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			Philosophers

			The whole world can be divided into those who write and those who do not write, wrote Kierkegaard. Not that I’ve been reading Kierkegaard. I found these words copied down in an old school notebook. The notebook I found while cleaning out the storage space I rent in the basement of my apartment building. Not a chore I enjoy: throwing out stuff I haven’t looked at for years to make room for other stuff I know I won’t look at for years. When I dump the old stuff in the trash, I am blessed with a moment’s elation. But as soon as the empty space is full again, I feel a heave of something like nausea.

			I once heard about a woman who watched her house go up in flames from a diner across the street where she sat wrapped in a blanket, drinking coffee. I felt the most amazing sense of freedom, she said. Like I could start my whole life over. In my head this woman sits in a niche alongside another woman I heard about (single, childless) who claimed that, in the space on forms where you’re asked whom to call in an emergency, she put “Barack Obama.” Women like these are my saints.

			Not that I’ve never read Kierkegaard. The notebook is from a philosophy course I took when I was in college. I still have the books from that course. They belong to the part of my library—the far greater part—that I know I’ll probably never read again and plan to get rid of the next time the apartment is painted.

			So I have studied Kierkegaard, and the chinless, slope-shouldered professor who to every lecture wore the same tan wide-wale corduroy pants and too-tight navy-blue jacket stands out in memory. But when I think of Søren Kierkegaard, what’s the first thing that comes to mind? That Danish mothers used to warn their children not to do something that might make them ridiculous by saying “Don’t be a Søren.”

			In high school I knew a boy who managed to get everyone to call him Ace, who often began sentences with some variant of There are two kinds of people in the world. Mrs. Mint, who was both our homeroom and our senior English teacher, called him “the philosopher.”

			There were two kinds of people in the world: those you trusted with your car and those you didn’t.

			Ace was almost two years older than the rest of his class because a near-fatal viral infection in childhood had caused him to start school much later than he should have. He drove a gunmetal Chevy convertible with oxblood interior that made me think of a gutted shark.

			There was the kind of person who said, Let’s split the check, and the kind who reminded you you’d had the extra beer.

			What could have been annoying was charming, or, at least, tolerable, because Ace had the cuteness of a Brat Pack star—though this was many years before The Outsiders. If anything was annoying, it was Mrs. Mint repeating that Ace looked like James Dean, which just wasn’t true, even if we knew she was really talking about his aura.

			Mrs. Mint was an unhappy woman with tastefully teased hair and large, distracting breasts. Her aura was that of a woman whose husband had married her for those breasts and was now tired of her. She often sat on her desk with her shapely legs crossed, one foot jiggling nonstop. This, too, was distracting—especially if you’d heard it said that a person engaged in this nervous habit was unconsciously masturbating.

			Whatever text we happened to be studying, Mrs. Mint seemed able to find an excuse to lecture us on the dangers of marrying too young, or in believing what we saw about love at the movies. She wasn’t dislikable—compared to other teachers, she knew her stuff and had a pretty decent sense of humor—but being cooped up with her for a whole period on her darker days could be taxing. When the bell rang, you’d see an unusually large number of kids hitting the water fountain outside the room before moving on to next class.

			Mrs. Mint loved her little philosopher, openly flirting with him, her foot going like crazy, and Ace ate it up, not caring how much he got teased for it. He didn’t appear to be fazed, either, by the fact that he knew Mr. Mint, who owned Mint Condition, a repair shop that specialized in antique motor vehicles, and for whom Ace worked from time to time, hand-polishing cars. As a boss, Ace reported, Mr. Mint was totally cool, but of course that didn’t mean he was a great husband.

			Toward the end of the school year, due to what could only have been some act of magic, I got to date Ace, and the classroom flirting started to bother me. In fact, at that time, unhappily married women got on my nerves. They seemed to be everywhere, including at home, and I just wanted to shake them all and scream at them all Who forced you to get married!

			Ace came from what used to be called, hushedly, a bad home, one of those nice, simple descriptions—like nervous breakdown, or retarded—which society was about to decide shouldn’t be used anymore, even though they expressed perfectly what they meant. The few times I was at his house his foxy, if slovenly, blond mother was usually shut up in her bedroom, sleeping it off. Needless to say, there were two kinds of fathers in the world, and Ace made sure I never met his. There was a chubby, special-needs younger sister and a fluffy, snow-white dog that watched Ace’s every move with the melting eyes of a new bride. Their prefab home listed like a houseboat and reeked of vanilla White Owl cigars and unwashed dishes. I once saw a handgun sitting out in plain view in the living room. “It’s not loaded,” Ace said, whisking it into a drawer, as if that had been my concern.

			Unlike the rest of the house, Ace’s room was the picture of neatness, the bed so tightly made you could have played jacks on it. That’s not what we played on it.

			Mrs. Mint was wrong, the movies were right. I was seventeen, and my sweetest dream had come true. I rode in that convertible, kneeling on the seat: a queen in a chariot. One day, in homeroom, I caught Mrs. Mint looking at me as I anxiously watched the door for Ace, who was late that morning. Though her mouth smiled, I saw the wish in her eyes before she could hood it: the woman wanted me dead.

			With love come new instincts. When I confronted Ace he shook his head as if he was disappointed in me, then addressed me in the slow, deliberate speech he always used with his sister. He and I were dating. He and I were not engaged. He and I were not even going steady (this with a mocking cringe, for of course he was too old for such crap). And besides, he was leaving.

			It was true, pretend all I wanted that it was not. While the rest of us had been filling out college applications or weighing other post-graduation plans, Ace belonged to a group of boys who knew that it was written: They were going to war.

			The whole time Ace was explaining, he was stripping off my clothes. I would remember this: how he would undress me like a woman, and later, when it was time for me to go and I was too shaky and clingy to do it myself, he would patiently dress me, head to foot, like a child.

			Years later, I would date a man who, as a teenager, had been seduced by one of his mother’s friends and who was still brooding about it. When a woman had a story like his to tell, he said, everyone saw her as a victim. But a guy crying rape because an older woman had thrown her hot, experienced body at him ran the risk of being laughed out of the room. (Don’t be a Søren.) As for Ace and Mrs. Mint, it was unimaginable that he would ever see himself as anything but insanely lucky, a young stud who’d made a spectacular conquest he would tell the whole world about if he could.

			Where we came from, you thought not twice but many times before you’d do anything that would cost someone their job. And, besides, who knew what Mrs. Mint’s husband might do to her—and/or to Ace. (I had a pretty good idea what Ace would do to me.) It was fortunate that these were the last days of school. English was my best subject, Mrs. Mint had been one of my favorite teachers, the first person I turned to for a letter of recommendation for college. Now I could not look at her without seeing how Ace must compare us, the mere thought of those breasts in the nude like a knife twisted between mine.

			“But she’s so old,” I said, in a feeble attempt at bitchery. In fact, she wasn’t that many years older than Ace. I cried to learn that when they were alone together she didn’t call him Ace, she called him Frank. And yet, in my broken heart, I think I knew—cold comfort though it was—that he probably wasn’t all that different with her than he was with me. Loving women to death was not the same thing as taking them seriously. A major concern about his future that he’d confided to me was that, although he knew for sure he wanted to be a father someday, he had a hard time picturing himself settling down forevermore with one wife. And that summer, working as a lifeguard at the town pool, he gathered a few more girls and women to his smooth, tanned chest.

			It was understood that once he left for basic training it would be over between us. And that’s when my own little world divided in two: first love, before and after.

			Spring break of my freshman year, I was home from school, so I got to see him one last time. And what kind of girl makes a guy wear a condom the night before he goes off to war?

			It didn’t matter whether I wanted the baby or not, my body was having none of it. I could not keep one Saltine down. The doctor said mine was the worst case he’d ever seen. My mother, who’d had the same problem in her day, guessed the likely outcome and persuaded me to put off telling Ace. She and my father had finally separated, and she and I had become each other’s best friend. Two females bereft of their men, so helpless and abandoned. So scared. She explained that a miscarriage was sometimes Nature’s way of getting rid of a baby that, for whatever reason, would not have been normal and healthy if it had survived. I thought of Ace’s sister, but instead of relief came atrocious spasms of want and love.

			My mother had been fond of Ace. She made me see that to burden him with my own trouble—to lob this particular bomb at a man facing who knew what horrors at war—well, why would I want to do that?

			“Tell him later if you have to,” she said.

			I never told him at all.

			He wrote me only once the whole year he was gone, a letter so lacking in information that I was left to imagine for myself what it was like in that burning land with “good soldiers and bad soldiers” and “two kinds of Vietnamese.” And though he signed the letter “Love,” there was no love-talk in it. The shame I felt because of his misspellings and other mistakes, a shame I hadn’t felt before—nothing hurt worse than that.

			I’d chosen a school only about a hundred miles from home, but in the way that can happen once you leave it, home—and with it the whole past, as it seemed—felt more and more like a foreign country. Nostalgia is a baffling emotion when you’re still just a kid. You have no idea what to do with it. My memories of growing up were mostly happy, but rather than seek out old places and good old friends, I stayed shut in the house whenever I was back, feeling like a stranger in town, a stranger who might not be welcome. The way to live, of course, was to avoid looking back. To look back was to be reminded that all this—whatever you saw and touched and loved—would also change. Would pass. The way to live was as if you had just been born: a person to whom anything might happen. College—mine, anyway—turned out to be a serious, competitive place that asked you to see yourself as one to whom not just anything but something extraordinary could happen. Women, especially, were expected to reach high—for things that women before them could never have. Whenever I did look back, and saw how narrow an escape mine had been, my head swam. By the time I finished college, both my parents would have moved on—he, west; she, south—to new jobs, new spouses, new homes. I would stay where I was, first to attend graduate school, then to teach, and thus—not counting the three years I lived on fellowships abroad—would end up with deeper roots in this university town than in the town where I grew up.

			I heard that Ace came back from his tour of duty, but he didn’t get in touch with me, and the older, prouder woman I had become would not get in touch with him.

			The rest of his story is quickly told. I was told it more than twenty years ago, by Mrs. Mint, in a letter signed “Amelia.”

			“First of all, I want to say congratulations on your book. I have often wondered what happened to you, and as your former teacher I can’t tell you how pleased and proud your being a published author makes me feel. In fact, that was my dream, too, once upon a time, to become a writer. (That and living in Europe.) This was my main reason for writing you today, but I do have something more I’d like to share.

			“Do you remember Frank Dugger? I don’t know if you’re aware that after graduation he joined the Army and was sent to Vietnam. He was lucky, he came back safe and sound, spared both the bodily harm and the emotional devastation suffered by so many others who served, including, it grieves me to say, a number of my own former students. You may be surprised to hear that Frank became my second husband. We had two very happy years together which, besides other great joys, brought us a son, Christopher. Then a terrible thing happened. Frank became ill. He was so young and strong that at first we thought it couldn’t be serious, but it turned out to be cancer and at a very advanced stage at that. In fact, from the time of his first symptom to the day of his passing was a mere ten weeks.

			“I know this is very sad news for me to be telling you out of the blue. But I remember that you two were friends, and I thought you’d want to know. You might want to know also that although he suffered a lot he never lost his spirit, and he wasn’t bitter about dying before his time. Frank was always a bit of a philosopher, and somehow he found a way to come to terms with how such a bad thing could happen to him. He didn’t believe in God, but in the end, and in spite of all the pain, he died in a state of acceptance. I do believe in God, and for a long time I hated Him for letting Frank survive the war only to take him away like that, when the happiest part of his life had just begun. But over the years I have learned acceptance, too. Mostly now I try to be grateful for the wonderful time that we did have together. And I will always thank God for sending this beautiful young man to save me, by which I mean that, when I was so hopeless I could hardly face the day, he made me believe in love again.”

			It was the kind of letter in which you might expect to find inserted a photo or two, but there was none. Instead, the image that haunted me for days afterward sprang out of pure fantasy: Ace holding Mrs. Mint in his arms while she nursed Baby Christopher.

			Those who write, according to Kierkegaard, write about despair, and if those who do not write were able to write, they would write about the same thing. “Little Kierkegaard,” people called him. A powerful mind in a weakling’s body. He had a crooked back, comically thin legs, and an ugly, rasping voice. At twenty-four, he fell in love for the first time in his life, and at first sight, with a fourteen-year-old girl, Regina. When she reached seventeen, he proposed, and she, equally ardent, accepted. But to love and be loved proved too much for him. There followed a bedeviled engagement, during which he drove both himself and the poor girl nearly mad. After a year he decided that any marriage of his would be cursed. Over his loving fiancée he chose “my most faithful mistress melancholy.” And, in a scheme that he hoped would let Regina down easier, he pretended that all along he’d only been deceiving her.

			Though all of Copenhagen was scandalized at Kierkegaard’s jilting of Regina, it was not this that made the name Søren synonymous with twit throughout Scandinavia. According to my notes, that was the result of something known as the Corsair affair. The Corsair was a popular scandal sheet with which Kierkegaard began a feud after the Corsair’s editor, in an article published in a different journal, wrote something critical of Kierkegaard’s work. Kierkegaard’s response included a scathing attack on the Corsair, in which he went so far as to invite the paper to do him the honor of abusing him, which obliged with a yearlong barrage of lampoons and caricatures so vile that he could not leave his house without being gawked at and taunted, for everything from his writing to his uneven trouser legs.

			Despite her declaration that she would die if he failed to marry her, Regina quickly married someone else. This was a blow to Kierkegaard, but his love survived. Once, he had hoped that, as his wife, Regina might save him by bringing him into the fold of ordinary human beings. Instead, she made me a poet, he said. She was his muse, his Beatrice. He never fell in love with anyone else, and he never married. Alone, he begat existentialism. He knew that he was doomed to a short life on earth, and he wrote and he wrote and he wrote.

		

	
		
			Greensleeves

			“What I want to know,” the woman said to the therapist, “is why the voices always say mean, terrible things. Why don’t they ever say things like ‘You’re a good person. You’re a great, smart, wonderful guy, your life matters, and you deserve to be happy’? I mean, instead of saying, ‘You’re no good, your life is worthless, everyone hates you, you should hurt yourself, you deserve to be hurt, you deserve to die.’

			“Even worse,” the woman went on, “why do the voices always say things like ‘Go shove some innocent stranger in front of an oncoming train’? Instead of, like, ‘How about helping that little old lady with her bags?’ ”

			He wanted to laugh, but the woman was in earnest. She was young—early thirties, he guessed—with an unremarkable face except for her eyes, so dark you could barely distinguish iris from pupil. She stared at him from under thick bangs, the only part of her black hair that had been streaked blond. Kiss Me Deadly red lipstick, and a long-sleeved forest-green dress of some suede-like fabric that looked vintage. His gaze kept being drawn to her gleaming manicure, each copper-colored nail like a Japanese beetle.

			He could have told her that what she was saying wasn’t true. The voices didn’t always bully or suggest evil acts. Sometimes their words were impersonal, and might even be kind. Sometimes they didn’t speak at all but only breathed heavily—which could, he supposed, be as sinister as threats or curses. Some hummed, or chanted, or sang. “I hear lullabies,” one person had told him.

			If he’d wanted to get into a conversation with Lady Greensleeves, he might have said all this. He might have added the obvious: non-negative voices were not necessarily a positive thing. The problem with the lullabies was that they drove a woman of fifty to rock back and forth and suck her thumb. And, of course, there was a certain kind of person, one of the worst kinds of person, who seemed to live with a voice continually telling them how great they were, and who felt victimized because their perfection was not universally acknowledged.

			He’s bored, the woman thought. He isn’t listening, he’s just being polite. No, he wasn’t even bothering to pretend. Not polite!

			In fact, he was interested in one aspect of what she said: the way she imagined that it was all arranged. Somebody had arranged for the voices to be hateful when they could just as easily have been loving. Her frustration with the way things are. Interesting, but hardly new. It was something he dealt with every day. He made a living off it. God could have created whatever kind of world He wished to create—so why had He created this fucked-up one?

			If the therapist had wanted to get into a conversation with the woman, and if he hadn’t been afraid of sounding pretentious, or as if he were mansplaining, he might have brought up the Gnostic belief that the Supreme Being had not made this world and did not rule it; the one responsible was another, lesser spirit, not a benevolent or all-knowing one. She probably would not have heard of Gnosticism, though. This was not patriarchal condescension (raised by his mother, who had been eulogized as one of the finest historians of her generation, and whose own mother had been renowned for her work in biochemistry, he would not have made that mistake) but a nod to her youth. His sister, who taught English to undergrads, had told him about how a discussion of the idiom “to wash one’s hands of something” had revealed that her students had no idea who Pontius Pilate was.

			The woman was sitting too close to him. He was reminded of the old joke, from his residency days: “Will you kiss me, Doctor?” “Kiss you! I shouldn’t even be on this couch with you!”

			People curious about illness, seeking advice about symptoms, maybe rolling up a sleeve to expose a mole—what doctor didn’t get some of that outside the office? Like the surgeon he knew who’d once been asked by a woman at a party if he’d slip into a bathroom with her and check out a breast lump. Many of the questions put to him began with “Is it normal/abnormal…” Is it normal for a person to want to stay single forever? Abnormal, for someone to love their partner and yet be turned off by them in bed?

			But he didn’t have to get into a conversation with Greensleeves. He didn’t have to say what he knew about psychosis and auditory hallucinations. He didn’t have to stay on the couch where she was sitting too close to him. He could excuse himself and—

			“Is it my imagination, or are there more crazy people out there these days, especially in the subway?”

			A man was passing behind them, in the narrow space between the couch and a wall of books. He was carrying an empty wineglass, which he’d been on his way to refill when he overheard the woman. Earlier, this man and his wife and the therapist had all arrived at the party at the same moment and had been introduced to one another by the host when she greeted them. Maybe because he didn’t expect to see any of these people again, the therapist had immediately forgotten the names of everyone he’d met that evening. Really, he didn’t know what he was doing there. Though he and the host had been neighbors for decades, with apartments at opposite ends of the same floor, they hardly knew each other. She lived alone, an elderly widow, a minor socialite who entertained often but had never before invited him to one of her soirées. Tonight’s occasion was the publication of a book by a journalist she knew (as did he, though only by name). She was dressed theatrically in a flowing black-and-orange wrap and the black snood turban she preferred to a wig. (The hair lost during her treatment for cancer some years ago had grown back only in sparse wisps.)

			The therapist had a feeling he knew why he’d been invited, which had happened at the last minute. The day before, he and the host had run into each other by the elevator. In the bit of small talk they’d shared going down—about what, he couldn’t remember—he’d noted something in her attitude toward him, something subdued, searching. An air of sympathy, it seemed. He thought at first it was for the loss of his mother, but that had happened half a year ago, and how, in any case, would this woman have known about that? Then, as they were about to go their separate ways, she said, “You know, if you’re free tomorrow night, I’m having a little party.”

			Nothing about his wife.

			He guessed that it had been the building gossip, the landlord’s mother, who watched the world from her ground-floor window or an armchair in the lobby: she must have passed on to the widow in 14-F that the wife in 14-A—the tall one with the nice clothes and her nose in the air—had moved out.

			Taken by surprise, he hadn’t known how to decline. An act of neighborly kindness, after all, of sympathy. But immediately he regretted it. He’d never been one for parties, especially not when they were full of strangers. He’d promised himself that he would not stay long; it was enough just to put in an appearance. These were not people he needed to get to know. And he, too, was moving out of the building soon, though he hadn’t mentioned this to the host.

			She sailed about the living room like a giant monarch butterfly, briefly landing on this or that knot of guests. From time to time, she exchanged a look with the young woman sitting beside the therapist on the couch. Once the host’s personal assistant, the young woman had then attended film school and was now working on her first docufiction. The two women were close—May-December besties, they called themselves. They had the kind of bond that enabled them to communicate telepathically.

			Very attractive, yes, but too old for you.

			It’s not like that. We’re not flirting. We’re just talking.

			Well, maybe you should change the subject. He doesn’t look like he’s having a very good time.

			He’s not really listening. His head is off somewhere in the clouds.

			And those are probably dark clouds. As I told you, his wife just walked out on him. But he’s not your responsibility. If he’s being a bore, why don’t you get up and mingle?

			I will soon. You look great, by the way.

			Thanks, my dear. So do you. Love the nail color!

			

			—

			“You’re not supposed to say ‘crazy’ anymore,” a woman sitting in an armchair on the other side of the cocktail table admonished. She was holding a canvas tote bag out of which peeked the pert snout of a miniature Yorkie. Every few minutes, the dog had a fit of shuddering, as if some ghastly thought had occurred to it.

			“Why’s that?” the man behind the couch asked.

			“Because it’s offensive. It’s what they call ableist.” At this, everyone listening did something with their eyes—rolled them or scrunched them or looked down at the floor. “You’re supposed to say ‘mentally ill.’ ”

			“But what if you mean to be offensive,” the man said. “As in, ‘What are you, fucking crazy?’ ”

			Ignoring this, the woman went on, “It’s not just in the subways. I don’t know about you, but I find that people are behaving like they’re mentally ill everywhere I go. I was in the supermarket the other day, and a security guard pointed out that I’d dropped a glove. I picked it up and thanked him, and, what do you know, he lit into me! ‘I don’t need your thanks, lady,’ he said. ‘I am doing my job. I see everything. That is my job. I don’t do it for your thanks.’ I was stunned. I would have been afraid if we’d been alone—he was that hostile. And all because I said ‘Thank you’!”

			“I had something like that happen to me, too,” another woman said. “An Uber driver yelled at me because I said, ‘It’s right there,’ as we were driving up to the restaurant. He said, ‘I know where it is! I have the GPS! I don’t need you to tell me!’ I never got out of a car so fast.”

			A convergence of people at the center of the room now hemmed the therapist in, making it awkward for him to try to escape. There was a copy of the journalist’s new book on the cocktail table. The journalist himself was standing nearby, talking with a woman who bore a strong resemblance to the therapist’s wife. Same chin-length brown hair, similar elfin profile, and what looked like an identical navy-blue tailored suit.

			This was just an observation, not cause for pain. He did not miss his wife. He did not want her back. Although they had never been enemies, they had not been friends for a long time. Their love story had followed a familiar trajectory: hot, warm, cool, cold. By the end, they had often felt invisible to each other. Yet they might have gone on like that for years, as spouses do, had she not, in the course of her travels as an art curator, met someone else. Once she’d moved into her artist-lover’s loft, the therapist was eager to downsize. He was about to close on a place that was both smaller and less elegant than where he lived now but also conveniently situated in the building where he had his office.

			He picked up the book and started flipping through it. He already knew what it was about. The author was part of that league of current pundits who were trying to master the trick of candidly laying out the existential perils facing humanity without totally devastating the reader. The book was “a brilliant balance of fear and hope,” according to the publisher. And its subject matter was increasingly relevant to psychotherapy. The last conference the therapist had attended was on the effects of climate anxiety on mental health. For years now, he’d been seeing patients with symptoms of pre-traumatic stress disorder, emotional problems associated with uncertainty—if not outright dread—about the future. And recently this had also hit close to home.

			

			—

			If his head was lost in dark clouds, it was not because of his wife but because of his daughter. Their only child, a girl with an ebullient, affectionate personality whose behavior had never given her parents a day’s grief, she had been the marriage’s perpetual blessing. Astonished that their flawed selves could have gotten this one thing so right, they attributed it to her own essential goodness. Because she had grown to be both self-accepting and self-reliant, genuinely contented with life, they hadn’t been dismayed that, unlike the two of them, she had not been an outstanding student, or that, once out of school, she had shown no compelling desire to pursue any particular career. But, though she lacked ambition and focus, she was an avid reader, she was intellectually curious, and she seemed incapable of laziness or boredom. She was also undeniably happier than most of her striving, perfectionist peers, and she did not envy them. She did not appear to envy anyone. She was good at making and keeping friends. She was diligent at the various part-time jobs she took on to patch together a living. Neither of them minded when she couldn’t make the rent and was forced to move back home for a time. Husband and wife always got along better when their daughter was around. They gave thanks when they compared themselves with other parents, many of whom struggled in their relationships with their children or had even become alienated from them. And so much for the old canard about how children of shrinks grow up to be emotional wrecks.

			It was at a friend’s wedding that their daughter met the man with whom she herself hoped to one day be joined in marriage, and to have at least one child. Motherhood was something she had always wanted and assumed would be part—surely the most wonderful part—of her life. She and her boyfriend moved in together a few weeks before the emergence of COVID. Months of lockdown deepened their attachment, but now the therapist’s daughter had begun questioning the morality of bringing children into such a broken world. What mother today could be assured that her child would have a good life? Its birth would occur in the midst of numerous ongoing global crises, and the therapist’s daughter was haunted by her vision of the suffering a child might have to endure after she was gone.

			Her boyfriend respected her feelings, though he did not share her pessimism. He reminded her that some of the smartest, best-informed people—scientists and environmental and political activists among them—had not forgone having kids. There were steps that could be taken to prevent the worst effects of climate change, to save democracy, to force the arc of the moral universe toward justice.

			But the only way for any of that to happen, and for disaster to be averted, she said, was for people around the world to come together, to work together. And what did she see? Everywhere, escalating division and strife and a hardening of the belief that the way forward lay not in communal problem-solving but in selfishness, demagoguery, and violence. Enraged mobs of people who hated one another so much that they would sooner die than work together.

			If she came to regret not having a child, she could live with that. What she never wanted to face was regret for having had one.

			Her father had been very careful not to say anything that might influence her decision—as he was very careful not to influence the decisions of several of his patients who were wrestling with the same issue. Her mother, on the other hand, was having none of it. She accused her daughter of being “defeatist.” She did not want to be cheated of grandchildren. “I’ll never forgive you,” she said, unforgivably.

			The therapist did not see the situation as hopeless. First of all, his daughter could change her mind again (there was still some time for that), and, if she did not, perhaps she’d consider adoption. What concerned him more was the dramatic alteration in her temperament. She who had never before suffered from depression now went spiraling into the abyss. Dutifully, she carried on, uncomplaining, but in a wan, robotic version of herself, indifferent to pleasure, looking forward to nothing. She dismissed the idea of going into therapy or taking any type of medication. “I’ll be all right,” she kept saying. But a year passed, and she was the same.

			When the therapist learned that she had given a cousin some of her clothes, including a brown leather jacket that he knew she loved, he was alarmed. Giving away possessions was something people contemplating suicide were known to do.

			His daughter laughed in exasperation. “For God’s sake, Daddy. You’ve never heard of decluttering? I was just tired of those old things.”

			Then, suddenly, she decided to take a trip. She wanted to go somewhere beautiful. And she wanted to go alone. She and her boyfriend needed some time apart. That the relationship had been undergoing strain was hardly surprising. Though her boyfriend insisted that he wished to spend his life with her, with or without children, she was torn and could not help feeling guilty.

			Again, the therapist saw this as a warning sign. People who took their lives often went away from home to do so. Hotel suicides were not uncommon. And again his daughter scoffed. “Seriously? You really think I’d go halfway around the world, and put you through all the trouble of shipping my corpse?”

			

			—

			It was one of those moments that sometimes happen at a gathering: in the midst of a lively conversation comes a lull, when for no apparent reason everyone falls silent.

			The woman who’d been talking with the journalist spoke first. “Someone once told me that in Turkey, I believe it was, when a room goes quiet all at once, people say, ‘Somewhere a girl child is born.’ Meaning, when a son is born it’s an occasion for cheers and celebration, but when it’s a daughter no one knows what to say. Thus the awkward silence.”

			Everyone groaned, the Yorkie shuddered, and in a loud, displeased-sounding voice the young woman on the couch said, “My family is Turkish, and I’ve never heard that.”

			Just then the therapist’s phone, which was resting on the cocktail table, pinged. He glanced at the message: I’m still depressed, but now I’m depressed with a view.

			A laugh escaped him, and, feeling the need to explain, he said simply, “My girl child.”

			Everyone else laughed then, too, and the host raised her glass in the air.

			“To daughters!” she said.

			“To daughters!”

			

			—

			Was he surprised that she followed him? Probably not. For the hour or so that he’d stayed at the party, she had either sat beside or shadowed him, and when, at last, he found a suitable moment to leave, there she was, apparently ready to leave, too. Instead of stopping at the elevator and pressing the button, she kept right on walking with him to his door.

			He thought better of offering her any alcohol, even though that meant that he couldn’t have any, either. They’d both had enough. He made them each a cup of ginger tea instead, which they drank sitting in his kitchen.

			She had a brother who’d heard voices for years, she said, and for years he’d hidden it, even from her, his big sister, with whom he had always been close. Until recently, he’d been in law school, where, according to the voices—which had gone from speaking only occasionally to almost never shutting up, from speaking softly to shouting—he was being programmed to fight in an imminent battle for planetary control. His professors were all in on it, a Latin-speaking cabal with secret but decidedly malign intent. To escape them, he had quit school and holed up at his parents’, where, despite its being the house he’d grown up in, he now felt like too much of a stranger to stay. He’d settled into a tree trunk in the town park, though he didn’t entirely trust the pigeons there: some might be carrying the enemy’s messages.

			After a fistfight with another vagrant, he’d sought shelter in a private garden, where he frightened the owners by refusing to leave. An empty soda can he’d been holding had flown through the air, and though it missed its mark, he was arrested for trespassing and attempted assault. He had landed not in jail but in a hospital, where he was diagnosed with schizophrenia.

			“I’ve been trying to learn as much as I can,” she said. “Everyone says it’s incurable, but to me that feels like giving up. It’s like the doctors have just written him off. Pump him full of drugs, and they’re done. They definitely calmed him down, but they haven’t brought him back to anything like his true self.”

			And what if the diagnosis was wrong? According to her research, misdiagnoses of mental illness happened all the time. She’d also learned that other diseases—of the body, not of the mind—could trigger psychosis.

			This was the subject of the film she had started working on, a docufiction about her brother and his illness. More docu than fiction, she said. An investigation.

			“He could have something metabolic,” she said. “It could be a reaction to some kind of toxin he was exposed to.” Or what if he was afflicted by some mental illness other than schizophrenia, one that was curable, or at least less severe?

			He couldn’t tell her what she wanted to hear. He could only follow the rule for discussing catastrophic diagnoses with loved ones: Be honest, but not brutally so. Do not encourage false hope.

			“Anything can happen,” she said staunchly. “Like those people trapped for years in a coma who suddenly one day wake up.”

			There was an intensity, almost a radiance, about her that the therapist had not observed earlier, and which he took as a sign of love. Her fierce love for her poor brother, against whose demons she was girded to fight.

			He hadn’t eaten at the party, and when his stomach growled, immediately, as if in response hers growled back. For the first time, he saw her smile, a generous smile that showed fine teeth and beautified her face.

			In the fridge was some leftover chicken and broccoli he’d ordered from a Chinese restaurant the previous night, which he now heated in the microwave. Small though the portions were, she did not finish hers.

			He had admired her eyes before, but not till now her long eyelashes, which his heart kept catching on.

			He could not offer an opinion about a patient he’d never seen, he explained, and he apologized for not being able to be of more help. But not only was he not an expert in the treatment of schizophrenia; he wasn’t taking on any new patients. (This was true, though he didn’t add that he’d been thinking of retiring from practice altogether and limiting himself to teaching.)

			He had assumed that she lived somewhere in town, but in fact her home was in another state; she had taken a train to come to the party. Were it not so late, she would have stayed over in 14-F, as she had often done before. But she thought that her friend had probably gone to bed by now.

			There were two spare bedrooms in the therapist’s apartment. She chose his daughter’s.

			After they’d said good night, he lay awake in bed, waiting for her to come to him.

			

			—

			He watched her tiny figure far below, getting into the taxi the doorman had hailed for her. It had rained in the night, and now a weak light cast a pearlescent sheen over all, softening the city’s sharp edges. A world deceptively at peace.

			He wandered through the apartment with his coffee mug. To think that in another month he’d be gone, never again to see these rooms that once brimmed with family life. The happy first years with his wife and a baby girl whose birth could not have been celebrated more. Yet it had come to this: his wife estranged, his precious only child in anguish.

			In his daughter’s room, the bed was still made, but there was an indentation in the duvet, where he pictured his lover sitting, head in hands, debating.

			

			—

			Down the hall, his neighbor had woken up early, too, as was her habit. The night before, after she’d closed the door on the last guest, she had sat down in the living room and started to cry. It was what she always did after a party. Whether she judged the party to have been a success or a failure, it always ended in tears. She had a good cry, and then she had a cigarette—one of the three a day that she permitted herself—and when she had finished smoking she took a pill and went to bed. The next day, as always the morning after a party, she woke up feeling blue, a mood that could be expected to persist till nightfall.

			Her PPD, she called it. Post-party depression.

			Whenever she had trouble getting out of bed, she remembered what an analyst from many years ago had told her: Put your feet on the floor.

			Her feet were still dangling when the phone rang: her young friend, calling from the train.

			They chatted about the party (definitely a success, this one) before turning to what had happened later, in 14-A, upon which she became aware of a disagreeable sensation, like a bout of reflux.

			“So you really think he can help?”

			“I don’t know how much he can do, but it would be great to have someone with his expertise for an ally. He could be so useful—not just for my brother but for the film. Maybe I could even get him to do an on-screen interview.”

			“Speaking of the film, be sure to let me know if you need more money.” (She had already agreed to finance the whole project.)

			“I will, thanks.”

			“You want to see him again, but does he want to see you?”

			A spurt of completely inappropriate jealousy was what it was. And apparently not to be tamped down.

			“He didn’t say anything about a next time. To be honest, he seemed hesitant. Which is understandable, I guess, given that he and his wife just separated. But I do think he likes me. Not to be graphic, but he was super passionate. And he obviously wanted to please me.”

			An image of the two of them, unnerving in its obscene splendor, flickered on the bedroom wall.

			“So, what are you going to do? Ask him on a date?”

			“I’d rather not be the one to get in touch first. I mean, I’ve already come on pretty strong. I don’t want him to think I’m desperate, you know, or looking to catch a rich husband, or whatever.”

			“Ah, yes. That hasn’t changed, has it. The woman always has to play it cool.”

			“I don’t suppose you’re thinking of throwing another party anytime soon?”

			“No. But what I could do is invite you both to dinner.”

			This was what made them besties.

			

			—

			He decided to walk the two miles to his office that day. He needed the exercise, and he was a firm believer in the usefulness of walking for reflection, for generating good ideas or clearing the head of bad ones. He’d still get there in time to call his daughter before he had to see his first patient. He’d made her promise that they’d text or talk every day while she was abroad.

			It was not an idea but a tune that came to him as he walked: an old English folk song that, in college, he’d learned to play on the guitar.

			When he got to his office, he turned on his computer and typed “Greensleeves” in the Google search bar. He’d always thought of it as a romantic song, a poignant expression of yearning love—how had it ever become a popular carol about the birth of Christ?

			Now he learned that it was only a legend that it had been written by Henry VIII for Anne Boleyn, during the time he was courting her. In fact, the true composer remained unknown.

			There were numerous versions online. Guitar, piano, flute, lute, violin, sax, orchestra, rock band, a cappella. Even a solo whistler.

			James Taylor. James Galway. The King’s Singers. Olivia Newton-John. Lynyrd Skynyrd. Ralph Vaughan Williams. John Coltrane. Everybody loved that song.

			He chose a recording by Marianne Faithfull that had been made in 1964.

			At one point in the four centuries of her existence, Lady Greensleeves was thought to have been a prostitute, or at least a woman of loose morals. A reference to the color green was said to have been code for sex when the song was written. A green gown, for example, was suggestive of hanky-panky in the grass.

			Quite a stretch, if you asked him.

			Named by many the world’s most beautiful love song.

			He played it again.

			And again.

		

	
		
			Imagination

			In walked Dick Franz with his look of a warlock. Flowing gray hair, furry eyebrows like mice hunched above his sheer cliff of a nose, black jacket over black shirt, stovepipe legs in black jeans. Before even saying hello to anyone, he darted into the hall bathroom, and before she could stop herself (wait, had she tried to stop herself?) she saw him turning into a little dog, no, a large dog, or at least tall enough to lift its leg and aim into the bowl. Then he was man-shaped again, striding into the living room to mingle with the other guests.

			Elsie looked out the window behind the sofa where for the past half hour she’d been sitting, largely (but not ungratefully) ignored. Her mother was afraid it would rain, ruining her plans for supper outdoors, and although it was not raining yet the sky was clearly brooding about it. Elsie tried to stop herself from wishing it would rain, but it was useless. After all, the thought had come to her, hadn’t it? She hadn’t willed it; it just all of its own wicked self came. Of course she knew it was wrong. But how were you supposed to stop something once it popped into your head? Do tell her.

			She turned back from the window to find Dick Franz looming. He reached for her hand and he kissed it, which is what Dick Franz did. “I won’t say you look gorgeous, because I know you’ve already heard it to death.” The flattery rolled right off her. She had indeed been complimented on her looks that evening a tiresome number of times. When she didn’t respond he wavered, knitting his brows. The mice bumped noses, and it was only by the most athletic effort, one that made her feel as if her chest would literally explode, that Elsie was able to stop herself from laughing. “Thank you are the words you’re searching for.” As Dick moved on, Elsie hid her face in her hands, gasping for breath.

			Two years ago, when she was on the cusp of adolescence, she’d had a crush on Dick, which only baffled her now—as it had baffled her to be told that, in his youth, he’d been “quite the ladies’ man” (her mother, who also confessed to having been one of the ladies). He was now married to Nick (Dick and Nick: Why was there always something to put you in danger of losing it?), who’d been invited to the party, too, of course, but was off somewhere, shooting one of his eco documentaries. Dick was an architect, like Elsie’s mother—in fact, they had met as students together in architecture school. Elsie’s father’s job was even more boring: market research for electronics.

			Her parents liked to call this their country house, though they were only a stone’s throw from their home in the city and there were few places anywhere in that town where, if you listened closely, you could not hear traffic. But for her parents this was one of the charms: an easy commute for them, and so convenient for their city friends, who could be invited up just for the day—though sometimes guests were invited for a whole weekend. (Never longer. Her father’s favorite saying was the one about houseguests being like fish: after three days they start to smell.) This weekend, for example, all the beds would be full. Dick was staying. Also her mother’s friend Luane, who was in the midst of a blistering divorce, and, ointment for those blisters, Luane’s new, younger boyfriend, Joel.

			Her parents gave a party around this time every year, a kind of farewell to summer. Elsie thought a summer house with no beach was, well, not a summer house. But her mother had a vast fear of the ocean for the very good reason that the Pacific had swallowed her big brother (Elsie’s uncle), an experienced surfer, when she was still a girl. Luckily she had not grown up afraid of all water, and, sunk in the lush lawn beyond the back porch, like a giant spearmint lozenge, was a pool large enough to swim laps. No one wanted to swim today, though. That week had been unusually cool, and there was no sun.

			Most of the guests had driven or taken the train up from the city, but there were several who, like Elsie’s family, had second homes in the area, or who lived there year-round—Dr. Lem, for example, who’d moved into the house next door after retiring a decade ago and who even now was wheeling his wife (knocked off her feet permanently by a reckless bicyclist the summer before) to the drinks table. Dr. Lem himself had mild Parkinson’s. He braced the wrist of one tremulous hand with the other as he took the glass of ginger ale from the bartender and lowered it into the hands of Mrs. Lem. The little scene lashed Elsie’s heart. Old people were so depressing. And everyone here, if not quite as old as the Lems, was old. Elsie’s mother had urged her to invite one or two of her own friends. But why on earth would Jess, or Paloma—The very idea of Princess Paloma…As she watched the bartender pour Dr. Lem a glass of wine, Elsie remembered earlier overhearing him say to one of the waiters, “What the fuck kind of party is it with no music?”

			And besides, she and Paloma weren’t getting along so well—not like last summer, when they’d first met in a lyrical-dance class and become inseparable. Between then and now Paloma (who had to live in Albany because her father worked for the governor) had done the strangest thing Elsie had ever seen a girl do. It was a reversal of the correct order of things: Paloma’s best friends now were all boys. Girls, she had texted Elsie, didn’t make good friends. Cz femalz by natr cnt b trstd.

			Slap in the face! But the indignation that had flared in Elsie had been immediately doused by guilt. Though Paloma didn’t know it, Elsie had shared with Jess a few of Paloma’s confidences. That her mother had cancer being the biggest one. Elsie had no idea why she’d done this to Paloma. She had no desire whatsoever to hurt her (she loved Paloma!). She just hadn’t been able to stop herself. Of course, she had known that Jess would never repeat what she’d been told. There, you see? Girls could be trusted. Elsie totally trusted Jess.

			As usual at these catered parties, whether here or in the city, the waitstaff was young and attractive: The tall, darkly tan bartender, whose features were somehow both tough and angelic. The two female waiters, one blond, the other blonder, each with hair slipping adorably from loose topknots and skin as pink-and-ivory as a baby’s. All actors—you didn’t have to ask. This wasn’t a party, this was a film about a party, it amused Elsie to think. Tough Angel and Blond and Blonder were the stars. Everyone else was a minor character or an extra. Some kind of thriller. Tough Angel was a fraud; he was actually here to rob the place—or to kidnap Dick, the mad scientist, who possessed some secret knowledge that, if it fell into evil clutches, could be used to destroy the world. Blond was Tough Angel’s duped and innocent lover; Blonder, his nemesis. Any moment now the shooting would start. Everyone would scream and scramble for cover, and Agent Lem would leap out of her wheelchair, out of her granny disguise, with a gun in each hand and start blasting away, too.

			But first they had to eat. Her mother was gesturing guests toward the dining room, where the table was spread with plates of cold meat and fish and several kinds of salad. People served themselves, then streamed through the kitchen and out to the back porch or onto the lawn. A sky like a trough of curdled milk about to be dumped on them made it seem later than it was. But the rain held off.

			Elsie was hungry, but don’t expect to see her stuffing her face. No one could accuse her of being anorexic (if only!), but there was no way she was not going to obsess about her weight. That summer she had put on two and a half pounds. (With a lick of satisfaction she had noted that Paloma had put on at least five. Warning: hanging out with boys could make you fat.)

			A bowl of olives sat within reach. When she had eaten one, Elsie saw that her mother, famous for doing everything right, had forgotten one small thing. She supposed that she, Elsie, was to blame. (“Your mother’s so worried, it’s starting to distract her at work,” her father said.) She rolled the pit idly between two fingers before tucking it down her neckline, into her bra. Oh, wouldn’t that be a sick little joke to play on the next boy who wanted to feel her there. She felt herself there, palpating the bump, the outline of which was visible through the thin cotton of her shirt. Was that what it was like? According to Paloma, her mother had sat up in bed one morning and (mysteriously, given that it didn’t hurt) her fingers had gone straight to it: a hard little lump like a—pit? No, that wasn’t it. Like a—

			“Oh, Elsie.” Her mother’s voice was soft, but it affected Elsie like a bark. “Do you have any idea how that looks?”

			“Except that no one’s looking. And you forgot to put something out for the pearls—I mean, pits.”

			Her mother looked tired but pretty tonight, with a new short haircut and yesterday’s gray streaks now dyed Burnt Cinnamon. Summery and très gamine in her blue-and-white sailor’s smock dress and flat sandals. But not, right this moment, happy.

			“I’ll take care of it,” she said. “Why don’t you go get something to eat?” Elsie stood. “But first give me that thing.” Elsie dug out the olive pit and dropped it into the waiting palm. Her mother closed her fist and waved it under Elsie’s nose. “You know, this is a perfect example of what we’ve been talking about.” Though her mother had never hit her, Elsie had no trouble imagining that fist coming at her again and again. Her mother made no secret of the frustration that had been building for months now. She wanted to beat Elsie’s brains out. Elsie’s father hid his feelings better, but: “I don’t think we can accuse Mom of exaggeration here.”

			Poor impulse control, they called it. Poor judgment. Saying whatever she felt like without thinking how it would sound. To her math teacher, who, observing Elsie’s uncovered yawn, wanted to know if Elsie was bored with geometry: “No way. I love geometry. I’m just bored with this class.” And there had been other complaints from school. About Elsie being disruptive, either for talking in class or, more worryingly, inappropriate laughter. It was not just that she laughed louder and longer than everyone else at things that were funny (though that was troubling enough). It was that she laughed when no one else was laughing and there appeared to be nothing funny at all. If you asked her what she was laughing at, she’d tell you nothing, never mind, she couldn’t say. Or she’d tell you the pathetic truth: she didn’t know. The flip side of this was equally inexplicable bouts of tears, which, again, she either could not or would not explain.

			An inventive imagination was a gift of the gods—or a curse if you couldn’t control it. Elsie would sometimes start talking, telling a story, say, and get so carried away, piling it on so thick, flying off on so many tangents, that she might as well have been speaking in tongues. If you pointed this out to her, her response was to clam up.

			But the worst thing so far had been the scream. At school one day, Elsie had accidentally left her French workbook in her locker and been given permission to leave class to go get it. The lockers were on the ground floor, two flights down. It was allergy season, and as she reached the second floor landing she let out a voluptuous, head-scouring sneeze. The stairwell responded with the most awesome, eerie echo. So what would it sound like if she screamed?

			Those who’d come running were not amused. The assistant principal was not in the least understanding. Even Elsie’s friends accused her of being uncool.

			She got tired of saying, “It just happened,” and being told that this would not do. “I wanted to hear what it sounded like” and “I couldn’t help it” would not do, either. But she was telling the truth. Why couldn’t everyone just accept it? Sure, it seemed like a bad idea to her after the fact. Sure, she was sorry—especially now that some kids were treating her like a freak. And she had apologized. Several times. What more did they want? Do tell her.

			When her mother found out, she said, “In a situation like that, before you act, you have to take a deep breath.”

			Actually, she had taken a deep breath before screaming.

			“What are you laughing at?”

			“Nothing.”

			Her mother took a highly ostentatious deep breath herself before starting over. “In a situation like that, you have to take a deep breath and ask yourself, ‘What will happen if I do this thing?’ And if the answer is ‘Something bad,’ then you have to show some control. You have to tell yourself not to do it. And if that seems too hard, focus on the consequences. Say, ‘Will I be sorry?’ Yes? Well, then, why ever do it? And just don’t.”

			Later, during what was basically the same conversation but in a calmer mood, Elsie tried to explain to her parents that, at the time, it had felt almost as if someone was daring her (“What—you don’t mean like a voice?” her father interrupted. “It wasn’t like you heard a voice telling you to scream, did you, hon?”), or as if she was daring herself. But hadn’t she always had a touch of that devil in her? Once, in grade school, two boys had dared her to eat a pale-blue capsule one of them had found somewhere on the ground. There was no way to tell what it was, but Elsie had taken the dare. All three had spent the rest of the school day on the edge of their seats. But when nothing happened, they were disappointed. Elsie had kept this episode a secret from her parents, and now, seeing the horror benumb their faces, she wished she had taken it to her grave.

			Her mother wanted to believe that school was to blame—everyone knew how stressful school could be. And in fact, though the summer had been far from perfect, there had at least been fewer worrying incidents, and nothing as upsetting as the scream.

			This morning, however, things had gone very wrong. Elsie and her mother were having breakfast (her father was sleeping in, as he often did on weekends), when her mother started talking about the party. It was still not too late for Elsie to invite a friend, she said. And she added carefully, “By the way, what’s up with Paloma?” She had sensed something wrong weeks ago, but so far Elsie had kept her in the dark. Now enlightened, Elsie’s mother assumed a knowing expression and announced that it was because of the cancer. (Yes, Elsie had broken her promise to Paloma a second time, but did it matter anymore?) “Mothers aren’t supposed to get sick with serious diseases that might take them away from you.” Paloma resented her mother for getting cancer; she felt betrayed, and now those feelings had become twisted into the subconscious fear that females couldn’t be trusted. Attachment to breastless boys was much safer. Did Elsie see what her mother was getting at?

			Elsie thought she did, and though she wasn’t completely convinced, the explanation gave her some comfort. But then her mother said, “Now, about the party, Elsie. Can you promise you’ll behave? I mean, can I count on you not to do anything perverse?”

			It wasn’t the first time she had used that word. The first time, Elsie had been annoyed. This time she was enraged. “Think about it, Mom. Do you really want to call your own daughter a pervert?” Elsie knew what a pervert was. A pervert was a flasher. A pervert was the burglar who broke into Jess’s house last summer and took a shit in the kitchen sink. A pervert was someone who got off watching a gerbil being trampled by a masked woman in red patent-leather high-heeled boots.

			“No, no, no,” her mother said. “I told you before, Elsie, you’re confusing two different words. Perverse doesn’t have to mean perverted. It can mean contrary. It can mean just plain difficult.”

			“Except you didn’t say contrary or just plain difficult, did you.”

			Ten minutes later they were still bickering.

			“This is absurd,” her mother said. “Don’t you see? This, in itself, is perverse. Exactly what you’re doing right now. Well, I’ve got a very busy day ahead of me, and I’m not going to sit here and play stupid word games.” And for the rest of the day—busy indeed with the arrival of the caterers and final preparations for the party—they had avoided each other.

			

			—

			Elsie sailed through the dining room, eyes averted disdainfully from all the calories on display. Outside on the porch, her father was holding forth on his favorite topic: the future. Specifically, the future of high tech. He was all “gesture recognition” and “touchless touch screens” and how, sooner than you think, your iPhone wouldn’t be in your hand but implanted right in your brain.

			Before, when she used to hear her father go on like this, so animated and smart-sounding, Elsie would feel a warm tingle of pride. Now the feeling was more like prickly heat. She had become aware—her mother had made her aware—that there was a problem with the way her father talked when he had an audience. “Sometimes I’m afraid he comes across like he thinks he’s the only one who knows anything about the subject.” Which Elsie could see now was only too true. And, newly sensitized, she had picked up on how, even when the topic wasn’t one her father knew a lot about, he still tended to present every piece of information as if it were firsthand, and to repeat others’ ideas and opinions as if he’d come up with them himself. “That’s his best book,” she’d heard him say about a writer she was almost sure he’d never read.

			She was heartened to see the people sitting nearest her father looking attentive, seemingly happy to pick at their plates while listening to him run on. Then she noticed Arthur Klaus, one of the partners in her mother’s firm, who’d come with his pretty, elegant-even-though-grossly-pregnant wife, Min. At the moment, Min was seated on the porch sofa and chatting softly with Luane. Arthur was standing nearby, watching Elsie’s father with an ironic, forbearing little smile, as if listening to some child’s elaborate tall tale. Elsie scanned the group, measuring other people’s expressions, and thought she caught something similar on Luane’s boyfriend’s face. Except that Joel wasn’t watching her father. He was looking down, as if taking care that his thoughts not be too readable. A bit puzzled, he looked to Elsie. And, she thought, her insides shriveling, a bit embarrassed. She remembered what she’d been told Joel did for a living: he was a computer engineer. He probably knew everything about the subject, and yet, rather than join in as you’d expect in any normal conversation, he kept quiet. Looking puzzled. Looking embarrassed. Looking away.

			She had seen enough. She felt scalded. She had to do something, and in an instant she knew what it would be. Who cared if it was cold? So what if it was about to pour? In her mind she was already enjoying it: a bracing dip, a spell of furious kicking and stroking. Who cared if no one else was going in?

			Empty dishes had been cleared from the dining table and in their place was a cheese platter, a fruit bowl, an apple cobbler, and a chocolate-raspberry layer cake. Elsie folded a large slice of cake in a napkin to take with her upstairs, gorging down half before she even made it to her room.

			

			—

			The window was open. Elsie lay in bed, watching the billowy white curtain as it kept getting sucked out and blown back in again, like the veil of a dithering bride. She had left the party—had been bounced from it, actually, like a drunk or a crasher (in my own fckn hse) before it was over. She had texted back and forth with Jess while listening to the sounds of the party winding down and waiting for her mother’s inevitable knock. Her mother did not knock, though. She walked right in, a breach of family etiquette, which said a lot about her state of mind.

			Earlier Elsie had cried herself near delirious, and the sight of her swollen face blunted her mother’s anger. Still, the talk must be had. Her mother must vent her anger.

			Her disappointment.

			Her worry.

			Her frustration.

			(Mercifully, since not all the guests were leaving, she also had to keep it short.)

			“I just wanted to go swimming,” Elsie said. And to swim she’d needed to put on her swimsuit, which was what she’d gone up to her room to do. First, she had finished the cake. The disgusting-looking cloth napkin, with its brown and red smears, lay atop her dresser, catching her mother’s eye and making her wince.

			Her bikini on, Elsie had grabbed a towel from the hall closet and run barefoot downstairs and out the back door without a glance at anyone (though aware of drawing several glances herself).

			Up close, the pool, reflecting a sky like a sheet of tarnished silver, was not so inviting. All she had to do was look at it, and she was covered with goose flesh. She dropped the towel and was about to dip a toe in when, from what felt like every direction, wind blustered into the yard. The water sloshed as if an invisible rock had been tossed in. From the lilac bushes rose a loud hiss, and suddenly the bushes were twisting and flailing, like women being strangled. As if in fright, the apple tree dropped its fruit, and the lawn flattened: a threatened animal laying its ears back. A trident of lightning flashed, and between two bursts of thunder Elsie heard her father shouting at her to get away from the pool. She turned and ran.

			The first drops came down so big and hard and far apart that it was like a stoning. She had just reached the house when the deluge began. The wind sprayed the rain with wild abandon, driving everyone on the porch indoors.

			It was at this point that—“obviously”—Elsie should have gone straight to her room and changed back into her clothes. “We’re not prudes, any of us,” said her mother. “But how do you think it looked? In the living room, with everyone else dressed, and you prancing around practically naked.” (Elsie had left the towel by the pool where she’d dropped it.) “It was…it was just”—Elsie braced herself for perverse—“inappropriate. Didn’t you even notice that you were making people uncomfortable?”

			(Once, after passing two elderly men sitting together on a bus, Elsie had heard one of them say to the other, “It’s when they’re stacked like that while they’re still barely nubile that they really ought to be declared a public nuisance.”)

			The truth was, the only thing Elsie had noticed in the living room was Tough Angel staring at her. What had happened next was hard to explain. She hadn’t known how to put it, even to Jess. There was her mother’s version: “Then you go strutting up to the bartender and start flirting like mad, putting him in the most awkward position, since he was working and shouldn’t even have been talking to you.”

			It must have been the underwire in her bikini bra, the kind known to set off metal detectors. His stare was a magnet, pulling her to him, and while his hands were busy among the bottles and glasses, those eyes never left her, held her there. And then, like a hypnotist, he made her dance from one bare foot to the other and sway and giggle and swing her long hair. She would not have been surprised if by simply arching an eyebrow he’d been able to levitate her.

			There had been some kind of small talk—what grade was she in, did she like school, was she sorry summer was almost over—to which she could hardly remember responding. What she remembered instead was the feeling of her heart capsizing inside her like a little boat. What she remembered was thinking how incredibly, how heroically handsome he was, and knowing full well what her mother later presented as if it was news: “He’s not a kid, Elsie. He’s, like, thirty years old.” If an exaggeration, only a slight one. Didn’t Elsie realize how inappropriate it was, flirting with a man that age? No. How could she. She had been bewitched. Bewarlocked.

			But that she had been humiliated you didn’t have to tell her. At a certain moment something behind her had snagged his attention, and a sly look had flitted across his face. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw the two waitresses watching from the dining room, elbowing and clutching at each other. Though they knew she could see them, they made no effort to hide their glee. Bitch and Bitchier. She had turned back just in time to catch Kip, as he’d introduced himself, winking at them.

			She was cutting quickly across the living room when she saw her father sitting by himself in a corner, checking his phone. She went straight to him and, ignoring his startled expression, climbed onto his lap. She’d wanted a hug, but he kept his arms at his sides, and she could feel him tense all over, the way he might have done had she been the drunk wife of one of his friends.

			“Elsie,” he began uncertainly. She wanted to speak but was afraid that if she unclenched her throat the tears would gush, never ending. She squeezed her father’s neck, but he only grew stiffer. This time she did notice other people: the looks they exchanged with one another, and how they, too, seemed at a loss. “Elsie, please,” said her father, still without touching her. She squeezed her eyes shut.

			She felt a hand on her back. But it was only her mother. “If you’re quite through making a spectacle of yourself,” she said, speaking into Elsie’s ear, “maybe you could go upstairs. And if you’d do me the favor of staying there so that I can enjoy the rest of my party in peace, I would so appreciate that.”

			

			—

			It was odd: the storm had passed, but the air it left behind was heavy and very warm. Even with the window open, the room was stifling. She could not sleep. Her cotton nightgown stuck to her skin, and no matter how many times she slugged the pillow, it refused to support her head as she wished. Everyone else in the house was asleep. (The insomniac can always tell.)

			She tried not to think about Kip (real name? short for—?), but those eyes were indelible, the burning eyes of a wild thing caught in the light of the moon. Thirty: not old enough to be her father, but close. She tried to imagine what she herself might look like at that age. As pretty as she was now? Prettier? (Doubtful.) But suppose she never got there. Suppose she died young. By her own hand. The poetic-sounding phrase had always appealed to her. Of course, that was the real reason they didn’t live near the beach. Because her mother, famous for being able to see into the future, had foreseen this: her beloved daughter, her cherished only child, walking into the sea.

			Awash in self-pity, trembling with the poetry of it all, Elsie swallowed hard.

			Two o’clock: never before had she stayed up this late. But she was not tired, she was wide awake, and to lie itching in that hot bed one minute longer was to lose her mind. Without knowing exactly where she was going—could it be she was unconscious after all? Might she be sleepwalking?—she got up and left the room.

			Passing Dick’s door, she pictured him sleeping and the mice, liberated between the stroke of midnight and dawn, chasing each other around the room. A dangerous fit of hysterics seized her, but she managed to avert disaster by clamping her hands over her mouth and crossing her legs as tightly as possible. (Still, she leaked.)

			Downstairs, she hesitated only a moment before heading out the front door.

			It was thrillingly dark: her parents considered it a waste of energy to keep on the outside lights (or air conditioning) through the night, and there was no moon. The grass, cool and slick from the rain, poked deliciously through her toes. There was a weight to the darkness that, in spite of the warmth, made her think of snow. Mounds of black snow in the yard, a thick layer over the field separating their house and the Lems’ (where, like a low, dim star, gleamed an energy-wasting porch light).

			She stood in the middle of the black lawn and looked back, and when she saw that the house had vanished she felt wobbly, as if she were teetering at the edge of a deep well.

			How could it be that she smelled magnolias when the blossoms had died months ago? But the night had turned everything strange: the yard was alien country, and she herself was a different girl from the miserable one of an hour ago, the angry one of yesterday morning. It gave her a giddy sense of power to be prowling around outside while everyone else slept.

			She tried a few moves she had learned in dance class. She hitched up her shoulders and shimmied until the nightgown slipped down past her slender hips. When she stepped out of it, she was naked. The night approved, taking her in its arms, touching her everywhere with black-suede-gloved hands.

			She walked through the grass, taking high, coltish steps, her whole body fluttering with excitement. She made a large semicircle that brought her around to the back of the house. Here, the black snow was deeper, she noticed. And here she was not alone.

			It must be some animal, she thought. It had been on her left and had just now moved across her path so that it was on her right. She couldn’t see or hear it, but she knew it was there. She began walking faster.

			She lay on her side in the wet grass, stunned, panting. In the dark she had not realized that she was this close to the apple tree. She had stepped on an apple, twisting her ankle and falling with her full weight on the joint.

			When she got her breath back she tried to stand, but an appalling blast of pain made her knees buckle. She sat on the ground, her stomach churning. She could not tell if her ankle was dislocated or fractured, or both. All she knew was that she could not walk.

			What choice did she have, then, but to crawl? She gritted her teeth as she moved onto all fours. But after going only a little way she stopped. The torture of her foot being dragged along the ground was too much. (The ankle was surely broken.) The struggle, brief though it was, left her covered in sweat and near vomiting. The house might as well have been a hundred miles away.

			Elsie was fourteen. So far in her life she had never known serious illness or hurt. She’d experienced pain, of course—headaches, cramps—but never anything so bad that it could not be relieved by aspirin. Still, it was not physical suffering that made her start to sob. It was knowing that she was going to have to scream for help. She would scream, waking up the entire house. Lights would blaze on, everyone would come running—and then how on earth would Elsie go on living? Do tell her.

			She sobbed a little harder as she imagined her mother repeating something she had said earlier, before leaving Elsie’s room: “Are you really that desperate for attention?” But how cruel, how unfair life was. She had done nothing to deserve this. Nothing. And the conviction of her own innocence pierced her.

			Tired from holding the same awkward position, she stretched out and rolled gently onto her back. Insects brushed and batted against her. A moth landed like a kiss precisely on her lips. After a few minutes the ground, though rough and hard, did not feel so cold anymore.

			And what if, instead of screaming, she was to force herself to lie here like this until morning? Her mother usually woke up early. It was likely that she’d be the first one out of bed. It wasn’t impossible that she would discover Elsie before any of the others had a chance to see her. Yes, she thought. It was worth a try. She closed her eyes experimentally (though sleep would be out of the question). After all, morning was not that far off. But was she really that brave? It would be the hardest thing she’d ever had to do in her life. Her entire leg, toes to hip, burned like a log roasting on a fire. Could she really suffer so much pain in silence?

			She had forgotten all about the animal. Now a rustling from the trees behind the swimming pool told her it was still there. She pushed herself upright, staring wildly into the dark. She thought of the mountain lions and coyotes and bears that people had claimed to have seen in the area—sightings that were not always believed. But Elsie believed them all—at least she did now—and she was afraid. There she lay, naked, helpless, injured. Easy prey. Then a twig snapped as if a man’s foot had trod on it, and a more monstrous possibility occurred to her. She felt a scream of hurricane force start to gather inside her.

			Unseen, the fox stood with one forepaw lifted, muzzle in the air, sniffing the smell of human fear. Had this been an imaginary fox, a creature of folklore, not just clever but kind, it might at least have gone and fetched the poor girl her nightgown. Never before in its nocturnal visits to this place had the fox encountered a human being. It rotated its ears as she took a deep breath.

		

	
		
			Curiosity

			Back when I was between college and law school, I lived in a tenement building on the Lower East Side. My grandmother had died and left me some money—not a fortune, by any means, but enough for me to pursue my dream of living in New York for a year or two or even longer if I was careful.

			I found a part-time job right away: weekend nights, I waited tables at Phebe’s on Bowery. Coincidence: my name is Phoebe, and I immediately dropped the o since obviously that spelling was cooler. (In law school, I changed it back.) I tried to live as cheaply as possible, resisting, for example, the boss-looking vintage motorcycle jacket for sale at Trash and Vaudeville on St. Mark’s Place. I bought a lot of other stuff there, though, mostly out of the final-markdown bin: a whole wardrobe for one or two bucks an item.

			I didn’t know anyone in the city when I got there, but all I had to do to make friends—some of whom are still my friends almost four decades later—was hang out in Washington Square Park. There was also Tompkins Square Park, but I avoided it after a barbaric-looking woman with a tattooed scalp hit me with an empty beer can and a stream of abuse cut off by a belch so fierce I thought I’d see flames shoot from her mouth.

			As for my neighbors, I never got to know any of them. It was a run-down, seriously neglected building—a building for poor people (“which is precisely why you have no business there,” my parents grumbled). Years of grime had accumulated in the halls, which reeked of what some said was roach-killer but others said was the smell of roaches themselves: a smell like peppered roses. There was a sign above the front door: Please Keep Lock and Not Let in Strang Peoples. But the intercom system usually didn’t work, and tenants left the door unlocked and let in strang peoples all the time—a risky practice, for sure, but one which, at least while I lived there, brought no harm.

			I lived on the second floor, in a railroad apartment—kitchen, living room, bedroom—with windows facing the street, and no bathroom. The toilet was in a closet behind a curtain, and there was a small tub in the kitchen. (You could only bathe sitting up.) I slept in a loft, which in winter could make me feel like Heidi but in summer was like lying inside a coffin. In the living-room floor was a hole large enough that, if I put my eye to it, I could spy on the Ukrainian family below. I didn’t have to put my ear to it to hear them fighting, which they did most days. They also did so much cooking that it was like living above a restaurant. Every hour of the day, it seemed, something was cooking down there; I could have survived on just the fumes. These were not the only immigrants in the building. In fact, the tenants were mostly immigrants, including other Ukrainians and a young Polish couple next door, who were expecting a baby and who fought a lot, too, but savagely, like archenemies. Across the hall lived a pale, skulking young man who always acted nervous, his intense dark eyes rolling in a kind of anguish when you looked him in the face, as if he was guilty of some crime. The whole place made me think of Dostoevsky, whose work I had skimmed in college.

			Also across the hall was a woman who looked to be about my age, and who I thought at first might become a friend. She was very pretty, though she wore too much makeup and too much audible jewelry—you’d think it was the Tambourine Man coming up behind you—and she didn’t seem to own a single outfit that didn’t make her look like she’d been hosed down. She had, I noted with envy, lots of dates, but she was not friendly. Whenever I said hello to her, she would just barely smile and then immediately drop her gaze as people do when they don’t want you to speak to them.

			I knew her name because it was on her mailbox (though this was the kind of building where many tenants don’t put their names on their buzzers or mailboxes): Viktoriya Tiborovsky. From what I could tell, she had no fixed schedule, which made me think either she was some kind of student or she worked irregular hours—though I also suspected that, like some other able-bodied people in that building, she might be collecting unemployment or scamming welfare. She had a cat, which sometimes darted into the hall when the door was open. A skinny young cat of a startling, refined beauty, with a pointed little muzzle and magnificent eyes: Audrey Hepburn transformed by a spell.

			One night just after I had started my shift, she walked into Phebe’s and sat down at a table in my station. When I approached she looked at me as if she could not quite place me. “We live on the same floor,” I said. “My name’s Phebe.” With a hesitation that struck me as rude, and without any expression, she said, “I am Inna,” before turning her full attention to the menu I’d handed her. She had an accent, as expected, but the name was a total surprise. Whatever the story—and it could have been as simple as that she was subletting from someone named Viktoriya Tiborovsky—I was no longer interested in her. Reserved people have never been my type.

			I liked her even less when I saw what a small tip she had left me.

			My curiosity revived, though, when I figured out (and this did not take long) that the men I observed on their way to and from her apartment were not really dates. It astonished me that she could be so bold. I wouldn’t have expected her to worry about the super since no such person appeared to exist, and, from all evidence, the landlord would not have cared how a tenant came up with the money so long as they paid the rent. But what if one of the neighbors reported Inna to the police? (For that reason alone you’d have thought she’d be nicer to me.) I found it hard to believe I was the only one in the building who knew what she was up to. Not that there was a stream of men coming and going all day long; it was more of a trickle. But it was a constant trickle, and it was easy to spot them after a while, these mostly middle-aged men, almost always dressed in business suits, who, when they passed you on the stairs, acrobatically avoided eye contact. Once, I recognized a man I’d seen on posters advertising a series of lectures on architecture at Cooper Union, and the imp in me would not be suppressed. “Have fun, professor,” I called over my shoulder, though I dared not turn to see his response.

			A few years earlier, I might have been scandalized. But in college I’d known women who worked in topless bars or strip clubs, and at least one who acted in porn films. I always thought the claim that large numbers of women in other professions—nurses, schoolteachers, even policewomen—moonlighted as prostitutes was an exaggeration. But it was a sign of the times that you heard this claim often, along with the opinion that the selling of sex, like the selling of marijuana, should be legal. I’d also recently seen the movie Klute, in which Jane Fonda plays a new breed of hooker: educated and stylish, articulating for her high-class analyst how she thrives on the feeling of control she gets from tricking. (And of course tricking doesn’t stop her from winning the detective-hero, either.)

			Those were the days when my model for how not to behave was my parents, who had alienated me as far back as high school by being proud Goldwater Republicans, and who would have had the police on Inna’s case in a heartbeat. On the other hand, the friends with whom I shared my discovery about my neighbor took it in stride. Who were we to judge? It was her body, and it wasn’t like she was hurting anyone. But I did wonder about her, this ordinary-seeming young woman with her pretty, high-cheekboned face and Alice-in-Wonderland hair, who I was certain was not an addict like, say, those ghastly, battered-looking wrecks in Times Square who could never be mistaken for anything but what they were. Who knew how or why Inna had gotten into the Life? Maybe she was trying to earn money to put herself through clerical school or open her own nail salon. Maybe this was the only way she could pay off some crushing debt she’d been unfortunate enough to incur. Or maybe she was sacrificing herself to help someone else, a loved one who needed a life-saving operation.

			Speaking of money, I couldn’t help being curious about how much she charged—and did she have a pimp? Could one of those men who visited her be her pimp? If so, she never had any trouble with him that I could tell. I never heard any violence—I never heard any noise at all—coming from her apartment. (Or maybe instead of a pimp she had a madam; maybe that’s who Viktoriya was.) I wondered also what her apartment was like, whether it was decorated in some special style. What sprang to mind was silly and improbable but remarkably persistent: red-plush furniture, Oriental rugs, a brass bed, satin sheets, ginger-jar lamps with fringed crimson shades….

			I wondered about the cat. What if a customer was allergic to cats, or hated or was spooked by them, as many people are?

			But all this makes it sound as if I gave far more thought to the situation than I really did. In fact, I saw it as just one more adjustment to be made in a crazy city that demanded many such adjustments. It was part of the darkness of that neighborhood, the seamy strangeness of that building. Downstairs, the madly cooking and squabbling Ukrainians; next door, the Polish couple who, now that their child had been born, went at each other worse than ever; across the hall, Raskolnikov, and, next door to him, Inna the hooker. Though I’d never lived with people like this before, it didn’t take long for me to get used to them all enough to be able to ignore them.

			I continued to say hello to Inna when we met, and though I never got the sense she would welcome conversation, at times her smile struck me as a bit brighter or more relaxed, as if she might be warming up to me. But I didn’t see her in Phebe’s again, and, as I say, except for when I ran into her I didn’t think much about her. I was busy with my own life and my growing number of new friends, which now included a special one: an NYU philosophy grad student named Josh.

			Early one morning, right after I got up, I heard an urgent tapping at my door and a small voice calling “fee-bee, fee-bee,” just like the bird. I could tell that it was Inna, and that she was crying, and when I opened the door I could tell from her red and swollen face that she’d been crying a good long time. She was breathing asthmatically through her mouth, and I saw for the first time that one of her front teeth was chipped and discolored, like old tile. She looked so distraught, my throat tightened in alarm and pity for her.

			It was her mother. “She is in hospital. She is having infarct.”

			Her mother lived in Chicago. Inna had managed to get on a flight departing in a few hours. She didn’t know what to expect when she reached her mother’s bedside, but would I look after the cat while she was gone? I said yes, of course.

			Just before leaving for the airport, she dropped off a set of keys to her apartment and told me that she had left enough food to last the cat at least until the following night. But I let myself in moments after she’d gone.

			Her apartment was like mine: the same three little rooms, the tub in the kitchen, the toilet in the closet, but her windows looked out on the back of another building. There wouldn’t have been much light in any case, but the windows were covered by thick army-green curtains so that the apartment was almost pitch-dark even in daytime. Nothing like the Victorian boudoir of my imagination, it reminded me of a modest motel or dorm room. No frills, just a few pieces of plain furniture and some cheap scatter rugs. There was one small bookcase that held no books, only an antique-looking portable TV set, which interested me because I had no TV of my own. But when I turned it on I got a picture like a pointillist painting. She had a radio but no stereo. The bed was a double mattress on a box spring and took up all the space in that room. There were no pictures or photographs of any kind, no decorative accessories except for some throw pillows and a large number of scented candles that made the air smell like fruit on the cusp of rot. No whips or bonds or costumes or masks, nothing of that sort—not in view, at least. (It remained to be seen whether I’d be able to resist snooping through closets and drawers.) But there was what I took to be one telling sign: on the kitchen counter sat half a dozen bottles of liquor and a couple of glasses of the kind my parents used to drink their nightly old-fashioneds.

			She was very tidy. The cat’s litter box was hidden in a corner of the living room, behind a bamboo screen. The cat itself, even more regal up close, looked out of place in that humble dwelling, as if it were slumming. Inna had told me its name, but it was a foreign name and I hadn’t quite caught it: something-something-ka.

			After a few minutes, I wanted to leave. It seemed so meager and bleak—like the house of a suicide, I couldn’t help thinking. No books. So what did she do when she wasn’t—working? Sit here by herself watching that crummy TV? It occurred to me that she might have another place somewhere—her real home—and used this one only for business. But all the evidence was against that. And then another unlikely idea came to me: Inna had run away. She’d given her pimp the slip, she was escaping the Life, she was never coming back to Sin City.

			I was almost at the door when someone knocked, and I jumped like a burglar caught red-handed. I had no intention of answering, and when the door opened I was startled. Without checking I had assumed that Inna’s door, like my own, would have automatically locked behind me.

			He was startled, too—enough to blurt the obvious: “You’re not Vicki.”

			At that moment we heard footsteps on the landing above, heading for the stairs. The man stepped over the threshold, stealthily letting the door click shut.

			Either, in her hurry and distress, Inna (but he’d called her Vicki, hadn’t he) had forgotten to cancel this customer’s appointment, or she had tried but had been unable to reach him in time, or, maybe, under the circumstances, she’d decided just to stand him up.

			He was peering past me, as if he expected her to emerge from somewhere in the apartment. He was in his forties, I guessed, with a thick head of black hair evenly seamed with silver. He wore a brown suit and a blue shirt but no tie; his collar was open enough for me to see the top of his undershirt. His throat was hairy. I spied a thin, nearly invisible gold chain. He was heavy, but in a manly, well-proportioned way. He wasn’t particularly scary, but I was scared anyway.

			Calm down, idiot, I told myself. All you have to do is explain. And he was eyeing me now, clearly waiting for an explanation. Meanwhile, the cat was tracing mincing figure eights around his calves. At last I found my tongue.

			He listened, nodding, looking vaguely concerned and sympathetic. He said, “That’s sad,” and “That’s very bad,” and went from nodding his head to shaking it slowly. It was sad and bad, he repeated. He was a poet.

			“It happens,” he murmured reasonably. “Act of God. It’s okay.” But though he was looking at me, and not unkindly, it was as if he was talking to himself. And I was still scared. Maybe because I knew what he was there for, he seemed to fill up the space with his maleness; there might have been ten men pressing in on me, in all their maleness, and I was afraid to breathe normally, afraid to inhale that reek: the reek of testosterone.

			I could not wait for him to leave. Instead, he strode through the apartment as if he owned it and threw himself onto the bed.

			It was so unexpected, I had to sit down. I sank onto one of the kitchen chairs, and instantly the cat jumped in my lap. The air had changed, becoming charged and palpable like the air in the woods right before a storm. The cat started purring. I felt the vibration and heat of its small sleek body in my lap. It got louder and louder. I had never heard a cat purr that loud before, like a white-noise machine.

			“Here, kitty kitty.”

			The cat and I looked at each other, but we both knew who he meant.

			In one bound the cat sailed onto the counter amid the glasses and liquor bottles. There was a light tinkling, a dim but merry sound, like wee bells chiming: a fairy wedding. The cat looked back at me over its shoulder, narrowing its splendid eyes.

			A bewitched voice said, “Would you like something to drink?”

			Thump, came the response. And then another thump. His shoes hitting the floor.

			Thump thump thump thump thump. My heart.

			“Come to Daddy,” he called.

			

			—

			The day after Inna returned (her mother’s condition turned out to be less serious than at first feared; she was sent home from the hospital at the end of a week), she came again to my door. As I held out her keys, she snatched them roughly out of my hand. Her eyes were gleaming slits, like the cat’s, and her voice was deep as a man’s.

			“You owe me money.”

			She must have misread my frozen response. She planted her fists on her hips, stamped her foot without moving it, and hissed, “Half.”

			From then on she was cold toward me, responding to my greetings with such a sullen moue I stopped offering them. Customers came and went as before, but I never ran into that particular man again—though I might well have if I hadn’t moved shortly after. My one-year lease was up and, rather than renew it, I decided to move in with two other women I’d met working at Phebe’s and who were looking for someone to share a large apartment they’d found in the West Village. I left the old place without ever resolving the question of my neighbor’s real name or the more confounding mystery of why she wasn’t afraid of getting busted.

			

			—

			Perhaps misled by the movie Klute, or by the free-love spirit of the times, I told my new boyfriend the whole story.

			What was it like? he said.

			Incredibly sexy, I told him.

			He wanted to hear every detail, and then he wanted everything to be just the way it had been with me and the john, and that was incredibly sexy, too. But after that night—because of what he now knew about me? Because of what I now knew about him?—I never saw Josh again.

			Men.

			For years, even though I no longer lived in New York, and never practiced law there, I worried that, somehow, somewhere, that john was going to reappear—perhaps in the form of one of our firm’s major clients—and blow the whistle on me, ruining my career, putting my mother and father in their graves, driving away my friends, destroying my marriage, and turning my own children against me.

			If you do something wicked, although you can never undo it, you should at least try to make up for it by doing something good. So I was raised. I remember how shocked I was when I saw the hundred-dollar bill he took from his wallet. I could have paid the next month’s rent with it and had enough left over to take myself out to dinner. I remember deciding to give every penny to charity. Instead, with the half I got to keep, I bought the vintage motorcycle jacket I’d been coveting since the first moment I saw it.

		

	
		
			Airport Story

			The woman had not taken a plane in years, not because she was afraid to fly (she wasn’t), but because she’d had no reason to fly, nor had she had any desire to; it seemed she was forever hearing what a bother air travel was today, and she felt sorry for those who couldn’t avoid it. But then her brother’s company transferred him to a state two thousand miles away. A few months later, his wife gave birth to their first child, and the woman absolutely had to meet her new niece.

			Except for a two-hour delay for her connecting flight (which she gathered was now more or less the norm), the trip out was painless. The visit itself could not have been nicer; she had always adored her brother, she got on well with her sister-in-law, and the baby was, of course, a joy, though it pinched the woman’s heart to recall her own two girls at that age and to think how fast they were growing.

			In no time at all the weekend was over and the woman had to go home. Her brother drove her to the airport, making sure she arrived well ahead of her departure time, and after passing through security she found herself with more than an hour to kill before boarding. It was the kind of small airport you find in small cities, with only a few kiosks open for business and nothing so grand as a restaurant. She bought some coffee, which she drank while eating the cream cheese sandwich her sister-in-law had thoughtfully packed for her. Her sister-in-law had packed a banana as well, which the woman decided to save for later.

			When she had finished eating she bought a magazine and passed the rest of the wait leafing through it. Besides her purse, she had a suitcase small enough to be permitted as carry-on luggage but too large to fit into one of the overhead bins of this particular type of plane, and so, when it was time to board, she handed it over to an attendant to be stored in the plane’s hold. Inside the plane, she found her seat and had just fastened her seatbelt when the same attendant who had taken her suitcase appeared at the front of the plane to say that, due to storms in the city of their destination, their fight was delayed. He couldn’t say for how long, but for now passengers must return to the waiting area. As she exited the plane, the attendant handed her suitcase back to her.

			Worried about missing her connecting flight, the woman approached another attendant, at the gate’s desk, a young man who, she could not help noticing, had missed a few places while shaving that morning, and who told her that the same storm delaying their arrival was delaying all departures as well, which the woman took to mean she needn’t be too concerned.

			Several times over the next three hours, while the woman read her magazine, dozed, and thought about but decided against eating her banana, a new departure time would be announced only to be postponed at the last minute. But finally passengers were “invited” (the word provoked snickers) to reboard, and, after another half-hour wait in the runway queue, the plane lifted smoothly into the air.

			The woman spent most of the flight napping, once dreaming that she was standing in a cold stream trying to catch fish with her bare hands. Waking, she found that her hands and feet were freezing.

			When they landed she could find no sign of her connecting flight on the departure board. She went up to the nearest gate, where a ticket agent was talking on the phone, but before the woman could even reach the desk the agent shooed her back with an impatient gesture. Startled, the woman stood looking around her for a moment until someone she recognized as one of her fellow passengers, a man ironically conspicuous in army camouflage fatigues, paused to direct her to the airline’s customer service desk, which, he explained, was in a different terminal. It must have been because he was a frequent flier, thought the woman, watching him stride away, that he knew what to do.

			The woman began walking, following the signs, which she found somewhat confusing. Every number of yards she noticed a customer service phone on the wall, and it occurred to her that she might be able to get help without having to walk all the way to the other terminal. But each time she picked up one of the phones she got a message saying her call could not be connected. After she had walked about fifteen minutes, she worried that she might be going the wrong way. She had always had a bad sense of direction and sometimes got lost even in her own town. She stopped a man walking toward her whose uniform identified him as an airport employee, but though he listened to her with a keen expression on his face he could not help because he did not speak English.

			The woman had never been to this airport before (on the trip out she had changed planes in a different city), and she could only marvel at its size. And when she finally reached the terminal she was looking for, she marveled as well at the size of the crowds, which made her think of swarms of disturbed insects: darting, buzzing, angry. Thousands of passengers appeared to be in the same predicament she was.

			When she saw the line for the customer service desk, which stretched as far as the eye could see, a sense of helplessness swept over her, and something bordering on fear. She had heard about this kind of airport chaos but she had never experienced anything like it herself, and there was something in the atmosphere—a vibration, a smell—that made her blood race, as if she had entered territory that was not just unfamiliar but somehow unsafe.

			The woman was divorced. The girls were staying with their father, as they did every weekend. As she joined the end of the line, she called her ex-husband and when he did not answer she left a message. She was in fact glad he hadn’t answered, because since their divorce she had never liked speaking with her ex-husband, not even to exchange a few words. In any case, she knew that asking him to keep the girls one more night because she had no idea how late she’d be getting home would be fine with him. And the thought that, whatever happened to her, her daughters would be in the care of someone she trusted and who loved them as much as she did calmed her.

			The wait for customer service turned out to be only slightly shorter than the wait for her first flight had been. The woman passed the time listening to the conversations of the people around her, which were quite interesting. Like the soldier who had stopped to help her, these people appeared to be frequent fliers; they had a lot to say about air travel in general and about what was happening right then and there. Even if there had been a storm earlier, they agreed (and at least one person cast doubt on this), it was not to blame for this mess. No, it was this damn airport, where you had to be prepared for hassles no matter what the weather. The worst airport in the country! “On the planet,” a passerby who’d overheard this shouted back at them. Laughter. Next came a string of horror stories, some so wild the woman did not think they could be true. About delays that had stretched from a couple of hours to a couple of weeks. About a passenger flying first-class who was eaten alive by bedbugs. Well, maybe, the woman thought. She knew about bedbugs; recently they had shut down her town’s only B and B, itself a first-class establishment run by a meticulous Swiss couple. But a story about live scorpions in the overhead luggage bin on one plane, a story about maggots dropping onto passengers from the overhead bin of another plane—the woman could not take these seriously. Maggots and scorpions! Why, they ought to be ashamed; they were as gullible as children. Spider eggs in bubble gum—remember that one? she wanted to say. But she was much too shy a person to break into other people’s conversation, especially to mock them. And so she only listened and smiled to herself.

			She stopped smiling abruptly when she heard about the dead baby. “Turned out some kid gave birth in the lavatory,” a hushed voice explained. It, too, had ended up in a luggage bin, wrapped in a bloody sweatshirt. The most horrible story of all, it had the ring of truth. The woman thought of her little pink shrimp of a niece, her mouth went dry, and she swayed on her feet. No one spoke for a few moments. Then the woman realized that she, too, had a story she might have shared. An office colleague of her ex-husband’s, who traveled often to see family in Argentina, liked to take his beloved cat. But of course, during such a long flight, the cat would need to relieve itself, and so the man always brought along some cat litter. He would take the cat into the lavatory, lay a plastic bag in the sink, add litter, and when the clever cat had done its business he would clean up the mess.

			By the time the woman reached the customer service desk, it was after ten o’clock. She had kissed her brother goodbye nine hours ago. When she heard she could not get onto a flight till the next morning, she was dumbfounded. Where was she supposed to sleep?

			There was a hotel in the airport, a huge one, but its many rooms were already taken. The woman was given a slip of paper with a number to call for help finding other hotels in the area, but all around her people were waving slips of paper in one fist and cell phones in the other and shouting about not getting any response. As if oblivious to this, the ticket agent kept handing out the slips of paper, at the same time announcing that, for those who preferred not to go to a hotel, there were cots being set up in Terminal 3. Getting directions, the woman was warned that the walk to Terminal 3 was very long. Was there another way to get there? No.

			And so she went, and despite the warning, after walking, walking, walking, the woman thought there must have been a mistake. She had entered an area that was different from the rest of the airport; there were no shops, no gates, no airline personnel, and fewer and fewer passengers, most of whom looked as baffled as she was. She passed a tearful teenaged girl who was literally turning in circles as she cried into her phone, “I missed the wedding! I missed the wedding!” But for long stretches the woman saw no one at all. As she went she noticed that the air grew cooler and the lights grew dimmer, and she had the same feeling she would have had walking alone through strange empty streets after dark. Her heart jolted when a rat appeared, cutting across her path and followed immediately by another, bigger rat chasing it.

			The woman almost turned around but then thought better of it; after all, she’d come this far. And she did not think she could go on much longer without lying down. She was lightheaded not only from exhaustion but also from hunger. Inexperienced traveler that she was, she had not realized that just because people are stuck overnight in an airport didn’t mean that airport businesses stayed open. There was no food to be had after nine. The only place she had passed that was still open was a bar, and it had been packed. She had caught a glimpse of a surprisingly raucous crowd, mostly men and a few tough-looking women. Others might be miserable, but there everyone seemed in high spirits, as if being stranded was cause for merrymaking. “I’m sleeping right here tonight,” a wench in a cowboy hat screeched, smacking the bar with her palm. “I claim this here spot!” And she pounded the back of the man sitting on the next stool.

			And now this man, this red-faced man barreling out of nowhere, not even seeing her, nearly colliding with her—what could he be but drunk? The woman cringed as he brushed past. She was stunned when she saw him lurch up to a wall, unzip his pants, and start peeing.

			Exhausted though she was, the woman picked up her pace. But only a little farther on she came upon another indecent sight: a man sitting on a bench, furiously spanking a sobbing child.

			The woman turned her face away and rushed past. What had gotten into people? She could have sat down on the floor and sobbed, too.

			At long last, up ahead, she saw a large area that had been sectioned off, and though the lights were so low that it was almost dark, she could make out the rows of cots and the shapes of various people, some sitting or lying down, others moving about, zombielike. But when she had drawn closer the woman stopped, a bewildering feeling coming over her, a sadness out of all proportion, an emotional wrenching that would have been appropriate had they been not merely stranded passengers but refugees of some real catastrophe: a natural disaster, or an act of war. And though she knew it was absurd, the woman could not bring herself to join them. She hung back, her heart trembling, as if she were afraid someone would notice her, and then they would come for her, take her by the arms, and drag her in.

			The woman shook herself and looked around. Nearby she saw a row of chairs, leather-upholstered and—conveniently—lacking arm rests. Maybe not as comfortable as a cot but more private, at least.

			Just outside the cot area, two airport employees, women who looked related, with hair dyed the same unnatural shade of maroon, white roots, and the same deep wrinkles etched in the same hatched pattern on their foreheads, were handing out pillows and blankets. As she approached, the woman heard them speaking softly to each other in what she thought was Russian. They both had the melancholy, stoic air of people resigned to human suffering.

			The blankets were folded neatly inside plastic bags as if clean, but when the woman took hers out she discovered that it was all stuck together with—something. Holding it at arm’s length, she went back to the women to exchange it. “Take two,” one of them said, unsmiling but kind. “You will sleep better warmly.”

			Before lying down, the woman texted an update to her ex-husband. She had a deep longing to hear her daughters’ voices, and even—it quite surprised her to find—her ex-husband’s, but of course they would all be in bed now. She opened her purse and took out the banana she had been saving. She ate it quickly, staring wide-eyed around her, like a lost, hungry child. After the last bite her throat suddenly constricted, and she allowed herself a brief flurry of tears. Then she blew her nose, removed her shoes and her eyeglasses, and lay down.

			She doubted she would sleep a wink, but in fact she drifted right off. Only a short time later, though, she was awakened. Someone had lain down on some chairs across from her, someone who appeared to be in distress. She could hear raspy breathing (asthma attack?), and though without glasses her vision was blurred she could make out—no, it couldn’t be; but oh yes, dear Lord, it was: two bodies rocking under that blanket.

			Outraged, the woman rolled over so that she was facing the back of the chair. In the future, she thought, when she tried to tell people her crazy airport story, no one was going to believe her—as she had not believed the stories about the maggots and scorpions.

			After that she slept badly, troubled by dreams. She was walking along, wheeling her suitcase behind her, when it burst into flames, burning her buttocks. She had a tug-of-war with a kid who was trying to steal her purse. Don’t forget this, her brother said, handing her a nubbin wrapped in a blanket that was sticky with blood.

			Sunrise came like a blessing. In the dark, the woman hadn’t realized that the terminal she was in was made almost entirely of large, slanting, transparent panes; it was like being inside an enormous crystal. Outside, the sky was a spotless blue (the color of forgiveness, she thought, for some odd reason), perfect for flying. The only sign of the couple she’d seen during the night was a blanket crumpled on the floor.

			She had almost two hours before her flight: plenty of time for breakfast.

			It was when she was ready to pay for her egg sandwich and coffee that the woman discovered that her wallet was missing. She was sure it had been stolen from her purse while she slept, and her thoughts flew at once to that depraved couple. Lucky for her she didn’t have to pass through security again—now that she was without her driver’s license. (One of the scariest stories she’d heard yesterday had been about some doomed passenger who’d lost her ID.) But she was also without her boarding pass, which she remembered slipping into her wallet the night before.

			Walking back through the airport’s main terminals, the woman saw that the only difference between last night and this morning was the light. It was still a state of emergency. There were still swarms of vexed-looking people, and long lines snaking every which way and sometimes braiding into one another. At many gates she saw sleeping passengers hunched in chairs or sprawled on the floor, their heads propped on their luggage. And once again, the line for customer service stretched as far as she could see. But this time it made no sense for her to join it; she would only miss her flight.

			The woman walked up to the desk, where three agents were busy with other passengers and ignored her. She didn’t know how much longer she’d be able to wait, though. She was having attacks of nausea and dizziness, and her poor head throbbed. She desperately needed some caffeine and nourishment. Earlier, unable to pay for the sandwich and coffee she’d ordered, she had watched the counterman snatch them back with a dirty look, as if he thought she’d been hoping to con him. What had gotten into people?

			“Excuse me, but there’s a line.”

			The woman heard but did not turn around. She was chagrined that anyone would think she’d meant to cut ahead of everyone else. Then another voice said, “That’s right, lady, how about it?”

			The woman was debating what she should do when she felt a tap on her shoulder and, turning, saw a broad, flabby, whiskered face that brought back the ancient nun who’d been her third-grade teacher. Familiar, too, was the stern schoolteacher’s voice. “You’ve got a nerve, miss. What makes you think you’re so special? I think you had better wait your turn, just like everybody else.”

			It was maddening, but in a way it was also funny. The idea that people would take her for someone who thought she was special, someone with nerve.

			“But I have been waiting,” she explained. “I mean, I already waited in line for hours last night because I missed my flight, and now someone stole—”

			“We’ve all missed our flights!” The well-dressed man who roared this at her also had the audacity to add, only a little less loudly, “Dumb bitch.”

			The woman looked at the floor. She held her tongue, fully expecting someone else to admonish the man for this unseemly outburst. Instead, the agent to whom she was standing nearest rounded on her. “Ma’am, I’m going to have to ask you please to step away from this desk. We cannot help you out of turn. If we do, it will cause a riot.”

			How everyone who knew her would’ve laughed. She, who always made a point of holding the door for other people, who gave up her seat to anyone who looked older than she was, or even just tired; she, who’d always been so timid and self-effacing (hadn’t her ex once accused her of behaving like a doormat? Hadn’t her friends accused her of letting her ex walk all over her?); she, who had been taught never to put herself first, always to do unto others kindly and thoughtfully, who had lived all her life by the rules. But that was the lesson, wasn’t it; the lesson that was now sinking in, filling the woman with dismay, shaking her to her core. It didn’t matter who she was. It didn’t matter at all how she had lived up till this moment.

			She wanted to run away but somehow she couldn’t move, as if all those hostile stares had been poison darts that had found her flesh and paralyzed her. She thought of the soldier who had come to her aid yesterday (just yesterday!), and wished that by some miracle he might reappear.

			It happened then that all three ticket agents finished helping their customers at the very same time, and, even before those people could move completely away from the desk, the three people waiting in line behind them rushed up to take their places. There was a little stampede, a crush, a tangle of luggage and legs. No one pushed the woman, exactly, but, being smack in the way, she was rather roughly jostled and elbowed so that (inevitably, probably, given her weakened state) she lost her balance, falling harder than she would have because her suitcase was right there to trip her, and bouncing her head off a corner of the desk as she went down.

			She sat on the floor, winded, aware of atrocious pains shooting through various parts of her body and the seep of moisture on her scalp. Eyeglasses askew, she searched the host of seasick-making faces bobbing and swaying above her, but the one face she was looking for was not there. Her mother, who had raised her, and who would have known better than anyone how mistaken all these people were about her. The woman blinked rapidly to keep the blackness from filling her eyes. Two competing forces tugged her. One pulling her down, urging her to sleep, sleep, sleep. The other shouting that if she ever wanted to get home, if she ever wanted to see her dear daughters again, she must get back up on her feet, and fight.

		

	
		
			The Balloon

			The trouble with him was that he talked. He was not a gossip, it isn’t accurate to call him a gossip, as Beth does, that was not in his character. It was just that he liked to talk about himself, he talked about himself all the time, including about his relationships with women. He liked to talk intimately, late at night, in bed, or on the phone, he liked sharing intimate stories, including details about what it was like to be with other women. And there was no malice in his talk, he seemed incapable of malice, he was never angry when he spoke about the women, but at times he seemed incandescent with remorse and you felt that he was asking for forgiveness. And of course it was on you that this grave duty devolved, and gravely though you took it you fulfilled it with ease, for now that all this business with the other women was past, it came naturally to forgive. But in your heart you deemed that those women had not really known how to be with him and had caused him needless suffering. And in forgiving—him, them—you felt womanly and immense. And I think only the sharpest of us, Anya, say, heard the warning in all this, and even she I’ll bet only dimly, a very distant horn through a very dense fog.

			It was this openness of his that made you think, here was a man with whom you could share things in the way you’d come to believe was possible only between women. It helped that he had a small voice, a hushed sort of voice, prone to catches, suitable to confession. You looked forward to those late hours in bed, he on his back and you pressed against him, the cool sheet and the warm blanket, sleep closing in, that welcome leaden feeling in the limbs, increased by the weight of the cat. Say your head was on his shoulder; you’d hear the reverberation as he talked, as if his words really were coming from the deepest place in him. You prided yourself on the fact that there was nothing he couldn’t talk to you about. And it wasn’t all one way, either; he wanted to know everything about you, too, he asked questions about your childhood, and he listened in the same way as he talked, with full concentration. This was how he wanted it between you. Otherwise, he said, it’s not love.

			The trouble was that he was irresistible to women. This, though he was not handsome, had undeniably to do with his looks, with his being pale and big-eyed and angular, with a head all cowlicks, and a crooked nose and a crooked smile. A man who, past forty and a little stooped, would still have something of the air of a Little Leaguer; who looked equally in his element eating Cheez Doodles or hefting a drill or lost in a thick, closely printed book. There are men at whom women explode for leaving their sneakers in the middle of the kitchen floor and men after whom women simply pick up. It helped that he liked doing favors, that he often brought flowers, had a knack for choosing presents, and never said, No, let’s not eat there, it’s too expensive. In the early years it helped that he was a poet, which gave him a bright halo of promise and went someways toward explaining the sneakers in the kitchen. And when the years saw the bright halo of promise replaced by a crown of thorns, he was not less attractive. After a particularly grim period, which coincided I think with his time with Judith, he began to write other things. He wrote about books and about movies, he wrote a lot, and though this wasn’t poetry there was poetry in it and it was admired.

			It isn’t accurate to call him a womanizer, as Jane and Laura do. The trouble was that he was always falling in love, and since Love draws his bow at a venture, it could happen that the woman he betrayed you with was someone you knew. After a number of years it was possible to see a pattern: in the midst of a relationship with one woman, he would begin seeing someone else. In every case he ended up with the new woman. In every case the relationship lasted two years.

			This is a big city, perceived by outsiders as a place where you can easily lead an anonymous life, but we who live here know that we must be prepared to run into acquaintances each time we step out our doors. We women run into one another at restaurants, at the movies, at museums and bookstores, at readings and openings, at the ballet. And I’m not saying this sort of thing would happen every day, but it isn’t at all strange that three of us should have ended up meeting for drinks. It was a business date; Jill, Ruth, and I are not friends. As the one who had last seen him, walking down Broadway—I saw him from the bus—I reported that he was losing his hair. Ruth had heard that he was writing a book, and Jill that the woman he was seeing these days was still in school. Someone changed the subject then, but after a while we got back to him, and now I don’t remember whether it was Ruth or Jill who brought up the cigarettes, but it was I who changed the subject again.

			Now it is later the same day. I am at home, I am lying on my bed, reading a magazine. It is not late, it’s not even dark yet, but already I am worried about getting to sleep. My windows give on to a courtyard. Yesterday the people in one of the ground-floor apartments gave a birthday party for their son, and one of the decorations, a pink balloon, escaped and is now lodged in a tree. There is a wind, a strong one, strong enough to shake the tree, but the balloon remains fast, like a fruit that has ripened there.

			I am lying on my bed, reading, but I keep thinking of things that make me let the magazine flop onto my chest. For example, I am thinking about all that talk, all the many things he told me about himself, and how, having tried so hard for so long to put him from my thoughts, I can now remember very little. I am thinking also about being with him, on this very bed but in another apartment, and him saying to me, in his small, hushed voice, “Lie back, cross your arms up over your head, and just hold the cigarette in your mouth. Like that, yes. Oh, God.” And I am thinking that I have never felt more beautiful or more desirable than I did then. And another thing I’m thinking is that, since he left me, never again has it come naturally to me to forgive.

			I have not eaten tonight, so I get up and go heat some soup. I eat the soup and some toast in the kitchen and then I go back to my bed. I look out the window and I see that the balloon is still there. The wind blows, the tree shakes, the balloon stirs in the branches but does not lift. I have an important meeting in the morning, I need a good night’s sleep. You know how it happens sometimes: you’re in a certain situation where you would give anything for a particular object, and often that object is something you’re least likely to have. Like me right now and a slingshot.

		

	
		
			The Plan

			He wanted to have more culture. This was what he always thought when he found himself at Lincoln Center. He remembered coming here on a school trip once, about ten years ago, when the complex was still partly under construction. There’d been some kind of tour and a concert-lecture for kids from different schools in the city. It had gone on and on, of no interest to him. He had never been back. He’d never even thought of going back. But earlier that summer of ’76, on one of his long city walks, he happened to arrive at the plaza.

			It was evening but the sun was still very bright. From a distance he could see rainbows dancing in the fountain spray. He had started to walk closer for a better view, though, of course, as soon as he did that the rainbows vanished. Since then he had returned several times, more than once around the same hour. But he never saw the rainbows again.

			Tonight he’d been walking for almost two hours. He sat down to rest on the lip of the fountain, refreshed by the spray that dampened the back of his shirt and his neck. He had an image of his mother, spritzing shirts from an atomized plastic bottle as she ironed them. This was the first time he’d thought of his mother in a long while.

			He sat smoking a cigarette, cooling off and looking around him. It was near curtain time, and the plaza streamed with people going to the various theaters. Most of the men were in suits and ties. The women wore dresses that bared their shoulders, high heels, and evening makeup. The warm air was infused with the mingled smells of their perfume and hair spray.

			It would not have occurred to him to see if he could get a ticket to any of the performances. Not just because he was out of his element, but because, from what he could tell, everyone seemed to be with somebody else. A person by himself would stick out—like a person eating alone in a fancy restaurant. If you were rich you could get away with that kind of thing, you’d only be seen as eccentric, maybe. But he thought an ordinary person, especially a man, would be looked on with suspicion.

			So he wouldn’t have thought of going to a performance alone, and he didn’t know anyone he would ask to go with him. He had no idea if he’d enjoy a concert here any more than he’d enjoyed the one he’d been to as a kid. But, starting with the first time his rambles had led him to Lincoln Center, the idea had taken shape: he would like to know more about music and art.

			As a kid, he’d been a big reader. Later, for some reason, he lost the habit. Now he thought he would like to read more, not just newspapers and magazines, but big, interesting books—books that a lot of other people were also reading.

			Get more culture. He put that on the list. The list of things to do after. For now, though, too much thinking about anything not connected with his plan was a distraction, and too much distraction would not do. That was how these walks had gotten started. He had discovered how, when you had something important to work out, long walks could be helpful. He couldn’t think well at home, not even when he was alone. And when Harley was there he couldn’t think at all. Harley’s effect on his thinking was like the effect on their TV when their neighbor was in his garage using one of his power tools. It would not take living much longer with Harley to turn his brain into mush.

			Where they lived people didn’t walk. He was sure he’d never seen anyone in his neighborhood out walking unless it was with a dog. Again, a lone man would have stuck out. He would have felt too conspicuous strolling through the streets. The town had a park but it was small, and since lately it had become the turf of drug addicts it was often cruised by the cops. In the city, on the other hand, you could walk forever, invisible, unhassled. It was a mystery to him how all the hustle and bustle only made it easier for him to think.

			Two young women sat down next to him. They began talking, raising their voices above the plash of the fountain. They had been shopping. They were pleased silly with themselves and the swimsuits and sandals they’d snagged for next to nothing thanks to the big end-of-summer sales. He had no desire to listen to their babble, but they had broken into his thoughts and could not be ignored. Both had high-pitched, almost squealing voices, and one had the bad habit of saying everything twice.

			He flicked his cigarette butt into the fountain and stood up.

			“Why’d that guy give us a dirty look?” said one of the women.

			“I don’t know,” said the other. “I don’t know.”

			This would not do. It had been automatic—he wasn’t at all aware of having given those two any special look—and it would not do. Not knowing exactly how he was behaving and how he was being perceived could be fatal. (Yes, I remember him vividly: he looked at me like he wanted to strangle me.)

			Most crimes were never solved, and heading the list of reasons was the failure of people to notice things. Everyone knew that. Like most people planning a crime, he was counting on it. He had no intention of getting caught, and yet he often found himself picturing a TV reporter standing in front of his house: Neighbors of the twenty-three-year-old alleged killer were stunned to learn…

			It might be bad luck to keep imagining the scene of your own arrest, but the point that needed hammering home was that everyone should be shocked. (Roden Jones? He’s the last guy we’d have suspected!)

			Walking down Broadway, he watched the colored lights glow brighter and more lurid as the sky grew darker. As always, when he reached Times Square his pace slowed and his heartbeat accelerated. He had to maneuver around the crowds that collected to gawk at the street acts. One was a shirtless skeleton singing falsetto. Night in the CITY looks PRETTY to me. It amazed him that anyone would reward a person who sang like a cat getting fucked. And he hated Joni Mitchell. Joni Mitchell was a candidate. But the open guitar case at the man’s feet was filled with bills, even a couple of twenties.

			Most of the other panhandlers out tonight weren’t bothering to offer entertainment—unless you counted the Hare Krishnas chanting.

			Knots of cops stood around, looking sullen and bored. Or maybe just pretending to be bored. A man with a tattered Bible preached Christ’s coming. (“And maybe when He come He get you a new Bible, huh, bro?” jeered a passerby.) A girl sat on a subway grate, hugging her knees, a paper Orange Julius cup at her bare toes. Fifteen, sixteen years old, pretty, but filthy. A born-too-late hippie. She was nodding with closed eyes when he first saw her. But just as he passed she jerked her head up and looked straight at him.

			The contrast between the pure blue pools of her eyes and her smut-streaked face was startling. But the look she gave him—a look of unmistakable horror and sadness, as though she knew exactly what he was planning—made him flush and sharply turn his face away.

			He’d meant to catch the next train home, but instead he stopped in the Emerald Pub near the station. It was a place he knew well, though he always ignored the other regulars and behaved as if he’d never seen the bartender before.

			The encounter with the street girl had rattled him. But he was not superstitious—she was obviously just some deranged kid, maybe high, maybe even hallucinating—and after two scotches he was himself again.

			By the time he got home Harley would probably have gone to bed. If not, she’d give him a hard time. If she’d been hitting the scotch herself, she might throw or break something. But it was all a sham. She didn’t really care where he’d been—not in her heart, anyway.

			On the train back to Long Island he found himself sitting across from a woman slumped in her seat, nodding. She was about his age, attractive despite a few pimples. She was wearing a tight denim skirt short enough to create a mouse hole at the top of her bare thighs. He and several other men sitting nearby glued their eyes to the spot like cats, collectively willing her to relax deeper.

			Suddenly she pulled herself upright. She glared at Roden and made a big show of placing the handbag she’d been holding at her side onto her lap. He ignored her, but inside he was sniggering. Wearing a skirt that all but exposed your crotch when you sat down, being outraged when men took notice—that was women. Earlier that day, he’d witnessed another one—in a dress that, folded twice, would’ve fit like a hanky into his pocket—tear into an old bum for whistling at her.

			The girl opened her bag and dug out a stick of gum. She tore off the wrapper, dropped it to the floor, and crammed the gum into her mouth. Soon she was happily chewing and snapping. She was some kind of champion, apparently. It didn’t seem possible anyone could snap gum that loud.

			When he got up to move to another seat she shot him a smug look, as if she’d scored a triumph over him.

			She is a candidate, he thought. What a joy it would’ve been to go back and make her choke on that gum, to squeeze her neck until the pimples burst.

			When the train reached his stop he did not go straight home but drove instead to a nearby street, where at least half the houses stood deserted. The last house on the right was reddish-pink in daylight, the walls peeling badly, as if the house had sunburn. But at night it might have been any color.

			In a front window throbbed a lime-green neon sign: Readings by Lola.

			He was let in by a man wearing Ho Chi Minh sandals and a soiled undershirt who shuffled wordlessly back to his beer and the TV show he’d been watching in the dark.

			The lights in the room at the back of the house were on, and though the TV was so loud that the set might as well have been in there with her, the woman had been sleeping. She rubbed her eyes and uttered a low, disgruntled sound when the door opened. She was wearing a red bra and a black nylon half slip.

			When she saw who it was she made an effort to smile, saying, “Hey, Jake”—the name he’d given her—and rolled onto her stomach. She slid the slip up over her hips, exposing blue-mottled thighs and a massive doughy rump. On one cheek, a mark the shape and color of a plum, as if a giant had pressed his thumb there.

			As though from a tower he plunged into that familiar paradoxical state in which his senses were both blunted and incredibly heightened. He no longer asked himself why, no matter who the woman—girlfriend or stranger, whore or lawful wedded wife—he had never had sex without shame.
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			If it was going to look like a robbery, it would be better if it wasn’t at home. For one thing, break-ins were infrequent in their neighborhood, and besides, there was an alarm.

			Two years ago, when they were on their honeymoon, their hotel room had been robbed. This was in Aruba, and that particular night they were out at a club. In spite of warnings from hotel management, they had neglected to lock their patio door. It was no big loss—just a few pieces of Harley’s costume jewelry. Other than that, they’d been delighted with Aruba and with that particular little two-story hotel, where every room had either a balcony or a patio facing the sea. Harley had been talking about going back ever since.

			He remembered how easy it had been for the thief to enter. And he thought how often it happened that a thief caught in the act ended up committing murder—usually out of panic, but surely in some cases because, at the sight of a helpless victim, the thief’s blood jumped, and the beast that might otherwise have slept roared to life.

			Strange, that he couldn’t remember the precise moment when he’d decided to subtract Harley. Sometimes it seemed as if the idea had always existed, for as long as they’d known each other, as it seemed he had always hated her, though of course he knew this was false.

			He’d been barely out of his teens when he proposed to her. His mother’s death that year had left him alone. His father had died a few days before Roden’s fifteenth birthday—killed one day on his way to work when his Pontiac hit a giant pothole and threw itself into an oncoming car. After the settlement, his mother had bought a house near the ocean and, with the help of a string of boyfriends, proceeded to go through the rest of the money at such a pace that there might have been nothing left if she hadn’t developed serious complications from lupus.

			Roden’s uncle Gene was afraid that inheriting a large sum of money would squelch what little motivation Roden appeared to have. It was true that he’d come of age with no particular goals, but he believed this would have happened anyway, it was how he was made. He’d always been a bad student, and despite an IQ score he was told was above average, he’d never had any interest in going to college.

			He was still in school when his mother’s health first started to fail. He’d stayed with her till the end, not thinking much about the future, and after she was gone he wasn’t sure what to do with himself. He believed he’d think of something—he was still young, after all, something would come to him. Look how the money had come to him. His uncle warned him that a dollar didn’t go as far as it used to, and Roden shouldn’t forget that most of his life was still ahead of him. But Roden believed that if everyone would just leave him alone, let him think in peace, he’d discover what to do. And for the moment he was glad he didn’t have to work at some shit job like so many other people. He was sure he’d become a thief or some kind of con man, or a drug dealer, like his old school pal Lanny, before he’d ever have let that happen. Those who chose the path of crime earned more respect from him than all the other working stiffs put together.

			Not that he was afraid to get his hands dirty. Gene, who worked as a contractor, put him on a crew from time to time, and he liked the achy, wasted feeling he had at the end of a day of manual labor, the hard-earned cash Gene stuffed into his shirt pocket. But that didn’t mean he wanted to make a career of it.

			That sizzling August day when he met Harley for the first time (at Jones Beach, posed on a towel like a pinup in a leopard-skin bikini), she was a key-punch operator working in an office in the Chrysler Building. But once they were engaged she quit. She was two years older than Roden, who was surprised to learn that she was in no hurry to get pregnant. He’d always thought a woman couldn’t wait to have kids. Though she was never a loving mother herself—though she heaped sarcasm on her son and beat him with an extension cord—his mother had always assured him that this was a universal truth.

			But it meant nothing to him, either, that Harley wanted to put off motherhood. His cousin and best man, Ryan, warned him that, wedding accomplished, everything would change. This was another universal truth.

			“Suddenly, she’s got you where she wants, she thinks she’s the boss of you, and everything you do is wrong. And once the first kid arrives, she’s got no more time for you. And then the weight comes on, and there’s something about this weight that seems to cause headaches or cramps most nights of the week. Next thing you know, high heels and makeup, not to mention screwing, are for special occasions. A blow job, like your birthday and Christmas, comes but once a year, and soon you’re like, whoa, did I marry my girl or her fucking mother?”

			Sometime between their first and second anniversaries, Harley stopped talking about putting off having kids. She stopped talking about having kids at all. She couldn’t be accused of letting herself go, though. If anything, she was sleeker and better dressed than ever.
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			He had never committed a serious crime, but he had a criminal’s instincts, including the one that said it was the small stuff you had to worry about. The smallest detail was the one that would bust you, like the sneeze that busts the last hijacker at the end of The Taking of Pelham One Two Three.

			He goes over the plan again and again, step by step, even writing it all down (though careful afterward to tear the paper into tiny strips and throw them away).

			They would be in their hotel room, getting ready to go out. She would be eager to go out. She loved nightclubs, fancy restaurants: these were the kinds of places where Harley shone. Above all, she loved to go dancing.

			He would wait till she was in the bathroom. He would wait by the bathroom door, and when she came out he’d pounce. Even for a woman she was weak, couldn’t open a jar without a rubber husband, or a bag of chips without using her teeth. Add to that the element of surprise, and it’d be a cinch to wrestle her down and gag and bind her. As an extra precaution he’d put a pillowcase over her head. Turn on the TV.

			While she lay there, figuring it out, he’d toss the room. Then he’d leave and go down to the hotel bar, where he’d order a beer and take it to one of the tables in the courtyard. Remember to bring a newspaper or magazine. He’d sit by the pool and drink some of the beer, savoring it. Savoring her fear.

			After a few minutes he’d get up, leaving the unfinished beer and the paper or magazine on the table. Just needed to use the men’s room or buy cigarettes or make a phone call. He’d go back to the room and strangle her, using the telephone cord. Ten seconds or so and she’d be unconscious (he’d done his research, at the library—in the library, rather than checking out any possibly incriminating evidence). With the application of continuous pressure, death will occur in four or five minutes.

			It had to be quick. No matter how exciting it might be to go slow, resist temptation. Oh, but of course he’d remove the pillowcase: he wanted to see her face. And she must see him. Must watch him do it.

			Tear off gag and bonds, stuff into pockets to be discarded later, race back to courtyard. He’d sit down at his table and calmly take up his reading again, take up his beer, and when the beer was all gone he’d go back inside to the bar.

			Looking at his watch, he’d ask the bartender if he could use the phone to make an in-house call. He’d dial his room number, let it ring several times before hanging up. Thank the bartender for the use of the phone. Decline if asked whether he’d like another beer. Wait around another minute or so, hands in pockets (gestures were very important) as if expecting someone to arrive momentarily. Finally, check watch again, shake head, furrow brow, leave bar.

			Back in the room, he’d take a few seconds to make sure all was in order before calling the police.

			Long before this moment, he would have rehearsed in front of a mirror the facial expressions and gestures that would show shock and grief without seeming hammy.

			It was not what they called an airtight alibi. If anyone happened to notice how long he’d been gone from the courtyard, it could be established that, in theory, at least, he’d had enough time to do the killing. If asked where he’d gone, he planned to say to the john. But suppose, on his way to or from his room, he passed somebody? This was a risk he must be prepared for. He must make absolutely sure that the person did not get a good look at him.

			But even if his alibi wasn’t perfect—even if the police suspected him (which, of course, they would)—as long as they had no hard evidence he was safe. Besides, an airtight alibi was a necessity only when there was a glaring motive, and in his case there was none. No history—not even hearsay—of domestic abuse. He had never beaten Harley, and because he detested petty squabbling he rarely even argued with her. He was a master of the silent treatment, and his way when a fight began escalating was to put on his coat and leave. Growing up, he’d watched his father do the same and learned how divinely it worked against his mother.

			There’d be no one to say they’d heard fighting coming from the hotel room. In fact, no one had ever witnessed them fighting anywhere. The marriage might have been a flop, but appearances meant everything to Harley. She was too proud to let others know the truth. Instead, she liked to gloat, to make others envious, especially her girlfriends. “He treats me like a queen,” she’d lie. And he never denied it. Sometimes he thought maybe she was even fooling herself. “He’s my little puppy dog, aren’t you, doll?” And he’d play along, making silly little yapping or whimpering noises.

			No one had ever heard him say a word against his wife, or that he wished he were single again. He had his pride, too, and it would not let him whine. It would have killed him to be seen as one of those crushed and bitter husbands like Ryan. Better that the world believe any lie about you than that you were not your own man.

			There was no sheet on him. As a kid, he’d committed plenty of vandalism and petty theft, but he’d never been caught, let alone arrested. There was no Other Woman. Harley had no money of her own and no life insurance policy. Tourists everywhere attracted robbers, everyone knew that, and though the murder of a tourist was a rare thing in the Caribbean, crime in general had been creeping up.

			And, of course, this would not be the first break-in at The Nook in Blue Heaven.

			That the balcony door wasn’t locked would not cause suspicion: guests were advised to lock their doors only when they were away from the room.

			He went over it, again and again. He worked it out, scene by scene. Sitting in the darkness of himself, he watched it play and replay, like a movie. He assured himself that, for a prime suspect, a perfect alibi would only increase suspicion. He reminded himself that to believe that you are capable of a perfect crime is delusional. You took your chances as with everything else in life. And as with everything else in life, fortune favored the brave.

			He told the travel agent to make all the necessary arrangements for the last week of January. Harley was ecstatic. Nothing she liked more than the prospect of flaunting a winter tan.
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			It was a change so subtle that, for a while, he thought it was only because he was watching her so carefully. Yet he could have sworn she was more subdued than usual, as if she was under the weather, or under some kind of special pressure, and there were times he believed she was watching him as carefully as he watched her.

			But why? Was she worried that he was thinking of leaving her? Maybe. But hadn’t he been the one to suggest a second honeymoon in Aruba? She couldn’t possibly have guessed his plan. If she had even an inkling, would she dare stick around?

			But what if some sixth sense was trying to warn her? He’d never known her to be afraid of him. In fact, he’d always had a grudging respect for her in this regard: she might have been physically weak, but compared with most women Harley was fearless.

			The last week of January was still months away—a long time to cope with the anxiety that was now eating at him. Night after night he closed his eyes only to see that strange hippie-girl’s blue ones widen in horror. He slept badly, then spent his days in a fog. Which would not do. He must keep a clear head.

			Harley was sympathetic, offering him some of the Seconal her doctor had prescribed for the insomnia that sometimes plagued her when she was getting her period.

			An old news story came back to him—from somewhere in England, if he remembered correctly—about a former army major who couldn’t get along with his wife. One day, after one of their many fights, he read an apology she’d written him—Darling, I’m sorry. No one is to blame but myself. Please forgive me—and saw a made-to-order suicide note. He arranged it to look as though she’d hanged herself. And he’d have gotten away with it, too, except that he confessed to a friend and ended up swinging from a rope himself.

			It amazed Roden that someone strong enough to kill another person would not have the willpower to keep a secret. But he knew that it happened all the time.

			Drugging Harley with some of her sleeping pills and tying a plastic bag over her head: of course he’d considered it. But he didn’t have any convenient little note, did he.

			Summer was gone, but while the weather was still warm he continued to haunt the city. With the new season the streets were more crowded, people moved faster, with more purpose and energy.

			Having studied the posters, he now had a better idea of what went on at Lincoln Center. He still thought about wanting to have more culture in his life. But he didn’t have to sit through a whole opera or ballet to know he would hate it.

			Once school started, he found himself drawn north to the neighborhood around Columbia University. At first he felt self-conscious in places that were obvious student hangouts. Then one day a waitress asked him if he had his ID—there was a student discount, she explained—and he realized that he’d been silly to think he stood out. In a T-shirt and jeans and the denim or army jacket he usually wore, he could easily pass for a student.

			On campus one afternoon, obeying an impulse, he trailed some students into a building and found himself outside a lecture hall where a class was just starting. The room was about two-thirds full. Ducking his head, he went to sit in an aisle seat in the last row. He glanced sideways at the teacher, who faced the class from behind a small wooden table with a glass of water sitting on it, like a man waiting to be served dinner. Roden was astonished that a professor would show up to work like this man: tieless, with a big stain on the front of his sweater-vest, chin stubble, and a mop of uncombed hair.

			Roden slumped in his seat, wondering what he’d say if the teacher asked what he was doing there. But why did he feel so fucking nervous? His heart was pounding, for Christ’s sake. Self-loathing rose like mercury in his gut. He could barely listen to what the teacher was saying.

			But even after he’d calmed down, he had trouble following. The name Marx kept coming up. The name was pretty much all Roden knew about Marx. He figured he’d have understood more if he’d been to the previous classes.

			Soon he stopped listening. If he’d been less self-conscious, he’d probably have dozed off, as he noted two other guys in the room had done already. The teacher must have seen them, too, but to Roden’s surprise he ignored them. He remembered the Catholic schools he’d gone to, where no kid ever would’ve gotten away with that, and it struck him that college life must be pretty breezy.

			There was one student who kept interrupting the teacher by raising his hand as if he had a question. It never was a question, though, but always just his own thoughts—usually at some length—about what the teacher was saying. The teacher appeared to have no problem with this, but Roden thought the kid was showing off. Even more annoying was the fact that he wore his long hair in two pigtails, with a headband. When he looked in the mirror he probably saw a Comanche brave. What he should have seen was a girl. A very homely girl.

			Later, he came across a course catalogue in a student lounge and learned that the course he’d been trespassing on was called Introduction to Marx. The surprise was that it was listed as a philosophy course. He’d always thought Marx was a politician, not some kind of philosopher.

			At first he thought he’d misheard when the homely girl called the teacher Professor Marx. But in fact it was just one of those funny coincidences—and not really such a big coincidence, either, he thought, remembering that there’d been a Lenore Marx in his high school. A real cunt, as he recalled. Lenore Marx had been a candidate.
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			Toward the end of October he and Harley went to a wedding. The bride was his cousin, Gene’s youngest daughter, Shay. At the reception, which was held at a restaurant in Montauk, Roden and Harley were dancing. Harley preferred fast music, because, unlike most husbands, hers danced well, and with him for a partner she could put on a show. But this was a slow song.

			She had a habit when slow dancing of rubbing her forehead back and forth against his chin. The coconut scent of a new cream rinse she’d started using filled his nostrils, reminding him of suntan lotion. Reminding him of the beach. Of Aruba.

			“Do you remember the first time we ever danced together?” she said.

			“Yes,” he lied. He wondered if she’d felt his heart jump. But what the fuck was she talking about? What had made her ask him that now?

			Just then the song ended, and they pulled apart. His heart jumped again when he saw her expression. It wasn’t like Harley to be sentimental—that was another way she was different from other women. Yet here she was, out of the blue, looking misty-eyed, talking mush.

			To cover his discomposure he said, “I’m out of smokes. I’ll meet you back at the table.” There was a cigarette machine in the lobby. He took a few minutes longer than necessary, but he was still agitated when he returned to the banquet room.

			Instead of going back to their table, Harley was now sitting at another table, next to her friend Angie. The two had their heads together, but when Roden approached they sprang apart as if a bee had flown between them.

			It could have been anything, he told himself later. Any kind of girl talk. Women often huddled like that, looking all urgent as if they were discussing matters of state when in fact they were just gossiping or, even more likely, tearing apart one of their friends. Besides, he didn’t like Angie and she knew it, and she tended to go quiet around him.

			Several times in recent days he’d been on the point of asking Harley if something was wrong, but he was leery about where the question might take them. Until they got to Aruba, he thought, the less said between them the better. But all his admirable patience was wearing thin, and January had started to feel very far away.

			He was afraid of losing focus. He wanted it to be ever clear before him: his purpose, his decision, the reason Harley had to die.

			Though he still didn’t know what he was going to do with his life, he often felt on the verge of an important discovery. At the same time, he felt that Harley was in the way. Her very existence was holding him back, preventing him from being who he was meant to be.

			He knew that he would never marry again. Marriage was all wrong for him—he should have learned from his parents, who’d only made each other miserable. The truth was, he couldn’t bear to live with the mistake he’d made, the humiliation of it.

			And there was something else, something that had started long before he’d even met Harley. By high school, it had already become a habit. He’d pick out a certain person because of something about her, maybe the way she talked, or the way she dressed or wore her makeup or her hair—some particular thing that got to him. She might have a sarcastic streak, like some of his teachers. Or she might be stuck up (Lenore Marx), or maybe just obnoxiously loudmouthed or conceited or dumb. And he’d feel a flood of venom and think, She is a candidate.

			It was always by strangulation. And it wasn’t that he never had murderous feelings toward any male—he did, often—but, for the full-blown fantasy, the candidate had to be female.

			In his head he had strangled the assistant principal, several teachers and fellow students, and dozens, if not hundreds, of strangers. And one particular snub-nosed cheerleader, many times.

			His sickness—he did not shrink from calling it that—was something he waited to outgrow, like his habit of lifting purses, or his other juvenile delinquencies. But though once he’d reached manhood he wouldn’t have dreamed of slashing the tires of a stranger’s car, of murder he did dream. Of murder he dreamed more and more.

			This candidate. That candidate.

			But there were times when it wasn’t just this or that particular female. It was everyone. People he knew, people he didn’t know. People. They were all candidates. And whenever he let his thoughts run free in that direction, the wildness of his own imagination shook him to the core.

			Then, during the last year of his mother’s life, his thoughts of murder waned. Though she’d had a full-time home nurse, her dying gutted Roden, leaving him hollowed out like a jack-o’-lantern, and when she died his grief was far worse than when he’d lost his father. It was the strongest emotion he’d ever known.

			And then he met Harley.

			Was blinded by the luster of her silver-blond hair—

			Her lean tanned legs—

			Her sumptuous breasts—

			Her mouth with its taste like vanilla.

			No sooner were they man and wife than the sickness returned. But there was this difference now. He was no longer appalled. He was not a child anymore, the fear of God had long left him, he hadn’t believed in God since he was ten years old.

			Time passed, and the two feelings grew equally, like twin demons developing inside him: the desire to be wifeless, the desire to kill.

			He thought of it as a correction. Striking through his marriage, his mistake. Burying his humiliation.

			Clear and simple. Or at least it had been clear and simple—before. But then things for which he wasn’t prepared started happening. He was tortured by the fear of a flaw in his plan, the fear that he lacked some essential piece of information. Or could it be that he was losing his nerve.

			Driving away from the wedding reception, he asked Harley as casually as he could if everything was okay and he felt her go rigid at his side. A chill little laugh, followed by her clipped assurance that of course everything was okay, why wouldn’t it be okay, followed by a yawn. Her tell: Harley always faked a yawn when she was lying. For the rest of the way home they were both silent.

			That night, Harley took a double dose of Seconal before going to bed. Roden got up several times in the night. He paced the room, stopping to gaze down at her sprawled, inert body. Dead to the world. He pondered the expression, running it like a bit of ticker tape through his head until it was drained of sense.

			Why does she have to die?

			She has to die so that he can be free.

			She has to die because he has to kill someone, and she is the obvious candidate.

			He wasn’t going to waste a lot of time thinking about whether or not she deserved to die.

			Kneeling by the bed, the way he’d been taught as a small boy to say his prayers, he went over the plan again, step by step.

			There’d be no time afterward to fuck her. Not for the first time did this thought leap and bark at him. The idea had always excited him, but he knew it was too risky.

			Dead to the world. She didn’t even flinch as he stood there loudly cursing her in the dark.
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			Were it not for the Valium and the nitrous oxide they’d given her, he might never have learned the truth. But when she came home after what was supposed to have been a breakfast date with Angie, Harley was weepy and babbling.

			When Angie tried to hustle her upstairs—“She’s just a little dizzy, she just needs to lie down”—Roden asked her to leave. Angie looked scared then, clearly reluctant to leave Harley alone with him. But he’d spoken in a way that made her go at once.

			He followed Harley up to their room, where she crawled into bed and blurted out everything.

			When he tried telling her that it was okay, he wasn’t upset, he wasn’t angry at her, it was as if she were deaf. It soon became clear that his feelings were not what she was concerned about. Nor was she crying because she’d had a change of heart about the baby.

			She was afraid of going to hell.

			“Oh, Roddy, what if God won’t forgive me?”

			“What are you talking about? You don’t believe in all that Catholic crap anymore, remember?”

			It was true. They’d been married in a church because Harley wasn’t going to be denied the lead role in a big church wedding. But neither of them had been to Mass in years.

			There could be no doubt, though, that she was genuinely scared. A Catholic upbringing is something you never really leave behind.

			He could not calm her fears. He was having enough trouble trying to stifle his own feelings, or at least not to give them away.

			He was thinking that now he wouldn’t need a suicide note.

			He was torn. Part of him said better stick with the Aruba plan, switching to a whole new plan was reckless. On the other hand, now that this unexpected chance had come, shouldn’t he seize it?

			Harley didn’t discuss her feelings with him again, but he eavesdropped on a phone call she had with Angie.

			What if the Catholic Church was right? In that case she had committed a mortal sin: premeditated, cold-blooded murder.

			She was not herself. Don’t take his word for it, ask her best friend. Harley was frightened, depressed, tormented. That guilt would drive her to swallow all her pills at once was tragic but understandable.

			He knew that her state of mind would not last forever. He must strike while she was still in the throes. But to act at once was to risk tripping himself up. He decided to give it a week.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			I wish I could explain to you in a way you’d understand. Believe me when I say I never meant to hurt you. But I’ve been living a lie for too long. We both have. This whole marriage has been a lie from the start. Now I’ve met someone else, someone who loves me more than you ever could. And I’m going away with him. I don’t know what else to tell you, except to repeat that I didn’t mean to hurt you. And that I feel sorry for you. You are so out of touch with your own feelings. You are so self-absorbed you don’t see what’s going on right under your nose! The abortion was a terrible thing for me. I didn’t know if the baby was yours or his. Not that it matters now. But in the end I see that it was really a good thing because it got me to decide once and for all which man I truly wanted to be with.

			He didn’t stop to think—the whirring, crashing activity of his mind could not be called thinking. He threw back some scotch, got in his car, and drove to the little sunburned shack near the train station.

			“Hey, Jack, what’s happening, man?”

			“Jake,” he corrected.

			He used his bare hands, choking her from behind, surprised at the force with which she reared, nearly throwing him. When he got his breath back he removed her bra, the same red bra she always wore.

			The man was watching TV, as usual. The sound very loud, as usual. He turned his head at the last minute, but it was too late.

			This one was harder. The man had thick, rubbery rings of flesh around his neck. Roden was afraid the cheap bra would snap.

			A black-and-white movie was playing. An old western. Roden could watch what he was doing superimposed on a scene of masked men on horseback bearing down on a stagecoach.

			It was done. For an instant he felt sapped of all strength. He had to resist the urge to drop to the floor.

			Driving away from the house, he marveled at how quick it had been. How quick and easy.

			It was done. It could never be undone.

			With the woman he’d felt the euphoric rush and release his fantasies had prepared him for. But it was killing another man that made him feel proud.

			He’d never known what the man’s name was, or exactly what his relationship was to the woman. The woman had called herself Marilyn, a name Roden had always liked.

			He didn’t think Marilyn deserved to die. But he didn’t feel bad for her, either. She was a whore, and whores got murdered all the time. It was one of the things whores were for.

		

	
		
			The Naked Juror

			It was always the same: she received her summons in the mail, reported to the courthouse punctually on the given date, went through voir dire two or three times, failed to be picked as a juror, and was told her service was done. The whole process would take two or three days. Much of that time would be spent in a large, crowded room, waiting to hear her name, Flora Defoe (“Present” was how they were instructed by the clerk to respond, though always a few people forgot), and to take her belongings and follow the guard, or bailiff, as he was called, to another room.

			It was her sixth time, and it puzzled her that although she was called regularly, every couple of years, either to civil or criminal court, many people she knew had been called only once or twice in their lives, and some (her cleaning woman, for example) had never been called at all. Another mystery to Flora was the way so many people seemed to consider the prospect of jury duty about as pleasant as time spent in jail, or in the dentist’s chair, say, and would do anything (which usually simply meant committing perjury) to get out of it. She knew a couple who, though both had flexible schedules (they were both artists, and childless), had had a psychiatrist write letters for them saying—well, whatever needed to be said to make sure that neither of them would ever have to serve. She had disapproved of this (so self-important, she judged them), had disapproved of their even talking about it, without shame, and though she still occasionally saw the couple, since then she had never really liked them.

			On the other hand, she found it amusing, in the courtroom, to listen to what people said and to try to guess whether they were on the level or just hoping to be disqualified. “The defendant’s got the same haircut as my mother-in-law, which I feel I should reveal, being as I hate my mother-in-law.” “I don’t understand why you keep saying he’s presumed innocent. Obviously, he wouldn’t be here if he wasn’t presumed guilty.” “I just got married and my wife and I—well, I don’t know if I get enough sleep these nights to concentrate on a lot of testimony, especially about something as boring as insurance.” Flora had found herself repeating these lines to her friends. The straight faces the attorneys and judges managed to keep throughout were often just as hilarious. Though, in fact, Flora felt sorry for those people. This part of their job, at least, struck her as painful, too tedious for words. If she’d had to repeat herself all day long like that, asking the same questions, over and over, giving the same explanations, over and over, clarifying the same points, again and again—not to mention having to listen to the others involved in the case do the same, she’d go mad. (Look around, and don’t be surprised if you see one of the bailiffs dozing.)

			She had a curious nature, Flora (like a child, her husband, Ross, used to say), and she was very curious about everything that went on in a courtroom. She would never doze, or even let her attention wander, and once—it was her first time—the defendant had caught her scrutinizing him and gave her a dirty look!

			How the court reporter managed to get down every word; why, in this day and age, a tape recorder was not used—and if the answer was that a tape recorder might malfunction, then why not use two tape recorders?

			Once, the prospective jurors had been asked whether any of them had ever been mugged, and everyone in the jury box had put up a hand. Flora had been appalled. Were half of them lying, or had it really come to this? She had not been lying, of course. The year she moved to the city she had been mugged at gunpoint by a child (so he seemed) wearing a cowboy hat and mask like the Lone Ranger (she’d half expected to hear “Trick or treat!”). But, as she told the court, that had been ages ago, she had all but forgotten the incident, and at any rate could promise that it would not interfere with her ability to be a good juror.

			In fact, Flora had perfect confidence in her ability to be a good juror. Two words that came up frequently during the selection process were “common sense,” and—pace Ross, who would have roared at this—she knew the difference between the kind of common sense Ross thought she lacked (“Why did you park so far away when you knew you were going to have all these packages?”) and the kind of common sense the court was looking for. And she was confident that she had this other, more important, kind of common sense, and that she also had the other desired qualities, such as patience and fair-mindedness—but what did any of this matter, since she was never chosen?

			It was a mistake, Flora thought. For whatever reasons (which were, of course, never given), these people were depriving themselves of an ideal juror. But she had been excused so many times now, she no longer expected a different outcome. And that was all right, because although she was not like all those other people, praying to be excused, or lying to be disqualified, it was certainly not a matter of pride to Flora that she be chosen for a jury. Some people, she knew (the clerk had told them as much), took offense when they were not chosen, and if this befell them repeatedly would demand an explanation. Silly things. Anyway, when Flora thought about how she would probably enjoy sitting on a jury, she was thinking of criminal cases only (she had to agree: insurance would be boring), because crime is always interesting, and Flora liked police and court dramas. She liked mysteries, too, though this was not her genre. (“What do you do, Ms. Defoe?” “I am a writer.”)

			She had some reason to believe that being a writer might have been the very problem, because always someone, judge or attorney, would say something the sense of which put crudely would have been “Any danger of your mixing up fact and fiction?” Always a hint of concern that a writer’s imagination might get in the way of the all-important common sense, or that she might be tempted to turn the case into a story. One judge in particular had seemed very concerned about this, that she might want to write about the case.

			Flora had often heard—though she had also heard it denied—that the higher your level of education the less likely you were to end up on a jury. Flora herself had nothing higher than a BA. An old friend of hers who happened to be on the academic job market, and who hated jury duty, said it was nice to know a doctorate turned out to be good for something. From what Flora could tell, if not professors, schoolteachers, especially retired ones, were a favorite, and this gave her pause. How would she have liked to be judged by old Miss Thorne, the Spinster Scourge of Grade Seven?

			

			—

			It was July, and the courthouse, which was of course air conditioned, was as cold as if everyone were a judge with a long robe over street clothes. Flora had brought a sweater, but it was not enough. She was uncomfortable; the cold particularly bothered her neck. It seemed that more and more of the attorneys were women, instantly identifiable because of their resemblance to their fictional counterparts, so familiar from TV shows like Law & Order, a resemblance you had to wonder at, hoping it was coincidence but fearing perhaps it was not. These women were usually on the slender side, and they all had either long or medium-length hair, and they all wore the same kind of tailored suit: plain, solid-colored jacket with matching narrow skirt. They wore pale nylon stockings and high heels. Flora (and she was not alone, she knew, having made small talk with the people around her) did not understand how these women could bear to work in such frigid air. Their legs especially must feel it.

			It was criminal court, and after less time than usual in the waiting room Flora heard her name (“Present!”) and found herself shepherded by the bailiff with what must have been a hundred others to a courtroom on an upper floor. When they had all filed in and sat down, the judge addressed them in that soothing voice so many of the judges seemed to have, together with an impeccably courteous manner, which always made Flora wonder whether these men were the same at home, or if they were all more like Ross. She would never forget a Christmas card Ross had received from his staff at the animal hospital he headed, with a picture of a kitten stuffed in a red stocking: “To a boss who’s a real pussycat.” That was Ross. It was only at home that he was known for his sharp tongue and violent rages, the last of which had brought on the attack that carried him off at age forty-six. But it was things like that Christmas card that had kept Flora convinced for years that it must have been her: somehow she brought out the ogre in him. But then the children were born and they, too, more and more as they grew older, had had the same effect. (It had broken Flora’s heart to think this might have been because both Meg and Nicholas took so much after her.) And so, she would not have been at all surprised to learn that it was the same with this judge, who was now telling them in his gentle way that the defendant, whom Flora, stuck way in the back, could barely see when he was introduced (Bruno something, she hadn’t caught the surname, but it sounded remarkably like “son of a bitch”) was on trial for murder. Bruno Sonovabich was accused of having murdered his wife.

			While the judge was speaking, it had seemed that the room was utterly quiet, but now you knew it had not been so. This was quiet. It was one of those moments when although there are many bodies in a room there is only a single consciousness. Now the judge spoke a little more, telling them about how long he thought the trial would last (two weeks), and assuring those for whom it might be a concern that the death penalty was not an issue. He then asked for the oath to be administered.

			“Now,” he said, when they had all settled back in their seats. “There are a great many of you here, and to simplify things, let me begin by asking this. Are there any of you who feel that, for whatever reason, you would not be able to serve as a juror in this trial? Please raise your hand.” A big whoosh filled the room. Flora crossed her arms over her chest. Liars! Perjurers! But the judge, still the soul of courtesy, said that all those who had raised their hands were excused. Once those people had filed out, it could be seen that about twenty remained.

			The judge now gave a few more details about the crime. It had begun as a quarrel. The defendant and his wife had been quarreling (about what was not disclosed), and they had come to blows. The defendant was accused of having struck the victim with a blunt instrument. (For some reason Flora immediately thought, hammer.) The prospective jurors were told that among the evidence they would be asked to examine were graphic, possibly disturbing, photographs. A girl who looked too young for jury duty raised her hand. If it was not too late, she said, she had changed her mind. Judge Easygoing said she could leave.

			The same court officer who had administered the oath now placed the juror ballots in a drum, gave the drum several turns, and took the ballots out. Flora’s was the third name to be called.

			She had learned her lesson from that first time: be discreet, avoid eye contact. This usually wasn’t too hard, because the defendants she had observed so far all but ignored the prospective jurors. Perhaps they had been instructed to do so, Flora didn’t know, but it always amazed her how indifferent those defendants seemed. There had never been one who looked especially anxious or under stress, as she was sure she would have looked in their place. But no, they were always as cool as the judge himself, apparently bored by the process, not paying attention, leaving it all to counsel. Didn’t they realize what a bad impression this made (especially on schoolteachers)? Defendants were permitted to take notes during voir dire, but she had only ever seen one do so. That, too, had been a case of murder, and Flora had found it a bit disconcerting that those in the jury box were asked to state their names and where they lived, with this particular defendant scribbling away the whole time. But she had not been seriously concerned. You couldn’t worry about everything, every little potential danger, could you, or how could you live?

			It was as she was taking her chair in the jury box, pulling her sweater more tightly around her, that Flora permitted herself a peek at the defendant.

			Sit tight. Don’t raise your hand. Don’t do anything. No reason to act, not yet, and probably never. Be calm. Go through the process. Then you’ll be excused as usual, and no one will be the wiser.

			Of course, he might recognize her, too. But the possibility, Flora thought, was slim. So many years had passed, and she was all too aware of how much she had changed. And even if he did recognize her, what would it matter? God knew, the man had more important things on his mind at the moment. Still, she did not want to be recognized. She kept her head turned away, which was painful, because her neck was stiff from the cold.

			He had changed, too, of course, if not as much as she had. He must dye his hair, she thought: impossible that it could have remained so black. But it was the same strong profile, the same striking face with the Slavic cheekbones, somewhat craggier, somewhat thinner. A face she could never forget.

			When it was her turn to be questioned—and how glad she was to have only two people ahead of her—she answered, as always, concisely and truthfully. She could usually count on a sympathetic glance from one or two people when she said that she was a widow (she would flatter herself that they were thinking, And still so young). Did she ever write about crime, or about anything that might have to do with the criminal justice system? Not so far, no. Would she ever think of being on a jury as a possible source of material? Well, for a writer every experience was a possible source of material. It amazed Flora that her voice did not crack. Her neck was killing her, her hands were so cold they burned. She was suddenly terrified that Bruno Sonovabich was going to recognize her.

			When she and the other excused jurors returned to the waiting room, they were told they could go home and would not have to come back. What—after only one morning? The clerk said it was because of the holiday: the day after next was July fourth.

			

			—

			In the early days of their marriage, Flora and Ross had lived in an apartment a few blocks from the animal hospital where Ross had just started working. It was not a very nice apartment, and neither of them liked the neighborhood, but they did not plan to stay long—in fact, the apartment was just a sublet. So early in the marriage, and Flora was very much in love, but already she had had her first inklings that she might have made a mistake. She was unhappy. She had not yet developed the thick skin that would make life with Ross possible. Her husband. A compassionate man. A hero—rescuing the mute and helpless day-in-day-out and not always demanding payment. Give him that. Responsible. He had left them all well provided for—give him that, too. And there had been times when months might pass without an explosion.

			She embarrassed him, he said, when they met other people, when he introduced her to colleagues and friends. “And what do you do, Flora?” “I am a writer.” “A writer is someone who’s published,” he would groan. And she would try to explain that it didn’t happen overnight, it took time—just as it had taken time for him to become head of his hospital. It could take years to get published. But he would see. She would show him.

			And it had taken years, but she had done it. She had published stories, and she had published a book of stories. And she had done this while taking care of a family, raising two children who had in no way suffered for her career—she had made sure of that. She had been a good mother, her children knew it, and she knew it, because they had been loving enough to tell her so.

			So why was it that now, whenever she said that she was a writer—in the courtroom, for example—Flora felt like a perjurer?

			Because she had not written anything in years. Now, with Ross gone, and Nicholas and Meg on their own, with so much free time (all the time in the world, it could seem), now, though she tried—had tried every day for a while—she had not written anything in years.

			

			—

			Bruno. She had forgotten the name completely. He worked in the building next door, a building much larger than their own brownstone, with a hotel-like lobby and a large, mostly immigrant staff. Flora had never been clear where exactly in Eastern Europe he was from. He barely spoke English. He should have been in school rather than working. An uncle—one of the building’s doormen—had gotten him the job. He looked like an actor with that strong face, and all that lovely thick black hair, and he always wore black, too—in fact, from what Flora could tell those were the same clothes he wore every day: black jeans and a black vest, with no shirt underneath. And skin like milk. He had the arms and shoulders of a gymnast, a small waist. Flora would often see him putting out garbage cans, sweeping the sidewalk. But more often loafing, leaning against a parked car or sitting on the stoop of their brownstone, smoking (he smoked constantly), girl watching. And to this or that girl he might make some comment, and if one of them gave him a dirty look or said something nasty back he would laugh. And though he never made such comments to her, he would stare quite openly at Flora, though he knew she was married, knew who her husband was. And he flustered her—especially if she happened to be wearing a skirt and he happened to be sitting on their stoop when she went out. But she was never offended by him, he was so good-natured, so young, just a boy, a poor immigrant boy. And so beautiful. And then one day she passed too close to him, and he caught it: the smell of her unhappiness, her desperation.

			Once, it happened only once, she kept telling herself later. Her apartment. Her marriage bed, common sense right out the door—hand in hand with common decency. But, in all honesty, she thought it probably would have happened again, except at the time she was already pregnant with Meg. Then Flora’s mother broke her hip, and Flora went home for a few weeks to take care of her, and by the time Flora returned she had begun to show. And when he saw this he changed completely toward her. He was polite, always, but now, stricken with confusion, or shyness, or disgust, he could barely bring himself to look at her. And then she and Ross heard about an apartment, a much better apartment, at a very good rent, and rather than wait as planned for the baby to be born, they decided to move at once.

			But the shame went with Flora, and stayed with her a long time. She wanted to blame having been pregnant. But why pretend—why lie? She had known what she was doing. She had done exactly what she wanted to do. She had known how pathetic it was, how wicked, how possibly even dangerous. But you couldn’t be afraid of every little danger, could you, or how could you live? Besides (honesty, again!), it had not been entirely out of character. Before marriage, before babies, Flora had been something of a party girl. She had had lots of men before Ross. She could not remember some of their names, either.

			But to think that this same boy had turned out to be the kind of man who would take a hammer to his wife. And that, by pure chance, after all this time, she would have to find this out about him. Millions of people lived in this town, yet such things were bound to happen—in fact, more than likely, it had happened before that a juror had recognized a defendant. (And she’d bet her life more than one clever person had pretended to recognize a defendant.) But it was cruel of the gods to throw this at her when she had only been doing her civic duty. Was this her reward for being a good citizen? (But then, had she really deserved so unhappy a marriage?)

			

			—

			What brought her to her old neighborhood about a year later was, again, chance. She had been visiting a friend in the hospital, which was across the street from the animal hospital, or rather from where the animal hospital used to be (it was now a radiology clinic). It was a difficult visit. Her friend was dying—as it happened, of the same illness that had killed Flora’s mother. Afterward, Flora had not wanted to go directly home. She had started walking, and more because of her state of mind than because of any big changes in that street, she had not even realized where she was until she had almost reached the brownstone.

			And there he was, coming toward her from the opposite direction, clutching a package, smoking a cigarette, dressed in a dark-blue worker’s uniform. He glanced at her, caught her looking at him and nodded politely, but he had not recognized her. He seemed preoccupied, or in a hurry. A huge ring at his belt held numerous keys, which clanked with each hurried step. She watched him disappear into the large building through the service entrance, saw the red stitches on the back of his shirt spelling Superintendent.

			It had not been an apparition. There was no doubt in Flora’s mind. Oh, granted, he was much changed. All that smoking had creased and discolored his skin, his back was stooped, his chest sunken, and his black hair, which was still remarkably thick, might have been dusted with flour. He looked every bit his age, if not older. But she knew him.

			When she reached the end of the street, Flora was relieved to find an empty bench, where she sat down to collect herself. As if saying farewell to a dying friend had not been enough tumult for one day. Oh, Flora, Flora, she scolded herself. But it was really Ross she was hearing. How could you have made such a ridiculous mistake? How could you not have seen at once that the man in the courtroom was much too young to be the same person? Why must you always be such a scatterbrain?

			Oh, how she had exasperated him. How any stupid mistake of hers could set him off, like that horrible horrible time, who could forget, him railing at her a good half hour before slamming into the bedroom. (Thanks to her, they had shown up for a dinner party on the wrong evening.) And when she had dared to go in, she had found him sitting on the bed, his face the most unlikely color. He was dizzy, he said, reaching out for her, he was sick, and he had vomited right there, unable to stand.

			Later, the ambulance, the emergency room, the doctor helplessly spreading his hands.

			Oh, Ross, she thought, getting up from the bench to go home. Forgive me.

			

			—

			Her next summons to jury duty was from civil court. The day it arrived in the mail Flora misplaced it. Later, she turned the house upside down but could not find it, until she went to bed and took up the novel she was reading and there was the summons stuck inside. She laid it on the night table. And perhaps it was because the summons was there, next to her pillow, that she dreamed of jury duty.

			In The Interpretation of Dreams, Freud writes that of the two types of dreams in which the dreamer finds himself naked in public—the first type, in which the dreamer is ashamed and embarrassed, and the second type, in which the dreamer feels no shame or embarrassment at all—he will not concern himself with the latter. But why not, Herr Doktor, when those are some of the best dreams of all? Flora was sitting in the jury box, she was completely naked, and no one, neither those sitting in the box with her nor anyone else in the courtroom, batted an eye. No shock, no shame, no notice, even; everyone carrying on with perfect naturalness. And though she was naked, Flora was not at all cold. She was as comfortable as could be, and she was doing all the talking. Just what she was talking about was not clear, but she was going on and on, in a lively, urgent way, and everyone was listening. She paused, and the prosecuting attorney in her lovely strapless pink gown said, “And then what happened?” And everyone in the room leaned forward to hear. Wine and cheese had been set out on the counsels’ tables, and tall vases of flowers adorned the judge’s bench. Quite a few people were smoking. The person sitting to her left tapped Flora’s arm and passed her a large box of chocolates.

			It was the last dream of the night, the one that came just before waking, so Flora would be sure to remember it, and she woke from it feeling purged and light, knowing that everything she did that day was going to be right.

		

	
		
			It’s All Good

			My brother calls like he always does after visiting our mother at Villa New Beginnings.

			“Did she know who you were?” is the first thing I ask.

			“Hard to say.” This is his way of saying no.

			“But listen,” he rushes on. “This is really funny. I got it from Brookelynn” (one of the nurses). “Mom’s got a crush on Brad Pitt.”

			“Brad Pitt?”

			“Isn’t that wild? She saw him on TV. That movie Troy? Brookelynn says Mom got all excited when she saw him and hasn’t stopped talking about him since.”

			He starts laughing. That he would find this hilarious when it makes me want to weep—well, that’s how different Beany and I are. For another example, I had a silly nickname as a kid, too, but like a normal person I dropped it when I grew up.

			The first time I heard the name Villa New Beginnings it felt like a slap in the face. Beany, on the other hand, approved.

			“You gotta keep it upbeat,” he says. “What would you rather they call it? Gaga Gardens? Grim Reaper Row?”

			Beany really likes the name Brookelynn, too.

			The next thing he does is buy DVDs of Brad Pitt movies and give them to our mother—or, rather, to Brookelynn since even something as simple as using a DVD player would, on most days, be beyond our mother now. I have a hard time understanding how quickly things got to this point. At Thanksgiving she was herself, going to church, playing cards and miniature golf with her friends, cleaning her own house. But right after New Year’s she started having trouble sleeping. Weeks of bad nights later her mind had lost its grip. She forgot many things, including what you’re supposed to do when you’re thirsty. I figured once they treated her for dehydration the gibbering stranger in the hospital bed would turn back into my sane seventy-year-old mother, whose only real health problem was a little high blood pressure. But I never saw that woman again.

			To be exact, there are moments when she returns briefly to her old self. But such times are just what the doctor warned us they’d be: a mixed blessing. Those days when she’s lucid enough to realize where she is, and why, she could well end up crying. I don’t belong here, she’ll wail, gaping in horror at the other New Beginners, most of whom are, in fact, a lot older and more disheveled than she is. On the other days, when she doesn’t know her own children, or the difference between a comb and a toothbrush, or which way to turn to get to the dining room—that’s when it seems her mind is working so hard trying to figure out what’s what that there’s not much room left for despair.

			There is something worse than your mother not knowing who you are, and that is your mother not knowing who you are and freaking out when she sees you.

			“You can’t take it personal,” Brookelynn said, on the occasion when my mother flung the roses I’d brought her to the floor and told me to get the fuckety-fuck out of her sight.

			Fuckety-fuck. This is a woman who used to wince at words like turd and whore. (“If you can’t find a decent word for a thing, maybe you shouldn’t be talking about that thing in the first place.”) Now the filthiest words trip off her tongue like she’s been using them her whole life. I knew the nurse was right, and that this kind of bizarre change was not unusual for New Beginners. (They actually call them that. They actually write that on signs on the doors of their rooms. New Beginner April Joyce. New Beginner Fred Fawcett. Like some kind of cult. The signs themselves, the handiwork of a local Girl Scout troop, are colored cardboard cut into the shapes of various animals. “Well, what would you rather?” Beany says when I roll my eyes at our mother’s bunny. “Tombstones?”)

			Again, Beany finds our mother’s new potty mouth hilarious and my dismay baffling. “But you say fuck all the time,” he says, like he really can’t see a difference.

			I’m not a big Brad Pitt fan, but I’ve seen some of his movies, including Troy. I ask my brother if he doesn’t think they’re too graphic for our mother. In fact, that’s why I hardly ever go to the movies myself anymore; even the ones rated PG-13 usually have parts I can’t stomach.

			Beany laughs. “No worries. It’s not like we’ve got her watching Fight Club.” He tells me how much our mother has been enjoying Thelma & Louise and Ocean’s Eleven. I remain uneasy. I have seen our mother, once generally unflappable, throw a fit because the person who cleaned her room accidentally left a rag behind on the radiator. She has accused a bedridden ninety-eight-year-old who could easily be mistaken for a mummy of sneaking up and trying to scalp her while she was taking a nap. I think of the ending of Thelma & Louise and remember the time we took her out to lunch and there, in the parking lot, was a woman’s shoe lying on its side. “Oh, the poor thing,” she said, her eyes welling. “All alone by itself. Where could the other one be?”

			But according to Beany, according to Brookelynn, my anxiety is uncalled for.

			“Thing is, she can’t really keep track of the story. It’s really all about Brad. When he’s not on-screen she stops paying attention.”

			Brad, for God’s sake.

			“Sometimes she talks to him.”

			“What does she say?”

			“Oh, I don’t know, weird shit, like ‘You need a haircut’ or ‘Whose suit is that?’ It’s hard to know what she means. But Mom definitely hearts Brad.” When he showed her photographs of Brad Pitt on his iPhone, he says, “She went nuts.”

			Why can’t I get past this? Why does it feel like someone with cold hands is massaging my neck?

			I say, “But isn’t it a mistake to encourage her?” I have an idea that somehow this nonsense could make her dementia worse. “Wouldn’t it be better to try to keep her down to earth?” But Beany says I’ve got it all wrong, that any kind of stimulation is supposed to be good for her. “Ask Brookelynn.”

			“She says it’s the most alert she’s ever seen Mom. And alert’s a good thing.”

			When I continue to argue Beany gets defensive, which is rare for him (he’s got our mother’s unflappable temperament). He says, “I can probably judge better than you if something’s good or bad for her.” He is referring to the fact that, living in the next county, he visits her several times a week, whereas I make the nearly four-hour trip upstate only two or three times a month. “Brookelynn says Mom’s a lot easier to deal with now. She’s more adjusted to the place, which of course makes everyone else’s life easier, too. So as far as I can tell, it’s all good.”

			It’s all good is one of my brother’s favorite expressions. These days he’s especially chipper because, after more than a year of unemployment (the game farm where he’d been working as a groundskeeper had to fold), he’s just found a new job, tending bar at a beer pub that’s also a weekend comedy club called the Brew Ha Ha. At forty-seven, my brother has had so many jobs even he’s lost count—not that this hasn’t been in keeping with his own plan B if he didn’t make it as a rock star: whatever he could find to get by.

			Like me Beany lives alone, but unlike me he used to be married. He and his wife parted ways a couple of years ago, having planned their divorce the way they’d once planned parenthood. The responsible thing, they’d agreed, was to wait till their kids had left the nest. I had to admire how they managed this; seeing them together you’d never have guessed they were counting the days till they could drop the charade and be out of each other’s hair. In fact, they did such a good job that when they finally broke the news their sons were floored. I couldn’t help thinking that being duped like that—only to learn what a major role you yourself had played in your parents’ decision—might turn out not to have been such a big favor to those kids after all. I imagined all sorts of damage this could cause, but my mother insisted Beany and Gayle had done the right thing, and that if I had kids of my own I’d get it.

			Beany and Gayle sold their three-bedroom ranch house and split the profit. She moved back to her Adirondacks hometown, where she had her own aging parents to worry about, and Beany bought a small piece of property with a mobile home and a hunter’s cabin hard by a stream, where he lives now with three galumphing dogs and a potbellied pig that he bought when the game farm went out of business and auctioned off the animals. His two boys visit him often—more often than they visit their mother, he’s quick to point out (and even quicker to apologize for pointing out)—and I believe him when he says he doesn’t feel isolated or lonesome. He’s always had more friends than anyone I’ve ever known, and unless I’m mistaken he’s either involved with Nurse Brookelynn or soon will be, an assumption I base mostly on her looks: big-eyed and mop-topped, one of those cheerleader bodies that’s somehow both voluptuous and athletic, matching dagger-pierced hearts on each of her calves—a younger, tattooed version of Gayle. Beany’s had the same type since high school.

			Beany is just a year and a half younger than me, and though we grew up together we have different fathers. Mine died in his sleep from a heart ailment he never even knew he had. I was still an infant then. Beany’s father appeared about six months later and disappeared the week before Beany was born. One day, fourteen years later, the phone rang and Beany picked up. Some woman we didn’t know was calling long distance to say that Beany’s father had been killed by a car while out walking his dog. “Wow. Is the dog okay?” Beany swore afterward that this had just popped out of his mouth. The woman slammed down the receiver. We never heard from her again.

			After Beany’s father ran off, our mother vowed never to let herself be dependent on a man again, but though she stayed single it’s unlikely she’d have managed as well as she did without the kindness and generosity of the pediatrician she worked for during the years we were growing up. Dr. Daum was a family man who never once treated her improperly, but that he had a special affection for her was something he didn’t try to hide. As a girl, I used to wish shamelessly that she’d steal him away from his wife. Then my mother wouldn’t have to work anymore, and I’d have my dream: a stay-at-home mom and a nice, rich dad.

			It’s a full moon, and my brother calls with one of his Bright Ideas. (Like the time he tried using his Black & Decker sander to remove a large tattoo and ended up nearly bleeding to death on the garage floor. Like having a girl’s name tattooed across his chest in the first place when he and she were both still just kids. Like being unemployed and bidding $1,500 on a potbellied pig.)

			Sunday is our mother’s birthday. We made our plan weeks ago: I’d rent a car and drive upstate that morning, and Beany and I would take her out to a Chinese restaurant for lunch. Her appetite isn’t much these days, but she’s been to the Wishing Wok a few times (we were advised that if we wanted to take her out it would be easier if we always took her to the same place), and she’s become a fan of their shiny red pleather booths and their “ravioli” (dumplings) and “spaghetti” (lo mein). Now Beany announces excitedly that there’ll be someone else joining us. I figure he means one or both of my nephews, and I’m pleased, because thus far between them those two have come up with a hundred excuses why they can’t visit their grandma, their first and only gander at planet New Beginnings having left quite a mark. (I know: boys.) Then Beany tells me he’s hired a Brad Pitt look-alike.

			“Brad” (the agency representing the look-alike insists on using only the celebrity’s name) lives in Manhattan. Beany asks if I’d be willing to give the man a ride upstate and back. “That way, at least I won’t have to pay travel expenses”—in addition to the fee, of course, a figure he doesn’t name and I don’t ask about because I don’t want to know, but which we both know my brother can’t afford.

			I tell him I certainly will not trap myself in a car for hours with some stranger whose idea of a job is impersonating a movie star, and, in the next breath, I ask him what in the world he was thinking.

			“I don’t know,” he says. “It was just an inspiration.”

			Actually, what gave him the idea was a bachelor party at the Brew Ha Ha the weekend before, for which “Britney Spears” had provided the entertainment. Beany had found the agency this woman worked for on the internet and contacted them. (What’s going on? I work for the department of the mayor’s office that organizes social events, and it seems to be happening more and more: someone or other wanting to hire look-alikes or impersonators of famous people to appear—a suggestion I always oppose.)

			I say, “It’s too risky, don’t you think? How do we know how Mom’s going to react? It could upset her.”

			But he’s already run it by Brookelynn, and it seems the nursing home supervisor has given him the okay.

			“But what are you going to tell Mom?”

			“I’m not going to tell her anything. I want it to be a surprise. I figure we’ll see how she reacts and then we can play it by ear.” He is eating something while talking to me, and the chomping noise hones my frustration.

			We argue for a few more minutes until Beany says, “Look, this is my birthday present. Don’t make it a big deal. It’s just about having a little fun.”

			A little fun.

			Fuckety-fuck.

			I hang up, then decide immediately to call the supervisor myself, though I’ve never found that woman easy to talk to. About as old as my mother but sharp as a tack, she has unusually pale, watery eyes that look like a headache is gathering behind them, and such a precious, standoffish manner you get the sense that if you leaned in too close an alarm would sound.

			“Good news,” she announces, though I can detect no real warmth in her tone. “Your mom’s turned a corner. She’s much less agitated and disoriented than she was when she first came here. In fact, she’s become a veritable angel.” (Who uses veritable in conversation?) “She’s much happier now, and we’re all so happy for her.”

			There is something I often want to scream at the top of my lungs: my mother is right, she doesn’t belong at Villa New Beginnings. In fact, I have never been able to let go of the idea that her problem is temporary. My chest tightens when I remember her last birthday, when she drove to the city by herself and stayed at my apartment. We went to the Broadway revival of South Pacific, which made her sway in her seat with happy nostalgia, and to a luxurious seafood restaurant for what seemed like the best meal of our lives.

			I cannot keep the wobble out of my voice as I explain to the supervisor my misgivings about Beany’s surprise. She listens politely, then says, “Actually, we try to encourage anything that sparks interest or excitement in a New Beginner. Our feeling is that even if it’s a fantasy it’s best to play along. As I told your brother, I don’t see what could be the harm. You know, I’m a fan of Brad Pitt myself.” As if that settled the matter. I let her go, the quicker to let myself break down.

			

			—

			The more I think about what Beany has done, the more unforgivable I find it. I want to know how I’ll ever get through the day with this stranger—whom I can’t imagine as anything but a complete moron—tagging along. I picture a poor man’s Brad Pitt—Brad Pitt with a fake, orange tan or a cut-rate dentist, a greasy film over him. A veritable sleazeball. I feel humiliated for us all. By Sunday morning I’m in such a rage I probably shouldn’t even be driving. I hear Beany’s voice saying, “It’s all good,” and I want to punch him.

			When I finally enter the restaurant, after a hellish drive that includes getting lost in the mall parking lot, the three of them are already there. It’s near the end of the lunch hour now, and the place is almost empty. But there’s obviously just been another celebration: above a large table still waiting to be cleared, a balloon, “Welcome Home Hero,” is bumping along the ceiling, trailing red, white, and blue streamers, like a patriotic jelly fish. I notice it right away because my mother is staring fixedly at it from the booth where she’s sitting next to Beany. I see that one of the local beauticians who volunteer services for New Beginners on special occasions has teased and sprayed my mother’s thin hair into something resembling whisked egg whites. As I lean in to kiss her, I am relieved to see that her white cotton blouse looks crisp and is buttoned properly and the sweater she has thrown over her shoulders has only one small, hard-to-see stain. Her hands rest on the table, the nails unmanicured but clean.

			She looks surprised but pleased to see me. As I wish her happy birthday, I remember I’ve left my gift in the car.

			“Were you stuck in traffic, you poor thing?” she asks.

			“Oh, who cares,” I say, leaning past her to kiss Beany, “now that I’m here?”

			I decide it will be less disruptive if, rather than run back to the car, I wait and give my mother her present later. I slide into the booth, and, unable to put it off any longer, I face the man Beany is introducing as “my friend Brad.”

			The surprise isn’t that he doesn’t look like Brad Pitt. The surprise is that he is much younger than Brad Pitt and looks like Brad Pitt twenty years ago. I feel a surge of pity—my automatic response at first sight of any very beautiful person, ever since Lana Nightingale, both the most beautiful and the most unmitigatedly depressed girl I ever met, jumped to her death from the school roof when we were in ninth grade.

			Brad (I don’t know what else to call him) is what fashion writers would call a study in brown: brown shirt, dark brown vest under khaki jacket, khaki pants—not the Ralph Lauren or Versace duds the real actor would wear, but elegant enough. The gold-rimmed, amber-tinted aviator shades pushed up into his pomaded hair probably cost more than everything else he’s got on put together. On the table next to his place setting rests a flat, heathered-brown newsboy cap. He gives me a warm “Howdy,” and we shake.

			Once, when I was sixteen years old—the year I was prettier than I’d ever been or would be again—on a perfect beach day, I lay prone on a towel in the hot sand, unhooked my bikini top, and let myself dream that someday a man who looked like that would smile like that at me.

			Since our last visit here, a few weeks ago, my mother appears to have forgotten all about the dumplings and lo mein that she always orders. She tells the waiter she will eat anything so long as it isn’t too—she scrambles for the word—“tasty.” The waiter, who looks too young to be legally employed, writes on his pad with an impassive expression, as if this was something he heard from crazy white people all day long.

			We order plates of chicken and shrimp and pork, we order a whole Peking duck, and everyone except my mother wants beer. “Were you stuck in traffic?” she asks me again.

			It’s true that she seems calmer than I’ve seen her recently, but it’s the kind of calm I associate with boredom rather than peace. She keeps looking around as if she’s not sure what she’s doing there. As for Brad, she all but ignores him. If he speaks she might glance his way, but then immediately her gaze starts to drift, wandering from empty table to empty table, as if spirits only she can see are gathered there—and what is so damn fascinating about that balloon? She pays more attention to it than to any of us.

			At first I try to engage her in a little chitchat, saying something nice about her hair, reminiscing about her last birthday (we’ve been told that reminiscing with her is something we should always try to do), but when I see how this appears only to alarm her I stop. I figure this must be why Beany makes no attempt to converse with her but keeps throwing his arm around her and drawing her in close for a hug. At these moments I’m grateful he can’t see her expression, which he would recognize, as I do, as the face she usually makes when someone she doesn’t know well gets physical with her.

			The waiter comes and goes, and each time he walks away from the table she says, “Have a nice day.” As usual she’s not hungry. After a few bites she puts down her fork and asks, “Can we smoke in here?” She who has not smoked in forty years. When we tell her no, she slouches defeatedly in her seat, leans her head against the back of the booth, and shuts her eyes.

			Meanwhile, the boys have hit it off hugely. They talk as if they’ve been friends their whole lives. They talk about the World Cup, and why soccer just doesn’t do it for them. They talk about Tiger Woods and LeBron James and Lance Armstrong and Roger Clemens and whether it’s fair to expect great athletes also to be great role models. Brad turns out to have an unattractive, little-kid voice, something I imagine must hurt him in the pursuit of his dream, which I have no doubt is to be a real movie star. They talk about Stephen Hawking’s warning that we shouldn’t be trying to contact alien life-forms, because chances are if any aliens ever found out about us (“And you gotta figure it’s gonna happen.” “Oh, like, soon.”), they’d probably wipe us out. They talk about the kinds of things I’m used to hearing Beany talk about with his friends, the kinds of news events I have no interest in, debating everything in that earnest, ingenuous way that reminds me why I stopped watching CNN.

			None of this affects my mother, who has fallen asleep. Her face in repose, she looks much younger than she is. But her skin is so white, it’s as if all the blood had drained from a hole in the back of her head into the red upholstery behind her. Again, I am shocked by how different she is from one short year ago.

			Across the room, our waiter has climbed onto a chair and is grabbing hold of the hero’s balloon by its string. I watch as he carries it to the front of the restaurant, where he opens the door and lets the balloon fly away. Just so, out the door flies my little fantasy that my mother would ever be normal again. I think how I am only twenty-two years younger than she is, and how quickly the last twenty-two years of my life have gone by. I think about getting lost in the mall parking lot today, and forgetting to take my mother’s present out of the car, and how, according to something I read just recently, becoming disoriented under stress can be a sign of the beginning of the calamity that my mother is now in the middle of. I think about how we all grow old and how we inherit our relatives’ diseases, how what gets them will be what gets us, too, in the end. I see Beany double up at something Brad has said (“It’s the three rings, man. First comes the engagement ring, then comes the wedding ring, then comes the suffering.”), and I wonder, How does he do it? Mr. Keep-It-Upbeat—what protects him?

			God gave him the greatest gift of all, my mother used to say. I remember how, when he was in third grade, he fell to the bottom of his class. He seemed to have multiple learning disabilities, a source of much concern to his teacher—and to his classmates much mirth. The other kids started calling him Beanbrain. I was furious, but my brother laughed it off. Many remedial courses later, his schoolwork improved. Beanbrain got shortened to Beany, a name he became deeply attached to and saw no reason to lose. It was all good.

			Those were the days when we were in love. This is something I never think about anymore, something neither Beany nor I would ever bring up. But I remember it now. The two of us could not bear to be separated, we insisted on doing everything together: we walked hand in hand, sat watching TV with our arms around each other. Like brother and sister in a fairy tale. We decided that, because we were only half siblings, it would be okay for us to marry each other when we grew up, and then we’d never have to be apart. This consternated our teachers and exasperated our mother, who finally turned to Dr. Daum.

			I remember Dr. Daum had a talk with us both, but separately, me first. Sometimes knowledge comes in an instant, a lightning flash by which you see a thing so clearly that you can hardly believe you hadn’t seen it before. I saw that my brother and I were guilty of something shameful (not that Dr. Daum used that word; the word he used was, I believe, unhealthy) and that it was I, as the older, who should have known better. The shame made me weep, and Dr. Daum hastened to comfort me. He told me how lucky Beany and I were. As I could see for myself, marriage often didn’t work out. But a brother and sister would be family always. During his talk with Beany, Dr. Daum said much the same thing. And now the memory of that fierce childhood passion—no one, not my lost father, not even my mother, stirred such feelings in me as Beany did then—comes back to me with such force that I can’t help asking myself, had I ever loved anyone as intensely as that again?

			As often before in my brother’s presence, I am struck by the fact that, though no longer young—and though certainly no match for either Brad—he’s still a good-looking man. That had been another gift: he was always one of the best-looking kids around. And that, too, had protected him.

			My mother is awake. She is sitting very upright, staring at Brad with her mouth open. Then, with a little shake, as if remembering herself, she leans across the table and asks me if I’d go with her to the restroom.

			It’s as if a magician had clapped her out of a trance. She seems fully alert, no longer tired or in the least uncertain. She even leads the way. No, of course she doesn’t need my help in the stall!

			Washing her hands, she studies her reflection in the mirror above the sink, turning her head this way and that. “I think the girl went a little overboard with the hair spray, don’t you?” It’s one of those unpredictable shifts in her mood and mental capacity that I’m never sure quite how to handle. I don’t want to say anything that might jar her, but as we’re leaving the restroom I can’t resist asking, as casually as possible, “What do you think of Beany’s friend?”

			“Oh,” she says, lifting her shoulders dramatically. “So handsome.” That seems to be all she’s going to say, but just before we get back to our booth she gives my hand an excited squeeze and lowers her voice so the men won’t hear. “You know who he looks just like, don’t you.”

			

			—

			Hours later, after a blessedly trouble-free drive home, walking away from the car rental agency, I’m still anxiously mulling the day. When we’d finished lunch, we all drove to Villa New Beginnings, where Brad waited on a bench in the courtyard while Beany and I got our mother settled back in her room. Brookelynn had already finished her shift, but the room bore traces of her honeysuckle scent, and I saw Beany sniff the air appreciatively as we entered. Another nurse explained that the photograph I’d brought for my mother couldn’t be left in her room because of the glass in the frame. Of course, I’d been informed of this rule—no breakables; it was yet another thing I’d managed to forget. But since I’d already begun to have doubts about the gift—a black-and-white seascape that seemed both banal and gloomy now—I was relieved for this excuse to take it back. I was also relieved that it was so close to suppertime—almost all the residents not confined to bed had been herded into the dining room, though we were not spared the sight of one poor soul forgotten in her wheelchair in the hall, chin sunk onto a saliva-soaked T-shirt that said Bitch on Wheels.

			My mother had become fretful again. She insisted that all she wanted was to lie down; maybe later she’d feel like joining the others for dessert. We kissed her bloodless cheeks goodbye and went to meet Brad, who’d clearly passed the time smoking a joint.

			“Your mom’s so sweet,” he said in his piping voice. He was wearing the aviator shades and the newsboy cap, his long legs stretched out straight and crossed at the ankles. The twilight loved him. I sighed involuntarily. He had his phone out, and the last thing he did before Beany drove him to the airport was show off photos of his infant daughter. The thought of him as a brand-new father refreshed my pity. Here he was, just another dude trying to make his way in the world, counting heavily on those looks, which, maybe someone ought to warn him now, would not get him nearly as far as he hoped.

			As for my brother, he looked as though the day couldn’t have gone any better. And it was certainly true that, if nothing else, he’d made a new friend. “Don’t forget, you owe Mom a present,” he reminded me as we hugged goodbye, but he meant this affectionately. In fact, driving home, I decided to offer to pay half of Brad’s fee and expenses—even more if Beany would let me—an offer I knew would be welcomed with joy.

			There’s nothing to eat in my apartment so I plan to stop at the Italian grocery on the corner, but as I approach the door something occurs to me that makes me want to get home right away. I’m thinking about that time the strange woman called with the news about Beany’s father, and how Beany and I agreed we should keep this from our mother. It was a family rule never to mention Beany’s father at all; that’s the way both Beany and my mother wanted it. But as the days passed, I began to think Beany and I were wrong; our mother would want to know that Perry—that was his name—was dead. We must tell her. “Why,” said Beany, “when you know it’ll just upset her?” I could tell he wasn’t going to change his mind, so I didn’t argue. But the very next time I was alone with my mother I told her.

			“Perry? Dead?”

			It was as if a noose had been slipped around her neck. I will never forget how she thrashed her arms, and her agonized, choking cries—how they went on and on, until I was afraid her grief would strangle her. When she’d finally calmed down, she talked to me in a way she never had before. She and my dad had been high school sweethearts; she had never been with anyone else but him. That was how it was for most girls in those days, she said. “We got married, and then all of a sudden, bang, I’m a mother, and then bang, I’m a widow, just like that.” And then along came Perry. “That’s when I knew I’d never really been in love before.”

			One of the things that distressed me most when my mother moved into Villa New Beginnings was having to get rid of almost all her possessions, including many that she’d had for a long time and that were very dear to her. A few things I held on to (part of my vain hope that one day she’d be able to own them again)—among them a hatbox in which she kept old letters and postcards, loose photos, birthday and Mother’s Day cards and valentines that Beany and I had made for her when we were kids, and other such mementos, all of which I dump onto the floor when I get home and paw through until I find what I’m looking for.

			“I only have this one photo, and it’s not a very good one.” A black-and-white snapshot. “That wasn’t his bike, though. I don’t know whose motorcycle that was.” But he’s sitting on it like he owns it. Like he owns the whole world. Blue jeans. Army boots. Shirtless. “You get the idea,” she said. “He was so handsome.” I remember I had to struggle not to show what was passing through me as I listened to her: jealousy, anger, betrayal—for my father, and for Beany and myself. “Such muscles.” Feelings violent enough to make me regret having spoken, among them one that could only be called disgust.

			He’d driven her to the obstetrician’s office, letting her off at the door while he went to park the car. “From there we were going straight to the marriage bureau to apply for our license.” In fact, she never saw or heard from him again. And yet to this man she had stayed true. She had spent years waiting, wishing and waiting, hoping and waiting, when the right, responsible thing to do would have been to find a good, decent man. A Dr. Daum. A father for me and Beany.

			You know who he looks just like, don’t you.

			It’s true, the resemblance is striking.

			Now that I know, I suppose I’m glad to know. But what about my brother? I remember how angry he was when he found out I’d told our mother about Perry, probably the angriest I’ve ever seen him. “Whatever she tells you about that scumbag, you don’t have to tell me, okay? Because I don’t want to know.”

			My plan had been to end that long exhausting day in the quietest way possible, phone off, reading or watching television, early to bed. But that’s not what I want anymore. A new wine bar has opened across the street, one of several instantly popular places that have opened in my neighborhood in the past few years, that are turning this once dead corner of Brooklyn into something of a hot spot. I don’t go there often, but when I do I usually see someone I know. It’s one of those places that’s always packed, even on a Sunday night, where the people are mostly attractive, or at least young, and where, under the low tin ceiling, the talk and the music are so outrageously loud you have to scream to be heard.

		

	
		
			Mother-Daughter Story

			How to explain to her daughter.

			Back when she was in college, she had taken a literary seminar for which she had to read Kafka’s “Letter to His Father.” After the class had discussed it, the teacher gave them an assignment: write a letter to one of your own parents. Moans and groans, the loudest of which probably had come from her. It was the kind of assignment she hated. She hated writing prompts, in general. If she had to write something, let her choose what about. And the Kafka—well, she didn’t know what to make of it.

			“It was weird, but not in a good way. You think that because it starts out ‘Dearest Father’ it’s going to be loving, but in fact it’s just one long rant.”

			The teacher had laughed and said, “I’m not suggesting you actually send your letter.”

			Kafka hadn’t exactly done that either, though it seems he’d wanted his father to read it. He gave the nearly fifty-page typed manuscript to his mother and asked her to pass it on. Did he know, deep down, that she never would? More than three decades later, and against Kafka’s own will—thanks to his literary executor’s decision to disregard Kafka’s instructions to burn all his papers, unread, after his death—it would be shared with the world. By then Kafka’s father and mother were dead.

			There was speculation that the letter was in fact not an actual letter but a story.

			“You mean like autofiction,” said her daughter.

			“Yes. Except that autofiction hadn’t been invented yet.”

			She remembered that the teacher had asked the class to reflect on the decision of Kafka’s literary executor and close friend, Max Brod, not only not to destroy Kafka’s writing but to arrange to have much of it published. She was the only one to believe that what Brod had done was wrong.

			“But think what the world would have lost!” she said, mimicking falsetto voices (the class—the whole college—had been all women).

			Life would have gone on! The world would have survived! Granted, without one of its most enduringly useful adjectives.

			“So, you would have burned everything,” the teacher had said, sadly scandalized.

			“If I believed that’s what my friend really wanted,” she replied, burning in the hot seat herself. Which Brod always claimed that Kafka really did not. Even so, wouldn’t he have drawn a distinction between the publication of his novels and stories and that of his private letters and diaries?

			“What if everyone behaved that way toward the dead? What would be the point of anyone ever making out a will, or informing loved ones of their final wishes? What makes literary genius an exception?”

			The morality of it eluded her.

			“To them, I was like the Taliban blowing up those ancient stone Buddhas,” she said, anachronistically.

			“And do you still feel the same?” her daughter asked.

			“I do. Though now I would never argue with anyone about it.” It had come with age: caring less and less what other people thought.
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			When her daughter was born, she had named her Anaïs. Not after the writer, but simply because she thought the name was beautiful. Her daughter had other feelings about it. First, there was the constant annoyance of mispronunciations, including the inevitable (and deliberate) “Anus.” In fourth grade, someone wrote on the whiteboard “Anaïs? No, Anaïsn’t,” starting a running joke that dogged her for the rest of the school year. Later: Did your parents name you after that perfume? (She had sniffed it once in a Macy’s and nearly gagged.) By middle school, she had dropped the mark over the ï. Once she was old enough to read Anaïs Nin, she was mortified. Not because of the erotica—she was no prude—but because of that woman’s insufferable narcissistic personality, her droning and pretentious prose.

			She became Ana for a while, until, after reading Little Women for the first time, she adopted, for keeps, Jo.

			Her mother understood. She had never liked the name her parents had given her, either, preferring her nickname, Mo.

			Her husband referred to them together as MoJo.
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			They found the letter in the drawer of Mo’s mother’s nightstand, along with a bottle of Tylenol long past its expiration date and a tube of ChapStick.

			Jo said, “You must have sent it to her.”

			“I did not,” said Mo. “No way I would’ve done that. And if I had, believe me, I’d remember.”

			She remembered vividly banging the manuscript out on her aqua-blue Smith Corona manual typewriter, all in one frenzied go, on Dexedrine. Now it was an antique (Jo called it a fossil), the onionskin paper yellowed, the Wite-Out that had been used, in some spots thickly, to cover up mistakes, flaking. The staple holding the flimsy pages together had rusted, and the comments written by the teacher in pencil were too smudged or faded to be legible.

			Jo asked her mother what the teacher had said.

			Mo laughed. “She sent me to the school shrink.”

			Just once had she been to see that dwarfish, bearded old man, comical in his enormous chair, his enormous desk between them, his nose almost touching the legal pad on which he scribbled throughout the session. Known among the students as Pocket Freud.

			It was a shock to learn that he had not read Mo’s letter.

			“I remember that he never said a word. I was completely ignorant about therapy. The last thing I was expecting was neutrality. I thought I was going to be comforted, that’s how naïve I was. I didn’t know that’s not how it worked. Anyway, that was the end of it. He didn’t ask me to come back. The teacher never said anything to me, either, and no one ever mentioned the letter again.”

			But some years later, despondent after being rejected by a man she adored, she’d let a friend talk her into joining a writing group: four other women and two men who’d met earlier as members of a book club. One of the men taught in a university writing program. When some in the group were having trouble coming up with story ideas, he shared a list of prompts that he’d been given as a student and that he sometimes used in his own classes.

			And there it was again: “You asked me recently why I maintain that I am afraid of you.” The first sentence of Kafka’s letter to his father. Write a story starting with this sentence, went the prompt. When you’ve finished the story, delete the sentence.

			The story did not have to be in the form of a letter, and “you” could be anyone at all. But Mo wanted to write again about her mother—a mother-daughter story like those that seemed to be so popular.

			Now she reread Kafka’s letter, and this time she did not find it boring. A parent who made a child feel fearful and worthless. Childhood not as a carefree, innocent time, but as a test of endurance. She could relate to that.

			With the encouragement of the same friend who’d brought her into the group, and who now insisted that Mo’s mother-daughter story was good enough to be published, she began sending it out to journals. She respectfully obeyed the editors’ rule of no simultaneous submissions, and she always included an SASE. By the time the last rejection note arrived—well over a year after the submission—the sight of her own handwriting on the manila envelope momentarily baffled her: she had forgotten all about the story.

			She had also left the group. While her story had been making the rounds, she’d managed only a string of false starts and had struggled to hide her lack of interest in the others’ writing.
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			Sometime before the onset of her last illness, Mo’s mother had listened to an audiobook about Swedish death cleaning and had taken to heart its advice: declutter your home as much as possible to spare others the trouble once you’ve passed on. For this Mo was grateful. She knew people who’d had to deal for weeks and months with that particular chore. It helped that her mother had already downsized to a cottage in the same Long Island town where she’d lived from the time of her marriage to Mo’s father, who’d died when Mo was eight. The marriage had been sufficiently unhappy—mostly because of his alcoholism, which was also to blame for cutting short his life—for her mother not to want to chance it again.

			Mo’s own marriage had been only slightly less awful—another heavy drinker, Hugh was also a serial cheater—but they’d managed to stay together until Jo was on her own. Though it was not to be, in anticipation of having a second child they had moved, after Jo was born, from New York to Philadelphia, where the cost of living was lower, and where the consulting firm for which Hugh worked had a branch and was willing to transfer him.

			Mo worked as an ER nurse until, one day in her forties, a misstep sent her somersaulting down a flight of stairs like a stuntman. She had back surgery and spent half a year recuperating, but she was never up to the physical demands of nursing again. She took a job supervising a large medical office—as stressful though not as exciting as the ER, thanks to the harrowing bureaucracy of the health care system—from which she could not wait to retire.
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			Jo lived in Chicago, where she’d attended grad school with some dream of becoming a psychologist but ended up marrying the owner of an Italian restaurant that had been his family’s business for three generations and which then became hers as well. The restaurant had barely survived the pandemic lockdown and had been struggling ever since. When Mo saw that they’d raised the prices so that even a bowl of pasta with red sauce was more than twenty dollars, she said, “Well, there’s your problem right there. Who can afford it?”

			Jo explained that their prices were not the problem, that it was the restaurant’s rising expenses that were the problem, and in fact the place was packed every night.

			“And we don’t call it red sauce,” she said.

			“Oh, excuse me,” said Mo.

			“I didn’t mean it like that.” Jo had slipped. Usually she was more careful around her mother. She had learned long ago that a person who was much criticized as a child grows up to be not hardened or immune but, rather, hypersensitive. Even mild criticism, even if it was undeniably justified, caused her mother to overreact, becoming defensive and sullen. Many a fine day had been spoiled in just this manner.

			Whenever Jo was frustrated by Mo’s behavior, she reminded herself that Mo really had suffered at the hands of her own mother. “Every single day, every little thing, wrong wrong wrong, bad bad bad.” Jo’s grandmother had even tried to blame her husband’s troubles on little Mo and her two brothers. “What man wants to come home to a house full of whiny, dirty brats?” she’d snap at them. “No wonder Daddy drinks.” If they’d been rich, she would’ve shipped them all off to boarding school.

			Something Jo had learned in psychology: When a person has had a bad parent, the person remains that parent’s child all their life.
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			Jo had flown to Philadelphia on a Friday, and she and Mo drove to Long Island early the next morning. Passing through her hometown, Mo pointed out how much had changed over the gentrifying years, with less than a handful of the old mom-and-pop places surviving among the chic new ones.

			“What’s that for?” Jo asked about a long line of people on one street. As they went by they saw that it was for a patisserie—specifically, for the crookies that were sold there, according to a signboard out front.

			“Oh, I heard about those,” said Mo. “You have to line up early to buy one, because they sell out right away. You can get them in Philadelphia now, too.”

			“And in Chicago,” said Jo.

			“They must be so good,” said Mo, hungrily. But Jo said, “It’s not about the taste, Mom, it’s about the hype. People always want whatever the latest viral food trend is.” Which she thought was ridiculous. But Mo, who had a history of stress-eating and a constant craving for comfort foods, was empathetic. In her office she’d once heard a patient who’d been sternly warned by the doctor to lose weight protest: “But food is the only sex I have.”

			Mo had estimated that it wouldn’t take more than a weekend to sort through her mother’s things. Another reason to be grateful: there’d be no need to deal with the house itself, which was a rental. Over the years, Mo’s mother had become friendly with her landlord, who lived nearby, and she had agreed to leave him the cottage’s furniture. Before going into hospice, she had arranged for someone from a local donation center to pick up the dozen boxes of clothes and housewares now stacked and waiting in the hall. They were scheduled to come that Monday.

			Jo said, “Grandma really thought of everything, didn’t she.”

			There was not much that Mo needed or wanted for herself, but she picked out a few mementos, mostly photographs and pieces of jewelry, and a pair of Art Deco lamps that had been one of her parents’ wedding gifts—nothing that wouldn’t fit in the car.

			Neither of Mo’s brothers had volunteered to help, being the kind of men who viewed this sort of task as women’s work.

			“They’d only be in the way,” Mo said. “They’d only slow us down.”

			Her brothers had considered everything else having to do with their mother’s illness and dying also to be women’s work. But at least they had shown up for the end.

			Mo forgave the boys, as she always referred to them, because she understood how complicated grief was in a family like theirs. The anguish of mourning not just the death of a parent but a parent’s love that never was.

			From being hypercritical of her children their mother had moved on, once they were grown, to indifference. With every year, she became less and less informed about their lives. Some years she might send a birthday card, other years not. The arrival of grandchildren changed nothing. If anyone had asked her anything beyond their names and ages, she could not have said much. Her detached manner at family gatherings suggested that she’d just as soon have been somewhere else.

			Mo never understood how her mother survived the isolation. She had a few acquaintances, and she got along well with her neighbors, but she had nothing like a bosom friend. She did not even have a pet. (She was afraid of dogs and superstitious about cats.) She had a hobby—gardening—and she had her favorite TV shows, and the audiobooks that she borrowed from the library. She was a regular churchgoer, her reverence for priests surpassed only by her reverence for the pope, and when her youngest had screwed up his courage to tell her he was gay, she’d let Father Gaffney guide her. Her son was a sinner; it would be sinful to condone or accept who he was. Just as she’d thought.

			During the lockdown, she had taken up backyard birding. While she was in the hospital, when Mo went to collect some things for her from her house, she’d noticed a complaining racket at the empty feeder. And for the first time since she’d learned of her mother’s diagnosis, she had wept, thinking that, more than any human, the birds would miss her.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			In midlife had come a time when thoughts of her mother ceased to torment Mo. She had her work, a husband and child, no shortage of friends, hobbies of her own. But getting older she found herself often jarred by flashbacks, or brooding about the past.

			On Mother’s Day, a radio host invited call-ins: “Tell us about your mom, how you like to remember her, what was special about her.” Mo wondered for how many listeners those words would mean the opening of a wound. She remembered what a convicted criminal was once reported to have told a judge: “My mother taught me that there was no such thing as mercy.”

			Not that she thought there was any such thing as a perfect family, of course. But the world was full of examples of what was held to be not some high ideal but the norm: parents who loved their kids, who protected them, who wanted them to be happy. And, futile though she knew it to be, resentment at having been deprived of this—What to call it? Was it a right? Not a privilege, surely?—threaded her days.

			“I’ve always felt like the hungry, penniless kid with her nose pressed against the bakery window,” she said.

			It was called luck, of course. She had been unlucky in her parents. But the luck of being born into love shouldn’t be like the luck of being born into money, should it?

			She could not recall a single instance when her mother had shown guilt for something she’d said or done. The guilt was all on Mo’s side, a sense of unworthiness and self-horror that was like a kind of dirt that couldn’t be washed off. Like the shame that Kafka said he was afraid would outlive him. Out of shame, young Mo had traded the truth about her background for a book of lies. A college friend who saw through it all had once accused her of being emotionally disturbed; she needed to get help, the friend said. (But who to turn to? Father Gaffney? Pocket Freud?)

			It was this mire of shame and humiliation and denial that she believed helped explain why she and her brothers had failed to bond. As if escaping the pain of the past had somehow required escaping one another. And the last thing either of the boys ever wanted to do was talk about it: that would have meant reliving it.
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			She didn’t get to choose her parents. But why later, given a choice, was she driven to choose badly, drawn time and again to men whose rough childhoods matched her own, only to discover how inauspicious this was for a couple? It was only in hindsight that she saw clearly that her and Hugh’s hope of turning two dark pasts into one bright future had been doomed from the start.

			Yet the most wonderful blessing had come of it. Through the years, she and Jo had thrived together. They were as devoted as any mother and child. They were each other’s best friend. They were MoJo! (Once, when Hugh had tried to excuse his infidelities by saying that it sometimes seemed as if the two of them had no need of anyone else, and that he felt left out, Mo was outraged. But later she saw that the assertion contained a kernel of truth.)

			There had been a time, however, when the relationship had been seriously tested. Jo was just twenty then and dating a man ten years older: the owner of a tattoo parlor.

			It had always amazed Mo how tattoos had come to be so common. People who’d never expect to wear the same wardrobe or hairstyle for life—how could they think they’d want to be stuck forever with the same tattoos, let alone the flamboyantly gaudy or lurid ones that were now ubiquitous?

			She remembered reading an article about people’s tendency to be short-sighted even in matters of major importance, from retirement plans to climate change. According to studies, the human brain was very bad at grasping the reality of the future. Most people could not imagine, let alone worry about, their own future selves, because those selves were like strangers to them.

			Well, if any were needed, thought Mo, tattoos were it: proof of humans’ devil-may-care nature and why our world had come to be in the sorry state that it was.

			During the years Jo and her boyfriend were together, every time Mo saw her daughter, another patch of skin had been sacrificed. (The man himself was as tattooed as a Russian gangster.) How could Jo say that he was only making her more and more beautiful? What did Mo care that some committee had named him one of his city’s top ten tattoo artists? To her, he was not an artist; he was a vandal.

			And what about the risks? She was not just a pearl-clutching boomer mom, she was a nurse. Even if there wasn’t indisputable evidence of a link between tattoos and cancer, at least some inks were known to contain carcinogens. And how could a person with all that inked skin catch the kind of small change in pigmentation that was a sign of melanoma?

			Though as dismayed about the situation as Mo, Hugh was no help. “I say we kidnap the bastard and strap him down and tattoo Dickhead across his face.”

			Then Mo made a bad miscalculation. She would call Jo’s boyfriend and try to talk to him about her concerns. His flippant attitude (“He must have said ‘whatever’ ten times,” she reported later) had incensed her. When Jo learned what Mo had done, it was her turn to be incensed. Though they did not suffer a complete break, Jo decided that what mother and daughter needed was a lot more distance between them.

			It gave Mo no satisfaction to know that she was right, that there would come a day when Jo would regret how she looked.

			The tattoo artist was not an addict, but he was a user, and one night when he was in his shop alone he accidentally overdosed.

			Witnessing her daughter’s prostration, Mo understood something she hadn’t fully acknowledged before: how deeply Jo cared, how much this man had meant to her. Mo herself had not yet experienced such a terrifying, disabling grief. It rendered Jo an invalid. There were days when, if she didn’t want her child to starve, Mo had to spoon-feed her.

			“Only you could have gotten me through it,” said Jo, when she was finally able to move on.
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			Jo said, “Well, if you didn’t send it to her, how did it get here?”

			When Mo’s mother was moving from her old house to the cottage, she had called Mo to say that she’d come across a box of stuff from Mo’s college days, some old course notebooks and term papers. Did she want them, or was it okay to throw them out?

			“I told her to throw them out,” said Mo. “It didn’t occur to me that she might look through them—she’d never shown any interest in what I was studying in college—and if she did, why would I care? I never even thought about the letter being there. Think how many decades it’s been.”

			Could it have been a subconscious act, leaving the letter where her mother might one day find it? was a thought Jo kept to herself.

			“And she never said anything to you,” said Jo.

			No, she had never said anything. She had gotten rid of everything else in the box, but this one thing she had saved. And placed it there, in her nightstand drawer, so that Mo could not miss it: her love letter.

			Dearest Mother, I have always believed, and I still believe, that if you would only let me I could make you happy.

			“She was old,” said Jo. “She was sick, and she was on all those medications. She must have been confused.”

			Mo said, “Don’t you dare make excuses for her.”

			Jo was wondering whether to ask if she could read the letter when she saw that her mother’s face had turned blotchy. Her mouth was twitching, and she was breathing so hard that she was grunting. She began tearing up the pages, her hands working furiously, sending scraps of paper flying into the air.

			After Mo had left the room, Jo swept up the pieces and dumped them in the trash.

			For the rest of the day they worked mostly in silence, urgently and so efficiently that they managed almost to finish the job. By then it was dark. They ate the rotisserie chicken and potato salad they’d bought on the way in from town, discussed whether to watch a movie, agreed that they were too tired, and went to bed.

			On the phone with her husband, Jo confessed that she’d been relieved when her mother tore up the letter. “I was afraid to read it,” she said. “I mean, afraid I wouldn’t know what to say.”

			She was alarmed to hear her young son’s voice in the background. “At this hour?” she said.

			“I know,” said her husband. “But he’s not being very cooperative. He wants you home.”

			“I want me home, too,” said Jo. After only a day she felt as if she’d been gone for a week.

			She was trying not to dwell on the fact that, since Mo had picked her up at the airport, not once had she asked after her son-in-law or her grandson.
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			Mo woke up the next morning to a delicious smell. Jo was already up and busy in the kitchen, making coffee. The smell was coming from the toaster oven. Mo peered through the glass and gasped. “You got crookies!”

			Jo said, “I was just keeping them warm.”

			They ate breakfast on the front porch, ignoring the damp that the sun was as yet too weak to evaporate from the wicker furniture. Hope had not died among the birds: back and back they came to the feeder hanging empty from a tree branch.

			“This reminds me of a story,” said Jo. “A famous Carver story.”

			Mo said, “Which Kafka story?”

			“Not Kafka. Carver.”

			Jo had noticed that, since their last visit, at Christmas, her mother had developed some hearing loss. She’d already decided that, before flying home, she would say something to her. She’d have to be delicate about it, though, so that Mo wouldn’t react defensively.

			“Raymond Carver,” Jo said. “Remember him? I can’t think of the title.”

			The grief of a couple whose little boy has just died is interrupted by nasty anonymous phone calls that turn out to be from the baker to whom they owe money for the birthday cake they’d ordered for the dead child but had never picked up. When the couple go to his store to confront him, the mortified baker apologizes and offers them coffee and cinnamon rolls hot out of the oven.

			Jo said, “He urges them to eat, because when you’re in pain, he says, eating can be a comfort.”

			“Hmm,” said Mo, nodding emphatically with her mouth full.

			“ ‘A Small, Good Thing.’ ”

			“Hmm?”

			“That’s what the story is called. I just remembered. The baker calls eating in a time of trouble a small, good thing.”

			“Well, I wouldn’t call these small,” said Mo. “But didn’t I say how good they’d be?”

			Early though it had been when Jo took the car into town, there was already a line outside the patisserie for the crookies—no surprise on a Sunday morning. She had no intention of joining it, but she went inside and bought two fresh-baked croissants and one large, soft chocolate chip cookie. Back at the house, she sliced open each croissant, placed a piece of the cookie inside, and another piece on top, and she heated the croissants in the toaster oven to melt everything together.

			Mo said, “This is the best pastry I’ve ever had.”

			Maybe once they were on the road, their grim task done, Grandma’s house receding farther and farther behind—maybe then Jo would tell Mo the truth, and they could laugh about it. She liked to think that, whenever her mother thought back to this time, its bitterness might be countered by the memory of something funny, something warm and sweet, a reminder that in her grief she had been comforted, and that she was loved.

		

	
		
			The Rabbit’s Foot

			He was a duke, or an earl—he was some sort of nobility—and not the first of his kind to visit the hotel. Royalty, rock stars, movie stars, rich and famous people from all over the world came to stay there. Some had become familiar faces, returning each time they happened to be in New York. Couples who’d spent their wedding nights in the hotel booked the same room for their anniversaries, and there was a family that got together every Christmas and requested that a tree and ornaments to decorate it be waiting in their suite when they arrived. As for the English lord, he’d been there once already, a year ago, then as now by himself. It was not uncommon for a guest to sign the register using a false name. Last time, he’d been the Count of Monty Python. This time he was Lord Sauron.

			Gráinne, who was from Ireland, explained that, although he might belong to the aristocracy, this did not make the man a royal, as some had assumed. More than half of housekeeping staff were from foreign countries, mostly Ireland, Poland, and the West Indies, and of those born in the United States many had immigrant parents. And then there was Carmine, whose roots were a mystery. She was an adopted foundling who’d never lived anywhere but the Bronx.

			It was not for them to know what had brought the lord to Manhattan, or why he’d booked one of the hotel’s forty-two luxury suites for a month. Nor were they especially curious. (It was only the celebrities, the actors and entertainers of whom they themselves were fans, who excited curiosity.) He was young, still in his twenties, and striking: tall and lean with a long back and a loose, slouching walk, a pouty mouth in a manly jaw, and a rooster shag of black hair with a forelock tickling one eye. The image of the swaggering heartthrob in one of the romance novels the housekeeping supervisor liked to read, he was a match for any of the leading men passing through. He was also a drug addict.

			The hotel manager was beside himself: Should he or shouldn’t he contact the police? Since his arrival, the lord had been on a binge and had reached the point of not caring who noticed. Other guests could hardly not notice, having been forced to dodge his lurching person in the corridor. Too many had seen him sprawled inert in a bar booth before the bellboys had had a chance to cart him like a piece of odd-sized baggage up to his room. Needless to say, there were complaints. And it was not even the end of his first week.

			Already the hotel doctor had been summoned out of fear that the man was not just dead to the world but had suffered an overdose. Any day now he might in fact turn up a corpse.

			His behavior was not only deplorable, it was criminal: of course the police would like to know. But then the whole sordid business might get in the papers. (An A-list guest list ensured the persistent attention of the press.) And privileged people were powerful people; who could say how such a man might retaliate?

			The housekeeping supervisor, a no-nonsense woman named Sadie, who’d been born in St. Kitts but raised in London, said management had only itself to blame. The man should never have been allowed back into the building—and would he have been, were it not for his title? During his last visit, he’d brought in hookers and other disreputable types—past the hour when unregistered guests were permitted in rooms, too—and started a fire after passing out and dropping a lit cigarette onto a newspaper. He left emptied capsules and syringes lying about in plain view. His recklessness was baffling. He had been spoken to, he had been warned, and he had apologized. Though he appeared to be, if not genuinely ashamed, genuinely contrite, he seemed to have no fear of being caught, let alone arrested.

			In fact, the hotel had a history of tolerating troublesome guests (not to mention hookers). When you’re serving the upper crust, the idolized, and the glitterati, you expect a certain level of bad behavior. Verbal abuse and harassment of staff, wild parties (group sex was the new thing then), use of illegal substances, rooms left in appalling filth and in some cases deliberately trashed—it could be counted on. Warning guests they’d be billed for any damage they caused was about as effective as wagging a finger at them. Some even seemed to take it as a provocation.

			Over the years, Carmine had had her share of unpleasant experiences. More than one guest who chose to remain in their room while it was being cleaned had done so in a state of undress, going about their business as if they were alone, and once, when a couple in bed would not stop smooching and fondling each other, she had fled in tears. Another maid reported a man who’d walked into the bathroom while she was cleaning the tub and sat down to take a dump. What kind of person would do something like that? (The same kind that left used condoms and tampons in the sheets.)

			“I am sorry, ladies, but there is nothing we can do about these animals,” Sadie said. “I ask you to maintain your own dignity in the face of it.”

			But everyone knew that some were not above taking secret revenge, in ways that might involve a guest’s toothbrush, say.

			Speaking of animals, how a live iguana came to be in one of the hotel lobby’s palm planters was a question that never found a good answer.

			It surprised Carmine to learn how much theft there was. You’d have thought rich people would be ashamed to steal bathrobes and towels just because they coveted a monogrammed souvenir.

			The most elite guests, the sheiks and kings and presidents who roosted in the penthouse suites, came with their own servants. Others hired one of the hotel butlers for the length of their stays. Every now and then someone wished to have a say in who cleaned their rooms. A tourist from West Germany hoped there was a German girl to be had. As it happened, there were no Germans in housekeeping, in which case, the woman said she’d like an Asian. She had lived in Japan for a time and had found that servants there were particularly diligent. No Japanese, either, ma’am; Reyna, from the Philippines, would have to do.

			Years later, when Carmine’s children heard such stories, they were outraged. You could never get away with racist shit like that today!

			Maybe so. But Carmine was pretty sure that today, in that same hotel—though long under different ownership—the same kind of people still got away with a lot.

			Her daughter said: “How could you work in that place for ten years?”

			But Teresa would never understand. She would never accept her mother’s answer. What she wanted to hear was that Carmine had hated the job and resented the way she had been treated. But that was not in Carmine’s character. Housekeeping was menial labor, often dirty and exhausting, but far better than being stuck day-in-day-out on an assembly line in some grim factory, or behind a checkout counter, or, God forbid, picking crops in a field. And though she could have easily found a position in the large city nursing home near her apartment, she decided she’d rather clean toilets than wrinkled butts.

			Not having a boss standing over her every minute was another plus. She liked her bit of freedom—which was why she preferred working alone rather than on a team as she sometimes had to do. Her hands were busy, but her mind was her own. She could daydream or think about whatever she wished. She could catch part of a talk show or soap opera on TV. And the uniform, from hairnet to rubber-soled shoes, suited her fine. Not having to think every day about what to wear, not having to spend what little money she made on work clothes. (Teresa, on the other hand, had never stopped whining about the uniform required by her Catholic school.)

			The hotel’s opulence and exclusivity, to which she knew she herself could never aspire, nevertheless lifted her up. So much she saw every day that was beautiful, from the Oriental rugs to the crystal chandeliers. She could appreciate as much as anyone the elegant furnishings, the pristine linens, the skyline and the Central Park views. She liked peeking into drawers and closets, marveling at those guests who ignored management’s advice to keep furs and jewelry in one of the hotel’s safes. (And not all of those valuables were insured, as was learned from two separate heists pulled in her day.)

			As for the beautiful people, back-of-house staff rarely got a glimpse of them. But the constant parade of stars, the crowd of fans and paparazzi outside the hotel’s doors, meant there was always a ripple of anticipation in the air. Though Carmine prided herself on her own discretion, she was not above listening to cafeteria gossip, the choicest of which came from the switchboard operator who’d eavesdropped on transatlantic calls between a famous actress and her English mother, about the actress’s breakup with her famous actor husband.

			But in the eyes of her children, Teresa and her younger brother Jules, a very different picture of Carmine’s working life emerged. To them, she had spent the prime of her life as a servant to the rich—first full-time in the hotel, then, after becoming a wife and mother, part-time in private homes—work for which she had been poorly compensated and mostly treated not just as inferior but invisible. The blame for this state of affairs lay with a society that was inherently and incorrigibly unequal. Their mother belonged to a social class that was systematically kept down, from birth deprived of a fair chance to do better.

			

			—

			She had been about a year old when she was found, dehydrated and borderline malnourished, inside a pillowcase, in a tenement stairwell. The press had made much of the fact that a rabbit’s foot had been tucked in with her and what the mother could have been thinking. (“Good luck, baby girl,” one reporter suggested.) And over the years Carmine would wonder: What ever happened to that rabbit’s foot?

			Once nursed to health, she’d been adopted by a young couple, an electrician and his wife, who’d had no luck conceiving a child of their own. The paperwork was barely finished when the woman discovered she was pregnant. Not long after giving birth to a son, she became pregnant again, this time with twin girls.

			Though Carmine would never accuse her parents of neglect, she did not feel truly loved or wanted by them, either—at least, not in the same way her siblings were. As she grew, the feeling grew with her: her place in the family was really a kind of mistake. Her brother and sisters were so like one another (they were often thought to be triplets), while she was so different: not as good-looking, not as outgoing, not nearly as bright. She was not one of them, and they used this against her, by turns snubbing and bullying her—behavior their parents only mildly admonished. Carmine was the oldest, after all; she should have been able to take care of herself.

			But if home life was less than ideal, school was outright misery. It was not that she didn’t try, her teachers said, it was that she was slow. Reading was hard, writing harder, arithmetic impossible. She was assigned to a track with other slow children. Slow as a glacier the years inched by, grade seeped into grade, and Carmine showed little improvement. Her teachers were sorry to report that she was no longer even trying. Somehow, she avoided the humiliation of being left back and graduated from high school with a general diploma.

			Liberation! Oh, how much better, the working world. And though she continued to live at home, commuting to a job in Manhattan five days a week and earning a paycheck meant that she was a grown-up. The unhappiness of childhood was behind her; it could only recede, it could never return.

			One Fourth of July, at a neighborhood block party, she met a man who had the exact looks that most appealed to her: an androgynous face and a muscleman body. Marco: bare-chested under an unbuttoned shirt. He was five years older than Carmine and worked as a train operator for the MTA. He had been eating watermelon, and his lips were red and dripping…were cool and sweet. A summer romance led to their engagement and to marriage a year later.

			The subway: as grungy a workplace as hers was sumptuous, and, in those days, a notoriously unsafe one. That Marco could be the victim of a violent assault was Carmine’s biggest fear. His was that he’d hit someone who’d jumped or fallen or been pushed onto the tracks. This had happened to another operator (a boy standing too close to the edge of the platform had had a seizure), who was left so unstrung that he’d had to change jobs.

			Neither of these fears came to pass. But there was another threat: heat waves, at a time when most trains were not air conditioned. One steamy, ninety-degree day, Marco collapsed and was taken to the hospital. It was the beginning of the heart failure from which he would die three years later.

			To Teresa and Jules, their father was another victim of social injustice, forced to work under brutal and dangerous conditions.

			

			—

			A doctor had told Carmine’s parents that her slowness in learning might have been the result of impaired brain development due to poor infant nutrition. It was also possible that her birth mother had been some kind of substance abuser and in bad health during pregnancy.

			Whatever the actual cause of Carmine’s disability, it was not passed down. In school, her children excelled. (Marco had been an average student but had never liked academic subjects and had not even considered going to college.) When they weren’t dumbstruck with pride, the parents would tease each other about their kids having been switched with someone else’s at birth. Brains, love of learning, drive, teachers who saw their promise early and were ambitious for them, full scholarships—they had everything necessary to succeed. Teresa went to Yale, Jules to Stanford—and straight on from there to make their fortunes, she in finance, he in technology.

			And wasn’t the world a funny place? Both children would, at one time or another, attend black-tie events in the ballroom of the very hotel where Carmine had worked.

			The children knew that their mother had been adopted but not how she had been found, or that her birth parents were unknown. (When, after much nervous hesitation, Carmine had told the full story to Marco, he was so overcome that they’d both ended up sobbing.) Once, at a holiday gathering, Teresa overheard two of her cousins talking about Aunt Carmine: something about a rabbit’s foot. She couldn’t get any more out of them, but at twelve she was already adept at searching the internet. Good luck, baby girl. After she’d managed to compose herself, she sent the Daily News article to Jules.

			Although brother and sister were of the same mind about Carmine’s past, they did not share the same level of anger, which ran hotter in the veins of her daughter, where indeed it boiled. There were times when Carmine felt cowed by Teresa’s fierceness. That she wanted her mother to have had an easier life was understandable. But there were times when Teresa’s resentment at the way the world had treated Carmine seemed to shade into resentment against Carmine herself, as though she were in some way at fault, or at least partly responsible, for her life’s deficits.

			When her children asked Carmine why she didn’t want other people to know that she’d been a foundling, she said it was because she was ashamed. When they told her there was nothing for her to be ashamed of, it rang in her ears like a chiding. She did not argue, she did not say what she thought, which was that her children were speaking nonsense. Of course she was ashamed. And she wanted to say that they were not being honest. Among the people whom Teresa and Jules most associated with once they’d become adults, none had humble roots. They lived in two worlds, she and her babies, and they kept those worlds separate. And what other explanation could there be for this except shame?

			

			—

			At first, she was anxious about moving to Brooklyn. It was one thing to stop working years before retirement age, another to leave a home filled with memories of her beloved husband and the children growing up. But it didn’t take long for her to get used to the garden apartment Teresa and Jules had bought for her, on a safe, tidy street just blocks from Teresa’s brownstone. She enjoyed tending her patch of backyard and, even more so, her new hobby: raising Chihuahuas. But her happiest hours were those she spent with Teresa’s daughter, Celina.

			If there was something Carmine could have wished for, it would’ve been more grandkids. But so far Jules, who, after finishing school, had chosen to settle in California, was committed to bachelorhood and, in any case, showed no desire to be a father. Teresa, on the other hand, had always wanted to be a mom, and, after a series of relationships, each of which had ended badly (she blamed men’s inability to deal with self-determined, high-achieving women), had decided to have a child on her own.

			These days Carmine saw a lot of Celina, whose relationship with her mother was strained. For one thing, Celina refused to take school as seriously as Teresa expected her to. (In fact, she did not take it seriously at all.) She was furious that she was being forced to attend a private middle school instead of a public one. (“Just be grateful it’s not a Catholic one,” Teresa told her.) She disapproved of her mother’s corporate job and criticized her for being “all about money.” She accused Teresa of sometimes being mean to Carmine (for example, mocking her for choosing, of all breeds, the hideous-looking, yappy Chihuahua).

			If the trouble between her daughter and granddaughter saddened Carmine, she could not regret that it fostered a closer bond between Celina and herself. She was pleased that, rather than the aggrieved feelings that her past triggered in her children, for her granddaughter it was a source of pride. Against terrible odds, Carmine had fought and survived. She was not a victim, she was a hero. Celina said this so often, and with such ardent conviction, it made Carmine both laugh and cry.

			And wasn’t the world a funny place? To Celina, it was her mother’s overvalued, late-capitalist career and class privilege that were cause for shame. Her grandmother—and her grandfather, too, though he’d died too soon for her to know him—were salt of the earth.

			“Do you ever miss the hotel?” Celina asked. “I mean, do you ever get nostalgic about those days?”

			Unlike Teresa, who’d always discouraged Carmine from reminiscing, Celina was endlessly curious.

			“I don’t miss the aching back, that’s for sure.” But, she confessed, she did sometimes miss the turndown chocolates. “I always used to sneak a couple for myself.”

			Celina roared. “Oh, Gram, I can buy you the best chocolates, any time!”

			Carmine didn’t try to explain that being stolen gave the chocolates an extra-special taste.

			She’d had to wait until Celina was old enough before telling her the story of the English lord.

			“He was a duke, or an earl—I never knew, exactly.”

			“He was the Duke of Earl!” squealed Celina, an enthusiast of the rock ’n’ roll of her grandparents’ generation.

			Carmine would never have crossed paths with him if Gráinne hadn’t gotten food poisoning. For a few days, the others had to split her section, which included his suite.

			The first day, he was there when she knocked, cordially acknowledging her as he was on his way out. Carmine knew his reputation, and she had to wonder: How could this man be a junkie? Her Bronx neighborhood was full of junkies, and it pained and frightened her whenever she passed the small, derelict park where they hung out, as she did every day on her way to and from work. Most of them were young, like him, but sunken-eyed and gaunt, skeletal even, with pocked skin and scruffy clothes. Some of them looked as if they might keel over and die on the spot. But this man—how could he be one of them and yet so spruce and healthy looking?

			As for his suite, it was a mess—litter from the minibar on every surface, a full ashtray overturned on the floor—though no worse than many others.

			The second day she didn’t see him at all, and the third day she was vacuuming the carpet in the living area when he returned from wherever he’d been. She would have left and come back if he’d wanted (and as she would’ve preferred). But he only nodded as he brushed past her. She noticed that he was sweating heavily and listing to one side, and his pupils were dilated. Moments later, she heard him talking on the bathroom phone, followed by the sound of the shower running.

			Today the suite smelled funky. The trolley for the lunch he’d ordered had yet to be taken away. Earlier, when she lifted the plate dome she saw that he hadn’t eaten much, either. Most of a steak lay bleeding into a mound of crusted mashed potatoes. There was a dirty wineglass but no sign of a bottle—until she found two empty ones under the sofa. And one gold cuff link.

			When he reappeared his hair was towel-dried into spikes and he had changed into a robe—not the hotel’s thick white terry but his own beige cashmere one. Now he didn’t look so healthy: he was sniffling, and his neck was speckled with rash. He lay down on the sofa (Carmine hadn’t had time yet to make the bed), yawning and stretching voluptuously before lighting a cigarette.

			

			—

			Down in the manager’s office, a man was shouting. His face was red, his fists were balled, he was puffing with rage. The manager knew that this guest, an insurance executive from Nebraska, was staying in the hotel with his wife and two daughters. They were in Manhattan for a weekend visit before dropping off the older daughter uptown for her freshman orientation at Barnard.

			According to this man, his younger daughter had gone to have her nails done that morning at the hotel spa, where she’d encountered another guest speaking to the receptionist. Recognizing one of her idols, she’d decided to ask for his autograph. At first, he’d pretended she’d made a mistake (as famous people sometimes do when approached by fans), but when she persisted he agreed to sign a brochure from the stack on the receptionist’s desk.

			What happened next, the father said, as reported by his other daughter (who, despite having promised not to, had taken her sister’s story straight to their parents), was that this man had taken the girl up to his room, where they had engaged in what she described as making out. Confronted, the girl had tried to take back her words: she’d gotten the man’s autograph, she said, but she had never been to his room. She had lied only to make her sister jealous, because she was so jealous of her, for getting to leave home and go to college in the big city.

			“She’s protecting the bastard,” the man said, slapping the autographed brochure down on the manager’s desk. “Everyone knows these guys are depraved. I don’t care who he is, I want him arrested. That little girl is fifteen.”

			The manager stared and blinked at the signature.

			“Sir,” he said, “Keith Richards is not a guest here.”

			

			—

			When the manager instructed Carmine to leave the room, she hesitated, wondering whether she was supposed to take her vacuum and cleaning supplies with her. After all, as she explained whenever she told this story, she had other rooms to make up.

			The lord stood before the manager with his hands in his bathrobe pockets and an amiable smile on his handsome face. “This is about that autograph, isn’t it,” he said. “Yeah, well, all right. I confess.” Then, in response to the manager’s unamused expression: “Oh, please. It’s not like I forged a check. It was just a little joke. Besides, I know Keith, and I know he wouldn’t mind.” And, smiling again, amiable again, he turned to Carmine. “There’s no need for you to leave, dear. I’d like you to finish up.”

			He glared defiantly at the manager, who glared back and said, “The girl you gave the autograph to has made an accusation against you. Her father has already alerted the police. I need you to come down to my office, where you can explain everything to them.”

			“Good God, you’re not serious,” said the lord, drawing himself up and tightening the robe’s belt around his waist. “And I suppose you’ve got a security guard waiting in the corridor, in case I won’t go quietly? Well, I’m not going anywhere. If the police want an explanation, they can come up here and get it. As you can see, I’m not dressed, and I also happen to be poorly.”

			His indignation seemed sincere, but immediately, as if he’d just been putting it on, he burst out laughing, a wild cackle that became a hacking cough forceful enough to make him stagger.

			“Oh, I know what you’re thinking,” he said after catching his breath. “The man’s mad. He’s completely fucking insane. And you’re right!” Lunging at the trolley, he picked up the steak knife and, before Carmine could even think to move away, he had yoked her from behind. With his free hand he flourished the knife, slashing Z’s in the air, like Zorro.

			“Yes!” he cried, mimicking the voice of a stage villain. “I am a rapist! I am a murderer! I am the ghost of Jack the Rippaaaaaaah!”

			

			—

			“You must have been so scared,” Celina said. They were sitting in the hotel restaurant, where Celina had talked Carmine into going for afternoon tea. It was the first time she’d been in the hotel since she had stopped working there. Back in her day, she recalled, the kitchen hadn’t offered afternoon tea.

			“The way he was acting, laughing like a hyena the whole time, I didn’t think he could be serious,” Carmine said. “On the other hand, I knew that he was high, and even normal people can do crazy things when they’re high. Then I remember thinking that maybe he wasn’t normal at all, and maybe he wasn’t just high, and what if he really was insane?

			“Anyway, he dropped the knife right away, but he didn’t let go of me. He sort of hugged me and nuzzled my neck, as if to say he never meant any harm. And when he did let go, he started laughing again. I remember that he got so hysterical, he fell to his knees.”

			“And what did the manager do?”

			“Nothing. He just froze. But I remember that his face was like chalk. I never liked that guy, by the way. No matter how stupid or unfair a complaint, he always sided with the guest. And his favorite thing was berating the employee in front of the guest. We all hated him.”

			“Then what happened?”

			“As soon as I was free, I ran out of there.” Smack into the security guard as she went running down the corridor to find Sadie.

			“But what happened to the Duke of Earl?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Nothing?”

			Carmine shrugged. “The girl stuck to her story. He’d gone to the spa to get a massage, and no one there had seen him acting inappropriately with the girl. The elevator operator said he hadn’t taken them upstairs together. Except for the fake autograph, there was no proof of any wrongdoing.”

			The Nebraska family had checked out after the weekend, as they’d booked to do. The lord stayed on, but, with Gráinne recovered and back at work, Carmine never saw him again. A word to some higher-up had resulted in the canceling of his entire bill and an apology from the manager which, according to cafeteria talk, had been a sublimely groveling one.

			The part of the story that had always rankled Teresa was that no action had been taken against the man for having physically assaulted an employee. The police hadn’t even spoken to Carmine. For her, there had been no apology, or any sort of amends. She might as well have been the steak.

			The part of the story Carmine had not told Teresa was the part she would never tell anyone: his mouth on her neck, the heat of his chest, not being able to say whether it was his heart or hers that was pounding. He was naked under the robe, and, before he’d let go, when he pulled her more tightly to him, through the thin soft wool she had felt him grow hard. He had made sure that she felt it.

			What would people think if they knew how often her thoughts had returned to that scene? How it became, and for a long time remained, the focus of her fantasies. How even now the shame could make her blood rush.

			But as the waiter placed the tiered tray of sandwiches, scones, and cakes on the table—far in abundance of what she thought they could possibly eat—she could hear her granddaughter say, “You have nothing to be ashamed of.” Of course she was ashamed. (Not until much later had she understood that it wouldn’t have been as exciting had she not been so.)

			Celina wanted to know if any events from the past had flashed before her grandmother’s eyes, as happened sometimes to people in life-threatening situations. And at once Carmine recalled the image that had fleetingly appeared, and that had always mystified her: the face of a girl she’d never seen before, looking down with a woeful, agitated expression.

			“I didn’t know who it was,” she said, “so I decided it must’ve been my guardian angel.”

			“Oh, Gram,” said Celina. “I think it was your mother.”

			Carmine dropped the scone she had been spreading with jam so abruptly that it rolled onto the floor. Celina neatly toed it under the table.

			“I think it was a flashback,” Celina went on. “From the last time you saw her. She didn’t want to leave you. She loved you, but she couldn’t take care of you. She was saying goodbye.”

			“No,” said Carmine, gripping the arms of her chair as if afraid of falling. “It was you! I was seeing into the future! I can picture her now, and she looks just like you!”

			“Gram,” said Celina, her voice gently grave. “She was my great-grandmother. Why wouldn’t she look like me?”

			At Celina’s insistence, Carmine, who rarely drank, had ordered a glass of champagne. She had drained it too quickly, and now her head was aswim. She tried to remember how old she’d been when she first learned about her beginnings. She thought of the rabbit’s foot. No one could say what had happened to it. Most likely, it had been thrown away. Surely that should not have been allowed. Surely it ought to have been saved, so that one day she could have it.

			From across the room, a heavenly sound drew their attention. On a small dais, a woman with a mane of silver hair had sat down at a harp and started to play. Carmine had never heard a harp live before, but she immediately recognized the tear-jerking song. Through a blur she watched Celina, raptly whisper-singing “What a Wonderful World,” and it was as if she were seeing three faces—her granddaughter, her guardian angel, and her young mother—all magically superimposed.

			Oh yes. It was a funny, wonderful world.

			At the other tables, people kept talking and eating as if nothing miraculous was taking place, and when the music stopped only Carmine and Celina applauded. Then they finished their tea: every sandwich, every scone, every piece of cake.

		

	
		
			Worried Sisters

			Our sister has always caused us grief. A dyspeptic baby; a nervous, accident-prone little girl, abnormally (so we, at least, thought, even if the doctor pooh-poohed this) sensitive to germs. Sneezing and hacking through every winter. (And where we lived winters were long.) Everything went into her mouth. Take your eyes off her one instant and she’d surely hang or choke or poison herself. Twice it ended in the emergency room. It was all we could do to pull her through childhood. Not a lovable child, but we loved her, of course: she was our sister.

			As she grew bigger her problems grew, too. She might have been a difficult, clumsy little girl, but at least she was happy. In her teens, she was never happy. The beauty of the family, to her own eyes she was grotesque. She tortured her hair till it began to fall out, tortured her blemishes so that they left tiny scars. She ate too much, and then too little. Grew fat, grew thin, but of course never thin enough. Once, she punched a mirror into shards. Tears at the drop of a hat. Rage at the merest suggestion of criticism. Countless absences from school. Not normal: this time, the doctor agreed. Now there would always be doctors in her life, and medications, new kinds of which kept coming on the market but none of which seemed to help.

			She wanted to be an artist—but why put it that way? Were we out to destroy her? She didn’t want to be an artist, she was an artist. And it was true that she won a full scholarship to art school, that soon after graduation she was awarded a prestigious young artist’s prize. But after this, encouraging signs were few. We could see for ourselves what a hard life it was, especially for one as sensitive to rejection and failure as she was. How would our baby ever survive?

			We tried to be supportive, turning the other cheek when she lashed out. We, with our ordinary lives and concerns—we who listened to the wrong bands and read the wrong books and made the mistake of calling paintings pictures—we could hardly be expected to understand her: nothing to do with blood. She often seemed just one long nose of disapproval. We confess that at times she scared us. In those days she affected a drastic look, always in black, her dyed black hair stiffened into porcupine-like quills that said back off, or we’ll shoot. She accused us of not caring whether she became a famous artist or not—and what could we say since it was true?

			Nobody was more selfish or narcissistic than the male artist, she always said. But that was the only kind of man she went for, and always so recklessly that when the relationship fell apart she fell apart, too. And then it was just as it had been when she was a child: she had to be watched every minute.

			When she turned forty she kept a promise she had made to herself at thirty: she gave up her studio and stopped making art. She took a job as a fundraiser for a small local museum. Though we would never have told her so, this change gave us hope. For the first time, she began dating someone who was not an egotistical young buck of an artist but a soft-spoken man a few years older than she, who worked for a company that sold office furniture. We could see how much our sister wanted things to work out. She tried not to compare her new boyfriend too much with the other, more exciting men she had been with and to temper her disdain for his job. But the thought that she had settled for this man out of fear that she couldn’t do better tormented her. He had no conversation, and certain personal habits that had always annoyed her turned out to be more than she could bear. One day, she found a nail clipper and a pile of dirty toenails on the coffee table.

			Although she was sure she had made the right decision, no sooner was the man out of her life than she fell into her worst depression ever. Yet another new drug had recently become available, and her doctor urged her to try it. To everyone’s surprise, it worked. Before our eyes, our sister passed from frantic despair to ordinary sadness. She got up every day and went to work, she ate, she slept, she went out with friends, like any normal unhappy person. A year passed, during which we caught up on our sleep and our reading, finished various projects, and played with our grandchildren, and then one day our sister ran into her old, ditched boyfriend on her way home from work. Now they are back together again. In fact, she says, they have never gotten along so well. The things that bothered her the first time around? Those habits that took such a toll on her nerves? They now roll right off her back. He is no longer a man who never has anything to say, but the strong silent type.

			We see. We knew that this was one of the effects of the miracle drug: a mellowing effect, enabling the depressive for the first time in her life to take daily annoyances and simple frustrations in stride. Not till now, however, did we understand that another effect of the drug was to protect the depressive from this very knowledge. Not being medicated ourselves, and knowing our sister as we do, we can see clearly that if she were not taking the drug her feelings for this man would be the same as they were before. We know it’s the pills talking when she tells us how much she wants to get married.

			We have discussed the matter between ourselves, but never with our sister. We don’t want her to be alone, but we are troubled by the thought of her marrying someone that she would never agree to marry if she were not on the medication. We don’t like to think what might happen if, for some reason, she were to stop taking it. We are relieved that at least she is past having children. No children will suffer, whatever happens. However, the man in question is a fine, decent human being whom we have always liked, and we are uncomfortable with the idea of his making such a life-changing decision when he is lacking all the information.

			Together we compose a letter to the columnist who answers questions from readers in various moral quandaries for our local newspaper. We explain that the doctor has said there is no reason our sister shouldn’t be able to stay on the medication for the rest of her life. But we have also heard of studies that say that this might not be possible; the medication could lose its effect over time, or staying on it for too long might turn out to be in some way harmful. This, now, has become our new worry. We take our responsibilities seriously, but we don’t know what is the right thing to do, whether to speak now or forever hold our peace. We do not sign our real names, of course, but rather, Her Loving Sisters.

		

	
		
			It Will Come Back to You

			Apple and sheep: of the five words the neurologist asked me to remember the first time I saw him I still remember two. Remember these words, he said to me at the beginning of the exam. And at the end of the exam, about twenty minutes later, he asked me to recite them back to him. The truth is, I had memorized them by silently repeating them to myself throughout the exam. I didn’t mean to cheat; it was a reflex. The reflex of a lifelong panicky test-taker. Another thing the neurologist had asked me to do was to count backwards by sevens, which made my pulse race because I am also all but innumerate.

			In any case, I wasn’t at the neurologist’s because I was having memory loss or any other cognitive trouble. I was there because of something that had shown up on a brain MRI. I’d had the MRI because an audiology test had shown hearing loss in one ear only, the left one. Normally if there is hearing loss it occurs in both ears. I would not have had the audiology test if I hadn’t gone to see an ENT, and the reason I went to the ENT was the occasional pain I’d been having behind either one ear or the other or sometimes both.

			We call this an incidentaloma, the ENT told me, going on to explain the term, which in fact I already knew: it had happened to me before that some test had by chance detected an abnormality no one suspected or was looking for. In this case, a tumor in the tissue that covers the brain: an incidentaloma-meningioma. Benign.

			We don’t have to do anything about it now, said the neurologist, but we do have to watch it. It’s when these things grow that they can cause problems. But if they do grow it’s usually very slowly.

			Right now, the tumor was about the size of a chickpea.

			Since then I’ve been seeing the neurologist once a year. Some years he prescribes another MRI. So far there has been no change in the size of the tumor. I’m not really trying to be funny when I refer to it as the chickpea, it’s just how I’ve always thought of it, but every time I do the neurologist laughs. One time he said, musingly, “Or a macadamia nut.” But I stuck with chickpea.

			We never did learn the reason for the left-ear hearing loss or for the pain in the back of my ears that had started the whole ball rolling. The ENT thought it might have been from clenching my teeth in my sleep. (The pain was mostly noticeable first thing in the morning.) It still happens at times, but I’ve learned to ignore it.

			Meanwhile, the hearing in my left ear worsened, and the hearing in my right ear caught up, or should I say down, with it. Just how bad my hearing was came as a surprise. If I couldn’t always catch every word that was said, I thought the blame lay with the inescapable racket where I live: the big-city traffic; the music blasting in so many public places, deafeningly at the gym; the din of crowded parties and restaurants. It didn’t help when everyone started talking through masks.

			I was relieved to get the hearing aids not only because I can now hear better but because I know about the connection between hearing loss and memory loss and other kinds of cognitive decline. I did not want to be one of those annoying people who keeps saying What? or who has to be constantly reminded of all the things they would otherwise forget. And what about those studies that show that people with even mild hearing loss are more likely to develop dementia.

			As someone who once never had to write down an appointment or a phone number, I take the inevitable weakening of memory that comes with aging hard. A common response to I forget is Don’t worry, if it’s important it will come back to you. If this was ever true, it is less and less so as life goes on.

			Once, when I was sitting in a park, I heard an elderly man lament to his care attendant, “It makes me so sad, how much I forget.” And the attendant, a woman who appeared to be getting on herself, said chidingly, “Now, baby, why do you have to go and think about it like that? Why don’t you think about how much you remember?”

			I have noticed, though, that in many cases the memories of young people are as bad as their elders’, most likely the result of their deep addiction to digital life, which I have heard a famous neurologist compare to “a neurological catastrophe on a gigantic scale.”

			Now that I think of it, it might have been the word for some other hoofed animal, not sheep but horse or goat. This happens. You remember something promptly but upon only a little reflection you begin to have doubts. And the harder you try to remember it, the more your doubts grow.

			

			—

			My aunt Gilda, who lives in a senior housing complex, has just turned eighty-nine. Her mind is still sharp, though even with hearing aids she can get things wrong. When I said, “five words,” she thought I said, “five wounds.” Her memory is pretty good—better than that of many others her age.

			“You brought me tulips last time, too,” she says, as she peels away the florist’s wrap. And maybe they weren’t tulips, maybe they were daffodils, but she is surrounded by neighbors who would not remember if you had brought them anything last time, or perhaps even that you’d visited at all.

			Gilda is not her real name (though it does suit her), and she is not really my aunt. I was told to call her aunt to make it seem like she was more family than just family friend.

			She is the family friend I sometimes went to live with when my mother had trouble remembering that she had a daughter.

			Gilda makes me think of Dolly Parton’s girlhood story, about the town tramp, a woman whom Dolly’s mother told her was trash, but who to little Dolly was so pretty that she thought trash was what she wanted to be when she grew up, too.

			Though they were friends, tramp and trash were words my mother sometimes used to describe Gilda behind her back. And though I knew better than to say it out loud (and not that I had to), I wanted to look just like Gilda when I grew up. Oh, the marvel of her piled-up blond hair—her termite mound, my mother called it—adorned with a butterfly bow on the front. She put on her face every day, whether or not she planned to go out. Lipstick and blush, eyelashes so long and thick and stiff they made me think of black pipe cleaners. Her bust was the biggest of any woman I knew. She wore sweater-dresses with cinched belts, and tall high-heeled boots. Layers of chunky jewelry announced her appearance with as much jangling as Marley’s ghost.

			She still wears lipstick, but now I see something that didn’t used to be there before—I would’ve remembered, I think, those red smears on her teeth. Once, after I hadn’t seen her for many years, I met her at a diner for lunch. When I arrived and saw her sitting in a booth I got a shock: her bust was gone. I had just time to think cancer when I saw that her breasts were still there, below the table line. These days, instead of sweater-dresses she wears sweat suits, and her breasts loll on her waist.

			Her eyes, always her most beautiful feature, are beautiful still. Like forget-me-nots, as she’d say in her preening moments: flecked gold around the pupil inside a ring of hot blue. She used to be notorious for batting them and for what was called her come-hither look. The trace of that look that has stayed with her into old age I think of as beseeching.

			Gilda has a beau, or so she likes to refer to him. She jokes about robbing the cradle, because he is twelve years younger. But it’s really only a game they play; she and he are just friends. Widow and widower. They sit in lounge chairs side by side on her patio like any old folks. There have been COVID deaths in the complex, as well as deaths from other causes, including two suicides, and varying degrees of mental and physical decline have been seen among numerous residents, but these two seem to have come through the pandemic all right. (Better, frankly, than some high schoolers I know.)

			“How can you wear those things?” he says. He had once been prescribed a pair of digital hearing aids but he could not get used to them. “No way,” he said. “Not for me. You hear things—you hear everything! I’d take a piss and it sounded like glass breaking. I kept getting spooked, thinking someone was walking up too close behind me. And I’d get these weird clicks sometimes, too, like dolphin speak.”

			“Oh, you,” Gilda says, lightly smacking his arm.

			“Seriously,” he says. “Who wants to hear everything? Half of what goes on out there, you’re better off deaf.”

			The grass growing, the heartbeat of the squirrel, to hear such things—“that roar that lies on the other side of silence”—would be too much for us, it would destroy us, George Eliot said.

			According to the beau, bad hearing was something the good Lord sent you as you got older to humor you.

			“You ask someone for directions and they say, ‘That depends on how much spaghetti the chimpanzee put in the pot.’ And you just have to laugh.”

			It is true that we’d all cracked up over “five wounds.”

			The beau recently learned that he has developed atrial fibrillation.

			“What does that feel like?” asks Gilda.

			“It feels like love,” he says.

			

			—

			If it was important, it will come back to you. Maybe, maybe not. What I want to know is why so much that is unequivocally not important comes back, and why it comes back at the particular moment that it does. I’m not talking about the Proust effect, that glorious blooming into florid life of a past experience that some chance sensory stimulant can inspire. I’m talking about putting away groceries when out of nowhere there floats into my head LG & JS 4 EVER, which was what someone had used a red pen to carve into the back of the seat of the desk in front of mine in second grade. It’s the detail that amazes me: the exact crooked shape of the letters, just how much the J slanted to the right, the grain of the wood—indelible, but why? I didn’t know LG or JS. Nor can I remember anything else about that room, such as which classmate sat in that seat in front of me every day. And no intense, poignant childhood episode drenched in beauty and nostalgia arose next. My mind flashed on the image, was momentarily stymied, and moved on.

			

			—

			As memory fails, imagination steps in. It took me a while to realize that what Gilda was doing in the stories she sometimes told about the past was filling in the blanks with things she made up. What I couldn’t tell for sure was when she was and when she was not aware that she was doing this. I’d catch her making mistakes but hesitated to correct them, especially in front of the beau—even though, more often than not, having missed too much of what was said, he got lost, tuned out, and started to nod.

			She’d been married twice, but she couldn’t always remember if it was her first husband or her second one who’d done this or that.

			“It must have been Jack,” she’d say. “Let’s say it was Jack.”

			Certainly it made no difference to me. The point was for me to listen, not to set the record straight. For whom would I be setting the record straight? And aren’t we all unreliable narrators of our own lives? I see in her the little novelist that sits in each of us busily working to arrange experience into story. The idea that a human life isn’t like a novel, that there is no plot, no narrative arc, that our memories can’t be relied on for shit, and that everything depends on how much spaghetti the chimpanzee put in the pot—this the human heart will not have.

			Married twice, but no kids. When I was old enough to understand, I was told this was because of something that Gilda had done, or that had been done to her, back in the days when abortion was illegal. She’d been just a kid herself then, and unwed, and turning to an angel maker had seemed the right thing to do. She couldn’t know it would become the great sorrow—or, as she put it, the tragedy—of her life. You might think this would have made her a person in favor of legal abortion, but in fact it did the opposite: she is a pro-life fanatic.

			The death of her second husband when they were both still middle-aged left Gilda with a deep fear of growing old alone. Even before the lockdown, many in her housing complex were known to be living in isolation, and she could name several—mostly women—who’d ended up dying with no friend or relation nearby. Besides the beau, she has made friends with some of her neighbors, but she clings to me as someone who, unlike any of them, is a link to her past.

			She was horrified to hear that my mother had died alone. In her last years, she had become more and more withdrawn, leaving the house only when absolutely necessary, refusing to answer her phone. All attempts to get her to socialize were met first with weariness, then suspicion, and finally rank hostility. Why couldn’t everybody just leave her be? Days, and later weeks, would pass without her even talking with another person. The people next door noticed that, though they were sure she was home, her lights remained off for a whole weekend.

			That’s how we learned she was gone, I told Gilda. But when I saw how shaken she was, I regretted having spoken.

			This conversation took place the time we met in the diner, well after she had been widowed but before she moved into the senior complex. I’d been surprised to hear from her. Though we didn’t live far apart, it had been so long since we’d been in touch—decades, in fact—that I would have been far less surprised never to hear from Gilda again.

			But we really were like family: more than once that day—and innumerable times since—she reminded me.

			“Your mother was so kind,” she said. “She felt sorry for me. It wasn’t what you thought, that she was dumping you on me. Not that she wasn’t grateful for a taste of freedom now and then. She was so young when she got pregnant, and being a single mother was no picnic. She didn’t want you around your father and his new girlfriend—can’t blame her for that. She needed to find a new man, and how was she going to do that if she didn’t go out? And it’s true that she had lots of dates, but didn’t she deserve to have some fun? And it made me so happy to have you, I kept begging her to let you spend more and more time at my house. It wasn’t that she didn’t want you, or that she ever neglected you. It’s just that I got so depressed thinking how I could never have a child of my own, and she wanted to help me. And it did help. Nothing made me happier than when I had you in the house, especially when you stayed over, and I could pretend you were really mine.”

			This is how she remembered it.

			Speak of pretend, it was on the way to meet her that day that there surfaced something that had been buried a long time, a fantasy I used to have, that Gilda was my real mother. (How I’d ended up with the mother I had was a detail I was content to leave vague.) This was at the height of my infatuation with Gilda. Before Jack—and we can definitely say it was Jack—ruined everything.

			

			—

			According to several articles I’ve read, over a year of pandemic stress and social isolation affected many people’s memories. Complaints of opening a closet or cabinet door and not remembering what you were looking for, turning on the phone and not remembering with what intent. Some say they’ve been unable to recall past experiences, or how to do things they once knew how to do perfectly well.

			I haven’t noticed that I’ve become more forgetful myself, but in my mind, at least, there will always be a connection between the pandemic and my hearing loss. And since I got the hearing aids, though I can’t imagine what connection there could possibly be, scenes from the past keep flashing through my head in a way I can’t recall happening before.

			

			—

			“I don’t want to go to Aunt Gilda’s anymore,” I said. But I didn’t say why. And when my mother pressed me I said, “I don’t like Jack.”

			“Why not?” she said. “What don’t you like?”

			“He breathes on me funny,” I said. And my mother laughed.

			“Don’t be silly,” she said. “You know how she feels about you. You’ll break her heart if you don’t go see her anymore.”

			“I don’t want to go.”

			“Look,” my mother said. “You said you’d go, she’s expecting you, and you can’t just change your mind now just because you’re in a mood. I don’t get you anyway. I thought you loved it there.”

			

			—

			How do men know that you’ll be quiet. Because they do know that. You won’t tell. You won’t throw that bomb. You won’t bring the sky down on everyone’s head.

			And tell what, exactly? He breathes on you funny. What was that supposed to mean? He was just smelling your perfume.

			He was just dusting lint off your dress.

			He was just giving you a big hug because he was so glad to see you.

			He was just teasing, seeing if you were ticklish.

			He was just trying to warm you because the radiator was broken and the room was so cold.

			And the truth is, none of this was the real problem. He wasn’t hurting me, Jack. He didn’t actually scare me. I locked the door before I went to bed. I could handle Jack.

			What I couldn’t handle was the sadness—the immense sadness and pity that I felt for her. What I couldn’t handle was being the cause—however innocently—of Gilda’s humiliation. My mother already looked down on her. She wouldn’t blame Jack alone, she’d blame Gilda, too—she’d blame Gilda more, I thought. After all, Gilda was the one who was supposed to be taking care of me.

			And whom would Gilda blame? She who was so vain. I had learned by then that there were limits to the love of grown-ups. And now I grasped, without fully comprehending, that the whole situation was even more complicated because Jack was a cop.

			If he hadn’t grabbed you when he did, you would have gotten hit by that car.

			

			—

			The trauma of the pandemic and the long solitary confinement of lockdown did much to increase Gilda’s fears. When, after our first visit in over a year, I leave her with the beau snoring at her side, she doesn’t have to say anything, it’s all in her eyes. Beseeching. Forget me not.

			

			—

			Unlike the beau, I like getting messages from the dolphins. And I like how, after they’ve been recharged, and as you insert them, the hearing aids emit a brief welcome-back jingle. It’s true that, until your hearing adjusts, ordinary sounds can be startling. Chewing and swallowing. Other people chewing and swallowing. Toilet flushes like Niagara Falls. The explosion of a lighted stove.

			The audiologist told me about a man who was plagued by the voice of his dead father speaking through one of his hearing aids. Angry, like he’d always been in life. Telling his son what he’d always told him. That he was no damn good. That he would never amount to anything. That he’d driven his poor mother to an early grave. Constantly cursing him out.

			

			—

			“She stole you, is what she did. She stole your affection,” my mother said. “She seduced you with everything she had. Next to her I was always the mean one, because I wouldn’t give in to your every little whim like she did. And you thought she was a goddess. If it was up to you, you’d have spent every minute of the day with her. And she was one of those women who treat girls like they’re living dolls, always dressing them up and playing with their hair. You’d come home looking like a tramp. She teased your hair and sprayed it stiff, and she put lipstick and nail polish on you, and drowned you in April Violets. I could smell you before you even came through the door. The first thing I made you do when you got home was take a shower. But worst of all was the time she asked if it would be okay—since, according to her, it was like you had two mothers—if you could call her Mom. I remember you thought it was a great idea. I thought she was out of her mind. That’s when we decided you should call her Aunt.”

			This was how she remembered it.

			

			—

			Once, around the time I turned thirty and was living in a city far from the one where we’d known each other, I ran into Jack. An outdoor holiday market. The hot chocolate stand. He was with his second wife, and they were in town to visit her parents. The three of us walked along together for a few minutes until his wife spied the restroom she had been looking for and asked us to wait for her.

			“I was the one who put a stop to it,” Jack said. “I thought Gilda’s thing for you was unhealthy. I’m not saying it was anything kinky, but I thought it was out of control. You might not have seen it, you were so young, but she wasn’t in such good shape then. She never did have the best judgment. Now it was like she was living in her own make-believe world. It was partly my fault, because I’d finally convinced her that we should try to adopt, which up till then she’d resisted. We had an interview with a guy at the adoption agency, and he said Gilda didn’t seem stable enough to adopt a child, and that’s when she really lost it. She truly believed she could have you, that she could get your mother to give you up. I didn’t like going behind her back, but I told your mother that it had to stop. She’s your daughter, I said. She belongs with you, not us.”

			We watched as Jack’s wife came heading back toward us. Jack was holding a cup of hot chocolate in each hand. I remember Gilda telling me that it took a strong woman to be a policeman’s wife, especially if he worked in a big city. But Jack was about to retire now.

			“Not that I didn’t miss you,” he said.

			“I missed you, too,” I said. For a time, he was like a father to me. The only father I had. We really were like a family. Beautiful Gilda, beautiful Jack, and me. He really did save me from jumping in front of that car.

			

			—

			Now that we’re no longer stuck in corona time, that everlasting present where the days all seemed to bleed into one another, everyone is looking ahead. Places to go, people to see: everyone is full of plans.

			But already you hear words of nostalgia about the pandemic. As in a news program I saw. Hospital staff who recall the brutal intensity, how they’d never known a greater sense of purpose, or camaraderie, and how, like soldiers in wartime, they’d never felt more alive. People who discovered blessings in lockdown, in restricted routines that forced them to reassess their sense of values and how they should live. Some say they would not have wanted to miss the awesome feeling of living through a historic moment, of bearing witness to a once-in-a-century event. The cacophonic evening celebrations of thanks to the health care workers. The twenty-dollar bills in the tip jar. The handsewn masks and the home-baked bread. The purer air. The calm of abandoned streets.

			That everything that was and is no more is to be mourned is an unsettling idea, but what other explanation can there be for the persistence of this kind of emotion? And it’s this yearning, I think, that is partly—perhaps even mostly—responsible for why we get so much wrong, for why memory is so easily overruled by fiction, and why it can be so hard, no matter how we struggle, to get at the truth of our lives.

			

			—

			I wanted to try an experiment: find a bottle of April Violets, which I haven’t smelled since girlhood, and see what happened when I smelled it again. I couldn’t recall seeing it on sale anywhere lately, but then, since I haven’t worn any kind of scent in a very long time, I hadn’t looked. What with the lockdown, I wasn’t about to go searching in stores, but I figured I could order a bottle online.

			But it turns out the original fragrance no longer exists. The company that made it discontinued it some years ago and replaced it with another, also called April Violets, a change that has been met with considerable disappointment. Don’t be fooled, customers warn. It is not the same. It is not the perfume of old!

			According to several complaints, the new brand not only doesn’t smell as good, it is also not as strong. It does not seem to have occurred to these customers that in fact the matter might not be with the scent but rather with their sense of smell. Hearing, vision, sense of smell—all are known to grow weaker with age. (Loss of smell: now thought to be another possible herald of dementia.)

			Those too young ever to have known the original April Violets appear to be happy with the new one. Not that I was tempted to order a bottle. Needless to say, for the experiment to work, only the perfume of old will do.

		

	
		
			Acknowledgments

			Once again, my deep thanks to Joy Harris and to Sarah McGrath. Gratitude is also due to the whole team at Riverhead Books, whose work has been essential to the making of this book. And, for their very generous support, I thank the Corporation of Yaddo, the Bogliasco Foundation, and the Donald Windham–Sandy M. Campbell Literature Prizes at Yale University.

		

	
		
			About the Author

			Sigrid Nunez is the author of nine novels, including The Friend, What Are You Going Through, and The Vulnerables. She is also the author of Sempre Susan: A Memoir of Susan Sontag. She has received the National Book Award, the Whiting Award, a Berlin Prize Fellowship, the Rosenthal Family Foundation Award, the Rome Prize in Literature, a Guggenheim Fellowship, and a Windham-Campbell Prize. Her work has been translated into thirty-five languages. She lives in New York City.

		

	
		
			[image: Penguin Random House publisher logo.]

			
				What’s next on
 your reading list?

			Discover your next
 great read!

			 

			Get personalized book picks and up-to-date news about this author.

			Sign up now.

		

		_156711966_

	OEBPS/9798217179176_nav.xhtml

		
			Contents


			
						Cover


						Also by Sigrid Nunez


						Title Page


						Copyright


						Contents


						Philosophers


						Greensleeves


						Imagination


						Curiosity


						Airport Story


						The Balloon


						The Plan


						The Naked Juror


						It’s All Good


						Mother-Daughter Story


						The Rabbit’s Foot


						Worried Sisters


						It Will Come Back to You


						Acknowledgments


						About the Author


			


		
		
			Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Cover


						Title Page


						Contents


						Start


						Copyright


			


		
		
			Print Page List


			
						i


						iv


						vi


						vii


						viii


						ix


						2


						3


						4


						5


						6


						7


						8


						9


						10


						11


						12


						13


						14


						15


						16


						17


						18


						19


						20


						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


						33


						34


						35


						36


						37


						38


						39


						40


						41


						42


						43


						44


						45


						46


						47


						48


						49


						50


						51


						52


						53


						54


						55


						56


						57


						58


						59


						60


						61


						62


						63


						64


						65


						66


						67


						68


						69


						70


						71


						72


						73


						74


						75


						76


						77


						78


						79


						80


						81


						82


						83


						84


						85


						86


						87


						88


						89


						90


						91


						92


						93


						94


						95


						96


						97


						98


						99


						100


						101


						102


						103


						104


						105


						106


						107


						108


						109


						110


						111


						112


						113


						114


						115


						116


						117


						118


						119


						120


						121


						122


						123


						124


						125


						126


						127


						128


						129


						130


						131


						132


						133


						134


						135


						136


						137


						138


						139


						140


						141


						142


						143


						144


						145


						146


						147


						148


						149


						150


						151


						152


						153


						154


						155


						156


						157


						158


						159


						160


						161


						162


						163


						164


						165


						166


						167


						168


						169


						170


						171


						172


						173


						174


						175


						176


						177


						178


						179


						180


						181


						182


						183


						184


						185


						186


						187


						188


						189


						190


						191


						192


						193


						194


						195


						196


						197


						198


						199


						200


						201


						202


						203


						204


						205


						206


						207


						208


						209


						210


						211


						212


						213


			


		
	

OEBPS/images/next-reads_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random House
PENGUIN PUBLISHING GROUP

0






OEBPS/images/012_c007_art_4.jpg





OEBPS/images/012_c007_art_5.jpg






OEBPS/images/012_c007_art_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/012_c007_art_3.jpg





OEBPS/images/015_c010_art_8.jpg





OEBPS/images/015_c010_art_9.jpg





OEBPS/images/Penguin_Logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/012_c007_art_1.jpg





OEBPS/images/005_toc_art_1.jpg





OEBPS/images/NEW_RiverheadLOGO_25.jpg





OEBPS/images/015_c010_art_2.jpg





OEBPS/images/015_c010_art_1.jpg





OEBPS/images/015_c010_art_4.jpg





OEBPS/images/015_c010_art_3.jpg





OEBPS/images/015_c010_art_6.jpg





OEBPS/images/9798217179176_cover.jpg
SIGRID NUNEZ
IT WILL COME
BACK TO YOU

o






OEBPS/images/015_c010_art_5.jpg





OEBPS/images/015_c010_art_7.jpg






OEBPS/images/012_c007_art_6.jpg





OEBPS/images/9798217179176_title_page.jpg
[t
Will
Come
Back

to You

collected stories

Sidrid Nunez

RIVERHEAD BOOKS + NEW YORK =+ 2026





