says. So we follow him back down to the studio. I’m certain he’s going to choose the birthday cake and prove Douglass’s theory. But instead he finds the painting of Nathalie’s hat. “This,” he says. “It’s just a hat on the wall, but I can’t turn away.”

I look from the bed to the hat. Pain, tenderness. Worth in all of it.



The kids return from New Orleans, tired from the train ride but happy, new strength in their arms as they hug me hello. We pick up where we left off, peace among us again. I give them more responsibilities and more freedoms. Nathalie gives me more patience, and Clément spends hours reuniting with his birds, taking notes on how they’re flying. When I was finished painting him, we buried KR near the coop. Bernard carved a small wooden tombstone, which Clément now keeps clean and tended. Life feels comfortingly predictable until a day in early January, when I get a call at the plant from Our Lady of Victory, asking for me to come in. I clock out early and drive to the school. When I get there, Nathalie is sitting stiffly in a corner chair in Sister Bethany’s office, staring at her lap.

“Please sit,” Sister Bethany tells me, gesturing to the chair across from her at a desk. My first time in her office, and it smells of metal and bleach, and Nathalie’s positioned so that my back is to her. I have to crane my neck to see if she’s all right. “It’s rare that we need to meet with parents this way,” Sister Bethany says, interlacing her fingers. Her eyes are piercing blue, her bare face and habit making me aware of the sparkle of my earrings and the wave in my hair, my thin arc of eyeliner and curled lashes. Even in my simple blouse and trousers, I must seem vain to her. “Nathalie has proven to be unusually difficult.”

I turn to my daughter. She’s still staring at her lap. “That surprises me,” I say.

Sister Bethany narrows her eyes, smiling ruefully as though my response is evidence of something. I don’t want to be here. I want to take Nathalie and go. But Sister Bethany has more to say, about Nathalie’s insolence, her lack of respect for authority. She doesn’t respond to punishment and she sets a poor example and she neglects her academic subjects in favor of music and art. “What’s funny?” she asks, and I shake my head and say, “I’m sorry, it’s just … Music and art. I love them, too.”

“You aren’t comprehending the seriousness of the situation.”

“Yes,” I say. “I mean, no. Maybe I’m not.”

This time when I look at Nathalie her head’s lifted. She’s watching me. That same expression from the night she showed me her swollen hand. I told her to play along but I know with a suddenness that makes me dizzy that I was wrong to tell her that. Sister Bethany drones on but I don’t turn back to her or listen. Instead, a revolt in my body. I’m up from the chair, taking Nathalie’s hand, and now we’re flying out of the office, around a corner, down the dim hall, and out the double doors to the street. We cross to the car, lean against it, facing the squat school building adjoining the grander church. It’s decades newer, but not so unlike the school Adele and Claire and I went to when we were young. All three of us knew how to be there, never had trouble. Maman had trained us well.

“I hate Sister Bethany,” Nathalie says.

“I hate her, too,” I say.

A car door near us slams shut. A dog barks. A crow alights from a tree, dashes through the sky.

We get into the car and wait. Clément will be dismissed soon. Gradually, cars driven by mothers fill the parking spots ahead and behind us. I say, “Honey, I’m not sending you back.”

Shocking to decide it, but Felix showed me with his leaving that what’s terrible at first can turn ordinary. It was a January when he left us, right about this time. Since then: Rainstorms. Heat waves. Afternoons swimming. Birds and painting. Thanksgiving dinners. Christmas wreaths and Easter Masses. Four years. From children to teens. The days between then and now like the view from a moving car. I open my arms to Nathalie. She’s not a little girl. I can’t assume that she’ll come to me. She hesitates before sliding over, but then she leans against me and sobs into my shirt. I pet her hair like I used to when she was little. At some point Clément spots us and opens the car door. Climbs in. I tell him what happened and what I’ve decided. “I’ll leave, too,” he says. “We’ll start at a new school together.”

We sit in the car, in no hurry to go, and I swear, they mature yet again before my eyes. And as we sit, a voice surfaces, strange at first. Poor Tom at the restaurant. “What do you want for your children? Most of all, out of everything?” There was a time when Clément would wrap his arms around my legs until I scooped him up and carried him. A time when Nathalie would cry and rage and only I could calm her. Over now. On from that. Nearly grown and on the verge of making all their own choices. I say, “Nathalie, I was wrong when I told you to play by their rules. I was wrong and you knew it.” I take her hand and Clément’s, hold them together. “What I want you both to know,” I say, “deep in your bones, is that you are beholden only to yourselves.”







PART FOUR
1962–1965
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THIRTY-TWO


AT TWO IN THE MORNING on a night in April, the telephone rings. I rush out of bed, toward Clément and Nathalie’s door. They’re high school juniors now—they stay out late sometimes on the weekends, past the hour when I fall asleep—and I’m disoriented and panicked, feeling my way through the dark, turning the knob. Nathalie’s bedside light clicks on. They’re sitting up in their beds, as alarmed as I am, home and safe. A wash of relief but the phone’s still ringing, and I go to the kitchen to answer it. Lionel’s voice speaks low on the other end. “This is gonna sound strange,” he says. “You know how I went with some bird men to Palm Springs?”

“Yes.”

“These aren’t the guys from the neighborhood. One of them drove me out here in his car, and at first it was fine but … We’re at a house, waiting for a cat named Raymond to come. A real old guy, best breeder in the world, so they tell me. But he keeps not showing up. The whole mood is off. No one’s telling me anything.” He pauses. “I’m starting to think I’m not here by choice anymore.”

Prick at my palms, an instant sheen of sweat. “I can leave right now,” I say.

He exhales, hard and fast. “I thought about calling Al but it’s a delicate situation. He might fuck it up. If you can leave in the morning, that’ll be fine. No need to drive in the middle of the night. I’ll offer to pick up sandwiches. That’s what I’m going to tell them. There’s a deli a few blocks from the house. You can wait for me in its parking lot around lunchtime. It’s on Indian Canyon Drive, a big yellow sign out front.”

“Okay. And give me the house address just in case.”

“No. I’m not about to put you in any danger. If I can’t make it to the deli at lunchtime, there’s a motel across the street from it. Soon as I get a chance, I’ll meet you there.”

“Lionel. The house address.”

“Not gonna happen. I’ll see you soon.”

I hang up and turn around and Clément and Nathalie are in the doorway, Clément’s shoulders newly broad, Nathalie’s body a woman’s, twin furrows in their brows as they watch me. “I have to do something for Lionel,” I say. “He’s gotten himself into a situation. I need to help him out of it.”

“Should we be worried?” Nathalie asks.

“Lionel’s plans tend to work out. Now let’s all get back to sleep.”

But each time I start to drift off, Lionel’s exhale, his instructions, his refusal to give me the address startle me awake. I toss and turn until the sun rises. I call in sick to work. I pack lunches for Nathalie and Clément, and two more for Lionel and me. And then I’m in my car before they’re awake, morning light across the dash as I take my Thomas Guide from the glove compartment. I search the index for Indian Canyon but the street isn’t there. None of my maps go far enough. I start the car anyway. I know to take the 60, and from there I could probably rely on road signs but what if I can’t, and Lionel goes to the deli and I’m not there, I’m turned around on some desert back road? I decide to stop at a filling station for a map along the way, but some primitive, less rational part of me guides me to Ginny’s street, then up the stairs to her door. I hesitate before knocking. I could change my mind. But I don’t.

Pamela answers. I’ve never before seen her up close. She’s taking a curler out of her hair. She has delicate wrists, downy blond hair on her forearms, a crisp blouse with a square button at the collar. She’s waiting for me to speak, so I apologize for showing up like this, ask if Ginny’s home, say we have a mutual friend who’s in some trouble. Ginny appears, her hair a little longer now, midway down her neck, surprised to see me, eyes widening at what Lionel’s asked me to do. “I’m pretty sure we have a Palm Springs map,” she says.

“We went there with some friends on vacation last year,” Pamela adds, and moves aside so that I can step in. Unfamiliar furniture, a new citrus scent, a crowdedness to it that hadn’t been here when it was only Ginny’s. A framed film poster of Elizabeth Taylor and a collection of seashells in a glass bowl on the coffee table. Pamela disappears down the hall to the bathroom and I wonder if she knows how much time I’ve spent here. If she knows anything about me at all.

“Here,” Ginny says from the kitchen. She emerges with a map, places it in my hand.

Come with me, I want to say.

But Pamela’s back, the curlers removed from her hair now, lips hot pink, snaking her arm around Ginny’s waist. “You got what you needed?” she asks. Her eyes are hard.

“Yes,” I say. “Thank you. I’m sorry, again, to bother you both.”

“Have Lionel call me when he’s back,” Ginny says before she shuts the door.

Face burning, I start the car. The city fading out, the long stretch of nothing, the desert. The life they’ve made while I’ve still been dreaming of her. Imagining her with me when she and Pamela live together without hiding. I’m passing billboards and houses and highway but what I see are Pamela’s seashells, her smooth brown curls, her arm around Ginny’s waist, showing me how she gets to touch her like that anytime she likes. Seared into my mind now. “You marry me,” Ginny once said, her legs pinning me in place, and I was foolish and afraid and I pushed her away.



A few minutes after noon, Lionel appears in the distance, his lanky frame moving quickly against the backdrop of modern houses, flat roofs, and cactus gardens. He walks with his hands in his pockets, his gaze to the ground, glances behind him as he steps into the street to cross, nods at me as he approaches the deli. I turn around, see him scanning the distance. And then he’s at my door and climbing in.

“Drive that way a few blocks,” he tells me. “Let’s get out of sight.” He smells clean, like soap, but perspiration beads his forehead, stains the cotton under his arms. I follow his instructions, park where he tells me to. He scoots across the seat, hugs me tight. “Thank God for you, Odette.” He shakes his head like he has so much to tell me and doesn’t know where to start.

“Lionel,” I say. “What’s going on?”

“We should get out of here. But first, there’s a bird. She’s mine. In the coop in the backyard.” I wait. “If the men come looking for me, we can go get her.”

“How will we be able to tell?”

“We’d see them walking by,” he says. “Way over there.” He points toward an intersection a few blocks away. “There’ll be four of them, if they all go over together.” We eat the lunches I packed. We wait for a very long time. And then Lionel bends forward, squints, and two men appear, closely followed by two more. “That’s them. Let’s go.”

We turn on the block one over from them so they won’t see us pass by, and Lionel has me turn another corner to wait, and a few moments later he’s back with a bird in a small cage, racing to the car. “Go go go,” he says, and I accelerate hard, turn fast onto the main road.

“Is this a getaway mission or a heist?” I ask, and he laughs but doesn’t answer me.

He places the cage in the back. Wiggles it to make sure it’s secure.

“Is that bird really yours?”

“It’s a matter of opinion,” he says. “In my estimation, yes.”

“Lionel.”

“What? You’re taking their side?”

I glance at him. He’s humorless. “I’d never take their side,” I say. “I was so worried about you, I couldn’t sleep. Ginny wants you to call her when you’re home.”

“Ginny does, huh?”

“I went to her place this morning to borrow a map. It was a mistake. Or maybe it wasn’t. Maybe I needed certain things to sink in.” He’s watching me, not saying anything. I ask, “Does she ever talk about me anymore?”

“It’s been a little while.”

I nod.

“That doesn’t mean she isn’t thinking about you.”

“It seems like they’ve made a real life for themselves. It’s a home now, that place.”

“Pamela isn’t always good to her. I mean, sometimes she’s bad to her.”

“How so?”

But he shakes his head, won’t tell me. “Pull off up here,” he says. I take the exit off the road, park in front of a restaurant. “Let’s get a cup of coffee.” He leaves the windows cracked for the bird and I follow him inside, a bell chiming after us, an unsmiling man behind the counter.

“We’ll take a couple cups of joe. Some cream for the lady,” Lionel says, and he pulls his wallet from his back pocket.

The man looks him over. “As long as it’s for takeaway,” he says.

The tables behind us are mostly empty, plenty of room at the counter. Lionel scans the place, shakes his head. “Fuck’s sake. You keep your goddamn coffee.” He puts his hand on my back to hurry us out. “Problem is,” he says, shutting the car door. “Now I’m jonesing for a cup.”

We’re back on the road, both of us facing straight ahead.

“You ever think about Delphine’s photograph in that shop window?” he asks.

A gust of wind, straight through me. “Sometimes,” I say.

Lionel sighs, leans back, stares at the roof. “I fucked up, letting those guys take me there. They make it seem like I’m an exception. No colored men in their club—except for Lionel. Lionel Dumas is indispensable. That’s the word they like to use.”

“I’m sure you are, though.”

“No one’s indispensable. Only until you’ve given them what they need. Hell, you know that. You’re right in the middle of it, all that’s going on at the plant.”

It’s true. It stings. The effort to unionize had intensified over the last couple years, with walkouts and petitions and meetings with chapter organizers. Until, earlier this month, the company announced that they’d be building a new plant in Santa Maria, more than 150 miles outside of Los Angeles. They say it’s unrelated to the organizing, and no one can prove otherwise. Once the new plant is built and running, the Hollywood plant will close. I don’t like to think about it. Just how I didn’t like to think about Delphine’s photograph in the window back home. I remember how Lionel followed me outside, all those years ago, to ask me about it.

“I used to be so curious about you,” I say. “Al’s little brother, always in trouble, a man of mystery.”

He laughs. “I was a knucklehead.”

“Was?”

He play-punches my shoulder, soft as a whisper. “Oh, here’s a place,” I say, pulling off the road. “You stay, I’ll be right back.”

This time it’s a woman at the register. She barely gives me a second glance, accepts my money, hands two paper cups over the counter, and it’s done. “Does it make you feel any kind of way?” I ask Lionel when we’re back in the car. “That it’s easier for me? It makes me uncomfortable.”

We’re parked behind the building, out of sight of the road by his request. “Does it make me feel any kind of way,” he says. “Well, yes. I am quite aware of the freedoms that come with your complexion and the limitations that come with mine. But also, what’s the alternative? Hi, I’m colored. May I order some coffee? It’s not camouflaging that I despise as much as what some other colored people do. Felix, for example.”

“Which is?”

“Debase himself.”

“How does Felix debase himself?”

“A Pullman porter? His entire job is making white people confident in their superiority.”

Defensiveness rushes in and I don’t know why. He still hasn’t been in touch—seven years and no word—but I can’t help myself. “His job is making sure that all runs smoothly in first class. That the passengers are well taken care of. It’s a service role, sure. And the trains still have an old way of doing things. But it won’t be like that forever, and the porters have done so much to advance the cause. Distributing colored newspapers and unionizing. There’s dignity in what Felix does.”

“The passengers call him George. A man has a choice in how he’s treated.”

“Then the passengers are debasing themselves,” I say. The coffee’s strong, bitter. I drink it anyway. “These are ideals that you’re talking about,” I say. “It’s easy to say them but that doesn’t mean they stand in the real world.”

“I stand by them in the real world.”

“And here we are! Hiding out behind a coffee shop because you needed me to go rescue you.”

“All right. Fair.”

I start the car and pull back onto the highway. “I can’t believe you’d say that about Felix. And all the men he’s worked alongside all these years. Not everyone’s a genius, Lionel. Not everyone has a perfect little niche to fit into. Most of us have had to take what we’re offered and make the best of it.”

“Are you calling me a genius?”

“Find something for us on the radio.”

“It feels good to be appreciated.”

“Appreciated as a snob,” I say.

“A snob and a genius. Nobody’s perfect. I’ll take it.”

“You’re impossible.”

He laughs. “Okay, okay. I’m just blowing off steam. Nothing personal against Felix, apart from that he left you and the kids, of course. Can’t imagine why you’d get so worked up defending him.”

“I know. It’s just the principle of it. I fundamentally disagree with what you’re saying. Take Bernard and Al. Al decides the company has to change, decides the only way is to unionize. The boss becomes the enemy. The company becomes the enemy. Unionizing is the only way. Meanwhile, Bernard is loyal to the company. He’s working from within to get us higher wages, extra vacation days, shorter hours. You might say he’s debasing himself, but I say he’s being a pragmatist. He’s being strategic. He’s going golfing with the vice president, bending his ear, leaving him more sympathetic to the workers while Al’s at secret meetings, showing up on Mondays with a new list of demands and ultimatums. Which method works better?”

“Clearly neither of them work. That’s why they’re moving the plant.”

I sigh. “I don’t even want to talk about this. I hate talking about it. It’s all anyone’s been talking about for years.”

“Have you started planning what you’ll do for work?”

From the back, there’s a rustle, a rattle of the cage. I say, “It’s the only job I’ve ever had. You know that. Some people are going to follow the plant to Santa Maria.”

“But not you, right?”

“No. Not me. I have some time to figure it out.”

“Maybe you could teach art lessons down in your studio.”

“I have no formal training.”

“Could have fooled me.”

“I don’t know all the words for things. I don’t know enough about the history.”

“I’m certain that you know a lot more than you think.”

“Maybe,” I say. “But art lessons aren’t it.”

Just past Riverside, a song comes on the radio. A fiddle. A lazy guitar strum. A woman’s voice, plaintive and sweet. “We don’t listen to enough country music,” Lionel says. His arm rests in the window, wind through his tight black curls, an unruly smile. “Tell you what. When the kids are out of the house and your evenings are free, we’re gonna do it all the time. I’ll show up with a bottle of something and you’ll have some country records for us to listen to.”

“We’ll prop the door open and play them loud,” I say.

“Warm summer nights,” Lionel says. “I can see it.”

I can, too. The comfort of it. The absence it might fill. “I’m worried about the family,” I say. “Who’d have imagined Adele and Al would ever stop hosting on Sundays?”

“Bernard and Al will figure it out. The plant’s moving on and they will, too, once they’ve had some time to nurse their grudges.”

“But it isn’t only Bernard and Al. It’s also my sisters. They seem relieved to have an excuse to avoid each other. I’m not sure why.” We’re passing through Riverside now, getting closer to home. “If we were going to lose what we had anyway, why didn’t I try with Ginny?”

We drive for miles longer, quiet now, and once we’re back on city streets Lionel reaches for the cage and pulls the bird out. He holds her, strokes her head. She coos. I stop at a red light and look at her. I’m sure I’ve passed her before, pecking around in Lionel’s coop, but I’ve never looked closely. Fawn beak and quick eyes, white head with black flecks, like a scattering of pepper in a bowl of salt. Soft velvet-gray body and bold black-and-white tail feathers. “She’s beautiful.”

“Sure is. Here,” he says, “try this.” He shows me how to glide my index finger across her back. “See how you can’t even detect her spine? That’s an indicator of an impeccable bird right there.”

At the next light, he hands her to me. Her body’s warm, her feathers soft. She smells like seeds and hay. Her heart beats against my fingers. The light changes and he takes her back. Soon we’re turning onto his street, and he puts the bird back in the cage. He’s smiling his Lionel smile, his gotten-away-with-something smile, and I want to go back in time to each moment I’ve seen it before, and each time we’ve been together this way, the two of us. “Are you sure you’ll be okay here?” I ask.

“What could go wrong?” he says. But I see something horrible on his door, a smear of red, more of it on his stoop.

“What is that?” We both step out of the car. It’s worse up close. Thick smears of blood on the wood and the knob, and below, on the stoop, pink entrails and white bone, guts spilled out and stomped on, and flesh, and feathers. I gag. Lionel darts down the steps and around to the side of the house, to his coop. I follow him, watch as he turns the combination lock and swings open the door. Inside, his birds ruffle and preen, peck and nuzzle.

“Look,” he says. “They tried to break it open.” There are gouges stabbed out of the wood along the padlock. They could have pried it off with more time.

“How’d they get here so fast?”

“Must’ve had some guys come do it for them.” He locks the coop. We go look at the mess again, closer. A flattened head, bigger than a pigeon’s, topped with a dash of red. A lifeless eye gazing out. “Poor little chicken,” Lionel says. His face crumples, he squeezes his eyes shut. “They didn’t need to do all this.”

“Let’s leave it for a minute,” I say. I get the bird from the back seat of the car, aware as I do of every window on the street, every parked car. There’s a slam from behind me and I startle, but it’s an elderly colored man, emptying his garbage into the silver pail.

“Come on,” I tell Lionel. “Let’s go through the back.” I take his hand and he follows me like a little boy, head hanging, tears on his cheeks. Inside, his apartment is as it always is, undisturbed. All I can think to do is call Al at the office. “Avoid the front door,” I warn. “It’s gruesome.” He comes straight over, dressed in his suit, an expression I remember from the blue house as though it were yesterday.

“How is it that we’re here again?” he asks after Lionel’s told him the story. “And how is it you thought Odette was the person to call?”

“I managed just fine,” I say.

“They’re just sending me a message is all,” Lionel says.

“And a damn clear one,” Al says. “The question now is where you’re gonna go.”

“I’m not going anywhere.”

Al shakes his head, opens his mouth to disagree, but the phone rings and Lionel leaves him to answer it. “Hey Ginny,” Lionel says. “I’ve been better, yeah. Okay. Use the back door. You’ll see why.”

Ginny’s here in minutes. She looks like she’s been crying. Maybe I made things difficult by showing up there this morning. Maybe it has nothing to do with me at all. Maybe she’s been worrying about Lionel all day. The truth is it could be anything. I know so little about her life.

“I’m going to clean up the murder scene out there,” Al says.

“I’ll help,” I say.

“Absolutely not,” he says. Lionel rises. “You stay put, too, little brother.”

“Have you all eaten?” Ginny asks. We shake our heads. “I’ll throw something together, and then we’ll figure out what Lionel needs to do.” I watch her opening cabinets, pulling out jars and boxes. Lionel lies down on the sofa and closes his eyes.

Later, we sit around his table, an awkward foursome, each of us jumpy at the cars passing outside. Al’s showered, dressed in Lionel’s clothes. I twirl spaghetti around my fork. Red pepper flakes and olives and capers, briny and bright. “I didn’t know you could cook this way,” I say.

“Was it formal training or osmosis?” Al asks.

“A little of each,” Ginny says.

“Child labor?”

“Pretty sure the rules are laxer when it comes to a family business.”

I don’t know what they’re talking about.

“She grew up in her family’s restaurant,” Lionel tells me. “You didn’t know that?”

“Even I knew that,” Al says, unaware of how it stings.

“Remember when I ordered the whole menu for your thirtieth birthday?” Lionel asks.

“How could I forget? And you told my brother when you went to pay.”

“I swear he started to cry. Slipped that bottle of red wine in, on the house.”

“Yeah, well. Don’t feel too soft about him. He’s welcome to call me anytime.”

“Family,” Lionel says, winking at me. “Right, Odette?”

“Don’t start, you two,” Al says. “Adele and I have been holding everyone together for years. It’s someone else’s turn now.”

We finish eating. We clear the table and wash the dishes. We sit around, waiting for something to happen. It’s late now. “You two go on home,” Al finally says to Ginny and me. “I’ll stay back with Lionel and we’ll figure out a plan.”

We walk outside, stand together at my car. I’d offer her a ride but she lives two blocks away. “I wish I knew everything about you,” I say.

She looks at me again, the way she has been all night, giving nothing away. Then she opens the door to my car and slides in. We drive to my house. It’s nearly eleven, a school night, and I pray that Clément and Nathalie will already be sleeping. We park, I unlock the gate and lead her down the steps. The kids’ bags are by the door, their shoes kicked off. The house is dim and silent. Ginny’s face is a blur of sadness. She accepts my hand when I offer it and I take her into my room and close the door. She sits on the edge of my bed. “I’m so tired,” she whispers.

I kneel on the floor at her feet. I unlace one of her shoes and then the other. Resist pressing my mouth to the inches of skin between the hem of her blue jeans and the tops of her socks. She lies down and I sit next to her, take her head in my lap. She closes her eyes. A rush of rightness at being here with her, so sweet it has no place in a night like this one. She falls asleep, her head under my hand as I pet her hair, and for whatever brief and wondrous time we have, I want this and this and more of this.

“Do you still love me?” I ask, but she’s sound asleep. After a time, she turns over, her head on my pillow now, and I’m wide awake so I get up and go out onto the patio. The moon’s close to full, the stars brighter than usual, and I sit in the cool night and my heart races. I hear a car pulling up, and then another. Al’s voice: “Odette, you up?”

I open the gate. Around them, scattered on the sidewalk, filling the back seats of their cars, are cages full of pigeons. “Lionel got a phone call,” Al says. “I don’t especially care to repeat it.”

Lionel’s standing in the yellow of a streetlamp. I remember his soap smell from the morning, the perspiration on his forehead, his urgency. Now his shoulders hunch. “I’ve gotta go for a while,” he says.

We carry the pigeons down the steps and to the coop. Ginny appears in the doorway. Neither of them seems surprised to see her. She’s an extra pair of hands, unfastening the latch to the coop and taking the pigeons inside. The birds ruffle and squawk and now Clément and Nathalie are outside, too. “What’s all this?” Clément asks.

“I need you to take care of them for me,” Lionel says. “A few months, probably.” Clément stands an inch taller than Lionel now. His height, their man-to-man conversation—it fills me with fear.

“Having the birds here isn’t going to put us in any danger, is it?” I ask.

Lionel shakes his head. “It’s not the birds they’re after, it’s me. Plus, I left them the one they want.” Her soft gray body, the quickness of her heart. Our index fingers, making their way down her spine.

“When are you leaving?” I ask Lionel.

“First thing tomorrow.”

“You can sleep at my place,” Ginny says. “I’ll go by your house and pick up anything you need.”

He hugs Nathalie and Clément and Al and me. And then he and Ginny drive away.






THIRTY-THREE


THE NEXT WEEK, I’m in the restroom near the cafeteria, washing my hands, when Ginny walks in. I catch her reflection in the mirror. She barely glances up but then sees that it’s me, and she stops. It’s only the two of us, the long line of stall doors open.

“How are things in Listening?” she asks. Enough to make me cry. This show we’re putting on for no one. You were just in my bed, I want to say. You fell asleep with my hand across your hair. But we’re tentative, polite, and I want to shake her, shake myself, wake us both up. I want to know why she was crying. I want to know why she got into my car. Once, I made the rules and obeyed them, and it was excruciating but it was clear. And now nothing’s clear and I don’t know what we’re doing.

The door swings open and Claud’s there, gesturing for me to go out, tugging my arm, leading me down the hall. “The first layoffs were just announced. A long list of people, all of them on the union side.”

A ringing in my ears. “Al?” I ask.

“I hate to be the one to tell you.”

I race down the hall and up the flights of stairs to the third floor. The secretaries are huddled together, talking low, dabbing eyes, and I open Al’s door without knocking and here he is. Standing at his desk, placing a framed photograph of Adele and the kids into a box. Bernard’s seated in the chair across the room. Both of them, silent.

“Al,” I say. “How could they do this?”

“Fifteen years,” he says. “Flawless performance reviews. Let go without a day’s notice.” His jaw is set. A slight tremor in his hands as he packs his things. “People are saying the bathrooms are bugged,” he tells me. “Everyone knows that’s where most of the conversations take place. Be careful with what you say.”

“I’ll walk out with you,” I say. “I’ll hand in my resignation right now.”

He goes still for a moment, turns to Bernard, who says nothing. “I appreciate that, Odette. More than I can say. But the impact wouldn’t be worth your sacrifice. Not like, say, if some of my fellow managers found themselves similarly moved.”

Bernard’s eyes have been fixed to the corner of the room. His gaze doesn’t waver. Al finishes clearing off his desk, takes the frames from his walls. I ask the secretaries to find me some napkins and Ruby brings me a stack from the cafeteria. I wrap Al’s lowball glasses from the wet bar, his framed artwork. Once everything in sight is packed up, he opens the drawer to his files. Frowns down at them.

“Go ahead and leave them,” Bernard says. The first sentence he’s spoken.

A shadow across Al’s face. Voice low, he asks, “Are you sitting here as my brother? Or as the personnel manager?”

Bernard shifts in his seat, doesn’t answer, fixes Al with a hard stare. Al’s hands close into fists and I move my body between them. “Bernard,” I say. “You’d better go.” A silent moment. Terrible. My whole body on alert. Al enraged, Bernard seething. “Go,” I say again, and this time, he listens.

“I knew he was loyal to the company,” Al says. “But this?”

“I know,” I say. “I know.”

Later, I’m panic-stricken, thinking of my sisters. Already distanced. Already missing Sunday dinners. I call Adele and then Claire, asking them to come by on Saturday. We sit together on my patio, drink cold beers to take the edge off. I say, “Al and Bernard are going to need some time, I imagine.” Adele bites her lip. Claire straightens her posture, sips primly from a glass. I say, “We need to remember that we’re sisters. This is our family.”

“Try telling that to Bernard,” Adele mutters.

Claire pretends not to hear her, says, “Of course. Nothing could change my devotion to the two of you. And there are bound to be some hard feelings between the boys during this time, but it will be for the best in the end. How many years have they been going on about this union business? Soon they’ll have new things to talk about. A fresh start for everyone.”

“My husband is out of a job with a wife and three children to support.”

“Yes,” Claire says. “And I hope you know that Bernard had nothing to do with that decision. But a smart, professional man like Al? He’ll be employed again in no time. He was hired on the spot when he interviewed at Columbia, remember. A man with his intellect and charm and job experience—only a fool would turn him down.”

Adele sighs. Acquiesces. “He has an interview with Dootsie Williams on Monday.”

Claire beams. “See?”

“He’s building a music center next to the Sportsman Bowl. Two fine, Negro-owned businesses for the community, side by side.”

“That’s wonderful,” I say. “Al’s always admired Dootsie Williams.”

“And he’s sure to get the job,” Claire says. “How exciting.”

Al does, in fact, get the job. Weeks pass. Round after round of layoffs come, a sense of doom settles over the plant. I miss Lionel, catch him on the phone when I can. He’s doing fine in Oakland. He’s keeping an ear to the ground. “Those bird men sure know how to hold a grudge,” he says. He and Clément have weekly conversations, Clément on the phone at the kitchen table, going over notes, discussing each of the birds and how they’ve been faring. When summer comes and Clément and Nathalie go to New Orleans, Lionel’s friend Maurice comes to tend to the pigeons. I watch from the window as he fills their water and replenishes their seed, as he sweeps and carries the soiled hay to the street.

And then summer’s over. In the evenings, the kids come home from school with barely a hello. They toss their backpacks on the sofa, breeze past me, talking only to each other, wrapped up in the complexities of their senior year. I sit through dinner as they go on. I don’t say a word and they don’t notice and heat rises and there’s a sourness in my stomach, a taste I barely recognize. In the mornings I pack lunches, make breakfast. Nathalie wrinkles her nose at a pan of fried eggs and says, “You never make French toast anymore.” Clément brings friends home after school to see the birds; they stay for hours; I never know how much dinner to fix. One evening Nathalie’s waiting for me when I get home after drinks with Elise. She says the Jefferson High music teacher has offered her an old piano. “Just a little upright, perfect for learning,” she says. The only thing is she’s measured and the one place it will fit is right in front of the fireplace. Our winters by the fire. My living room, each painstakingly chosen piece of furniture in its right spot. I tell her yes, it’s fine, she can accept it. The next morning they graze kisses on my cheek on their way out the door, don’t bother clearing their dishes, and I don’t express my hurt or my frustration, don’t remind them to help me, just tally up each letdown like an answer marked wrong on a test.

After Thanksgiving we return to work to find, hanging on the lunchroom wall, a large-scale drawing of the plans for the new plant: an eighteen-acre campus with long narrow pools and low-roofed buildings, rows of eucalyptus trees and fountains and walls of windows. Alongside the plans are the words: Join us in Santa Maria! December comes and Columbia breaks ground, construction officially underway. The same month, on Central Avenue and 135th, just two miles from his house, Al supervises the letters going up on the Dooto Music Center’s marquee: GRAND OPENING, DEC. 23, ARTISTS & CELEBRITIES. I host Christmas—my house neutral ground—heat the gumbo Claire made the day before. Al and Bernard haven’t spoken in months. They nod to each other on my patio, keep their distance all night. In the kitchen, Claire says she and Bernard are talking about moving out of Compton. Southwest from here, she says, there are new developments being built. They could have more space. Maybe even a swimming pool. The neighborhood isn’t what it used to be. They could sell now while the prices are still good.

“What’s wrong with Compton?” Adele asks. “From my vantage point, it’s thriving. You should look at the Dooto Center’s calendar. Not only concerts and banquets but NAACP meetings and fundraisers for Negro candidates. Kids’ dance classes. I only wish it were here when the children were younger.”

“Sure,” Claire says. “But if you ask me there’s a reason Dootsie opened the center a couple miles south of here. Farther from Watts. Odette, you should really consider moving, too. You’re even closer to that mess.”

“I love my house,” I say. “My yard and my studio. I’m perfectly happy where I am.”

“With the shopping district half boarded up? All those people out of work?”

“Claire, why do you even need more space?” Adele asks.

Claire stiffens, takes it as a dig, a reminder of her only child, how much she’d hoped for two or three, and the mood grows tense and everything feels cast in red. The things we don’t say, the resentments and hurts, they’re thick around us. For the rest of the night the cousins laugh together and open their gifts, and Nathalie and Al pore over liner notes, and my sisters alternate helping me in the kitchen, no longer able to be in that tight space together. And in the days after, in my studio, late into the night, I paint a vase of tulips and two water glasses, a stack of Claire’s McCall’s and Adele’s Jet magazines, everything in shades of red.



I let Elise through the gate on a January afternoon. “I have terrible jetlag,” she says, dropping her purse on my chair and kicking off her shoes.

“What would help?” I ask her. “Coffee? A drink?”

“Coffee sounds nice,” she says. “I love how you make it.”

She follows me to the kitchen, sits at the table with her feet up on a chair as I fill the glass percolator with water, set it on the stovetop and light the burner. “Tell me about the trip,” I say, measuring the coffee grounds.

“We spent Christmas in San Francisco. Joan’s moved on to self-portraits.” All these years later, just the mention of self-portraits makes me heavy with shame. I still can’t untangle them from the dizziness, the mess, the children’s fear. Elise says, “The work is magnificent. Maybe her best yet.”

“I hope to meet her someday. And see her paintings.”

“We’ll arrange it. You’d love each other.”

“And then you went to New York?” I say, crossing to the fridge for cream.

“Yes,” she says, a secret in her voice. “Finish making the coffee and I’ll tell you.” She’s moving to New York. I can feel it. My family is fracturing. The children leaving, the plant leaving. Now Elise, too. I take down two blue-rimmed cups with saucers. Pour the cream into a small pitcher. On the stovetop, the water is deepening to brown. I might cry. I pour the coffee into our cups and sit. She sips. “Delicious.” All I can do is wait for what she’s about to say. “So you know how I’ve been wanting to open a gallery. Espen’s finally in. We rented a space in New York, a nine-month lease. We’ll put on a great show, see what kind of interest we get, hopefully make a bit of a splash. And if we enjoy the experience, we’ll open up shop here in LA.”

“LA,” I repeat, to be sure.

“Sunset or Melrose, most likely.”

My shoulders ease. “I was so afraid you were going to say you were moving there for good.”

“To New York? God, no. We’ll set up the show, be there for the first few weeks, and hire someone to work the rest of it.”

I sip my coffee, lean back and look at her, let the relief settle over me. Her dream, finally in motion. She’s smiling, relaxed, less dressed up than usual. “Your own gallery. A New York show. I’m thrilled for you,” I say. “This is wonderful.”

“It will be a group show.” She pauses, her eyes on mine. “Mostly established artists, but a brand new one, too. We hope.” And there’s a spark, a moment when I know what she’s going to say, and then she says it: “We want to include some of your paintings.”

Down in my studio, we pull all the paintings out, line them up like the day when Espen and Douglass came. But this time it’s just Elise and me, and I have even more now, and she’s a beautiful sight, focused and discerning, stepping back and getting closer. “Espen and I have already agreed on Clément’s poor bird. We’ll show it even if it isn’t for sale.”

“I’m sure he’ll lend it to you,” I say.

“And I have my heart set on the destroyed pink cake. The chair in the forest part is a must. Marriage Bed, of course. And I’m considering this one,” she says in front of a newer piece. It’s a tablescape, inspired by one of Claire’s old issues of Better Homes and Gardens, with my own dishes and linens and candles against a background of vivid blue.

“There’s an expectation to it,” I say.

“And glorious imperfection. The tiny chip in the plate. The skewed angle of the fork.”

“One of the spoons is from a different set. See?”

“I do. It’s more cerebral than the others. Would you agree?”

I nod. “Not much of the terror Douglass was so fond of.”

She rolls her eyes. “Oh, Douglass. He’ll stay a know-it-all until he dies.”

I show her another new painting I’m pleased with, and we discuss how each piece “talks” to the others, as Elise puts it. She chooses five paintings available for purchase, and Clément’s bird, which she’ll mark as already sold. She talks about pricing, the amounts attached to each piece astronomical, nonsensical. When we finally finish up in the studio, Nathalie is playing the piano. We hear it from outside. “She sounds wonderful,” Elise says.

Inside, Elise tells her to keep playing, kisses her on the cheek, then collects her purse and heads home. I fix some hot water with lemon and honey and I sit on the sofa with a magazine that I’m not reading. I just flip through it so as not to make Nathalie uncomfortable. All I’m doing is listening to her play. Who cares about a fire in the fireplace? Who cares about the awkwardness of a piano set against a hearth? Only another few months with them living here at home with me, and the weeks tick away so swiftly, and I’m finished with my small annoyances, I’m full of needing to hold on to the dwindling number of lunches I’ll pack for them, the mornings of waiting for Nathalie to finish in the bathroom so I can have my turn, and reading the paper with Clément over coffee, him asking me my opinion of whatever’s going on in the world. And time passes, and I’m so occupied with holding on to it that before I know it, it’s spring.






THIRTY-FOUR


IT’S BEEN A YEAR SINCE Lionel left for Oakland. I can see the toll it’s taken on Al when I unlock the gate for him. He called me earlier, asked to come by to see the pigeons. Clément’s out flying them. I fix Al and me old-fashioneds and join them outside.

“Nothing for me?” Clément asks, teasing, and I reach up to rumple his hair. My grown son, his voice deep. Al and I sit at the garden table, watching the birds’ final flight of the evening. A dark-gray one with white feathers spins and drops.

“Who is that?” I ask.

“Chickadee,” Clément says. “I bred one of KR’s sons with Lady Jane to get her.”

“She’s a good flyer,” I say.

“She’s really taken off lately. Can’t wait for Lionel to see her.”

After Clément finishes in the coop and goes inside, I touch Al’s knee. “A year,” I say. “Isn’t there something we can do? Some authority we can talk to?”

“Well,” he says, “not while the LAPD is making murdering Negroes their company pastime.”

“I hate it that he had to run again. From New Orleans first. And then LA. It scares me,” I say. “To think that he might be running forever.”

Al sighs. “There’s something in him that tempts trouble, but then he doesn’t know how to handle it when trouble catches up to him. He’s sensitive. You know that.”

“Was he always that way?”

“Sensitive? Yeah. Did he ever tell you about the pigeons in our attic when we were young?”

“No.”

“It’s not a nice story. Or maybe it is. I don’t know. Depends on how you tell it.” I wait, and he says, “Christmastime. I was thirteen, Lionel was nine. The depths of the Depression. You remember how it was. All through that year we had a family of pigeons taking roost in the attic. At first we tried to get rid of them, but they kept coming back and they didn’t do any harm. Lionel and I grew to like them. Lionel especially. They made their nests up there, we watched the eggs hatch. His first little squeakers. We must have gone to the attic almost every day just to see what they were up to. They got to know us, didn’t mind it if we held them. Dada had been working for the same man for years, doing odd jobs, anything he needed. And this year the man kept promising payment and delaying it. Mommee needed to buy the Christmas chicken, but we didn’t have any money. Finally, the man gave his word that he’d pay on Christmas Eve morning, so Mommee was to convince the butcher to place the chicken on hold under our name, and on Christmas Eve, Dada would collect his pay, and pick up the chicken on the way home. It had been a long time since we’d had meat for a meal; the chicken was all we could talk about. On Christmas Eve, we stood out front and waited, and then Dada appeared from around the corner. He wasn’t carrying anything.”

“The man didn’t pay him,” I say.

“Nope. And the butcher wouldn’t give him the chicken on credit, not when he could sell it to someone else and get the money right away. Dada was completely silent, passing us on the porch and going inside. He went straight in to talk to Mommee, and Lionel and I, we looked at each other, and we knew without saying anything what we had to do. That’s how I remember it, at least. We exchanged a look and then we climbed the stairs to the attic where our birds were just minding their own business, and we wrung the necks of four of them. One for each of us. Mommee and Dada took care of the plucking and the preparing, and Mommee stuffed them with greens and peppers, cooked them perfectly. Did the poor creatures justice, that’s for certain. We had a feast that night. But Lionel never ate another bite of meat after that.”

I’ve been watching Al in profile. Playing out the scene in my mind as he speaks. “How have I never heard this before?” I ask.

“We didn’t like to think about it, I guess. So many things we don’t like to think about. The war. Those hard years after, when we couldn’t get jobs. You and Adele and your mother. And your father. Delphine—God bless her, wherever she is. Bernard, helping the company screw me over, and Lionel in hiding out there in the Bay Area. Should I go on?”

“That’s plenty.”

We sit in the quiet. Mary Wells comes on inside the house, a dulcet melody seeping into the night. I put my hand on his back, give it a rub. He’s as much my brother as anyone could be. I don’t want any secrets between us. A strange calm when I say, “Hey, Al. What’s Ginny’s family’s restaurant called?”

“Vito and Alma’s.” He gives me a half smile. “You know, my feelings are starting to get a little hurt.”

I’m about to tell him. I search for where to start. But I surprise myself and say, “Years ago, I saw Felix try to kiss you.” His face changes, startled. “Will you tell me about it?” I ask. “And then I’ll tell you about Ginny.”

“I’m devoted to your sister,” Al says.

“I know. Don’t worry. I swear, it will stay between us.”

“All right then.” But he sits here for a long time before continuing. Finally, he says, “Felix and I, we had a little something between us when we were young. Before Adele and me. A foolish, childhood thing. I put a stop to it.”

“I don’t know if childhood things are so foolish.”

“What I’m trying to say is, he isn’t some long-lost love of mine. We were friends, and for a time we did some messing around. And then we were friends again. That night of the Christmas party, he tried to rekindle some feelings and I stopped him.”

“Were there other men?”

“No. Don’t get me wrong, I notice when a man’s attractive, but I notice when a woman’s attractive, too. I don’t do anything with any of them. I take it seriously, being a married man.”

“Have you ever felt like you had to hide?”

“May have crossed my mind as a kid, but no. Not in any significant way.” He sets his hand on my knee. “Have you?”

“I’ve spent my entire life hiding.”

“Tell me whatever you’re willing to.”

“It started with Hattie Laurent.”

“When you were living in her house?”

“No, before. It stopped when I was married.”

“And Cyril … did you have feelings for him?”

“I didn’t want to marry him. I did it because Hattie asked me to. It was unfair to Cyril. I know that now.”

“Who knows? Maybe it could have turned into something if he’d made it back from the war. Most people aren’t all one thing or another. What was it with Felix?”

“An arrangement. I thought we’d live our lives together and I found some comfort in that.”

“I thought as much. Even before Felix, I told Adele that you might not be attracted to many men. One night when she was going on and on about you not joining Les Dames Amis. She was so perplexed and there was an obvious answer staring us in the face.”

“What did she say?”

“She said you chose to marry Cyril, that it couldn’t be anything like that.”

“I see. Al, I’m in love with Ginny. I’ve been in love with her for years.”

He nods. “Yeah.” He pats my knee again. “I put that together.”

I feel like I’ve just run a very long distance, and now it’s over and I’m catching my breath. It’s a warm night, the record’s ended, just Al and me. He has Lionel’s nose, a bit of Lionel’s looseness in the way he’s sitting, his legs straight out, crossed at the ankles. “What do you think of country music?” I ask him.

“I’ve never liked it much,” he says, and I laugh.



And then it’s May, the eve of Nathalie’s eighteenth birthday, and I dream of her opening a card from Delphine, ashes pouring out of the envelope. I check the mail in the afternoon with my heart in my throat. Two cards for her, both from New Orleans: one from Mama and Papa Laurent, the other from Hattie.

We celebrate her birthday at the roller rink. I’m to pay for the party but stay in the background while she and Clément skate with their friends. I catch my sisters in the parking lot, Claire dropping off Sebastian, Adele dropping off Elizabeth and Paul. Rudy’s out of the house now, too grown for teenage birthday parties. He works the door at the Dooto Center during concerts, greets me with a mellow smile and hint of marijuana smoke most times I see him.

I convince my sisters to stay with me awhile. We sit outside at a table, Claire with a blue scarf tied at her throat, Adele in a bright-yellow miniskirt. Adele crosses her legs, tells us about preparations for the Saint Albert’s fashion show Dooto’s is hosting. About the banquet for Rev. Dollarhide in celebration of his city council win.

“Well, you sure are busy,” Claire says. “No idea how you have time for it. I’m barely staying afloat, what with Bernard in Santa Maria for weeks at a time.”

“Santa Maria?” Adele asks, narrowing her eyes.

I feel the conversation turning. Search for some way to catch it, but Claire says, “He’s doing recruitment for the plant.”

“Recruiting people to replace his friends? To replace Odette?”

“We wouldn’t even be here if Al and his friends hadn’t messed with a good thing. You should see the response to the want ads. Not sure what we’re going to do when the plant is all up and running.”

“Bernard will have no trouble,” Adele says. “Company man like him. Eager to do as he’s told.”

“Stop,” I say. “Please. You two talk like Al and Bernard somehow control the decisions of a huge company. Not even Columbia makes its own decisions. CBS does. Everything’s already in motion. It’s happening regardless of whether Bernard’s helping with the transition. Let’s not let this come between us more than it already has.”

Claire adjusts her scarf. Adele fishes a pack of cigarettes from her purse.

“Want one?” she asks me. I shake my head. I’ve been cutting down. “Want one?” she asks Claire, and Claire plucks one from the pack. She puts the cigarette in her mouth, leans close to Adele, who lights it.

I let myself relax. “What else is going on in your lives?” I ask. “We don’t see one another nearly enough.”

Claire says, “Well, this morning my horoscope told me to consider matters of home and real estate, so I drove over to a new development and toured some houses.”

Adele’s face falls. “Where?”

“Off of 190th Street.”

“Did you like it?” I ask, watching them both.

Claire’s eyes are bright, a crisp cheerfulness when she says, “It was perfect. It’s a brand-new community. As soon as you pick a house and put down a deposit, you get to choose the finishes according to your taste. They have a catalogue of choices with all the materials ready to go. I know the house I want already. Bernard’s agreed to come see it with me next weekend. I’ve all but convinced him. I’m considering a pistachio or red-orange for the powder room tile.”

Adele rises from the table, her eyes glinting. No more tentative peace, no more restraint. “You’re just like her.” The words a grenade. She storms down the sidewalk, around the corner of the building.

Claire blinks at me. “What just happened? Just like who?”

“You know what she means.”

“I do not.” Her words come out sharp.

I lean back on the bench and watch her. She isn’t giving in. Finally, I say, “There’s no way Al could buy a house in that development.”

“I know he took a pay cut to work with Dootsie. But the twins won’t be dependent on them for much longer. They could make it work.”

“Come on, Claire. That isn’t what I mean.”

“Then what do you mean?”

I can’t believe she’s arguing this with me, as though she’s forgotten everything we’ve known all our lives. “A new development, off 190th Street? Al can’t pass. Neither can the children. You know that.”

She scoffs. “I had no trouble with the agent today. You should have seen him, showing me the houses just as eager as could be.” Adele strides back down the sidewalk toward us, miniskirt bright as the sun. “Wait,” Claire says, a dawning coming over her, speaking louder now. “You’re saying I’m like Delphine?”

“Well, aren’t you?” Adele says, looming over the table, face flushed. “Have you thought it all through? Are you going to have us over to show us the place or will you wait until the loan’s final? Wouldn’t want to be found out until the house is really yours, now, would you? And how about after that? I suppose we’ll be hosting every time—again—so you won’t have to explain us to the neighbors.”

“Stop it! That’s not the way it is at all. There are people from all over buying houses there. There’s a Chinese family right across the street from the house I looked at.” She’s crying now, and I wonder if it’s possible that she hadn’t thought it through.

“Sure,” Adele says, quieter. “But are there any colored families?”

Claire opens her mouth, closes it. “We’re Creole,” she says.

“We’re colored,” Adele says.

Claire looks to me.

“We’re both,” I say.

“If you do this,” Adele says. “If you move to a place where your own sister’s family isn’t welcome—where your nephews and your niece are not welcome—then don’t expect to be welcome in our home either.”



On Monday at work everything outside my booth feels too loud. I go through the lunch line, accept a sandwich from Gladys, take it out to the bench alongside the parking lot. I try not to think about my sisters. Try not to think about what I’ll do for work. Try to ease the tightness in my chest. And then, from the building, someone heads toward me. Ginny.

“I saw you from the window,” she says. “Came to tell you two things. Oh. You’re sad?”

“I miss Lionel,” I say.

“Me too.” She tucks her hair behind her ear. Shorter again now.

“What did you want to tell me?”

“First, I just gave the plant my notice. I’m starting a new job in two weeks. Second, I’m hosting a little party tonight at my place.”

“Another going away party?”

“No, I just have some friends in town. Will you come?”

“Yes.” She smiles. And then I remember I made plans with Elise.

“Bring her along,” Ginny says. “Seven o’clock.”

The next hours fly by—finishing my shift and punching my time card, driving home to freshen up and change, hopping into Elise’s car for the short drive to Ginny and Pamela’s place.

“It’s a good step, right?” I say. “To stop avoiding each other when there’s no need to. But what if Pamela shoots daggers at me all night?”

“I’ll position my body to shield you.”

“What if they kiss, and I burst into tears?”

“We’ll pretend you’re choking on your drink.”

We get to the front door and I can’t bring myself to knock. Elise does it for me, and a woman I don’t recognize answers. She’s petite and pretty with a faint scar along her bottom lip. Elise makes our introductions but I don’t hear her. I’m taking in what’s around me. No Elizabeth Taylor poster. No shells on the coffee table. No coffee table at all anymore, just an upturned crate. When Ginny walks in from the kitchen, my whole body hums.

She looks straight at me, she smiles, she comes toward me without hesitation and gives me a hug, her hands grazing my waist as she lets go.

“You and Pamela?” I ask.

“A few months ago.” She leads me over to the woman who answered the door and a man standing with his arm around her. “You remember Odette,” Ginny says to the man.

“Sure,” he says. “But it’s been a very long time.”

I’m confused, embarrassed, can’t place him. There’s a patience about him as he waits. He has close-cropped strawberry blond hair, an elegant nose, a narrow equine face. A flicker of memory catches. Another party, so many years ago. Answering the door for Lionel and me. Sharing a chair with Ginny. Quoting Emily Dickinson, flirting with me. I draw in a breath, realizing. “Oh,” I say. “It’s you.”

“It’s me. Marty now.” He smiles broadly. “This is my wife, Rose.”

It’s so much to take in. I’m full of questions; I don’t know if I’ll get the chance to ask them. And now Jeremy’s arriving with a woman in a pink sweater. “We brought wine and Tarot cards,” he says, taking off his jacket. “Does anyone know how to read them?”

“I could fake it,” Marty says.

“Tarot makes me think of that French film,” Ginny says. “We saw it together, remember? The last time you visited. The opening credits…”

“Cléo from 5 to 7!” Elise says. “Odette and I saw it at the Los Feliz Theater.”

“We saw it there, too,” Rose says. “Could have run into you.”

“Thanks a lot for the invitation, you all,” Jeremy says.

“I covet Cléo’s polka-dot dress,” Elise says.

“And what about that black hat?” Rose asks.

Ginny says, “We’re all here. Let’s toast.”

We clink glasses.

A waft of scent comes from the kitchen—savory and warm—and everyone groans and professes their hunger, and Ginny heads to check the oven.

“Ginny needs help in there, I think,” Elise tells me. “In fact, I’m sure.” She gives me a little push.

Ginny’s tying an apron around her waist as I come in. She lets me take down plates, dress the green salad she’s prepared in a giant yellow bowl.

“This is all so beautiful. I want to cook for you, too,” I say. “Will you let me?”

She opens the oven, pulls out a glass baking dish. Cheese, perfectly browned on top, studded with basil. “What will you make?” she asks.

“Gumbo,” I say. It’s the most special thing I could serve her, the one that means the most. Jeremy steps in before she can answer. He’s in search of a corkscrew. “I got us a Chianti,” he says, and we’re carrying plates and food to the small dining table, covering its surface, leaving only enough room for serving. We all dish food for ourselves, take heaping plates to the living room. For a few minutes, all anyone can do is eat and talk about the food. The tenderness of the eggplant, the brightness of the dressing.

“Is it hard sometimes,” Rose asks, “to cook your family’s recipes when you don’t get to have a relationship with them?”

“A little.”

Rose says, “The way you cook. It’s so loving.”

I watch as Ginny takes her time chewing, swallowing, sipping red wine from her glass. She says, “Sometimes it’s a way to stay close. And sometimes it’s taking what was good, turning it into my own. Not needing them for anything.”

I shift my weight on the carpet, something gnawing under my ribs. My sisters. My family. Whether we’ll ever be whole again. Everyone’s waiting to see if Ginny will say more, but then she notices our empty glasses.

“I’ll open another bottle. Odette, help me choose.” Ginny opens a cabinet near the table and we peer in. She turns a few labels for us to see. “Maybe one of these?” I decide on a Barolo with a pleasing gold type, and before she reaches to take it, she says, “I keep thinking about that part in Cléo from 5 to 7, that long moment on the bus when you see their faces in the frame—Cléo’s and the soldier’s—and they’re so close to each other, and all you can do is wonder if that’s it for them, that one afternoon, or if it’s only the beginning.”

Our faces are close together, exactly that same way. “I remember.”

“That’s how my whole life feels, with you,” she says. And then she’s taking the wine and stepping away and my heart pounds.

When I turn she’s filling glasses and Marty’s asking, “How many years has it been since we moved out of our old place?”

I take my spot next to Elise again. “Fifteen,” I say. They all turn to me. “My son, Clément, was about to turn three. He’ll turn eighteen in the fall.”

Jeremy’s date’s eyes open wide. “You have a teenager?”

“Two of them, actually.”

“Her daughter’s name is Nathalie,” Elise says. “Has a face like a kitten. Prettiest thing you’ve ever seen.”

“What kind of man has Clément grown into?” Marty asks.

“He’s serious,” I say. “Always has been. And thoughtful and kind. Crazy about pigeons, just like Lionel. And you? What’s your life like? Where do you live now?”

“We’re in Bozeman.”

“Montana still?” I ask. “What’s that like for the two of you?”

“We’re stealth,” Marty says. “We’re at the center of it all. I play poker and drink whiskey with the husbands while Rose cooks and gossips with the wives.”

“Hey, we drink whiskey, too,” Rose says, pushing Marty with her shoulder.

“Are you terrified, all the time?” I ask.

“No,” Marty says.

“Sometimes,” Rose says. “We sound like we’re joking but they’re our true friends. There’s a lot that we could lose.”

“But you aren’t lying,” Ginny says. “You aren’t pretending to be something you’re not.”

Jeremy cocks his head. “Not sure the good people of Bozeman would agree.”

“We’re very careful,” Rose says. “All Marty’s doctors are still here, in LA. He won’t even see a dentist back home.”

“It seems like a lot of effort,” Elise says. “When you could move back here without as much risk.”

“We love it in Montana. And Rose’s job keeps us there.”

Rose nods. “It’s nearly impossible to find tenure as a woman.”

“You work for the university?” Elise asks.

“I’m a film professor.”

“Oh no! And here I was talking about the polka-dot dress!”

“I agreed with you!” Rose smiles. “The costumes are very important to the film. They do so much character work. And they’re fantastic to look at.”

“I’ll have to find a screening,” Jeremy’s date says. She’s holding the Tarot cards again. “So how do we use these? Does anyone know?”

“I can do it,” I say, my hand outstretched, surprising even myself. Ginny smiles. I have no idea what I’m doing. I open the box, the deck slides into my hand. “Who’s going first?”

“Celine,” Jeremy says.

“Celine,” I say to his date, and she takes in a breath. Fragile, I see now. She’s going through something. I do an overhand shuffle, fan out the cards. “Pick one to start,” I say.

She picks one, sets it on the crate. We gather round it to see. A naked woman with blond hair, pitchers in each hand, water spilling out. She’s at the edge of a green field studded with red flowers. “All right,” I say. “You’ve been spending a lot of time mourning things you’ve lost. Watching parts of your life slip away, unable to do anything about it. Does that resonate?”

She glances at Jeremy. “I got out of a long relationship a few months ago. A boy I’d been with since just after high school. It was for the best, but it’s still an adjustment.”

I turn back to the card. “That’s a lot of time that you were together. So many experiences and years that you’ll need to come to some kind of peace with. But look closely at the flowers, blooming all around. Do you see them? You’ve probably shed some tears during all of this. What’s going to grow? What might already be growing?” I flash a wink at Jeremy. Celine giggles. I place my finger on the card, a wave of feeling traveling through me. I take my time, let myself feel all of it. And then I say, “Look here. There’s a whole blue sky. All these stars above her. Above you. Right now, you’re looking at what you’ve lost, and that’s all right. There’s a lot to be found in reflecting. But when you’re ready to look up? Just imagine.” I tip my head. Around me, hushed, everyone else does, too, and then we’re all gazing at Ginny’s stucco ceiling, at the glass light at the center, at possibilities so vast we can’t even name them.






THIRTY-FIVE


A COUPLE WEEKS LATER, I follow Ginny home from work after her final shift. The days are getting warmer, longer. She pours chilled tea from a jar she brewed last night. We sit at her table, fan running, careful not to touch each other. I feel her protecting her heart. I want to protect it, too. She tells me about her childhood in the restaurant. Peeling garlic bulbs with her brother after school, heavy blocks of cheese and jugs of cream, slabs of meat hanging in the walk-in, sauce cooking on the stove for hours. She’d clear invoices and time cards off the desk in her parents’ office, make just enough room to do her homework until she was called out to help.

“My favorite waitress was named Esme,” she says. “She had a very long neck, carried a pencil behind her ear even though I never saw her write down an order. She was quick and knew all the regulars by name. She’d offer me puffs of her cigarettes out back sometimes. Gave me cuts of her tips when I helped bus her tables. My first crush, probably.”

She sips her iced tea, wipes her mouth with the back of her hand.

A couple evenings later, we’re at her place again. Stripes of light through her shutters, shadows on her wall. “Tell me what happened with Pamela,” I say.

“That morning, after you came here, we fought. She accused me of things I never would have done to her.” She adjusts the shutters to let in more light. Keeps her hand on the lever a moment longer. “But at the same time, she was right. I’m not saying I didn’t love her, too. It’s just that it was never the same as with you, and it doomed us, I think. That difference.”

Low in my stomach, a twist of regret and guilt and gladness. For a few minutes I’m unable to say anything. “I’m sorry,” I finally whisper. “I’ve loved you all this time.”

Still, we don’t touch.

Another day, a Saturday, we’re in her living room chairs under an open window. “What should I know about you?” she asks.

“Delphine,” I say. Her name lingers in the quiet of the room. Ginny waits. “She’s alive somewhere. When I let myself think about it, it’s like I’m being swallowed up by grief. To know that she’s living her life and it isn’t alongside mine.” I tell her the story of how we ended, realize it isn’t the right one. I should tell her about everything before—before Los Angeles, before Bill, before her portrait in the window. The story of our girlhood. But it’s too much for me right now.

Ginny’s eyes are sad. Her mother. Her brother. The losses we survive.

Later, she tells me about the courses she took in X-ray technology. The certificate she recently earned.

“When did you start taking them?”

“When it was clear the plant was leaving. Thought it would be best to make a plan right away.”

“I’m trying to hold on to it as long as I can,” I say. My booth with its music, the bustle of the cafeteria, after-work drinks with the girls, the long familiar drive to Hollywood and back … Her hand touches mine, the first time since the party.

“What are you afraid of?” she asks. As absurd as asking if there’s a sky above us.

“Everything,” I say.

She laces her fingers through mine. “But not this, right?”

“Especially this.”

“The laws have changed,” she says. “Your children are older.”

When it’s time to go, I walk out of her door, down her front apartment steps to where I’ve parked my car, and the light hits me a certain way—warm and at a slant—and I remember Delphine. We were in the middle of Crenshaw and the traffic was stopped all around us, and she was in a different place, somewhere very far away, and I couldn’t reach her. How lost she was, how unable to see what was true.

I unlock my door, slide in, rest my head on the wheel.

Could it be possible that Ginny’s world is the real one?



At home, Nathalie’s at the table, sewing machine humming, clips of fabric and thread everywhere. She shows me her dress pattern, the progress she’s made. It’s black with thin straps, a bodice with a big black bow at the chest, and a full skirt. “I wouldn’t normally choose a dress with a bow across it, but it’s very sophisticated, don’t you agree?”

“I do,” I say. “I can picture you in it.”

It’s for the Jefferson High talent show. She’ll be performing an original song. “And we just heard the most incredible thing,” she says. “Dootsie Williams is going to be there. He donated some money to put the show on, and Al says that if someone catches his eye he might offer to produce their record.”

I run some water at the sink, watch Clément in the yard with the pigeons, a young man out there with him. He shows the man Ace’s wingspan.

“Would you like to hear my song?” Nathalie asks.

“Yes,” I say. “I would love to hear it.”

We move into the living room. She takes a seat on the piano bench and I sit in my garden-motif chair, where I have the best view of her. She takes in a quick breath, nervous, and begins. Her playing is pleasing, confident, fingers pressing chords and notes, a new effortlessness to it. She’s been practicing. And then she starts to sing.


I gave you my heart in the moon room

We’ll never part in the moon room

Summer might come

and you’ll stick out your thumb

let somebody drive you away

But soon as winter appears

the snow up to your ears

we’ll be in the moon room

in the moon room again



I clap when she finishes. “It’s absolutely beautiful,” I say.

“It isn’t really about her,” she says. “The moon room just sounded nice. Maybe it’s a love song. I’m still figuring it out.”

She’s self-conscious, twisting on the bench, playing a smattering of notes before looking at me again. I wish I could take her discomfort away. All of a sudden she’s the little girl in Elise’s pool, clinging to me while I reassure her. I say, “It can be a love song and a childhood song. It can be a song about a mother and a song about a romance. It can be whatever someone makes of it. Most art is about more than one thing at a time.” She smiles. “How do you feel when you play and sing?”

“Peaceful,” she says, but I can see her doubt the word upon speaking it. “Maybe more like contained. My thoughts don’t race as much. There isn’t space for anything else. Is that what it feels like to you when you paint?”

“Not always. But when it’s going right, then yes. Play it for me again?”

She does, and it’s even more beautiful on the second listen. Wistful and sad and mysterious. I tell her so. We go back to the kitchen, she starts up the sewing machine. “Are you hungry?” I ask. “I could make us omelets.”

“Sure,” Nathalie says. “That sounds nice.”

I take the eggs from the carton, beat them in a bowl. Set them aside and chop onions. They make me cry, they always do.

“Do you and Clément mind it?” I ask, turning to her again. “When I stay out sometimes?”

She finishes a section of the skirt. Stops the machine and looks up. “We don’t mind it at all.”

“Okay,” I say. “Just making sure.” I heat the butter in the pan. A tingle starts at the back of my skull. Like I’m levitating, like I’m outside my body, and I say, “If you ever need me when I’m gone, I’m at Ginny’s house.” I pour the eggs for the first omelet into the pan.

Nathalie stands, stretches her arms over her head, moves her neck from one side to the other. Gorgeous, like Delphine, and I swear that, sometimes, she has something of my smile about her. My love for her almost bowls me over—it always has, something in her that was always meant to be with me, as terrible as the reasons were. Inevitable, Nathalie and me. She crosses to me, takes me in her arms. She’s taller than me now. It happened a few months ago, a fraction of an inch, she threw her head back and laughed when Clément declared it was true.

“You deserve to be happy, Mommy,” she says.

Later, I make dinner for the three of us. A rare night when we’re all home together, present in the house, talking and laughing.

When we’re finished Nathalie says, “We’ll clean up. Won’t we, Clément?”

They do. I go down to the studio and turn on the lights. I look for a while, at my paintings from a distance. When I go back to the house, Clément and Nathalie are sitting at the kitchen table. They turn to me when I shut the door.

“We’ve been talking about our summers in New Orleans,” Clément says.

“We don’t know if we ever mentioned it…” Nathalie says. “Aunt Hattie, she lives with a woman. Did you know that?”

Even after all this time, my heart seizes. “A woman?” I ask.

“Her name is Estelle,” Clément says.

They’re both fixed on me, intent. I take the third seat at the table.

“Everyone knows about their relationship,” Nathalie says. “It’s sort of no big deal. Mama Laurent goes over for dinner at least once a week. Hattie uses the front room as her studio. It’s really big and full of light. Whenever we go, she’s making these incredible costumes for the opera and the ballet. One summer she was in New York, working, and we didn’t get to see her. We still saw Estelle, though. She’s very sweet. She does accounting and keeps house. Hattie gets sort of lost in her work. A little bit like you. They take us out when we’re there, to listen to jazz.”

“You never told me,” I say.

“You didn’t really ask about our summers,” Nathalie says. “It was clear to us, that it mattered to you that we were happy and taken care of, but apart from that you didn’t want to know.”

Clément says, “She always asks about you.”

Nathalie leans forward, rests her chin on her hands. “We thought maybe you’d like to tell us.” So I do. I start at the beginning, when I was seventeen, and I went to Hattie for dresses for me and my sisters. I tell them how I felt something I never had before. How it grew into my first real love.

“Where did my father fit in?” Clément asks when I’m finished.

“Oh, the feelings for Hattie had long faded by then,” I say. He nods, he believes me. I wear the lie like a sweater too tight around the throat, a discomfort I can live with.

After we’ve said goodnight, when I’m in my nightgown in bed, sitting up reading, the two of them appear at my door. Nathalie says, “There’s something we’ve kept from you, too. Something that happened a couple years ago, on the train.”

“It wasn’t anything bad,” Clément says.

“It was late at night and our porter came by our seats and woke us up, just Clément and me. He told us to follow him and we did, through the train cars to the dining car. They weren’t serving anymore, they’d been closed for hours already. But there was one table all set for dinner. White tablecloth and a little vase of flowers, silver cutlery and cloth napkins. Very elegant. Our porter told us to sit, and we did, and then Felix was there, taking the seat across from us. It was so strange. Like a dream, almost.”

Felix. Like he’s suddenly here, breathing in the room.

“He was in his uniform,” Clément says. “Just the same as it used to be.”

“The cook brought us shrimp cocktail and steak and dinner rolls.”

“Then there was chocolate cake and coffee. We talked for a long time.”

My eyes burn. The missing him palpable, a pressure in my chest. Tears fall, I can’t stop them. “I’m just crying because I miss him,” I say. “Please tell me more. How did you feel?”

Nathalie says, “At first, I thought I’d be angry. But … it was just so good to be with him again.”

“We felt worried about you,” Clément says. “We felt like we were betraying you.”

“You weren’t betraying me.”

“But we had fun,” Nathalie says. “We shared stories. We played poker with a couple of the other porters.”

“After he abandoned you,” Clément says. “We didn’t even say anything to him about it. We just ate and played cards and had a good time.”

“That’s exactly what you should have done,” I say. “If that’s what felt right to you, if it’s what you wanted.”

“But aren’t you angry with us?”

“It’s painful,” I say. “That he still wouldn’t write to me or call me up. But it also makes me happy, picturing you three together, knowing that he’s all right.”

“We didn’t tell anyone,” Clément says. “Our cousins were still sleeping when we got back to our seats.”

I shake my head. “I don’t want you to feel like you have to keep secrets,” I say. “I don’t want that for you, ever, with anyone.” I say it more forcefully than I mean to. They’re startled. “I’m not angry with you,” I say again, my voice softer. I’m trying my best to get this right. “I want you to have the most true and beautiful lives. I want you to have the kind of lives where you never have to hide and you never have to pretend and you know that the people you love can handle the truth, even when it’s hard or uncomfortable. You don’t need to protect me.”

They’re standing side by side. Watching me closely.

“Okay,” Clément says.

“Yes, Mommy,” Nathalie says. “Okay.”






THIRTY-SIX


THAT WEEKEND, Claire and Bernard and Sebastian move to the new development. The streets there are smooth and everything is new. Claire shows me every detail. She got to pick out all the finishes for the house—the floor tile, the light fixtures, the brand of appliances. We go room to room, Adele’s absence growing stronger every minute. “You did invite her, didn’t you?” I ask.

“I thought about it, but this should be a happy day. Without any judgment.”

By the time I leave her late in the evening, her kitchen is unpacked and organized, the beds are made, she’s waving at me from the perfect lawn, smiling. But two nights later she comes over, distraught, tells me they were invited to their next-door neighbor’s house for dinner, all of them remarking on the pleasantness of their new community. “‘Best thing about it,’ the husband told us, ‘is there aren’t any Negroes.’ Only, he didn’t use that word. He used the ugly one instead.”

“What did you do?” I ask.

“I froze,” Claire says. “Didn’t know what to do. But Bernard stood up and said, ‘Oh yeah? You’re looking at a family of them right now.’ And we left, just like that, the burgers on the grill and their mouths wide open in shock.” She wrings her hands. “I don’t know what I’ll say, next time we’re in our driveways at the same time.”

I fix her a strong drink, carry it out to her on the patio. A tremor in her hand as she takes it. She wears a sparkling garnet ring, a matching brooch at the collar of her Western-style shirt. Her hair is pulled into a chignon, every strand in place. Dressed to get to know her neighbors, to impress them. “I hate that Adele was right,” she mutters. “Hate it. It’s what you must be thinking right now—how she knew all along and I didn’t.”

“No, not at all. I’m thinking about your beautiful house, on your beautiful street. You can see yourself there for a long time, can’t you? That tile you chose. That yard.” I search for something meaningful, something true to console her. Then it rushes into my mind. I take her hand, remembering how it felt to hear the words when I was young.

“Listen,” I say. “Claire. What does it matter, really, what anybody thinks of us?”

She snatches her hand away, looks at me as though I’ve lost my mind.

Later, after she’s left, I call Elise at her New York hotel. It’s near midnight for her, but she keeps late hours while she’s away, complains that the art scene there is obscene, that she’s forced to stay out until three in the morning sometimes. I’m connected to her room and she answers and I tell her about Claire. “I had this memory of Delphine, not only her words but exactly the way it felt to hear them.” I’m in the kitchen, the phone cord stretched to the table. The door opens and Nathalie and Clément come in from the night. Each of them kisses me on the top of the head as they pass to the living room. “But apparently it was not a transferrable experience,” I say.

“What’s Claire going to do?”

“She’ll have to deal with having bigots as neighbors, I guess. I don’t envy her, that’s for sure.”

“I’m glad Bernard spoke up,” Elise says. “I hope the neighbors are mortified. I hope they go over and apologize with their tails between their legs.”

“Doubtful,” I say. “But we can dream. How’s the gallery coming?”

She tells me that the white she originally chose for the walls ended up with a gray cast, too cold. She had the painters back and now the walls are just right, softer, the barest hint of warmth. The installers come tomorrow morning to hang the show, and the photographer will arrive in the afternoon when the light is right. “We’re in the paper already,” she says. “It’s thrilling, the entire thing. You’re sure we can’t fly you out?”

“I’m sure,” I say. “I can’t miss Nathalie’s show, and graduation’s right after. And I don’t know if I could stand it, anyway. I’d be so full of nerves. I’d much rather let the paintings speak for themselves.”

When I hang up the kids are listening to a record in the living room, low so as not to disturb me. “What was that you were saying about Delphine?” Nathalie asks.

I join them on the sofa. “It was about a memory I had earlier tonight. When we were around your age, we had a stretch of weeks when we spent a lot of time in a garden. It was so beautiful and strange, a courtyard between two buildings in the middle of a city block. Clearly cared for and tended, but we never saw another person there, didn’t know who it belonged to. We were both struggling with who we were, who we loved. And she took my hand and said, ‘What does it matter, really, what anybody thinks of us?’ And for a little while, it felt like the key to everything.”

“I wish I met her,” Clément says.

“I do, too,” I say.

“I remember her,” Nathalie says. “Only a little bit, but some. Isn’t it strange that I don’t remember a funeral, though?”

And there’s a blackness across my vision. I’m plunging deep, being swallowed. Sinking, sinking. Lost in it. Time passes. I resurface and blink and shock blankets Nathalie’s face. “Oh,” she says. “She isn’t…?” and my words don’t come fast enough, don’t come at all, until the wordlessness has said everything and there’s no turning back.



“What?”—she’s frantic, shrieking—“What? My mother isn’t dead?”

I am your mother, I want to say, but she needs an answer, not that one. She needs the story of it. I don’t know where to start, her cries fill the living room, and I can’t think, and I’m dipping in and out of time, I’m here and then I’m underwater again. I say, “Sweetheart, let’s be still for a moment.” My words faint against her cries. “Let’s be still, okay? And I’ll tell you all of it.”

She’s standing now, careening from one corner of the room to another, her arms tight around her chest. “My mother and my father? Both of them alive? And neither of them…?”

“I don’t know your father. I never did. But I saw what losing you did to Delphine. She had no choice.”

“And so you told me she was dead?”

I want a quiet room. I want her to sit next to me. I want to take her hands. I want to start from the beginning and tell it all the way through. “Sweetheart,” I say. “Let’s just take a minute, all right? Let’s just take a minute and then we’ll start. I’ll tell you everything. I’ll make us some tea and then we’ll start.”

“Are you serious? You told me my mother was dead!”

“Okay,” I say. “I understand.” I close my eyes. I need to do it her way. “I did tell you she was dead. She asked that I tell you that. More than asked. She demanded it. I didn’t want to, I promise you, I didn’t want to. I knew it was wrong, but what she was going through—it was beyond the imaginable to be so sick, to be forced to lose you—and it was something she needed from me. Something she demanded that I give her. And so I did.”

“Something you gave her,” Nathalie says. “And something you took from me.”

“I know,” I say. “I remember saying that out loud. I remember saying that it would mean lying to you for years, for your whole life maybe, and I knew that it would damage us.”

“Who did you say that to?”

“Lionel.”

“Lionel. So everyone in my family has been lying to me since I was five years old. Everyone has been keeping this secret. This secret about me. Do you know where she is? Do you all talk to her? Do you meet each other at restaurants, you and Auntie Adele and Auntie Claire and my mother? Do you laugh at me and how little I know? Do you congratulate yourselves on how clever you all are? Or no. You wouldn’t laugh, would you? You’re all far too good for that. Do you make little sad faces? Poor stupid Nathalie. Poor unsuspecting Nathalie. No idea that Mommy’s alive and well. The guilt. Does it just eat you all alive?”

A wildfire in my body. Burning, burning. Voice thick when I say, “None of this is how you think it is. Let me explain. Please.”

But Nathalie’s turned to Clément now. He’s been silent on the other end of the sofa. “Not you, though?” she’s asking. “Right? Not you.”

“No,” Clément says. “Of course I didn’t know.” And he stands and she goes to him. “Let’s get out of here,” he says.

My body goes cold. I’m frozen as they move to the door and put on their shoes and leave me. They don’t tell me where they’re going. They don’t spare me a glance. The room blurs, my heart thunders. No room in my lungs.

What if they can’t forgive me?

Hours pass, and I grow unforgivable in my own estimation. Remembering Nathalie’s purple lips after we threw the flower petals. Remembering everything I told her about her mother, each time I mentioned a likeness and left out the most important piece of information. I wish I’d told her that I lied to myself, too. I tricked myself, too. I climb into bed, sick in the dark until, past one, I hear them come in. They go straight to their room and shut the door. In the morning, I make them breakfast, pack their lunches. I hear murmurs from their room. Door opening, one set of footsteps. Clément’s. “Nathalie’s staying home,” he says. “I’d stay with her but I have a test and she says she’ll be fine if I go.”

I call in sick and wait and around noon she emerges. Standing in the doorway and looking past me. “Will you talk with me?” I ask. “Will you let me explain?”

She shakes her head. “I want to go to the moon room.”

“I don’t know where it is.”

“There was the laundromat.”

“Yes, on Figueroa.”

“We can start there,” she says.

I drive us the miles to Figueroa Street, where the laundromat stands, as though trapped in time. A sacredness to it. The place where we began. But I’m alone in the feeling. She’s furious. She circles the floor, stands still with her back to me, says, “I remember a stairwell and doors but that’s all.”

I don’t know what to do. She won’t meet my eye. But she could have borrowed my car and come here herself, could have asked Clément or one of her friends to go with her, and didn’t. “Should we walk around the block?” I ask. “See if something looks familiar?”

We circle around the front of the laundromat. Pass a Mexican restaurant and a manicurist, a shop selling paper goods, a notary. I slow in front of an apartment complex midblock. “Could this be it?” I ask.

“No,” she says.

We’re never going to find it. She was a child, all she remembers are stairs and doors. We reach the back of the buildings again, near my parked car, and I say, “I know you’re looking for answers. I can give you some, if you’ll let me.” Her jaw is clenched, her brow furrowed, her eyes piercing, scanning the backs of the buildings. I wish I could wrap my arms around her but she’s ready to strike.

“Look,” she says, and points. There’s a small skylight on the partially slanted roof of the laundromat. “That’s it,” she says. And laughs. “Of course. The same building. Doors and stairs, out to the street and back in.”

“There’s a sign with a phone number inside,” I say. Nathalie copies it down and we walk to a phone booth down the block. She steps into it by herself and I watch her talking, and I wait, the cars blowing past me, a sense I’ve lost control of everything. She comes out and tells me that Mr. Kim will meet us in the laundromat in twenty minutes.

There’s a diner across the street. I say, “Should we get something cold to drink while we’re waiting?”

“I’d rather go back. He might get there sooner.”

“All right.”

We go back in and she chooses the row of chairs we sat in when I first met her. I want to ask if she remembers but I don’t. She sits upright and very still. The detergent air is sticky and chemical and seeping into my skin. I wish we could wait outside but I don’t dare suggest it. Finally a man comes through the door—shiny black hair and a rumpled shirt; a giant ring, heavy with keys, attached to his belt—and Nathalie springs up. “I’m sorry for the inconvenience,” she says. “I really appreciate you coming back and showing us.”

“It’s just an attic,” he says. “Nothing up there.”

“It’s just that, my mother died when I was a child. It’s the last place I ever was with her.”

He sighs. “Come,” he says, and heads toward the back.

As soon as we’re out of earshot she mutters, “I’m a good liar, too.” Meant to cut, and it does.

We climb a dark echoing stairway at the back of the building, built for utility or emergency, three floors up. “We’ve had trouble with squatters a few times over the years,” Mr. Kim says, fitting his key into the lock. He pushes open the door. A waft of stale air. “Turn the lock when you’re finished.” He leaves us, heavy footsteps fading out.

We hover in the stairwell. I look at Nathalie and she looks past me, inscrutable, and then strides into the attic as though she’s there to appraise it. It’s small, dusty. Dark but for the single skylight. The ceiling is just above my head when we walk in, slanting lower the farther we go. Crouching, I see a pile of discarded clothing in a corner, an old discolored pillow without a case, an empty beer bottle. Painful, to imagine Nathalie, five years old, helping to gather the laundry, carrying it down the stairs. Delphine, abandoned and frightened, losing her mind in this place.

Tree branches grow low over the skylight, filtering the sun, and along one edge, cut into the wooden window frame, is a series of gouges. I move closer, blood rushing, reaching to touch them, seized by their familiarity. A smaller version of the gouges in the tree from Delphine’s old yard on North Harper.

“Nathalie,” I whisper, but she cuts me off.

“This isn’t it,” she says. She’s standing in the single lighted place, dust motes thick in the air around her, like I’m seeing her through static.

“But look here—” I say.

She turns away from me and rushes down the long stairwell and I hurry to match her pace. And then we’re outside, in the parking lot again, and Nathalie’s finally looking at me, but now she’s screaming. “How could you? You stole me!”

“What are you talking about?” My voice comes out a shriek, not unlike hers last night. People are staring, Nathalie’s eyes are wide and panicked and furious and sad.

“You stole me,” she says, and I’m back at Adele’s dining table, I’m twenty-four years old and I have my life planned out, I’m right on the precipice, Clément and me, an apartment ours in just a month, working the figures for the two of us, a bed for him and a bed for me, two bowls and two mugs and two sets of utensils to start us off. I make no pacts with Delphine. I tell her to do what she must with her daughter, with my sisters. I tell her that I’m my own person and I’m her best friend and I refuse. Her threat cannot touch me. This isn’t you, I tell her. I know this isn’t you, and I will stay right here until you come back. Clément and I move just like we plan to. My life, just as I planned it. Quiet nights, view of Sunset Boulevard from the living room window. Friends down the hall for Clément. Women in my bed. Ginny returns and there’s no ring on my finger, no hesitation, my body doesn’t fight when she takes off my clothes because I’ve had practice, because I haven’t hidden myself away. I see Felix try to kiss Al at the Christmas party and we tell each other everything. We’re friends in the least complicated way. I never sit in the cold night while the headboard bangs against the wall, never lie to myself about what’s possible. I don’t say to Ginny: Just once. I say: Always. I say: Here I am, I’ve been waiting. And I tell Clément that love can look any number of ways, I tell him: There are so many ways to be in this world and don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.

We’re in the parking lot and people are staring and I am dazzled by my own fury. “You have no idea what I gave up,” I say. “No idea.”

Desperation across her face, and fear. “I hate you,” she says. Snarl on her lips. Trembling. She’s nearly the same age as I was, that last night with my mother at the table, when there wasn’t nearly enough love between us, when we said what was true and lost each other for good. A severing. But not for Nathalie and me.

“You have no idea what I gave up,” I tell her again. “But I’d do it all over. I’d give all of it up—all over again—for you.”

She covers her face with her hands.

“Come,” I tell her. “Let’s go home.”

A storm rages in my body as we drive. She’s looking out the window. “I’m so stupid,” she says. “To write a song about that place. Oh my God.” You stole me. It’s repeating in my brain—so wrong, so wrong, my breathing shallow with its wrongness—and now she’s talking about something else. “I have to perform it tomorrow in front of so many people. All of my friends. A famous producer. My teachers. You. It’s a fake song, a made-up story.”

That she could say such a thing to me and then move on—to this, to anything—after saying it. We stop at a red light. A blue car passes, a black one. I’ve lied to her our whole lives together, terrible, even though I felt I didn’t have a choice. She doesn’t want my explanations. She wants to talk about her song. The light turns green, I move through it.

“You’re an artist,” I say. “You’ve done what artists do. Turned one thing into another thing, entirely its own. Whoever said a song had to be true? No one will know what it’s about unless you tell them.” She doesn’t respond. “Listen. I know you aren’t ready to talk about this, but there are a few things I need to say. No one’s seen Delphine since the hospital. We don’t know where she is. No one’s laughing at you. No one’s pitying you. She asked us to think of her as dead. So we let her be dead, to all of us.”

When we get home, she goes straight to her room. I lie on the sofa and stare at the ceiling. How many places did they sleep between the house on North Harper and the laundromat attic? How did Delphine decide, day after day, to not call me for help? Maybe it wasn’t even a decision. Maybe I had faded away to her already. Nathalie’s door opens. I wait, but she’s just heading to the bathroom. Water running, door to her bedroom shutting again. Shadow of branches and leaves on the ceiling, light dancing, everything else still. I watch until the shadows have made their way from the ceiling to the wall. The phone rings. A burst of noise on the other end, overlapping voices, music, and Elise saying, “Odette, can you hear me? The opening’s still in full swing but I had to call you with the news. Odette? Your paintings. They all sold. All five of them.”






THIRTY-SEVEN


WHEN ELISE REACHES ME AGAIN it’s Saturday morning, the kids at school with their caps and gowns, me in the middle of doing my hair, dressed in a cream summer dress and brown leather sandals, a knot in my throat that’s been stuck here for days, even after Nathalie let me talk to her. It was two nights ago. She held Clément’s hand as I started from the beginning, from the garden in the Marigny, my hand on Delphine’s belly. I told her that losing Nathalie made Delphine want to die. That it was brutal, unimaginable, and that Delphine didn’t know how to endure it without letting go completely. I didn’t expect to tell them about the threat, but I did. I said I’ll never know if I went along with the lie out of loyalty or out of fear, and Clément said, “Maybe both,” and I said, “Yes. Maybe both,” and they listened closely to every word, and when it was over they went outside together and I saw them through the window, sitting on the patio chairs, watching the birds fly.

And now Elise’s voice is in my ear, long-distance, and I check the clock. I have plenty of time, so I stop getting ready, take a moment to talk to her.

“How was the concert?” she asks.

“It was good,” I say. I won’t go into everything that’s happened, not right now. When she comes back we’ll talk it over. For now I say that Nathalie played well, sang with emotion, received thunderous applause. I don’t say that she didn’t seem able to take much of it in. That I found her bewildered, blinking in the bright lights, awkward when Al handed her a dozen yellow roses, holding them away from her body as though they were meant for someone else. A thrum of panic, thinking of it. We’ve already signed a lease for an apartment near the college. They’ll move out in three weeks, on the first, and Nathalie’s not okay, and my fear for her overwhelms me, keeps me up at night, has me waking with dread each morning, the feeling coming before the memory, confused and searching until I pinpoint the source of it.

“The show was fantastic,” Elise says. “I haven’t felt so motivated in as long as I can remember. And your paintings! Three of them sold before we even opened, the other two in the first hour. A woman who came in near the end of the night was crushed that there weren’t more. She wants to discuss a commission. We’ll be back home in a few weeks and you can show me what you’ve been working on.”

“It hasn’t been much,” I say. “With all the worry about the plant and what I’ll do now, and my sisters not talking, and the kids about to move out. And Nathalie,” I say, even though I thought I’d wait. “She found out about Delphine. She’s devastated.”

“Oh, no,” Elise says. “Oh, Odette. I wish I was there.”

“I do, too. But we’ll talk about it more, another time. For now it’s graduation and the picnic. I made Nathalie a crown of flowers for her hair. I’m trying to make it special for her. It’s the worst timing. I’m doubting all my choices. But my paintings! Your gallery! It’s so thrilling, all of it.”

“It is,” she says. “How did everyone react when you told them about the paintings?”

“I haven’t told anyone,” I say.

“Are you serious? Why not?”

“I don’t know. It doesn’t seem real yet.”

“It’s real. Tell somebody,” Elise says. “Tell somebody as soon as we hang up.”

Ginny.

I go back to the bathroom. My mascara’s run. I dip a tissue into cold cream and fix it. My hair’s fine as it is. I still have plenty of time before the ceremony, so I drive to Ginny’s house, hoping she’ll be there, and she’s out front, talking to a neighbor, my heart pounding at the sight of her. Standing in the sun, her hair tucked behind her ears, her hands in her pockets. She does a double take at my car, squints to check that it’s me, waves goodbye to her neighbor, and comes to my door.

“You look so pretty,” she says. “When’s the ceremony?”

“One o’clock. I had some time so I thought I’d come say hi.”

“I’m headed to the shoe repair before Gerard closes shop for lunch. Walk with me?”

I keep pace with her as she tells me about her latest exam and the job opportunities she’ll have in the fall. People are out on their stoops and she knows so many of them, keeps stopping to exchange a few words. We reach the shop. “Have you been here?” she asks me. “If you ever need shoes repaired, Gerard’s the best. But he’s also hopelessly disorganized. You’ll see.”

The bell chimes as we walk in and he greets her by name. She hands him her ticket. “Two pairs,” she says.

“I know,” he says. “I know.” He’s colored, small-framed, balding, an apron tied at his waist and polish-stained hands. He searches the shelves behind the counter for the shoes.

“I have something to tell you,” I say. “Some good news.”

“What is it?”

But Gerard turns and says, “What do they look like again?”

“One is a cream loafer. The other is light brown, woven.”

He nods like he knows exactly what she means but he keeps picking up the shoes and turning them over, shoes that are all wrong—black shoes, men’s shoes—and she sighs and says, “Gerard, my friend, you need a system.”

“They’re in the back,” he says. “Just a minute.”

He disappears through a door, and she says, “Okay, I’m listening. What is it?”

“Elise sold my paintings. All of them. On the first night of the show.”

Her whole face changes. More than gladness. Almost painful, how clearly she sees me. Work to not look away. “Now you know what you’ll do once the plant closes. Or before it, even. You’ll paint.”

Is it possible? I hadn’t allowed myself to think of the money yet. Those figures Elise threw out at me, the percentage I would get, the possible commission if the buyer is serious, if I can find my way back into creating. My life as a working painter, not the stolen hours but the main thing. I can almost see it, and then the vision rushes in, like I’m living it already. I’m lost in it when the door swings open, and Gerard is back, setting two pairs of shoes on the counter, shiny and as good as new. “Here they are,” he says, like he knew where they’d been all along.

We walk back in the June sun, the day my children will graduate high school, past two little girls skipping rope and a group of men laughing outside a liquor store. Past a church and a bicycle leaning against a fence and to Ginny’s building. I climb the steps with her, not ready to go yet, and somewhere close, a dog starts barking. Ginny turns the key in her lock, opens her door, and a little brown-and-white terrier leaps onto her leg, tail wagging ferociously, pink tongue hanging out of its mouth.

“Odette, meet Holiday. The fella followed me home from the store the other day,” she says. “Refused to leave my side.” She scoops him up and the dog wriggles in her arms, reaching for me. “Give him some attention. He wants to meet you.”

I pet his little head, scratch the place between his ears. “What a doll,” I say as the dog calms, settles into Ginny’s arms.

“I know. He’s just a puppy but he’s learning so quick. We aren’t allowed to have pets. I asked the landlord if he’d make an exception, but he said no.”

“What are you going to do?” I ask, even though I know from the way Ginny’s cradling the dog what her answer will be.

“I’m ready for a change anyway. I’ve already started looking at other apartments.”

“Move in with me,” I say.

On the street, a car revs its engine, speeds past. Holiday startles, barks at the sound, and Ginny holds him tighter, comforting him. I wonder if she heard me. I wonder if I even said it.

“What do you mean?” Ginny says at last.

“I’m ready,” I say. “If I’m not too late.”

“You’re ready,” she says. She isn’t smiling. She’s serious and it’s not what I expected but it feels right. Like she’s repeating a vow. An old woman passes below, stops to adjust her sun hat, carries on. Someone nearby is baking, the air turning cinnamon and sweet. A boy bursts out of his house, shouts for another boy who stops and waits. And music plays from behind a closed door. And a pigeon lands on a telephone wire, followed by another and another. And Holiday lets out a whine.

And Ginny says yes.



Graduation is full of applause and tears, my sisters and Al and Bernard and all my nephews and my niece, together for the first time in months. Time seems to have eased things. Claire compliments Adele’s new purse, Adele tells Claire she’s always loved her in that shade of violet, and the kids are fine, their parents’ grievances nothing to do with them. Nathalie and Clément find us afterward. Embraces on the football field, everyone beaming. We drive to Brookside Park for the party, and I watch Nathalie and her friends, and she looks happy, seems okay after all, at least right now, which is all I can hope for any of us. Later, the party winding down, I spot Claire and Adele together, at a bit of a remove. My stomach lurches—if not now, when? I head toward them.

“Our baby sister,” Adele says. “Somehow the first with an empty nest.”

I say, “It does make me reflect on my life.”

“In what ways?” Claire asks.

“Will you come back with me to the house,” I say, “just the two of you? Just for a little while.”

They exchange a glance. “I could drive you back after,” Adele says to Claire. “You could show me your new place.”

Claire agrees and they follow me in Adele’s car, and as soon as they’re in my living room, I pour us all bourbon on ice, my hands shaky as I hold the bottle, as I hand them their glasses. They’re together on the sofa. I perch on the edge of Nathalie’s piano stool, right across from them. I say, “I have something to share with you. It’s not going to be easy for you to accept it.” The whole drive home, I thought about the words to use. I don’t want shadowy ones, words with room for misinterpretation or ambiguity. So I say, “I’m a homosexual,” and I let it stand, watch Claire balk.

“No. No. Absolutely not.”

I say, “Claire, I’m thirty-six years old. I know myself. Plenty of people, here and back home, live openly. Men with men and women with women. I’m going to do the same.”

“With who?” Claire asks.

“With Ginny,” I say. “It’s been going on for a long time. I did everything I could to let it go, but I can’t. I don’t want to. I want to live with the person I love.”

“You always liked other people more than us,” Claire says. “You liked Delphine more than us. Lionel more than us. Your Hollywood friend, your girls from work, Nathalie, even when she was a stranger.”

The words startle me. So far from what I expected. Adele puts her hand on Claire’s, an attempt to quiet her. I say, “I don’t know if that’s true. It’s more like it felt difficult to fit in with you. You two always had each other. I felt more comfortable with them. We were all different in one way or another. I fit better. It doesn’t have as much to do with liking as it has to with fitting.”

Claire’s shaking her head. “You’re still so beautiful. So many men—”

“Shhh,” Adele says. “You aren’t listening to her.”

“Next time you come here,” I say. “It will be Ginny’s home, too.”

Claire stands, collects her purse, sets her drink, unsipped, on the coffee table. “I’m going to wait outside,” she says to Adele, and Adele nods, and we let her go. My dress is damp under the arms, my shoulders tight. Adele hasn’t said anything to me. I look at her and wait. Her face is concerned but open. I wonder if Al prepared her.

“Are you sure?” she asks.

“I’m sure.”

“All right, then. Okay. Al and the boys will come help you move Ginny’s things.” She stands and I stand and she hugs me. Her gentle arms, her floral perfume, her barrette against my cheek. She steps back, keeps her hands on my forearms. There’s amusement in her eyes.

“What is it?” I ask her.

“Our worry was always that you’d fall for Lionel, and here you go, falling for his best friend.” She smiles wide and I do, too. “I’ve always liked Ginny,” she says. “And you drive me crazy sometimes, but I admire the way you keep us on our toes.” She kisses my cheek, and then she’s gone. I’m alone in the house. A numbness, an exhaustion. And then the strange sensation of a light rain, falling all around me. I’ll paint it, maybe. A living room scene. For so long, my whole life, I’ve been holding myself so tightly, I’ve been so afraid of my own self, of being found out, of being dangerous and bad and destructive. But I’m not. I’m not.



The weekend of moving comes. First the kids to their ground-level apartment in Westwood. Al and Bernard do most of it—the sight of them together making me cry—and Nathalie arranges for piano movers to come, pays for it herself from money she’s earned babysitting. The men file into my living room, take it away, and here’s my fireplace again, my mantel, so much space for walking. For a minute, I stand in the dusty spot where the piano was. Then I load my car with the kids’ clothes and drive the boxes over. By the time I leave, they’re eating pizza, happy and tired, promising they’ll come over one night soon for dinner. Clément will be here nearly daily to care for the birds. A comfort, because otherwise they might fade away from me. Their full lives, their deep friendships, their jobs and their classes and their new neighborhood, no time for me anymore. Just let me be an observer, I want to say. Tell me about it, let me stay close.

I clear out the left side of my dresser, empty half of the medicine cabinet and the upper two bathroom drawers. Ginny isn’t attached to any of her furniture, but her pots and pans are a better quality than mine, and she has a small collection of art that we find places for on the wall. One is a photograph from her time in Montana. We hang it in the alcove above the telephone. In the days that follow, I stare at it when I’m on a call, and sometimes I get a feeling like I’m on a mountain, and it’s very cold, and I’m living an entirely foreign life. She fills a shelf with her paperbacks and she leaves a pair of soft plaid slippers by the door. She showers in my tub. She spits toothpaste in my sink. She sleeps in my bed. She makes coffee on my stove. She reads on my patio. She peels oranges at my counter. She kisses me good morning and goodnight and whenever we pass each other in the hallway. We watch The Ed Sullivan Show and we divide the sections of the paper and every evening we talk. I show her my paintings. I show her all my favorite shades of blue. She wrinkles her nose at the turpentine. She sits with a painting of flowers for a long time, just looking.

“I want to paint you,” I say. “I know exactly how it should be.”

She helps me carry down the mattress. I place it where I put my chair years ago, at the edge of the forest part, make it up in the white sheets again, tell Ginny how and where to lie. She’s nude. I need to paint all of her. “Are you okay with it?” I ask.

“Sure,” she says. “I have nothing to hide.”

I set up my easel outside, work in the evenings and on the weekends. Paint gets everywhere. The arm of the sofa. The handle of the kettle. Ginny’s inner thigh on the day I have to put the brushes down, can’t keep myself away. I shed my clothes as I cross to her—watching me, biting her lip, her hands on my waist as I climb atop her. We make love in the garden, the sun on our skin. After, I notice her gaze on me.

“How have I changed?” I ask. “Since you first knew me.” I know my answer. My rounder stomach. The lines by my eyes. My breasts, just slightly lower, but noticeable, to me. She smiles, shakes her head.

“You’re absolutely beautiful.”

“But changed,” I say.

“You know what I noticed the most?” She takes my hands, one in each of hers, so that our palms touch flat, my fingers and wrists on display. “When we met, your hands were the same shape.”

I nod. My right hand is now thicker at the wrist than my left, its fingers broader. Who knew that the muscles in fingers would widen with use? Who would have guessed that I would like it? Less appealing, though, is the skin on both my hands, cracked from the oil, no matter how often I lotion them. Paint still lodges deep under my fingernails regardless of how I scrub.

“Parts of you are softer,” Ginny says. She runs her hands over my belly, the sides of my breasts. And then she takes my hands again. “And parts are stronger, too.”

I finish the painting. Title it, Marriage Bed Number Two. I wish I could see them side by side, but the first is in a Manhattan apartment, the property of a young collector.

“We’ll get it loaned back for your first museum show,” Elise says, serious.

My last day at the plant comes. Wide halls and cavernous rooms and barely anyone there. Only Gladys is still working in the cafeteria, sandwiches and tomato soup our only choices, a room of vacant tables and chairs. Bernard’s still dividing his weeks between Hollywood and Santa Maria, but soon that will end. He comes here today, a Friday. I’ve been taking inventory for the last week, and now I’m finished. We go over the figures together.

“Are you happy?” he asks when our work is done. “With Ginny?”

“Very,” I say.

“I’m glad, then. I may not understand it, but there’s plenty on this earth that I don’t understand. As long as you still love all of us, I see no harm in you loving her, too.”

I touch his arm, tears in my eyes. “You’ll work on my sister?”

“I’ll do my best.”

He moves on to his next task, and I take one last lap through the building. The Finishing room and the Art Department, Production and Listening. The manager’s lounge, overlooking a near-carless parking lot. The long row of open stalls in the ladies room. I pour myself a cup of coffee in the cafeteria. Gladys is gone and no cream’s out, so I walk behind the serving counter for the first time, take the carton of cream from the large refrigerator and top off my cup. I sit and sip until it’s empty. I carry my cup to the counter and go downstairs, take my jacket and my purse from my locker. I clock out.



The next morning, Ginny and I read together in bed, coffee and toast on a tray between us. After a time, her mouth finds my neck, books splayed on the nightstands, moving together. Lunch, talking, falling asleep again in the afternoon. We wake and it’s still light, will be for hours more, so we go out in the garden, pull weeds, and Clément lets himself in through the gate, and Nathalie’s with him. “You had your last day,” she says. “We should celebrate.”

Ginny stands, garden dirt on her knees. “I’ll make us spaghetti and clams for dinner.” She heads into the kitchen. Nathalie tells me about her astronomy class while Clément works in the coop. He lets the birds out and Holiday comes bounding from where he’d been sound asleep in a patch of sun to yap at them. Clément looks down at him and shakes his head. After a time I go in to help Ginny. I wash a cutting board she’s through with, breathe in the garlic and white wine steam from the pan. I put Dylan on the record player because I know the children like him. He strums and rambles from the living room, some never-ending song, and Clément and Nathalie are framed through the window, and Ginny’s hand grazes my waist as she reaches for the bowls.

“Ginny,” I say. There’s a tightness in my chest. “Could we have had this all along?”

She stops, takes a moment to see what I see, to understand what I’m asking. Our faces are reflected in the glass, close together, and through it, the sky is darkening to a purple-blue. Nathalie and Clément laugh over something. She pushes his shoulder, he pretends that it hurts him, but he’s smiling, and the birds are coming back down, perching on the coop. Ginny pulls her oven mitt off, sets it on the counter. She puts her hands on my waist, like we’re dancing. “Not like this,” she says. “Or else we would have.”






THIRTY-EIGHT


IT COMES on a sweltering August afternoon. A Wednesday, two years after the kids moved out and Ginny moved in. I’m checking the mail in my painting smock and here it is. Startling, my vision doubling. A pale orange envelope, sent to my name. The return address says Mary Beth Greer, but I would recognize her handwriting anywhere.

I go back through the gate, sit on the garden steps to read it. Delphine says she’s living in San Francisco. She’s wondering if Nathalie and I might be open to calling her, or even coming for a visit. There’s something important that I need to talk to both of you about, she writes. I go straight into the house and call Nathalie. We have an agreement that whenever—if ever—I hear about Delphine, I’ll tell her right away. I hurry as I press the numbers, each second that passes like another betrayal. “Delphine wrote me,” I tell her.

“Read it to me,” she says. So I do.

“We can handle this however you want to,” I say.

“Okay,” Nathalie says. “I have to go to class but … Okay let’s talk about it later.”

For the past few days, I’ve been working on a commission for the Dooto Center. My first time doing anything like it. It’s a painting of the stage in their new private lounge. Velvet curtains and slick floor, instruments set out and waiting for the players. Back down in my studio, the painting is unfamiliar. The colors are strange, I can’t find the right music. There’s a buzz in my chest, in my brain, a thrum of anxiety that keeps me from sinking into anything. And the heat. I surrender to it, wash my brushes, cover my palette to keep the paints good for tomorrow, hang up my smock. I find a shaded spot on the patio, close my eyes.

Delphine wrote to me.



I wake on the patio to sounds of the gate swinging open, and something farther away, too. A distant crowd. Ginny’s coming down the steps in her scrubs. “Something’s happening,” she says. “People are out on the street. We should go see.”

She stops to kiss me, doesn’t rush it, her mouth against mine and lingering, before going inside to change. I follow her in, wet a washcloth and run it over my face, on the inside of my elbows and my knees, under my arms. “Are we walking?” I ask.

“Yeah, that’ll be better,” she says. I pull on the Converse sneakers the kids gave me for my birthday last year, tie their laces. Delphine’s letter is tucked in the alcove next to the telephone, a charge to it, so much more than folded paper and ink. I tell Ginny about it as we walk, drawing closer to the commotion, the sound of the crowd intensifying, the atmosphere on the streets matching the tumult in my body, so much so that I wonder if my opening Delphine’s letter set whatever this is into motion.

“Hey Ginny, Odette.” There’s a hand on my wrist and I turn and it’s Lionel’s friend who tends the birds when Clément’s away.

“Maurice,” Ginny says. “This is wild, right?”

Maurice tells us to follow him, and soon I see where we’re headed. A house with a stoop that rises several feet above the street, more familiar men presiding over it. “How’d you spot us in all this?” Ginny asks.

“Wasn’t that hard,” Maurice says, his smile teasing, and I look into the sea of people and almost all of them are colored, several shades darker than me, let alone Ginny. He tells us that everyone was outside trying to get some relief from the heat when a man named Marquette was pulled over for speeding and proceeded to fail a sobriety test, too. “Nothing unusual,” Maurice says. “Except then his mother comes and makes a scene, and his brother’s there, too, and things get out of hand. Soon there’s a bunch of cops all over Marquette—who is in handcuffs, by the way—and the crowd’s growing bigger and more bothered by the second. Everybody at a breaking point with the heat and the police acting the way they do. And then the cops, for some reason, they go after this woman in the crowd and arrest her, and all hell breaks loose. People are spitting on the cops, throwing rocks at a patrol car. And look. More of us coming every second.”

“Must be thousands,” Ginny says.

Maurice says, “You’d better go home.”

Ginny frowns. “I’ve lived here for years. These are my neighbors.”

“Ginny knows everyone,” I say.

“Not everyone,” Maurice says. A car’s trying to get through the crowd and people stop to look inside of it. Someone picks up a rock, aims at the dash, lets it fly. The windshield cracks and I gasp. “Look at who’s driving,” Maurice says, to prove his point. A white man behind the wheel, eyes frantic. A white woman next to him, cowering.

A voice rises from the crowd. “Let them pass.” They get away but the crowd follows, hurling rocks and bottles, and I say, “Okay, yes, we’ll go.” Maurice says he’ll walk us, has another of Lionel’s friends come, too. They get us out of the swarm, halfway to home, and we walk alone the rest of the way. Inside, I call Clément and Nathalie’s apartment. Clément answers and I tell him what’s going on. “Better stay in Westwood for now.”

But he and Nathalie come anyway, later that night, awestruck and giddy. “You should see it out there,” Nathalie says. “I’ve never seen so many people all together at once. We saw a car flipped over at the corner of Imperial and Avalon—on fire. We brought overnight bags.”

Now that they’ve made it safely I’m happy they’re here, and Ginny’s already taking blankets down, opening up the foldout bed in their old room. The phone rings and it’s Adele.

“What’s it like where you are?” I ask.

“People are pouring out of the houses and heading up to Watts,” she says. “Elizabeth and Paul took off running, I couldn’t stop them. I told them to go to your house if things felt too out of control. That we’d join them there.”

“Clément and Nathalie are here, too. Come anytime.”

She says they will but calls me back. “There’s no way to get through,” she says. “We started to drive but had to turn back around. We’ll try again in the morning.”

Elizabeth and Paul show up a couple hours later, Rudy with them. Elizabeth’s wearing her hair in a natural style, a curly halo, like a saint in a painting. Holiday jumps onto her lap and she croons and pets him. Rudy and Paul sport matching goatees. I hug them, one by one, while Ginny welcomes them into the house. “Your mother wants you to call her,” she says.

Rudy dials. He answers Adele’s questions, assures her they’re all right. “I need to talk to Dad for a minute,” he says. I slice apples at the counter, rummage in the refrigerator for cheese to slice while he gives Al instructions. “Wait until the morning to come. Make Mama lie down across the seat when you drive over, and there are hand signals you should know. Whenever you pass any brothers on the street, flash them two fingers. One finger’s for Watts, two’s for Compton, three’s for Willowbrook. No one from the outside is welcome right now.”

Al heeds the warning. When they arrive at eight in the morning, blankets and pillows under their arms, Adele says, “He made me lie down across the back seat on the drive over. Can you believe it?”

I take her aside the first chance I get, say low, “Delphine sent me a letter. She wants to see Nathalie and me.”

Her eyes widen. “What for? Did she say?” I shake my head. “I thought it would never happen,” she says. “After all these years…”

And then Paul’s speaking loudly, for all of us to hear. “Clément, Nathalie, Mama, Auntie O—Ginny, obviously—none of you should be going out anytime soon.”

Clément puffs his chest. “I agree about the others but I’m not staying in.” He and Rudy talk it over, decide he can go as long as he sticks close.

Claire calls a little later. “This is what I’ve been talking about all these years,” she says. “Why we had to move. This is what I’ve been afraid of. You can say what you must about the South but at least there there’s some dignity. Here it’s just lawlessness. Who sets fire to cars on their own streets?”

“I don’t know if I agree,” I say. “You know that young woman in Selma? The one who was in all the papers, beaten by the police on the street?”

“Amelia Boynton,” Claire says.

“Is that really what we have to do? Just take it? Forever?”

“We?” Claire says. Her voice is dangerous, a live wire between us. “I can’t say that I recognize myself or our family in those people on the streets.”

I stretch the cord to the window. Our nephews start up the garden steps, Al and Clément and Elizabeth a few paces after them. “Our family members are the people in the streets,” I say. “They were there last night and they’re headed out again now. Claire. We all left the South to come here because we had to. You and me and Adele and all the other colored people in the neighborhood. We’re the same.”

“We are not the same,” she says, and we can’t agree on any of it, and eventually we hang up. Hours pass. Al and the kids come and go. We make pitchers of iced tea, deviled eggs, sandwiches on soft white bread. We huddle around the television to watch the reports. Surreal, to see the images that pair with the near-constant sound. I wonder if Delphine’s watching from San Francisco. If she’s worried about us, if she’s waiting for us to call.

Nathalie sits outside while Clément and her cousins are gone, picking at the wooden steps, watching the gate. The noise from Watts, carrying over. Delphine’s letter, still tucked by the phone.

“Have you thought about it?” I ask her.

“Yes,” she says. “I’m still thinking.”

Clément and the cousins come home in the midafternoon with a boy named Desmond whom they just met today. He lives on 110th Street, tells us how he’s been trying to get a steady job for the last two years but no one in the neighborhood will hire him, how the house his family rents has a hole in the roof that the landlord won’t fix.

“We’re the only major city in the United States without a poverty program,” Nathalie says.

“That’s right,” he says. “All we’re asking for is work.”

“You come on down to Compton when all of this is over,” Al says. “Come on down and see me about a job.”

Ginny dishes soup for everyone. They eat with gusto. I sew a tear in Desmond’s shirt. “Don’t take long,” Clément says. “We’re heading back out.”

“Does your mother know you’re all right?” I ask Desmond, and point him toward the phone. He dials and I hear exclamations of relief through the receiver.

I’m tying off the thread when there’s a commotion at the door.

A voice breaks through—“Now let me in, little man”—and I’m unable to believe it but it’s true. Here’s Lionel. Ginny whoops and charges him. He picks her up, arms tight around her waist. Sets her down and comes to me. Leans over for my embrace.

“You came back,” I say into his shoulder.

“Here I am. Feels like change is in the air.”

But minutes later, he’s turning away, heading out with the others, too soon. I keep checking to see if his bags are still resting inside the door. Evidence that he’s really here, in Los Angeles again. That I’m not just dreaming it.

In the early evening, the phone rings. Elise, saying, “When they showed a map of the unrest on the news I could barely believe it. I would have called earlier but I was on the phone with Sylvie. She’s hysterical, convinced that armed Negroes are going to storm the hills and hurl Molotov cocktails through her windows.”

I think of Sylvie at that first dinner party at Elise’s, studying me from across the table. “That sounds like her,” I say.

“Ridiculous. But even still. You be careful. Not a good time for the people of Watts to mistake you for Italian.”

“You mean my people.” My voice harsher than I’d intended.

“Yes,” she says. “Of course.” We’re quiet on the line. “The news is reporting all kinds of outrageous things. But Espen and I have been having long talks about it. It seems to me that when a community has been mistreated for so long, then it’s only natural that they’d take the matter into their own hands. Only right that they would.”

My hand loosens its grip. My friend, on the line.

She says, “You and Ginny are welcome to stay here with us if the violence gets too close. The kids, too, of course. Their friends. Whatever you need.”

“I have a full house here,” I say. “Eleven people if you can believe it. Lionel came back.”

“Oh, I’m so glad. It’s about time he did.” And then she laughs. “Eleven people in your little place.”

Night comes with booms and sirens, cheers and screams and shattering and shouting, poor Holiday sprinting and barking through the yard. More fire in the sky, smoke thick in my mouth when I go outside. It’s five in the morning by the time the kids get back. They aren’t naive. They know why they were raised here instead of in New Orleans. We watched Malcolm X’s speech together at Dooto’s last summer, broadcast to a group in the theater room. Goose bumps on my arms when he said “by any means necessary.” The kids stayed late to talk about it with the others. They were energized and conflicted, each of them thoughtful, each of them filling me with pride. Now, they stream into the house with a buoyancy, an elation that’s at odds with the news reports, the broadcasters’ scolding tones, the footage of the shopping district burning. They talk over one another—who they saw, who got arrested, men and women, old and young, filling truck beds with furniture and cases of liquor, the cop on 113th who drew his gun only to put it back in his holster when the crowd commanded him to. Nothing theoretical about it anymore. Al and Lionel are here, too, and I stay by Lionel’s side, touch him every chance I get. His shoulder through the cotton of his T-shirt. His hand, calloused and familiar. Back again, with us.

“Did you hear that the planes had to be rerouted?” Clément asks.

“The gunshots and smoke made landing too dangerous.”

“We’re rerouting planes,” Rudy marvels. “That’s some South Vietnamese Liberation Army shit.”

“Check this out,” Desmond says, showing us a watch fastened around his wrist. “Now I’ll always know what time it is. My cousin got himself a sofa. Before they set the place on fire do you know what they did? Made sure to destroy all the credit records. No one in the community owes them a cent anymore.”

“Did you get anything, Clément?” Nathalie asks.

“Nah,” he says. “I have what I need.”

Ginny’s been standing in the doorway, listening. “Did anyone notice Gerard’s shoe shop?”

“Gerard’s a colored man, isn’t he?” Lionel asks.

“Yeah,” Ginny says.

“The Negro store owners are putting signs up and people are mostly leaving their places alone. We’re going after the businesses that sell rotten food, sell cheap goods marked up just because there’s no other option in the neighborhood. No one’s trying to hurt an old colored man’s livelihood.”

Just before daybreak, Al and Adele head down to sleep in my studio. Nathalie and Elizabeth share the pullout bed. The boys and Lionel carve out spaces in the living room, on the sofa and the floor. When we wake in the late morning, Ginny and Adele and I make a triple batch of banana muffins, a pot of grits, pork links.

I stare at Lionel all through breakfast. He’s grown a mustache. Otherwise, he’s just as he used to be. Al and Adele flank him. Nathalie sits at his feet, uses his legs as a backrest. As soon as we finish eating, Clément leads him out to the coop.

I take inventory of my cupboards, the refrigerator. “We’re going to need more groceries,” I say as they come back in. “I should have thought of that sooner.”

“I saw a store that’s still open,” Clément says.

“I can go out and get them,” Lionel says. He studies me, a smile forming.

“What?”

“I’m just wondering. Does it make you feel any kind of way? That I can go out and you can’t?”

I smile back. “It sure does.” Adele and Ginny and I sit at the kitchen table and discuss what we’ll cook, make Lionel a list for the store, and as soon as he drops off the groceries we get started. As we cook, through the window, I see Nathalie on the patio, Delphine’s letter in her hands. I stop chopping greens when she comes back in, watch her in case she wants to talk. She tucks the envelope back by the phone.

“Her handwriting,” she says. “It’s very elegant.” I wait. She bites her lip. Heads to her room and shuts the door.

Time loses meaning. All day, people come and go. We’re watching TV or we’re sleeping or we’re fixing a meal at the stove or we’re talking with somebody about Selma or the best recipe for pie crusts or Coltrane or the repeal of the housing act or the Beatles. Sometimes it’s just Nathalie and Adele and Ginny and me at home. Sometimes the rooms are so full there’s nowhere to sit but the floor. Smoke’s thick in my throat, in my hair. Ash covers the garden steps and the patio table and the windowsills. I make coffee for the young people in my living room. Crack a dozen eggs and whisk them in a bowl. Ginny’s checking injuries. Rudy has a cut on his forehead and for a split second his face turns into Lionel’s, eighteen in the blue house, and I gasp and Rudy says, “Auntie O, it’s not so bad,” and he’s himself again, and it’s only a small cut, and I shake it off.

It becomes harder for Lionel and Al and the others to get in and out of the area. Trenches are dug, police barricades erected. The lieutenant governor and Chief Parker call in the National Guard. Desmond and Clément see them riding in with their rifles and bayonets, rush to the house to tell us. Rudy and Paul and Elizabeth reach for their shoes. Adele rises.

“Children, it’s enough now,” she says. “They’re arresting colored people by the hundreds. I can’t have you going to jail. And God forbid, I don’t want you dying out there.”

“I’d rather die here than in Vietnam,” Rudy says.

“I’d rather that you stay alive.”

“I agree,” I say to Clément. “I know this is important. You’ve already been part of it. Let’s just stay together, keep an eye on the news, see what happens tonight.”

But we lose the fight. The boys leave, Elizabeth, too, and Al and Lionel go with them. Soon it’s just Nathalie and Ginny and Adele and me again. We sit for a little while, not cooking or cleaning or watching the news. Adele says, “Remember how Maman told me I undid a century’s worth of progress for the family when I married Al? She told me I was selfish. Those things she used to say about Rudy, about keeping him out of the sun.”

“It was horrible.”

“How could she care about something so shallow?” Nathalie asks. “I mean I understand this country. But still, it’s wrong. Who wouldn’t love Uncle Al?”

“It is wrong,” I say.

Nathalie goes into her old room, stays there for a long time. When she emerges again later, she turns off the television, midbroadcast. “Am I colored?” she asks. The three of us stare at her. “I’m serious,” she says. “Ginny has a darker complexion than I do.”

I shift my weight on the sofa, looking at her. Sea-green eyes. Fair with a smattering of freckles. Dark-brown hair, just barely wavy, sun-lightened at the tips. I say, “You don’t look colored, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“I know how I look. How I look is the reason I can’t be out there with my own brother and my own cousins fighting for my community.”

Ginny says, “Your brother, your cousins, your community. You’re answering your own question. Aren’t you?”

“But what if I know who I am but the world can’t see it?” I smile. “What?” she says. “What’s funny?”

“Nothing. It’s just, that’s my life, too. I understand you completely. That’s all.” She’s worked up, her hands in fists. I say, “You wouldn’t have been born in LA if your mother wasn’t colored. If she were white, she and Bill would have gotten married back in New Orleans and led a completely different life. And when Delphine agreed to pass as white here … She could get away with it, but it took a lot from her. Because it was a denial, a concealment of who she was. Whether you look colored or not, Delphine’s who gave birth to you, and she’s colored whether she looks it or not. It’s part of who you are. Why you’re here, in LA, living the life you have.”

That night, when the group of them gets home, they sit us down and tell us that a twenty-one-year-old colored man named Leon Posey died. He’d stepped outside a barbershop to see the commotion when the police began shooting. “For all the news is saying about us,” Clément says, “how savagely Negroes are beating white people, how lawless we are, here’s the first death. A colored man at the hands of the LAPD.”

Lionel’s been solemn, stationed by the door. After a time, he takes the spot on the sofa next to Ginny and says, “Loitering. Drunkenness. Suspicious character. Being dangerous—whatever the hell that means.”

“What is this?” Ginny asks.

“Reasons for my arrests. From back home.” He rubs his forehead, laces his fingers together. “I know the mood’s already heavy tonight. But do y’all mind if I continue?” Everyone nods, tells him to go ahead. “No honest means of employment. Suspicions of robbery. Take note it’s only suspicions. As far as I know, no one was actually robbed. Gambling with cards for money. That one really happened, I’ll give them that. Disturbing the peace. No clue how, but the good officer said it so it must be true. There was a time…” He falters. Clears his throat. “There was a time when I thought for sure I was going to die by the hands of the police.”

We’re silent, listening. Ginny rests her hand on his back.

“Let’s all take a moment for young Leon Posey,” Lionel says. “May he rest in peace.”

Nathalie says, “Should we sing something, Rudy?” And together they sing “Ave Maria,” their harmonies filling the house.

When they’re finished, Adele says, “None of you are to go out onto the streets until it’s over. Al, you hear me? Lionel? Kids? Desmond, even you.”

An extended, pregnant moment. And then Al says, “I agree. We’ll lie low now.” And Saturday goes by, and Sunday, the streets bloodied with more people shot dead, the phone ringing with news from friends, the television screen covered in smoldering buildings and white men with helmets and guns and badges and colored men and women, at times triumphant, at times handcuffed, filing into police buses, and the sky is still thick with smoke, still the wrong colors, gray on black on red, until, finally, it’s over.






THIRTY-NINE


GINNY AND I VENTURE PAST the gate for the first time in a week. We use rags to clear the ash from the car’s windows, climb in to drive around. Even with the reports and the news footage and the smoke and the noise, nothing prepared us for it. Streets we drive daily, turned unrecognizable. Entire blocks, razed. Rubble, like a scene from a war movie, like after a hurricane. I drive us toward Gerard’s shop. Ginny sucks in a breath as we turn the corner. There, as Lionel promised, his little building stands. The windows are boarded up, Blood Brother Please Let Me Live spray-painted across the plywood. A couple other stores on the block remain, boarded up, too. Negro own. Spare me. Pass me bye.

“Let’s go somewhere else,” I say. “Let’s go have lunch.” I drive north, end up in Chinatown. Ginny knows a restaurant here. We’re seated in the busy dining room, eat wonton soup and chicken chow mein, and at every table surrounding us, people are talking about Watts.

When we get back to the house, Nathalie’s on the patio.

“I thought you went home,” I say.

“I decided we should go to San Francisco.”

“Now?”

“I called Elise and asked her where we should stay. I told her I wanted somewhere simple and quiet. Somewhere we could take walks. After everything this past week … I can’t handle crowds.”

I nod. I feel the same.

“She suggested an inn right across from the ocean,” Nathalie says. “In a mellow part of town. I booked us a room for tonight and tomorrow. And made a dinner reservation nearby at a place called the Cliff House, for three of us for tomorrow night.”

“That’s a quick trip for such a far drive.”

“It’s all I can do. Some of the girls and I are singing this weekend at an engagement party in Beverly Hills.”

“It’s hard to believe that anyone in Los Angeles is throwing a party at a time like this.”

“I know,” she says. “But they are.”

“Should we call Delphine and make sure that tomorrow night works for her?”

“Can you do it?”

“Okay.”

I pretend, for Nathalie’s sake, that the thought of it doesn’t frighten me. I leave the door open to the kitchen and Nathalie stays where she is. I unfold the letter and dial the number she gave us. A woman answers. Not Delphine’s voice, but then again, it’s been so many years. I say my name, ask if Delphine’s there.

“Oh!” the woman says. “She’ll be so glad you called. She’s at work right now, though. My name’s Mary Beth, I’m one of her flatmates. Can I take a message down for her?”

“Will you ask her if she can go to dinner tomorrow night at the Cliff House? Seven o’clock? We’re driving up tonight.”

A pause. “Sure,” Mary Beth says. “She usually gets home from work at around six. Is there a number where she could reach you just in case?”

I move the receiver away from my mouth. “Nathalie, what’s the name of the hotel?”

“The Seal Rock Inn,” she says from outside. I repeat it and Mary Beth takes it down. Ginny and I go into the bedroom. I pack my bag. When I’m finished, we look at each other. She’s calm, present. And there’s a different version of my life, one in which she’s been with me this whole time, ever since we met, knowing me and seeing me through every hard moment, so it’s fine to leave her every now and then. But that isn’t how it went for us. And now that I have her, I don’t want to stray far, not even for a couple of nights. “I love you,” she says. “Good luck.”

And then we’re driving, Nathalie searching the radio for songs. We stop for fuel, neither of us talking while the attendant fills our car, driving for hours and hours, the feeling that we’re headed somewhere forbidden. It’s almost midnight when we reach the hotel. We fall into bed, sleep into the morning. There’s a television in the lobby, its volume turned low. I carry the San Francisco Examiner and two cups of coffee up the stairs to our room and we sit in bed together, backs against pillows, reading about LA.

On the front page, below an article on Eisenhower and Bobby Kennedy’s clashing views on the riots, is a close-up photograph of Dr. King, his eyes wide, listening to Negro leaders in Watts. Nathalie reads aloud. “‘The Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. flew into Los Angeles yesterday hoping to “redeem despite their guilt” the Negroes who took part in a six-day riot that took thirty-three lives.’ What about the police who actually took those people’s lives? Where’s the part where he calls them guilty?”

“I agree with you,” I say. “Of course, he’s devoted to nonviolence. But it still lands like a betrayal, for him to talk that way.”

She sets the paper aside, shifts her position so she’s facing me. Her hair’s fastened in a loose bun, freckles smattering the bridge of her nose. “Can you believe we lived through that?” she asks. “I’m still in shock. Uncanny, right? Hearing all the noise, and everyone coming and going, but never going out into it. And then the streets after. All covered in glass and broken things, and the buildings burned. And now we’re in an inn in San Francisco? And maybe we’ll see Delphine?”

“I know,” I say. “It’s so much. I know.”

In the early afternoon we go downstairs and eat in the inn’s restaurant. Bright white tulip tables and matching chairs, burnt-orange water glasses, black teapots, floor-to-ceiling windows like at Elise and Espen’s house. When we’re finished eating we walk down the hill and the view catches us by surprise. Somewhere, to the east of us, there’s a city. Cable cars and skyscrapers and paved hills, bookstores and record stores and Macy’s. Art galleries. A bay. But it’s hard to imagine any of that here. This place where we are is called Land’s End. The ground drops off and all we see are cliffs and ocean and sky. We follow the road, pass the restaurant where we’ll have dinner later, the prospect of it sending a bolt of anxiety down my spine.

“Look at that funny building,” Nathalie says, pointing down some steps from the Cliff House. A miniature castle, something built for children. But no—it’s in the shape of an oversize camera, turned on its back. What I thought was a tower is a lens. We go closer to see what it is. GIANT CAMERA is painted across its side, admission is twenty-five cents. “It’s a camera obscura,” she says. “Remember when you made us one?” I do. The eve of my twenty-seventh birthday. All of us so young.

We pay and go in. It’s a small room with a six-foot concave circle at its center. Pure darkness but for the light that streams through a point in the ceiling, the circle it illuminates, its reflection on the few people gathered around. Nathalie and I find a spot on the circle’s perimeter. First, we see trees and the road in saturated color and sharp focus. Slowly, the picture shifts, turning. Trees give way to a long strip of beach, and then cliffs, and then water. A glimmer, growing bright until it hurts my eyes, bursting with light, the sun shining on the ocean. We stay and stay and watch the circle. Sometimes the world is on its side and other times it’s upside down and then it’s right again. People come and go but we don’t know what else to do. We’re waiting for evening. The attendant pokes his head in, tells us he’s closing up.

The brightness of stepping outside, the softer mist in the distance.

“Should we call her house again?” I ask. “To see if she’s planning on coming?”

But Nathalie shakes her head, and secretly I’m relieved.

Baths at the inn. A quiet hour, getting ready. Nathalie wears a pink-and-yellow checkerboard dress cut high above the knee. I wear a black top and skirt with a camel-colored jacket. We’re windswept by the time we reach the Cliff House, its pink fluorescent sign bright through the fog. The restaurant is bustling, warm. We’re led to our table and we sit on the same side of the booth, both of us staring at the door. It’s been fifteen years. She might not look the same. I don’t know. Out the window is the ocean. The vast, misty sky, the gray-blue water, and Nathalie says, “She’s not going to come.”

I’m terrified. Almost hope Nathalie’s right, that we’ll go home and continue as we have been. Two mothers. I’ve said it so many times but suddenly, shamefully, I ache to be her only one. “Maybe not,” I say. “But maybe she will.” I imagine Delphine arriving and it being okay. I imagine rising to greet her, a tight embrace, smiling, saying she looks well, not sobbing or trembling or running away. Not steeling my heart against her. Not feeling under attack. Greeting her as simply a person greeting another person. We’ll be three women in a restaurant on a Wednesday night. But even remembering her in the hospital, her jolt, her pain a living thing, there’s a current of fury running under my skin. I would have stayed with her through anything. But she left me for Bill, and then she left me again. A betrayal, after years of listening carefully to everything she ever told me. After years of always telling her the truth.

The waitress comes to our table, sets a cup of hot water and lemon at my place. It’s the perfect thing, exactly what I want. “How did she know to bring me this?” I ask when she’s gone.

“You ordered it,” Nathalie says.

I have no memory of it. I don’t know if I can do this. My breathing is shallow. I’m spinny, nauseous, and there’s a figure at the hostess counter now, blocked by other people, maybe it isn’t her, but the hostess walks her toward us, and there’s Delphine, clear as day, and now she’s slipped quickly into the booth, no time for us to stand to greet her.

Her hair’s pulled to one side in a braid. Little makeup, a naturalness to her that seems to be the fashion here. A softness around her eyes, but still youthful. Lovely. Nervous, but nothing of the franticness of the street, the brokenness of the hospital. It’s the Delphine of before all that. Just herself, only I know nothing about her anymore.

Apparently she’s used to the summer chill, wears a turtleneck pulled to her chin, long tight sleeves that bell at the wrists. Nathalie scrutinizes her. Of course. There’s nothing Nathalie won’t look at straight on.

Delphine says, “You used to watch me in exactly that same way.”

Nathalie says nothing but finds my hand under the table and squeezes it so hard I fear she’ll snap a bone.

“How long have you been here, in San Francisco?” I ask.

“Almost ten years.” I wait. “I work at the state college,” she finally says. “I’m an assistant in the Psychology Department. I handle the admissions materials. Arrange faculty meetings. Assist some of the professors in their research.”

I get a flash of Delphine in a grand library, pouring over a thick book, taking notes. Another of her in an office, speaking on the phone with efficiency and importance.

“You’re probably surprised,” she says.

“I’m not at all surprised, actually,” I say.

“I guess I’m the one who was surprised,” she says. “I surprised myself.” I wait for her to say more but she shifts in her seat and asks, “How are your sisters?”

“They’re well.”

She says, “If you two have time tomorrow, the cable cars are fun. And the sea lions are very cute.”

“We didn’t come to sightsee,” Nathalie says. “I have to get back for work. You said there was something you needed to talk to us about.”

“I know. I’m sorry. I prepared for this, but everything I rehearsed has flown out of my head.”

Nathalie squeezes again. I say, “I found the drawings we did of each other and got them framed.”

“They’re hanging in my room,” Nathalie says.

“Really,” Delphine says, but she’s distracted. It’s possible that she’s forgotten all about the drawings.

“My brother and I, we’re both about to be juniors at UCLA.”

“Oh?”

“I’m studying music. Composition. Clément’s considering veterinary medicine.”

“You weren’t anywhere near the violence, were you?”

Another squeeze. “It was happening all around us.”

But Delphine’s frowning, not listening. “I’ve been wondering if you remember me.” She looks down at her lap, so she can’t see Nathalie’s reaction, and rushes to add, “But I wouldn’t ask you such a thing. Please, don’t say a word.” She pulls her handbag onto her lap and unclasps it. “I had a feeling this might happen. That I’d get here and be tongue-tied. I wrote a letter for you, just in case.” She hands a thick envelope over the table. “Please read it. Talk it over with Odette. Write me back or don’t write me back. It’s all up to you. Gosh. I’m sorry. I’m afraid I won’t be able to stay for dinner.” She finally looks at our faces again, mine and then Nathalie’s. As she’s standing, she says, to me, “You look just the same.” And to Nathalie: “You’re more beautiful than I could have imagined. And very strong. I can tell.” Nathalie blanches, watching her edge away from us.

“No,” she says. “We came all this way. You’re not leaving?”

“I’m sorry,” Delphine says again. And she’s gone.

Nathalie and I look at each other—dazed, silent. She’s pale, shaking, and the waitress is back and all I can think to do is order food for us. I choose off the menu at random. Soon our table is filled with fried oysters and abalone and crab legs and a baked potato. All of it, delicious. We stay seated next to each other, say nothing through the meal, just pass the plates of food back and forth, reach to pluck bites with our forks. We’re ravenous. We finish everything. Order strawberries smetana for dessert. Exhaustion descends before we even pay the bill. We trudge up the hill to the inn, squinting against the wind, and we take off our jackets and fall into the bed. She’s holding Delphine’s letter.

“Do you want some time alone?” I ask.

“No,” she says. “I don’t think I’ll read it tonight. I’m going to read for class instead.” She sets the letter on her bedside table, opens her textbook, falls fast asleep within minutes. It’s barely past nine o’clock. I turn off the lights save for the one by my bedside. I try to read the novel I brought, wish I was already in the middle of it, keep reading the first page over, unable to sink in. I set it down. Camera obscura in my mind’s eye. The slow spinning motion of it, the ever-shifting horizon.

Near midnight, a soft rap on the door. I ease it open and the night receptionist tells me he’s sorry to disturb me but there’s a woman downstairs, waiting in the restaurant. I expected it, somehow. It’s why I kept myself awake for these hours. I tiptoe past Nathalie, pull my shoes back on, smooth my hair in the bathroom.

Delphine’s the only person in the restaurant. The kitchen is closed but there’s a pot of coffee on a hot plate, a pitcher of cream. “Want some?” she asks.

“I’ll fix it for myself,” I say. My hand shakes as I pour, coffee splatter on the white cloth. I carry my cup to the table.

“Did I wake you?” she asks.

“No.”

“Good.”

She studies my face and I’m nervous, mind racing. Just to break the silence, I say, “So you’ve been here ten years. And you’re doing well?”

“I am.” I wait for her to tell me more, watch her as she decides on what to say. Finally: “The last time we saw each other, I had lost everything. But step by step I built a new life.” I nod. “I never got to hear what happened. How you and Cyril ended up married.”

“No,” I say. “You didn’t.”

There’s a pause, an opening for me to tell her, but I stay quiet. I’ll let the expanse of my years remain as much a mystery to her as hers are to me. It’s not out of spite. Or maybe it is. But then she says, “If there’s anything you want to ask me, go ahead. I’ll tell you,” and I don’t stop myself.

“That day when I saw you in the road. What were you doing there?”

“I had to get away from the trees,” she says. “I had this idea, that if I could get away from the trees, I could keep living my life.”

“I went to your old house. I saw the lines cut in the maple tree.” She swallows, says nothing. “And then a couple years ago, Nathalie and I went to the attic of the laundromat and I saw them again, cut into the windowsill.”

“There’s a logic,” she says. “When you’re inside of a delusion. Those notches were a way of protecting myself. It doesn’t make sense when sane, of course. But when you’re inside of it…”

“No,” I say. “I think I understand. There are no trees in the middle of Crenshaw Boulevard.”

Behind her eyes, something catches. A recognition, maybe. Like she’s seeing me through time. She nods.

“Do you still have delusions?” I ask.

“It’s been ages. About a year ago I had a period of detachment.”

“What does that mean?”

“I lost my motivation, lost my usual energy. I could barely stand to take a shower or eat a meal. Mary Beth and Pascal—my flatmates—they helped me through it. They know what to look out for. I took some time off work, saw my doctors. It passed.”

“How did you meet Mary Beth and Pascal?”

“When I first got to San Francisco, I stayed in a little room in North Beach. We spent a lot of time at the same cafés there. Went to the same poetry readings and art shows, became good friends. We’re all interested in dreams, we start our mornings by sharing them. None of us have other family. We became each other’s.”

A burning in my chest. I don’t know where to rest my eyes. I turn to my coffee, lift it to my mouth. It’s so strong it hurts my teeth.

She shifts in her seat. “What about you?” she says. “Are you in love?”

Ginny must be asleep now, in our bed. She’ll be waiting for me when I get home. I find my voice again. “Yes,” I say. “We live together.”

“A woman?”

“Yes. Ginny.”

Delphine smiles, full of tenderness. After what she did to me.

“You threatened me,” I say. “I never would have done that to you. Never.”

“I’ve loved you, always. My best friend. No one has ever been the same.”

Each of her words, a stab. “Then why?”

“I was desperate. And I had a feeling, in the hospital, like you weren’t actually you. You were a replica. And when you talked about Nathalie, I felt like she was a replica, too. But by the time I was better, I knew I’d given you to each other. That I’d made the right choice.”

“We could have all had each other,” I say. “I’ve tried to piece it together, why you didn’t call me for help, I still can’t make any sense of it.”

She closes her eyes, brows drawing together, like she might cry. After a few moments, she opens them again. “There was a logic to it. Just like the trees. But there’s no way I could explain it now.” She puts her hands on the table. Her nails are buffed, evenly rounded. “I’ve had to put it in a box,” she says. “Those years. My love for her. My love for you. Pascal, Mary Beth, the other people in my life who are close to me, they know about it. I’m not pretending it didn’t happen, or that the two of you don’t exist, or that it isn’t painful.” She starts to say something. Stops herself. Says it anyway: “It might sound strange, but there’s a woman I see sometimes. She’s from back home, actually. Much older than us. She has a little upstairs room above a clothing store and she practices the healing arts. Spells and rituals.”

“Voodoo?” I ask, remembering the women from back home, the roots and herbs, the drums and candles and gris-gris dolls and statuettes of Jesus and Mary. Maman always pulled us away from them, kept us from looking too closely.

“Some voodoo, yes. Some Tarot and other things like that. I take it all with a grain of salt. But she really does seem to know what I need. When I’m especially heartbroken, I go to her.” She cocks her head, thinking. “It’s a little like psychotherapy, but at the same time the complete opposite. On Nathalie’s twentieth birthday I woke up, gripped by worry. That’s the age when they started for me. The delusions. So on her birthday I went to my woman, the healer, and she did the usual ceremony, only it didn’t work. We could both tell, when it was over, I was just as distressed as when it started. So I knew that the worry and sadness weren’t things I could just accept and tuck away again. I had to reach out to you, to make contact, so that I could know that Nathalie was okay, or help her if she wasn’t.” She wears a ring on her right index finger. I watch as she turns it around and around. “It can be genetic,” she says. “I’m not sure if you know that. Have you noticed anything in her? Anything that concerns you?”

“She feels things deeply,” I say. “She can have a temper.”

“Nothing else?”

“No.” We look at each other across the table. I say, “It might turn out fine for her. Papa struggled, and I’ve been okay.”

“If you do ever notice anything, please call me right away. I know the right places to go. We would need to take her in at the very start of anything. It makes a world of difference, to check yourself in instead of being taken somewhere against your will.”

“All right.”

She stares at me hard, like she’s trying to make sure she can believe me.

“At any sign of anything,” I say. “I promise. I’ll call you.”

She takes a deep breath, satisfied, moves her hands back into her lap. “I did threaten you. I had to make sure she was safe,” she says. “I would have done absolutely anything.”

I wait for her to say that she’s sorry. Or to ask what it cost me. Or to tell me she hopes we can be close again. But she doesn’t. We sit, her cup empty, my coffee growing cold.

She says, “Last week we had a rainstorm. It pounded the windows until it felt like we were underwater. Do you remember, back when we were children and a storm was coming, we’d make sure we were both either at your house or mine so that we could wait it out together? We’d help our parents pull the shutters closed and latch them, and we’d burn candle after candle until the wax dripped all the way down and hardened on the tables and the windowsills, and we’d read and tell stories and listen to the wind and the rain.”

“I remember.”

She’s quiet for a little while, and then she says, “Remember how there was so much color back home? All the houses were different—blues and pinks and greens and purples and yellows—and we’d play a game where we chose a house on each block to have as our own when we grew up. If we chose the same house, we would flip a coin to see who got it.”

“I remember,” I say.

“There’s color in San Francisco, too. It’s part of why I love it here. And there’s this place—the Conservatory of Flowers. It’s in Golden Gate Park. It’s my favorite place in the entire city. I volunteer there once a week, on Sundays. I know you and Nathalie don’t have much time tomorrow, but I’m certain you’d like it.”

Eventually, I say, “I wish I could see where you live.” Her chest rises and falls. She’s grown tired, but I can’t let her go. Not yet. “Describe it to me,” I say.

“It’s an old building. Victorian, on Page Street, in the Haight-Ashbury. I don’t know if you’ve heard much about the neighborhood?” I shake my head. “So much is going on there. So many young people, and creative people, and people who don’t fit in are forming a little haven there, all about love and connection and speaking truth to power. A new way to live. We’re lucky to be right at the center of it. The top-floor flat is ours. We each have our own bedroom, and we share the living and dining rooms and kitchen. Mary Beth’s a textile artist. She weaves and makes quilts. She’s colored and from the South, like us. We talk a lot about what it costs a person to uproot out of necessity. It’s been very healing.”

“And Pascal?”

“He’s an actor and a waiter. He’s white, and it took me a while to understand that I could be my full self around him. I had all these memories of being with my old neighbors and Bill—the fear and isolation—but it’s not like that at all with him. Lately his boyfriend’s been coming over a lot, which turns every night into a little dinner party. It isn’t always fun though. Pascal has fits of depression. Sometimes they last a long time and get very severe.”

“I’m sure you and Mary Beth take good care of him.”

“We do. And Pascal and Mary Beth help me.”

I can feel the night getting later, feel her almost ready to leave. I don’t want her to. She’s going to put me back into a box, after the night is over. I say, “Tell me more about the apartment. Tell me about the living room.”

“It has a bay window with a reading chair in it, a small wooden table—”

“Hold on.” I walk to the office and ask the night receptionist for a pencil and paper. He opens drawers, finds me what I need. I thank him, pause in the restaurant doorway to straighten my skirt. Wipe under my eyes in case my mascara has smudged. “All right,” I say, returning. “Go ahead.”

I sketch out the window, the chair, the table. The ceiling medallions and the chandeliers. She tells me more, going room to room. I ask her about the art on the walls. I ask her about the view from the windows. I ask about their favorite types of coffee and tea and wine. I ask what cold cream she uses. I ask her about the clothes hanging in her closet. I make notes and sketch until both sides of my paper are covered and my eyes are bleary and she tells me she needs to get home, that she’ll fall asleep at the wheel if she doesn’t. I walk her to the door, and we open our arms to each other. Her cheek against my cheek, the rosewater scent of her hair, the tight grip as she holds me, the spasm in her stomach as a sob rises. I let myself lean into her. Let myself hold her and cry. Across the room, the night receptionist shifts in his chair, turns his face to the wall.



The next morning, after breakfast, on our way out of town, Nathalie and I drive into Golden Gate Park. The Conservatory of Flowers rises, grand above vast green lawns and flower beds, palms flanking the path to its door. It’s a Victorian greenhouse, all white and glass, a rotunda at its center, wings on each side. Inside it’s warm and humid. “Feels like New Orleans,” Nathalie says, and I agree. Just steps from the entrance, exotic plants grow thick and tall around a pond. Fish drift through it, their mouths opening and closing. Rush of water from fountains, white-framed windows, a strip of stained glass like in a church. We wander the rooms, each with its own climate, its own rare display of trees and flowers. Orchids and water lilies and carnivorous pitcher plants. Coffee berries and tropical fruits and species of cycads so old they predate the dinosaurs. We find a tucked-away bench and rest there, taking everything in.

“I didn’t steal you,” I say. “I want to make sure you know that.”

“I know you didn’t. I was angry.”

A group of tourists speaking another language stops near where we are. One of them crouches to snap a photograph with a compact silver camera. Rises again and moves on.

“I read the letter this morning. When you were in the shower.” She tips her head upward and I follow. White steel and clouded glass and green leaves and red blossoms. “Do you think I’m going to lose my mind? That’s what it was about.”

“No. I don’t.”

“But what if I do?”

“If there are any signs, anything at all, then Delphine will help us. And you’ll have me, and Clément, and Ginny, and everyone else you love and who cares about you. And you’ll get through it, just like your mother did.” All right again, to be one of two.

She rests her head on my shoulder. “My other mother.”

“We’re both your mothers.” I wonder how many more times in my life I’ll say it. A refrain to get us through.






FORTY


BACK HOME, IT TAKES DAYS to return to myself. To Ginny. To the empty rooms after the crowd of people sleeping on the sofa and the floors. Days to recover from the shock of seeing Delphine. The pain of separating again. Of saying goodbye. The view out the car window—streets gutted, unrecognizable—each time I have to go somewhere.

And then, one morning, I wake up and go down to my studio. I pin the notes I took on Delphine’s apartment to the wall. Stare at them over coffee. Turn the paper around and study the other side over lunch.

Eventually, a shape comes to me—as tall as I am and very long, nearly the length of the studio. I build a frame, worrying that it’s too flimsy. I’ve never worked so large before. It takes me hours, and it’s skewed to the right, and I cry in frustration prying the nails out, call Lionel to help me. He’s here an hour later, showing me where I went wrong, saying, “All right now, let’s start over,” telling me about the apartment he’s found in Compton. We build deep into the night, and this time when it’s finished the lines are straight, the corners sharp and precise, the linen taut. I’ll need to make a stand next. Something like the base of a table so I can reach every part of it without having to kneel on the floor or climb a ladder. He helps me plan it out. It takes me a couple days, and then Ginny and I move the canvas onto it. I spend the next day on colors, asking myself all the while if this is something I can do—paint a scene from some sketches and notes when I’m so used to looking closely, relying on what’s in front of me. The trust in myself that this will take—it intimidates me. Delphine says red-and-white curtains hang above her kitchen window. Says her room has a view of hills and rooftops. A calico cat likes to curl on her pillow, and a rag rug rests on the spot where she first stands in the mornings. She keeps a blue chair in a corner. I scour my art books and magazines for shapes and references, stumble upon the old interview with Jean Dubuffet. I am convinced art has much to do with madness. Still not right. The same swarm in my head from long ago. And then I grasp it, that third place:

Not sanity, not madness, but dreaming.

A new concept rushes at me. A dreamscape. Look closely and find the vase hovering over the table, the cat the size of a mouse, the shadows with lives of their own. The symbols she used to study. The lightness I wish for her. But then I find myself with her rose-engraved compact in my palm, turning it over. Not all lightness, then.

A feverish stretch of days preparing, the house quiet again, save for Clément stopping by to tend to the birds, Nathalie with him sometimes, the sound of her singing carrying down to the studio. And Ginny, every morning next to me, every evening home by the time I come through the kitchen door. We talk about her day, what it’s like to look inside bodies, at bone. She tells me about breaks and fractures and I read to her from a list I’ve made of memories of Delphine and me from when we were girls. She asks me if I’ve started painting yet and I say no, that I don’t know why, that I keep making lists even though I have far too many images already, need to winnow them down. I pace the garden and the house. One afternoon, in front of my bookshelf, a certain red spine calls to me. The other purchase from that night long ago. I page through the final chapters to find the line I’m looking for. Somewhere near the end. Once quoted to me by Elise in a Hollywood bar. And here it is.

“One gets over things,” Carol said.

I didn’t trust it then. Maybe now I do. Carol goes on to describe the life ahead of her, different from what she’d expected. She says she’s going to like it, and I have a sudden vision of Delphine after the hospital, finding herself in San Francisco, in a bookstore where people are gathered to hear poetry read aloud. She’s in her old pink dress with the dropped waist. Sandals hastily clasped around her ankles. A jacket, an expression of wanting. New people around her, new views from every window. Nothing tying her to Bill or her neighbors. Nothing tying her to Camarillo. Trusting that I’m taking care of Nathalie, that nothing needs to tie her to anyone anymore. Her life, brand-new.

Morning comes and I make coffee and kiss Ginny goodbye at our threshold. I refill my mug, warming my hands as I wander past the oak and the coop and the palm and down the steps to my studio. My canvas fills the room. Ready for me. No traces of resentment or anger or tumult in my chest. In their place, new feelings sprouting, soft pinks and greens, like a garden.

And then I start.



In late September, after a day of painting, Ginny and I have dinner on the patio, push our plates aside, open a beer to split between us, stay out as the light fades. Ginny steals glances at me, a question in her eyes.

“What is it?” I ask her, my feet in her lap.

“I want something,” she says. “I don’t know how you’ll take it.”

“What is it?”

“A ceremony. Not anything traditional, but … Marty knows a priest who will bless us. An ex-priest, I should say. Neither of us go to church anymore, I know that. But, do you think…?”

The mornings at Saint Peter Claver. The stained glass in all its colors. Kneeling and rising. Watching my sisters marry the men they love. A thrill, remembering Ginny’s smile. You marry me.

“Yes,” I say.



We decide to have the celebration at home, to invite all the people we love. Phone calls instead of formal invitations. A list of guests, a blankness at the top where our mothers would be. We spend a long night deciding what to do. “We could write to them,” Ginny finally says.

“All right.”

We compose our letters. Each of them brief and factual. No justifying. No explaining too much. We walk them to the mailbox together and drop them in. I save Claire’s call for last. “A priest?” she says. There’s curiosity in her voice.

“I don’t know much about him, honestly. Except that he’s coming on Saturday, October twenty-third, at three o’clock.”

She laughs, an ease I didn’t expect. “Bernard and I will be there.”

“And Sebastian?”

“I don’t know.”

“I only want you to come if you believe that we deserve it. I don’t want anyone here who doesn’t approve, or want us to be happy. Who doesn’t believe this should happen.”

“What if I want you to be happy, but I also don’t know that it’s right?”

“Then don’t come. If you decide that Sebastian shouldn’t witness us, then I don’t want you there either.” I hang up. Ginny’s hand is on my back, a pressure that keeps my breath steady.

Delphine sends her regrets, but a gift arrives in the mail. A set of Winsor & Newton brushes, finer than the ones I buy for myself. To make something beautiful, says the note. I sit for close to an hour, alone in the kitchen with the brushes in my hands. And then I go to the phone and I flip through the Rolodex to a number only the children have ever dialed. Hattie answers on the third ring.

“Hattie,” I say. “This is Odette.”

Even though she’s in her own home, I picture her in the old basement sewing studio. Sometimes she’d take calls there and I’d listen in as she spoke about fabrics and measurements or scheduling fittings.

“Is everything okay with the family?” she asks.

“Yes. Everyone’s doing just fine.”

“Oh, good. It isn’t like you to call me. As soon as I heard your voice, I found myself bracing for bad news.”

“No, nothing like that. Good news actually.” I search for the right words. “The kids told me about you and Estelle. I hadn’t considered that it could be possible. To live openly, that way.”

“Huh,” she says. “Well, you know. It’s New Orleans. We’ve always been a little loose about things here.”

“But you and I used to be so careful.”

“That’s because we weren’t quite grown yet. You get older, you learn more about how to make your place.”

“Yes,” I say. “I’m with someone, too. We’re going to have a ceremony. Ginny—that’s her name—she found a priest who will bless us. Have you ever heard of such a thing?”

Hattie laughs. “Sure. I’m very glad for you. When will it be?”

“Just a few weeks from now.”

“Odette,” she says. “Listen. Let me make you a dress.”

“It isn’t a wedding.”

“I know what it is.”

“I’m not sure.”

“What’s your current plan? Some department store thing?”

I laugh. “Not everyone gets custom-tailored clothing, you know.”

“I do know, and it’s a shame. I’m going to have to insist. Will you let me? Or is Ginny the jealous type?”

“No,” I say. “She wouldn’t mind.”

“All right, then. It’s settled. But half our lives have gone by, so long since I’ve seen you. What do you look like now?”

I stretch the cord into the bathroom, look at myself in the mirror. “My hair’s still mostly dark brown. A hint of silver at the temples.”

“How do you like to wear it?”

“Down, most of the time.”

“And what jewelry do you wear?”

“A gold bracelet. A necklace with a medallion, also gold. I have some turquoise earrings that Nathalie gave me. A few bangles that I put on to go out sometimes.”

“So mostly timeless pieces, with a little of the going trends, would you say?”

“I like to think so.”

“While I have you, go ahead and take your measurements.”

“Hattie. The ceremony’s three weeks away.”

“Go on and measure. Take your time.”

I open the kitchen drawer, the sewing tape nestled in back. “All right,” I say. “I’m setting the phone down.”

I wrap the tape around my waist, across my chest, my hips, each time picking up the phone and telling her the numbers. “I can’t fit into the chartreuse dress anymore. I gave it to Nathalie. She’s stunning in it.”

“I’m glad,” she says. “Now measure shoulder to shoulder.” I do, and she asks about what Ginny’s going to be wearing, and what colors would complement it.

“Autumn in California…” she says, and I remember the look she gets in her eyes when she begins to conceptualize a garment.

“I don’t know why it scared me so much,” I say. “The idea of keeping in touch with you. The kids told me about your flat, and your work. The costumes for the opera—they sound beautiful. Are there clippings you could send?”

“No, please don’t apologize,” she says. “I’m sorry. About all of it. What I had you do—it wasn’t fair of me.”

And I’m in the passenger seat of a borrowed car with Cyril, heading to our little honeymoon, and he’s nineteen years old and he believes his future is long, is entwined with mine, that it’s only the beginning for us. “I don’t regret any of it,” I say. I repeat the words in my head, trying them on, finding that they’re true. “It gave me my children. It gave me my life. It was another time. What were we supposed to do?”

We speak more, and I listen to her rasp and her drawl. Why did I hide from her for this long? As though all these years hadn’t passed, and I hadn’t grown up and found myself with nearly everything I wanted after all. “Hattie, one more thing,” I say. “Do you know how I can get a hold of Felix?”






FORTY-ONE


FELIX APPEARS TWO AND A half weeks later, a box in his hands at the garden gate. It’s gold with white embossed letters: Studio Laurent. “I have a special delivery,” he says. He’s still in his uniform, called from Union Station to warn me he was coming. I accept the box and we walk together down to the patio. I take a good look at him. He has new lines by his eyes, a new shape to his hairline, curved like the Mississippi River. I tell him so and he throws his head back and laughs, and his laugh is the same as it always was.

“I hate it when people disappear,” I say. “Why did you do that?”

“I often ask myself the same question,” he says, serious now. “I lost hold of time. I felt bad about myself over it. And then so much of it had passed that I was sure you wouldn’t forgive me.”

“I forgive you,” I say. “Please, Felix. Let’s not be that way with each other.”

“All right,” he says. “But tell me now. What’s this I hear about you and Ginny? Seems I was missing a crucial piece of information.”

“You were. I don’t know why I didn’t tell you. It doesn’t make sense to me anymore. Except that I was so afraid. I’m sorry.”

Hurt in his eyes. Understanding, too. “Water under the bridge,” he says.

“Tell me you’ll stay for the wedding.”

“Hattie told me I wasn’t allowed to call it a wedding.”

“Stay for the ceremony. For the party. Everyone will be so glad to see you.”

“I’m not so sure about that.”

“I’ll force them to be glad.”

He grimaces, doesn’t meet my eye.

“Felix,” I say. “Let’s be brave, both of us.”



We prop open the gate, Holiday losing his little mind at the parade of guests. We hide nothing, greeting them on the sidewalk, me in the emerald dress Hattie made, sleeveless with a low V down the back, Ginny in a burnt-sienna suit. We exclaim and we embrace and we welcome, the bougainvillea pink and bright behind us. Elise and Espen. Marty and Rose, all the way from Montana. Claud and Ivy. Adele and Al and Elizabeth and Paul. Rudy with a date. Nathalie with her friends, Clément with his. Felix, alone, hands clasped behind his back until the family holds out arms to embrace him. An older woman now, appearing a bit lost with a man my age behind her. She stops short when she sees me, and she looks me over, and she has Ginny’s mouth and when she smiles it’s Ginny’s smile and I start to cry. I take both of her hands in mine, and I say, “You came. It’s so wonderful to meet you.” And here’s Ginny now, beside me. They embrace for a long time, and when they let go Ginny’s cheeks are wet but she’s so happy, happier than I’ve ever seen her. And I keep myself from standing too long at the gate, stop myself from hoping. Over long ago. No one gets everything. Just one more minute for Claire and Bernard and Sebastian, but no sign of them either. Pain now but it’s all right. One gets over things. The priest arrives—young, in robes, a solemnity that belies his rebelliousness. Ginny and I stand in the center of a circle while he speaks about love and reads from the Bible. I’ve called you by name, you are mine. He blesses us but I feel so holy I could have blessed us myself. Afterward, Nathalie sings while her friend plays the guitar, voice like silk as she croons, At last, my heart’s an open door.

We’re pouring champagne when Claire and Bernard and Sebastian appear at the top of the steps. She’s flushed, wringing her hands. “I couldn’t decide. Bernard ended up pushing us out the door, and now look at this. Look at you. And I missed it.”

“Everyone’s still here,” I say. “You didn’t miss everything.” And Adele hands them glasses for the toasts, and Ginny and I sit together, our fingers intertwined, as Lionel stands, the most dressed up I’ve ever seen him in a blazer and a narrow black tie, a crisp white shirt tucked into slacks.

He taps his glass with a knife and the guests quiet. He clears his throat, flashes everyone a smile, pulls a note card from his pocket, begins.

“For a man who has never desired to get married and settle down, I’ve thought an inordinate amount about mating rituals. Not only the human variety, but also the ornithological one. Most specifically the often derided but truly extraordinary, magisterial breed of bird commonly referred to as the pigeon.” Clément whoops. “Take these basic facts: One. It’s widely known that many bird species mate for life, and pigeons are especially fidelitous. Two. In my line of work, I decide which birds I choose to breed for my next generation of fliers. I am sorry to admit that I break up pairs of them sometimes. Separate them. Put them together with a different bird. I can’t force them to cheat, but give them a little time, and animals will follow their nature. Still, even after these dalliances, many of the original pairs will come back together again. By the way, I’ve noticed, quite a few times over, that while there are plenty of male and female bonded pairs, some of the pairs are male and male, and some are female and female.” He winks and the crowd laughs. “Three. If a pigeon is sick or hurt, its mate attends to it. Makes sure its sweetheart gets the food that it needs, keeps it warm, keeps it company. I’m not waxing poetic here. I’m just stating the facts. Now, you might be asking yourself, ‘Why is Lionel Dumas standing here going on and on about birds?’”

“No one’s asking. We’re all used to it by now,” Al calls from his table.

“All right, all right. I’ll cut to the chase.” He sets down his note card. He looks straight at Ginny and me. “I’ve been blessed with a lot of good people in my life. You’re two of the best. My closest of friends. My dearest of family. Both of you. I spent an awfully long time watching you two love each other from afar. Sometimes a bird builds a nest and waits for the other one. Sometimes birds are divided for a time and there’s nothing they can do about it except make the most of the situation they’re in. The luckiest ones? They find each other and they stay together until the very end.” He lifts his glass, and the rest of us do the same. “To Odette and Ginny,” he says. He hugs us both, clumsily wipes the mascara from under my eyes with his thumbs, says, “Ginny, you’ll have to help me out here.” Ginny dips her clean napkin into her water glass, gently blots.

And then more people stand. One after another wishes us health and happiness and long futures and tells stories and jokes, and none of them are mean, and everybody’s sweet, and I’m so lucky. We eat gumbo and thick slices of French bread. We drink Sazeracs and we dance. And it gets late, and some friends say they should go. Embraces at the gate again. Ginny’s mother saying goodbye, saying dinner at their house one night, she hopes. Marty and Rose, heading back to their hotel. Clément’s friends out to a bar, Nathalie’s friends home to get some sleep before work and school. And then it’s quiet on the street, quiet down on the patio and inside the house.

“Where are all the rest of them?” I ask.

Ginny closes the gate. “I don’t know,” she says. “Let’s go see. But kiss me first.”

I place my hands on the sides of her face. Dark eyes, smiling. Hair tucked behind her ears. I draw her close. Kiss her in the cool night, the lanterns lit in the trees above us, Holiday lying on his side on the patio, fast asleep.

And then we’re guided by voices from below. My studio lights are on and I can see them gathered inside through the windows. Adele’s leaning against the wall, just inside the door when we enter. She says, “I’ve been standing here, watching people’s faces as they come in and look. I couldn’t be prouder.”

My painting is finished, leaning across the expanse of the far wall, large as a mural. First came a pale pink background, the color of Delphine’s old dress. Then, her apartment. Red-and-white curtains, calico cat, empty blue chair. Where her rag rug would be, I put a patch of blue sky instead. It startled me, wasn’t what I’d been planning. I spent a day watching Clément’s birds spin in the sky, mixed colors the next morning, painted a pair of birds in the patch of blue. Look, it’s us. And from there the painting became like the camera obscura, a shifting horizon line, no up or down, and I moved around it instinctively, orbiting it. More images came to me. A scrap of lace. Claire’s green-and-beige linoleum, slicked with wax. Laundry on a line. A thicket of blackberries. At first I was timid and then I was certain, and Ginny held me at night when I stumbled in, bleary-eyed and exhausted, and Elise brought me lunches, craned her neck from the doorway, didn’t step over the threshold. I was down each morning with the first light, I was there until my legs couldn’t hold me. I kept records playing until I lost the sense of sound altogether and then I remembered sound again, one afternoon, my hands covered in yellow and white, and it came on like an intense hunger, a craving for something specific, something I didn’t have. I went up to the house and called Elise.

“Is it finished?”

“No. I need something.”

“What is it?”

“Music. Something with a violin.”

“I’ll go to Wallichs. I’ll head straight over from there.”

And then she was in the doorway with a stack of records and two jars of warm soup with two spoons. She sat on the porch, facing away from me, and as she ate her soup, I could see the back of her head through the window. I set my jar and spoon aside for later, put on the first of the records. The sound began: striking, unfamiliar, a house with its windows lit at night. I mixed the blond of Elise’s hair and turned it into a patch of sunlight. Later, after hours of violins, I painted the first leaf, and more of them, and trumpet flowers, and ferns. Days went by and I painted more plants and flowers, the hibiscus and gingers from my childhood, coffee berries and vines from the Conservatory of Flowers, oaks and palms, I couldn’t stop, I filled all the bare places with foliage and blossoms. All but for the area around the blue chair, still empty, as though I’d kept it open for a figure to sit there, even though I hadn’t thought I’d include any people. I sat and I waited to know who it would be. The sun was low and the shadows were long and I closed my eyes and there he was, in profile, talking about brushstrokes and light: Papa. That night I took down my box of mementos from the back of the high shelf in the kitchen and I found my small collection of photographs. I practiced drawing the line of his nose, the curves of his forehead and chin. The next morning I sketched him out on the canvas, his legs crossed, leaning against the chairback, a slight smile, his body tilting upside down from the left side of the canvas with his arm outstretched, as though presiding over the painting, as though orchestrating it.

Now, Claire turns to me from where she’s standing. Her own arm outstretched, her palm flat, suspended close to his face. “I never thought I’d see him again, but here he is.”

“Does it have a name?” Sebastian asks. He’s stuck to Bernard’s side, wary of his older cousins despite Nathalie’s overtures and the way Elizabeth tugs at his hand.

“Meet Me in the Garden,” I say.

“Meet Me in the Garden,” Bernard repeats, and his eyes close for a moment, a flash of something complicated across his face, and I want to ask him about it, want to know if the name means to him what it means to me—a full life, with all of its attendant heartbreaks, each painful, wrong thing sidled up against the right ones—but Espen’s saying, “We’re planning a whole show around it. In New York, in the spring.”

“How will you get it there?” Al asks.

“Art handlers,” Elise says. “Experts, don’t worry. We won’t take any chances.”

I get very close to Bernard. I say, “You got swept up in something.”

“Oh,” he says. “We don’t have to talk about things like that tonight, honey.”

“It’s all right,” I say. “I want to know.”

Very low, he says, “It brought me back to Omaha Beach. All those dead young soldiers. We collected the tags for each of them, so we could have a record of who died. Something in the title of your painting reminded me of those boys, in Heaven now.”

“Bernard,” I say. “You never told me.”

He pats my shoulder, as though to comfort me, says, “There’s no way to describe it.”

“It moves me, that you’d think about that.”

“But it’s not what you intended?”

I start to tell him that I don’t know if I believe in Heaven. That a garden can be anywhere where something grows and dies and changes, anywhere there’s a little beauty to cling to. But memory overwhelms me. Bernard coming home from the war, barely a man yet, injured in body and soul and never speaking a word of it. Claire, watching him when he wasn’t looking, her young husband, so good, so human, part of him gone and never coming back.

He’s holding my elbow. “You feeling all right?”

“A little too much to drink maybe,” I say, even though I can only remember having a glass or two.

“It’s warm in here,” he says. “Why don’t you sit down for a little while?” He steps aside, and there’s my chair, empty and waiting. I sit, and we’re boarding the train together—Bernard and Claire. Al and Adele and Baby Rudy. Lionel and me. We crowd into the colored car, so many of us on it leaving home for good, and the train whistle sounds, and we lurch into motion.

I was pregnant, I was terrified, I was trying not to think about it. I had the window seat and I watched as we crossed the river, as we left New Orleans. Thickets of bare-branched trees. Crows over tractors. Small bodies of bright blue water. Three chairs lined up on a dock. A jolt of movement from a freight train passing close. An open field. A lone egret in a swamp. A graveyard with white tombstones. Rickety shacks and rust-covered outbuildings.

“Will you take him for a little while?”

Adele eased a sleeping Rudy off her lap, her dress flattened by his weight. I held him and she stood and stretched, swayed with the movement of the train car, put her hands on Al’s shoulders to steady herself.

We ate the sandwiches we’d packed, bought overpriced Coca-Colas from the cart the porters brought up to the colored car. No dining car available to us. No hot food or glasses of water. And the sky grew black and I couldn’t sleep. My family, heads against shoulders or in laps, and me, forehead against the cold window. The train stopped in San Antonio and passengers shuffled off and on and closed their eyes and settled in and still I didn’t sleep, not as the train waited for what felt like an hour or two, and then we moved again and it was the movement that I needed, and I woke up to a pink sunrise over the desert and Claire was looking at it, too.

For hundreds and hundreds of miles, the desert. Alabaster rock and scrub. Mountains against mountains like ghosts in the distance. We drank Coca-Cola instead of coffee, our only choice. Relieved ourselves in the loud, reeking restroom, urine and soiled paper on the floor. We stopped in Sanderson, where there were a few old Western buildings and a water tower and that was all. Moving again. Adele and Rudy pored over a children’s book. Claire and Bernard and Al played cards, invited me to join but I was fixed to the window. The thick clouds and the faraway sun. The alienness of the landscape. Nothing and nothing and then a tree with bright yellow pom-poms, or a strange cactus bearing a single flower, taller than a man, at its center. Out of nowhere, a buck with giant antlers stood statue still and staring. Cold seeped through the windows. I had hunger pangs, stiff limbs, a sore neck. An intensifying fear over all that we were leaving—the lushness, the city, the music, the color.

I turned around to see the others. I was sure we’d made a terrible mistake. “Where are we going?” I asked, heart racing.

They looked up from their card game. They registered my panic.

“To Los Angeles,” Bernard said. “Where the pictures are made. Right by the ocean.”

“A lot of nothing in the middle,” Adele said. “That’s to be expected.”

Claire said, “It’ll be all right. You’ll see. Just one more night on this train.”

And then Lionel, from his seat on the other side of Adele—I hadn’t thought he was listening—turned his beautiful, bruised face and said, “There’s always something worthwhile at the edge of things.”

“My little brother, the philosopher,” Al said, and Lionel ignored him, lit a Chesterfield and reached to hand it to me, and we hurtled on across the miles, finally stopped at Union Station, the end of the line, stepped foot in California, as unfamiliar as another planet, carried our few chosen possessions through the grand hall and found the exit, where it was still the dark early morning hours and an old man leaned out of the window of a truck and said, “Bonjou. Is that my young cousin Bernard and his beautiful fanmi?” Adele and Rudy rode in the cab of the truck, the rest of us in the open bed with the suitcases, and I slept on the sofa of Bernard’s cousin’s house, and then in that first small apartment’s second bedroom with Rudy, as my stomach swelled, as I waited for Cyril to come find me, but I got the phone call instead.

Hattie, voice barely above a whisper, a few short sentences, all that she could do. “Where should we bury him?”

“At home,” I said. “St. Louis number three. He’d want to be with you.” Too pregnant by then to take the train ride back for the funeral, promising to send the baby for summers in a few years. Hanging up and placing my hand on my belly. Not even born and already such loss. Now twenty years have passed. Clément looks like his father and like Hattie and like me. He’s standing in my studio, he’s standing right in front of me, he’s offering me his hand. He pulls me to my feet and back into the moment, the music and the laughter, my colorful, colossal, riotous painting, my friends’ and my family’s voices. I’m among them again. And these people I love—with their high heels and loafers, alcohol breath and faded lipstick, their cigarettes burning down and their shining bracelets and their unbuttoned shirt collars and their hands and their faces, every one of which I know by heart—all of them are here with me, looking at what I’ve made. The night wears on and they’re still looking.
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Finally, I would like to list the names of my close family members who made the journey from Louisiana to Los Angeles in the 1940s and ’50s. As people of mixed African and European heritage rooted in the Louisiana Creole community for generations, they worked to preserve their culture and worldview away from home. They danced the second line at parties, cooked Creole food, and remained devoted to Catholicism. Their racial identities were varied and complex. Some, like my grandfather, defined themselves as Black. Others aligned themselves with whiteness, either through conscious passing or a more gradual absorption into the dominant culture. Together, they make up one tiny sliver of the Great Migration. They are: Joseph LaCour and Elizabeth Norwood, Joeann Gordon, Emma Norwood and Charles Mason, Paul Norwood and Shirley Meyi, Yvonne Norwood and James Lewis, Larry Williamson Norwood, Ike Norwood and Hattie Braud, Louis Norwood and Marion LeBoeuf, Bernadette Norwood and Raymond Williams, John Norwood and Helen Joseph, Robert Norwood, Elliott Norwood and Marie Battiste, Lloyd Norwood, Irma LaCour and George Badon, Gladys LaCour and Gilbert Lanoix, Martin LaCour and Ella Lavizzo, Rudy LaCour and Hilda Honoré, Emma McGinty Norwood, Beatrice McGinty Norwood and Ike Norwood, and Nina Marie DeCuir and the senior Joseph LaCour.
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