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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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This book is a memoir, but also a mystery—the search for a woman who haunted me, although we never met. Some names have been changed, but all the events are true, described with as much fidelity as possible, based on my own recollection, and on lengthy interviews with the people she loved.


This young woman had a special radiance, an incandescence. She took her own life, which left her friends grasping to understand her power over them. I, too, fell under her spell, and soon she not only bewitched me, she besieged my narrative.


In the end, this book is as much her story as mine.












The memory is a living thing—it too is in transit. But during its moment, all that is remembered joins, and lives—the old and the young, the past and the present, the living and the dead.


—Eudora Welty









INTRODUCTION
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Survivors remember the past in pieces. Not necessarily “before” and “after,” which would be easier. It’s more like time melts into Dali-like puddles, or convulses, slamming together faces and events. Psychologists often speak of a distortion in time afterward, as though the trauma occurred only moments before, but sometimes the pain is so buried it ceases to exist. Then it springs up suddenly, like an allergy, even when it seems there’s no irritant. Or descends, like a fine but malevolent mesh.


That was true for me, but I could never write about my experience as a “survivor.” Even the word seemed bloodless, badly lit. I’d had so many privileges: an education at Yale, then at Oxford as a Rhodes scholar. I had a lovely husband and children; two daughters with their father’s long lashes and love of puns. But I felt trapped behind a scrim, like the smoked glass of an antique mirror, with life on the other side, tantalizing and remote. What happened when I was a child was holding me hostage, as surely as if I’d been stolen away.


There is a moment, stepping onto a plane, when you may hesitate at the threshold, nervous to leave the safety of one world, uncertain of the world beyond. This book takes place at that juncture, a crucial moment for my family, when I tried to make the pieces of my life cohere. Its sections are like those shards of experience, but the path they chart is not specific to me. For we have all been broken or betrayed.


Life is the part that happens after. When we move toward hope, toward peace, toward the healing of our hearts.









PART ONE


BEGINNINGS


The fear of life . . . is the beginning of all evil.


—Rebecca West









1.
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Eight and a half minutes. That’s how long it takes to walk from the bus stop to the dance studio, if you’re twelve years old and long legged, like my older daughter, Isabel. Especially if you’re focused, as I’ve warned her—repeatedly—to be.


The bus stop, at the corner of Olympic and Stewart, anchors an area in transition. For every sushi bar, there’s a gentlemen’s club with a name like “Silver Reign” (you can imagine the age of the clientele). There are auto-body shops and acu-therapy clinics and a veterinary hospital advertising its DEDICATED CARING PARTNERS. When I drove past the day before, casing the joint, I thought the sign said DEDICATED CARING PARENTS. That’s what I’m trying to be.


At the little tabernacle next door, a neon sign beseeches NEED FAITH? Yes, I’m afraid I do.


I need a lot of faith because Isabel is a thinker, often lost in a book. She finds the real world less compelling than Narnia or Middle-earth. I’ve often urged her to live more deeply in three dimensions. So how could I refuse when she wanted to take the school bus to the stop near the dance studio, then walk to class? It was just a little walk: eight and a half minutes.


But I was as shocked as if she’d decided to project herself astrally to Mars. I wanted to say no, but Michael, my husband, wouldn’t let me. “Don’t make her feel afraid.”


He’d seen her do things—like trying to open a door with her elbows—that he knew my fears had inspired.


“Do you know how many dozens of germs are on doorknobs?” I would ask him.


“It doesn’t matter,” he’d reply. “There’d be no one left on the planet if you could die from a doorknob or a water fountain or a computer screen.”


I hadn’t even considered the dangers of water fountains. But I said yes to her anyway. Of course she could get off the school bus alone, then proceed to the dance studio.


I was plotting: If she reached the bus stop at 3:46 PM, she would be safely at the dance studio by 3:54 PM.


By 3:30 PM I was in position. I’d parked all the way down Stewart, near the construction site of the new Santa Monica College campus, far enough away that Isabel wouldn’t recognize the car. She wouldn’t have recognized it anyway, I knew. She wouldn’t have been looking.


But she had to be looking. For eight and a half minutes, she was the solar center of the universe. She had to pay attention to the scruffy young man pacing back and forth, holding an envelope. What was in the envelope? A kilo of heroin? A knife? And the couple, arguing twenty feet farther down the sidewalk. What if their fight escalated to blows, with my daughter walking past?


Isabel had to be watching out for all this, and more. Wouldn’t she? No matter. I would be watching. I would follow, several steps behind, until she swung open the door of the Westside School of Ballet.


When Isabel was younger, Michael took dozens of photographs of her in front of those bright yellow caution signs: WARNING: FERAL PIG in Hawaii when she was a baby; DANGEROUS SURF near a beach in Laguna when she was six; FALLING ICE next to the ski lift in Mammoth when she was seven; BEWARE ELECTRICAL SHOCK at an artist’s studio when she was nine. He did it for me, because he wanted me to believe the world was safe.


Needless to say, I was unconvinced.


I feared that she might sense my presence. We were connected that way. I, too, was remote, a reader, a dancer.


So, of course, I hid. Midway between the bus stop and the ballet school. The shrubbery was hardly concealing: mostly sad-looking ivy and impatiens embarrassed to be taking up space. I managed to find a small bend in the bushes, strewn with discarded sandwiches and cigarette butts and a used condom. Yuck.


Quickly, I found a place that offered better camouflage. I was on a mission. I would not be daunted by a busted beer bottle and a packet of Cheetos coated with dirt.


A flash of bright yellow: the school bus approaching.


I knelt behind the shrub.


3:46 PM, like clockwork, Isabel disembarked, the skirt of her school uniform hiked up dangerously. Dangerously, because she could earn a demerit slip if it was more than “a cellphone and a half” above her knee. (When did the cellphone become a unit of measurement?) Her shirttail ventured out from beneath her cardigan, and she was wearing both shoes, which was a good sign. Last year she got off the school bus wearing only one shoe. How do you lose one shoe during the school day?


As she approached, I hunched down farther. Something crunched beneath my boot. I didn’t dare think what it might be. Years ago, I proudly took our new puppy for a walk, parading her like a prom queen, only to glance back and see her devouring half of a dead raccoon. I hoped the other half wasn’t underneath my feet.
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The corner of Stewart and Olympic featured a cacaphony of white and yellow lines, and three plastic posts jutting out of the pavement, like Popsicle sticks. Next to the sticks was a curved area painted with stripes; then a single lane; then a double yellow lane with insouciant white dashes; then an opposing lane, and a stop sign smack in the middle. Isabel had to negotiate all that just to get from one side of the street to the other. She might as well have been surfing the Farallon straits.


This intersection was livelier than Times Square: a scrum of boys with skateboards; a day laborer in a Dodgers cap; a huddle of scruffy Silicon Valley–types, looking more distracted than dangerous. They could be counted on to destroy our children’s minds, but probably not to menace them.


There was a motorcyclist who didn’t slow down, let alone stop, at the stop sign. STOP means “soft tap on pedal”—I learned that at traffic school—but he didn’t even do that. A man wearing docksiders leaned against a telephone pole. Had a guy in boat shoes ever terrorized anyone? Another man sported a t-shirt that read “Nobody knows I’m gay.”


A boy raced by on his bicycle, holding his phone instead of the handlebars. He wasn’t wearing a helmet. I wondered if his mother knew. A little girl clattered past in her tap shoes. This corner felt almost exhilarating, like a microcosm of the world.


Years ago, in a children’s bookstore, I heard the mother of a toddler ask, “Do you have a DVD he can watch of someone going to the grocery store and the post office and the bank?”


Just take him to the grocery store and the post office and the bank, I wanted to tell her. Let him live in the real world. He’ll love it. And as long as he’s strapped in his stroller, he’ll be safe.


Isabel stopped at the crosswalk, looked left, then left again. When she reached the middle, near the stop sign, she looked right, then right again. All of which was fine, except that, each time she looked, she also gestured with undulating arms, her mermaid hair flowing behind her. She looked more like a synchronized swimmer than a pedestrian. There’s a difference between really looking and performing the act of looking. I’d have to talk with her about that when she got home.


But the only trouble she encountered was at the door of the studio. She was shouldering her dance bag, satin ribbons trailing, and a backpack no self-respecting Sherpa would lift. She had to turn sideways to fit through the doorway.


Another point for discussion.


But when I went to pick her up that first day, all I said was, “How was class?”


“Good.”


“How was taking the bus to class?”


“Good.”


But I knew better. I knew that she had traversed the Bermuda Triangle and barely survived.


Every day for the next week, between 3:32 PM and 3:55 PM, I hid in the bushes. I found a deerstalker in my closet, a relic of my graduate student days, and thought it made the perfect disguise. In Southern California, you rarely need a tweed hat, especially one with earflaps and a pair of built-in visors. But the cap had finally come in handy, although I resembled Sherlock Holmes less than Inspector Clouseau.


Day after day, I saw many of the same men, loitering. They would nod to me as I lowered myself into the bushes, awaiting Isabel’s bus. I recognized the dog groomer who regularly parked here to smoke weed. The guy with bulging biceps, haranguing his parking meter. The pizza delivery man.


Another baby ballerina hurried past. Just you wait! I wanted to warn her mother. It gets harder; they get bigger; they want more. Soon your tiny person will demand her freedom.


Soon you’ll be waiting here, just like me.


Every afternoon at approximately 3:46 PM, Isabel got off the bus, gesturing to the right and to the left, never really looking at the cars themselves, or making eye contact with the drivers, or any of the other things I had taught her to do. Sometimes she added a little pirouette. I would have to talk to her about that, too.


But how could I? She didn’t even know I was there. I came to wonder whether pre-teens, like infants, have a sense of object impermanence. When I wasn’t with her, I ceased to exist.


But she and her younger sister were the strongest reasons for my existence. To nurture them and help them thrive. To let them feel their freedom, that endless, elastic feeling when the time between school and supper feels completely unbounded. I remembered lying in the grass as a little girl, ear to the ground, listening for the other side of the world. Life seemed mysterious, but also intelligible, reliable. There were rules, but it didn’t matter if you didn’t know them. You would discover them soon enough. Was that still true, even now?


When would I—could I—hand my older daughter over to the universe? How would I ever feel that she was safe?


After a week, when my vigil at the corner of Stewart and Olympic began to resemble a sit-in, I could tell by the lemony light that a heat wave was coming on. I’d have to trade my deerstalker for a straw hat. Luckily, I had a closetful. But would that make me more conspicuous?


As I mulled this over from my perch in the bushes, Isabel approached, and I pulled my cap deeper over my ears.


Then she said, evenly, “Mommy, I can see you. I know you’re watching.”


She kept walking, calling back over her shoulder, “Besides, it’s a crosswalk, not a crack den.”


I sprang up, brushing aside the leaves and the litter of wrappers, not to greet her, or to make light of the absurdity of my situation, but to demand: “HOW DO YOU EVEN KNOW WHAT A CRACK DEN IS?”


In that moment, I recognized my madness. My fears had made me crazy enough to stalk my own daughter. (Which, admittedly, is better than stalking someone else’s daughter.) I couldn’t do this anymore.


I had to let Isabel go, so she could feel her life, all the luck of it, the beauty and sweetness and surprise.


She was ready to be free.


She was as equipped for freedom as any twelve-year-old could be.


She was longing to be free.


And so was I.


But I was dogged by more than a fear of dirty doorknobs. What frightened me was harder to quantify, or disinfect. I was afraid of proximity to other people, all of whom seemed inscrutable, volatile. I routinely left an empty stool on either side of me at a sushi bar, or fled the elevator if another passenger seemed unwell. I never accepted a tissue from someone’s pocket, or a Tic Tac from her purse. But it was one thing for me to live in the thrall of all these fugitive fears. Now I was dragging Isabel—and soon, her little sister, Charlotte—into captivity.


That’s when I knew I had to change, to confront my fear of pit bulls and gas meters and cold sores. Michael had been waiting for me, wanting me to change, but I never could. Then I saw my daughter struggling under the weight of a burden heavier than any backpack.


My children were my reason for being.


They would be my reason to begin.
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That night, I was lying awake, thinking about Isabel, thinking about that crosswalk, thinking about Charlotte, who had just turned six. Outside the bedroom window, the owls hooted furiously, or maybe that was Michael snoring. What’s more, he was a snoring denier, which even in a loved one can be maddening.


Down the hall, our daughters slept, warm and flushed and hopeful, the sound of their breathing usually a comfort, but not tonight. So I wandered downstairs to the living room, seeking solace in the stillness of objects: the tilt of the lampshades, the stoicism of the couch.


On the coffee table was a pile of magazines, perpetually unread, and I grabbed one, expecting it to be a copy of Architectural Digest, or one of those exuberant lifestyle magazines with tips on raising heritage chickens and canning plums. Only when I turned on the light did I discover, disappointedly, that it was something drier, more demanding: a ten-year-old copy of The American Oxonian, a quarterly journal about Rhodes scholars. Volume LXII. I paged through it, past articles like “The Cauldron of Mitteleuropa: Summer 1938,” the title alone more potent than any sleeping pill.


So I turned to the index.


At the bottom was a list of scholars who had died recently: all men, all in their eighties. And a woman, a young woman.


Lacey Cooper-Reynolds.


1968–1995.


I flipped to the back of the issue, where the actual obituaries loomed like tiny tombstones.


Lacey “gave meaning to the very idea of being alive,” wrote the friends who composed her obituary. “If our time on earth can be measured not in years, but in moments of intensity, emotion and adventure, then Lacey lived longer and more completely than any of us could ever hope to.”


Yet she took her own life, leaping from the balcony of a hotel in Century City. She was twenty-seven years old, and a newlywed.


I was captivated by the force of her promise, pushing through the seams of every sentence. She flamed into being that night, like a border skirmish or a hologram. I could see her, her fierce, dark eyes and rosebud features, chestnut-colored hair falling down her back. I could hear her, shouting across the stiffened room at a formal luncheon for Rhodes scholars, when a young man stood and said he was at St. Antony’s: “You—I’m at your college. Turn around so I can see your face.”


“Brilliant,” the obituary said. “Radiant. Beguiling.” Clearly this woman was talented and beloved. Why would someone who had everything choose to kill herself? Did she mean to die, or just to send a signal of distress?


On the face of it, Lacey and I had only one thing in common: We were both Rhodes scholars, at a time when there were still few women among our ranks. Like astronauts, we had been launched into a rarefied world, liberating and terrifying, where the view was glorious. But it could be difficult to breathe.


That was true, even now, even in middle age, but there was something else that bound us. Already I could sense that, subcutaneously. Lacey died only eight miles from where I lived, but some other proximity drew me to her: a sadness, a chaos we could not quarantine.


I looked again at her name: Lacey Cooper-Reynolds.


And the date of her death: July 4, 1995.


Independence Day, a day of drowsy beauty; the beginning of summer’s slumber.


That was the day she chose to free herself.
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The next morning I awoke, still thinking about that obituary. The young woman it described was outgoing and exuberant, but also intensely private, happily enveloped by her soft cotton sheets, listening to Jackson Browne. She could command center stage at the most intellectual of gatherings. Yet she also loved to watch Flashdance, an iconic bit of Americana that strangely echoed her own life. The contradictions in her obituary were what most intrigued me, but the final contradiction was the most compelling and troubling: that she chose to take her own life—at the very moment she seemed happiest.


A few nights later Michael and I were having dinner with our friends Peter and Lena, who were just back from Hawaii, where Peter was the camera operator on one of the Pirates of the Caribbean films.


It was good to see them: Peter, with his jaunty Johnny Depp–like goatee, and Lena, who was compact and caustic, a young Gertrude Stein, but with a better haircut. We didn’t get together often, though I couldn’t remember why.


Our drinks arrived, and Lena, a photographer, raised her glass. She liked to dominate the conversation, but this time I spoke first.


“Why do people kill themselves?”


“Don’t worry,” Peter assured me. “They’ll bring the appetizers soon.”


“No, no! I’ve been thinking about this girl . . . ”


“Really.” Peter leaned in lasciviously, and Michael looked concerned.


“She killed herself, this woman. This young woman.”


“I just read an incredible article about this in The New Yorker,” Peter said excitedly.


“You did?” Already I was feeling proprietary about Lacey.


“About people who jump from the Golden Gate Bridge. It’s a suicide destination.”


“The Niagara Falls of suicide,” Lena chimed in.


“Most of them jump facing the city. It’s a horrible way to land.”


“It’s all horrible,” Michael muttered under his breath.


“But there are people who survive.” Peter was growing more animated. “It’s kind of incredible. They fall, like, 250 feet and hit the water at 75 miles per hour. And live.”


I was amazed. “You’re kidding.”


“It’s true. Like, maybe, thirty.”


“Twenty-six,” Lena corrected him.


“No, it’s more.” He scowled at her.


This was an issue for them, the interrupting, the correcting. Maybe that’s why we didn’t see them more. Every couple has a central issue they keep bumping their heads against, don’t they? A challenge that can destroy their love, or certify it.


“The fact is,” Peter was plunging ahead, “people who study suicides think most of them are ill-fated.”


“No shit,” Michael muttered, trying to get the attention of the waitress. She was busy flirting with the bartender, a burly man equally oblivious and inked.


“Most people don’t really want to die. It’s the classic case of cutting your throat while screaming for help.”


“If they don’t succeed, most of ’em never try again,” Lena added.


“Really?” I tried not to sound too surprised.


“Like those people who throw themselves off the Golden Gate Bridge and survive,” Peter went on. “Twenty-five years later, most of them were still alive.”


“Ninety-four percent of them,” Lena offered. “Or they died of natural causes.”


Now Peter was really on a roll. “The point is, suicide is very crisis-oriented. If you can get through the thing you’re struggling with, you probably won’t try again. People who survive the jump always say that. They realize every one of their problems could have been solved.”


“Every single problem,” Lena chimed in cheerily.


Peter frowned. “Except one. That they had just let go of the rail.”
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For days, that conversation continued to haunt me, especially how gleeful Peter seemed in talking of suicide. But most chilling was the image of people jumping from the Golden Gate Bridge facing the city, as if, even in their final moments, they were trying to connect.


Meanwhile Isabel was calling from the next room.


“Mom! Can you come?”


She was working on her “signature” dance, an assignment from her teacher, an imposing African woman with almandine eyes. I didn’t know what a “signature” dance was, and I don’t think Isabel did either, but she was working feverishly, tracing steps with her toes beneath the kitchen table, trying to choose a piece of music from a pile of CDs.


She was considering Stravinsky’s Firebird.


“Do you know it?” she asked, ushering me into a chair.


I discovered it years ago, when I was a dancer. But I did not say that.


“Can you watch what I have so far?”


I nodded and curled up on the couch, Emma the dog flopping at my feet.


Suddenly Charlotte catapulted into my lap. “I promise I’ll be quiet,” she whispered, but Charlotte was rarely quiet, and often what she said revealed, unintentionally, how tenderhearted she was: When her school held a fire drill, she said they had to “evaporate” the building, finding a way, with her misnomer, to save the building, too.


Isabel put on the CD and I expected to hear Firebird, but the lilting strains were differently familiar, eerie and evocative.


It was Lennon and McCartney’s “Blackbird.” Only a young woman was singing it.


Take these broken wings and learn to fly.


The song was tender, melodic, but also disturbing.


Blackbird fly.


I wondered why Isabel chose this as her “signature” song.


Take these sunken eyes and learn to see.


Isabel seemed to drape the music over her like water, unafraid of what was broken, jagged in it. Her gestures were anguished, abrupt—all elbows, all angles.


She looked like she was suffering. Maybe she knew something was wrong in our family, despite the coziness of the cushions, the warmth of the worn rugs. Her father and I were committed to each other, devoted to our daughters.


But sadness had settled over the dishware like a lethal dust. Grief and loss threatened to overtake the house, the yard, sending their tendrils deep into the soil. And no one would suspect such deeply sedimented pain.
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Isabel was the reason we’d bought that house in the first place. The expectation of Isabel. We were living in a house high in Benedict Canyon, which Michael purchased as a bachelor (mostly because it had a hot tub). It also had sixty-three treacherous steps leading from the street to the front door.


One day, a doe appeared outside the window, her two tiny fawns nibbling at the non–water retentive grasses. I saw it as a sign that Michael and I should have a baby, too. On our anniversary, I declined a glass of champagne, hoping I was pregnant. I was thrilled to discover that I was.


Soon, we had determined that the baby was a girl, and we knew we would call her Isabel. So Michael began calling my growing stomach the “Isabelly.” (It was one of those cloying private jokes the newly pregnant share.) But there was no way to lug that Isabelly up sixty-three steps to the front door. Given my propensity for tumbling, it became dangerous, especially in the dark. We longed to live on level ground, but everything with a real yard was too expensive. Everything with a tree was too expensive. I was growing bigger and more discouraged by the day. Sometimes, to cheer me up, Michael would sing his version of a song from West Side Story:





       There’s a house for us


       Somewhere a house for us,


       Peace and quiet and open air


       A Frigidaire.


       Somewhere . . .





Then one day I happened upon a beautiful place overlooking a canyon, but it was more than twice what we could spend. Michael, ever the negotiator, discovered the empty house was owned by a bank and called, offering half the asking price. We moved in three months later.


We have been repairing it ever since.


Nigel Nicolson once said the best houses have a combination of inevitability and surprise. Ours, inevitably, had an excess of surprise in the number of wobbly structural defects and subterranean leaks. Still, the house was a kind of refuge, sheltered by towering eucalyptus trees that scented the garden. A pair of owls called to each other at night. When dusk descended, crickets chirred like castanets, and I could hear the yip-yip-yipping of coyotes. Sometimes I saw them loiter in the street, lanky and diffident. Emma, our dog, pricked up her ears when she heard them howling, in case she was called upon to protect me. She stood ready, too, to defend me from all the babies napping in their strollers, whom she watched leerily from the balcony outside my door.


I had everything I’d ever wanted: love and companionship and the warmth of friends—above all, two healthy, charming children—a dog (although I actually never wanted a dog) and a garden and plenty to read. It was Michael who offered me this: the harmonious peace I thought existed only for other people. The sweetness, coziness, that I imagined in the lighted windows of other people’s homes.


But something prevented me from filling out the contours of my presence. I was floating in a spiritual limbo, like a lukewarm bath. My fears swarmed around me like furies, and it took all my energy just to quiet them, contain them.


No wonder I was becoming zombie mom.


Still I tried to fit in, to find interest in the daily rhythms, to seek out color in the garden, variety in the grocery. I devoted my days to the “clucking domesticities,” as Virginia Woolf described them: the tending and nurturing and consoling; the defrosting and composting. I knew how lucky I was to have this life, dove-colored and promising. I knew it would fray, even crumble, if I did not nurture it. I would destroy the only thing that had ever given back more than it had taken, that had any hope of rescuing me.


But I was making a mess of it—not a noisy mess, like a drunk at a party, but a slow withering of buoyancy, of belief. The past would show itself, like a gambler’s tell, in the way I flinched if someone praised me, or shuddered when I was alone at night, brushing my teeth.


I wanted to live here, in the ripeness, abundance, of the present moment.


But the past would not stay put.


One day I lost the keys to the house and I was frantic, searching everywhere, desperately emptying pockets and beating back shrubs. Michael offered to help, and in no time he found them—outside the front door where I had dropped them.


I asked how he knew where they would be, and he answered lightly, “I looked with my heart.”


He didn’t mean it as a rebuke, but he knew I was floating, hovering, caught between two worlds. I could see Michael and the girls, laughing at the dinner table, but the tableau seemed as aspirational, inaccessible, as a stage scene bordered with light.


I could not find my way in.


I could not even find my house keys.


I was not looking with my heart.
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The world seemed aqueous, with Michael, a distant point. Cheerful. Legible. Looking with his heart. I couldn’t find my heart, but that didn’t mean I didn’t love him. I did, and I adored my children. (I wasn’t sure about the dog.) But in those days, it was hard for me to feel those feelings. Any feelings. In truth, I was trying not to feel. All the while, life was full of sudden jolts and unsuspected longueurs, as if a stage machine had run amok, shifting scenery in a noiseless haze.


Then I stumbled upon Lacey’s obituary, and the whole world shuddered on its axis. What made her vaporous presence so powerful? Did she feel as estranged from her life as I felt shipwrecked in mine? I knew so little about her, but our connection felt almost visceral. In her buried heart, I could hear an echo of my own.


Late at night, I would creep downstairs to re-read her obituary, never daring to bring the Oxonian upstairs, where my daughters slept.


Upstairs, life was sanguine, peaceable, if predictable. It had nothing to do with the heartbroken writing I could not wait to read: “If you did not know Lacey, imagine Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s: the world was in her spell in public, but in the confidence of friends she was a different person, delicate and vulnerable.”


One friend called her “the most likely to succeed among the most likely to succeed, and yet such an unlikely success.”


She was funny and fluent and generous, unafraid of the bold gesture or the brazen remark.


No one, it seemed, was less likely to take her own life.


Over the next few weeks, I would find myself thinking of her, wondering if her hair smelled of citrus; if her laugh was low and coarse, like a mischievous boy’s. Waiting in line at the bakery or the bank, I kept trying to conjure her. She filled my thoughts, even as I packed my daughters’ lunchboxes and tried to ransom my sneaker from the dog.


I wasn’t tech savvy, but I took to my computer, hoping to learn as much about her as I could. I turned to the Internet, eagerly keying in names, dates, and details—before this, I didn’t even know the word “keying”—looking for any information that would lead more directly to her.


I found an article about her from The Orange County Register: a San Clemente woman who invented herself from hard and humble beginnings, juggling a series of low-paying jobs during school and leaving high school early to attend a special honors program at USC. Lacey was active in anti-apartheid groups, and her minor was in peace and conflict studies. I sensed she had not used those skills to soothe herself.


Lacey graduated at twenty with a Rhodes Scholarship to Oxford—one of three world-class fellowships she won. (Another, a Fulbright, she won twice.) According to the article, Lacey first told her mother at age four that she wanted to become a lawyer. She was well aware of the irony of her success, given that Cecil Rhodes, whose will created the awards in 1903, built his fortune on the backs of black African laborers. At age 17, Rhodes left England to grow cotton in southern Africa. He quickly abandoned farming for mining, soon dominating the world diamond market and creating a monopoly with De Beers. Rhodes called the Anglo-Saxon race “the first in the world” and thought “the more of the world [they] inhabit the better it is for the human race.” His dream was an intercontinental railroad stretching from the Cape to Cairo, linking British territories in a “ribbon of red.” (He also hoped to “recover” the United States as an “integral” part of the empire.) But his most lasting contribution to the African continent was also his most odious: racial laws that became the basis for the system of apartheid in South Africa.


To some, the diamond baron was a murderous colonist, a ruthless oppressor, but Lacey was undaunted. “When it comes right down to it,” she said, “the money is to give students a chance to pursue humanitarian goals. If I can change the world because of the money, that will be the greatest irony of them all.”


At Oxford, Lacey settled in quickly, embracing life in the city of dreaming spires, transforming the sleepy Oxford University Strategic Studies Group into a high-powered society and perfecting the most flawless rowing stroke on her college crew team. She was the “it girl” Henry James described, who “feels in italics and thinks in capitals,” but her lack of pretension distinguished her most: the improvisational ease with which she charmed and challenged everyone she met.


Lacey returned to the United States with a doctorate in international relations, and an additional prize: marriage to Simon Reynolds, who had been her “moral tutor,” an irony not lost on her. “She was deeply in love with her husband, a man who represented all she had hoped for in a lifelong companion,” her obituary said. “With an Oxford DPhil, she had reached, after much struggle, her ultimate academic goal.”


Waiting for Simon to join her in L.A., Lacey began the difficult job of adjusting to the real world, and no world seemed “realer” than Chatsworth & Company, the behemoth management consulting firm. Friends said she did not expect to like the work at first and knew that “better things lay ahead—that all doors were now open to her.”


Yet only months into her job, she was discovered facedown in a hotel awning, wearing a business suit.


According to the Oxonian, Lacey worried about the tendency for “talented young women to punch so many tickets on the road to success that they easily lose sight of their true personal goals.” Her own “true personal goal” seemed covetable but self-contained, a private happiness sealed off from public striving; a world where, for the first time, she could breathe.


Still, even when she had everything she wanted—especially then—she may have felt the accolades were built on a false brightness. Internal demons would prevail. And nothing could buoy her, not even the love of friends, their pain so palpable it was almost viscous. No success could root her in the “real world,” stabilize her.


I knew what that was like, to exist in a liminal space, never quite fully situated. To be a person who feels too much, who feels she is not enough. Is that what Lacey felt? Yes, I was casting my shadow over hers, but something within our stories rhymed: the fear. The sense of isolation.


I couldn’t help wondering: Why did our paths diverge?


Why did I survive?


But I didn’t want to make her death a fetish, to probe it like a rotting tooth. Nor did I want to probe my own past, from which the house beneath the eucalpytus had proved a refuge. From which California proved a refuge: the light and warmth and anonymity and ease. I would cruise down the Pacific Coast Highway in my little brown Sentra, past carpets of beach, Don Henley blasting, Don’t look back. You can never look back.


Looking back was the very last thing I wanted to do.
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Then, to my surprise, I became obsessed with Lacey. Maybe no obsession announces itself at first. But I said nothing more to Michael, fearing that he would discourage me. He was as skeptical of my sudden passions as my runaway fears. He didn’t think I should try to invent something called “Mother in a Cup,” a line of soups that offered the kind of comfort mothers (supposedly) did. Nor a purse called “the Mother Lode” that would corral all of one’s belongings in a single, removable sac. No wonder I felt unworthy of him: I was the “bad” one, who spent too much money or ate fried food. He was disciplined and self-sacrificing.


He was silent a lot, too.


Later, I learned the silence was anger. He was furious, and had been for a long time. He loved me, believed in me, wanted me to be my best self, and a better self to him. But he also watched, leerily, to see how I might screw up.


I think he found me charming and also, to his great surprise, a good mother; in fact, too much surprise entered his voice when he complimented my parenting skills. “You’re so loving to them,” he would say of our daughters. “And supportive. But the best thing is you’re not competing with them.” I could never compete with them. They existed on a different plane, healthy and flourishing, still unformed. And sometimes I would wonder where they had come from. How could someone so damaged make something so whole?


As a young girl, I would lie in bed, as the wallah of the world pressed in, pulling out my eyelashes. Then I began to gouge my face. It was calming, somehow, to carve a hole above my lip, usually on the left side: to defile my face, then hide the mark. My mother noticed the cuts, the rawness, but my behavior irked her. I wasn’t happy, but it wasn’t her fault. “You think too much about things,” she would say, but what she really meant was “you want too much.” I asked too much, especially of her. She offered no ballast against my moods, no solace from my insecurities. I was the glowering girl who needed something she could never give.


How could I, who had been scarred, disappointed, and who had disappointed others, make children so fragrant with promise, so free of compromise?
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