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            For West is where we all plan to go some day.… It is where you go to grow up with the country.

            —ROBERT PENN WARREN, All the King’s Men

            The conquest of the physical world is not man’s only duty. He is also enjoined to conquer the great wilderness of himself.

            —JAMES BALDWIN, The Price of the Ticket
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         Maya had been early to pick up Max the day he didn’t come home with the school bus. Usually she was still powering up Sylvan Gate Drive when the old yellow bus sputtered to its crown, the doors exhaled, and Max tumbled out, always before the Kroon girl because Max always took the front seat. Even in the family Corolla, it was Alex at the wheel, Max in the passenger seat, and Maya in the back. Maya had gathered that the popular children sat back of the bus. She had asked Max once why he wasn’t among them. “There’s too much noise in the back,” he had said, and she had felt a hidden satisfaction at his indifference.

         That day, after a week of disabling warmth premature even for New Jersey in June, a note of unhumid reprieve had snuck into the air—Maya had caught it on her drive home from the hospital—and so she had walked out of the town house early. On the rare occasions Alex was home early enough to collect Max, he drove the thousand yards to the head of the drive—Alex enjoyed the very American possibility of this convenience. But Maya walked. She was on her feet all day at the hospital, but she shuttled between three rooms and it was all indoors.

         In Kiev, Maya’s mother had always awaited her by the school doors, painted and repainted until they looked like lumpy old women. The walk home was time alone for mother and daughter; by the time they reached their apartment, Maya’s father would already be at the kitchen table slouched over the sports section, the only part of the newspaper where things didn’t have to be perfect. Maya’s mother would begin their walk by asking all the questions a mother was required to ask of a daughter’s school day—even as an eight-year-old, Max’s age, Maya understood this as a formality—but then, after a discreet pause, Galina Shulman would bring her daughter up to date on the indiscreet doings of “the great circus” of their thousand-apartment apartment building.

         Maya was exhilarated by these walks for she felt her mother spoke as if Maya was not present, or if she were, then as an equal, a friend, not a daughter to whom convention described responsibilities. So—a silent hello to a woman now five thousand miles away—Maya picked up Max from the school bus. It wasn’t particularly necessary—the danger was not in the distance Max would have to cover down to their town house, but in his time out in the world. But it was Maya’s only time alone with her son. She used it to try to understand why she couldn’t always speak with Max in the same easy, unspooling way her mother had spoken with her. Maya did not have her mother’s imagination; that was part of it, certainly. Nor did she have her mother’s curiosity about her neighbors, though Maya knew that this was a failure of her looking, not their living. But none of that seemed the answer. Maya asked her son about school, questions he answered politely and briefly—she never failed to marvel at the unkinked Russian speech of her not-Russian son—and then both fell silent. All she could think was to take his hand, and he let her hold it. She felt she was failing him in some way. Failing him, and couldn’t say how; she felt thick and graceless.

         They had been lucky, the adoption supervisor had kept reminding them, as if he worked on commission. American parents often had to go abroad to find children: Malaysia, Korea, Romania. Bribes, endless waiting, no medical records. Whereas the Rubins got an outright American. Who got an American any longer, and a brand-new baby instead of a child old enough to have been terrorized by somebody else? Maya had the ungrateful thought that she did not want an American: She felt that she would have more to say to a Romanian child. In the sleepless hold of another interminable night, she had shaken awake Alex and said so. He closed his fingertips around the knob of her shoulder, as if she were a loose lightbulb: “He’s a newborn. Was New Jersey familiar to you when you moved here? This house? But now it’s all home.” He turned onto his side, cupped one of her breasts from behind, and said: “Sleep, Maya—please.”

         She had picked out the weary magnanimousness in his voice—he had to indulge not only her willingness to adopt, but her anxieties over it. Only who wanted a child more than he did? However, a biological solution being impossible, Alex’s desire had just one condition—that he not be made to confess it. And so she carried on as the secret advocate for them both. His contribution was to disparage the woe conjured up by her railroad mind at two in the morning. “Railroad mind”—that was Alex’s term for the hive of Maya’s brain. Railroads made him think of motion, steam, frantic activity. What he really meant was that she was like some Anna Karenina—superfluously melodramatic. And Maya understood what he really meant only because she had a railroad mind.

         Alex had been ten years younger than Maya’s eighteen when his family had come to America; the Rubins had come for good, whereas Maya had come on an exchange program in 1988, the first year such things were possible. After college, Maya was supposed to return to the USSR—a plan altered by her love affair with Alex and the end of the USSR. Alex had taken to America—he spoke with confidence about Wall Street, the structure of Congress, technology. Maya conceded his authority. Only once had she exclaimed that in twenty years he had almost never left New Jersey, so what did he know? Alex had looked at her as if at a child who doesn’t understand what it means to say things one will later regret, and retreated upstairs. He did not speak to her for three days, their sullen meals spent communicating through Max and his grandparents, and Maya never said that again.

         Was this acceptable to discuss with an eight-year-old? Maya laughed at herself and rehearsed her to-do list: Max needed a ride to Oliver’s on Saturday, and they had to find time before the end of the month to update two of Max’s vaccines—she would have to pick him up from school and rush back to the hospital before that office closed at four. She sniffed at the festively mild afternoon. The briefly unfevered air grew fevered inside her all the same due to the exertion required by the hill. The sweetness in the air would not last the night.

         The Kroon girl was first, swinging her arms. This was new. This was something she and Max could talk about. Today, he had decided to sit in the back, just to see how things looked from back there. Perhaps he had made some new friends; he had one friend in the world, Oliver. Maya smiled at the Kroon girl, who ignored her, and looked up expectantly at the driver, who never chatted with Maya, which made her feel snubbed though she tried to persuade herself it was because he was grave about his responsibilities. He nodded and yanked the door lever.

         “Wait!” Maya shouted. She laid a soft fist into the glass. The driver looked up reproachfully and the door folded back in.

         “Please don’t hit my bus,” he said.

         “But where is my son?” Maya said. She heard, as always, her slight accent, like a hair under the collar. She spoke with resentment—all those times the bus driver had not acknowledged her.

         “The young man was not on the bus,” the driver said.

         “It’s Max,” she said.

         “Not on the bus,” the driver repeated.

         “But he went to school,” she opened her hands. She took in the driver’s gray T-shirt, swollen by the half globe of a gut, the blue sweatpants and brown sandals.

         “Call the school?” he said. “But I’ve got to move now.” He checked the mirror for traffic.

         Maya’s chest emptied out and she leaped onto the first stair of the bus. The driver looked on with astonishment.

         “Children!” she yelled at the bus. The small heads poking out of the green rows gave her attention, even the ones in the back. “My son, Max. He takes this bus every day.”

         They stared at her silently.

         “Ma’am,” the driver said.

         She swiveled to face him. “You might put on something more decent to set an example for children.”

         His head retreated slightly, and a look of sleepy alarm came over his face.

         She turned back to the rows. “Does anyone on the bus know who my son is?” They gazed at her stubbornly. They were not going to give anything up and they felt pity for her.

         “You know Max,” the driver called out from behind her. She felt gratitude—he knew her son’s name. Then she remembered that she had just used it. “This is his mom.”

         A hand shot up from a row midway down the aisle.

         “You don’t have to raise your hand,” the driver said.

         “Max took another bus,” the voice came. It was a girl’s voice. Maya surged down the aisle.

         “What other bus?” she demanded. The girl—unattractive, a pug nose, Maya disliked her instantly, as if she were responsible for Max’s disappearance—shrugged.

         “Was it a school bus?” the driver said. “Yellow.”

         “No,” the girl said.

         “Town bus? With purple stripes.”

         The girl nodded.

         “I don’t suppose you saw the number,” the driver said.

         “It stops by the flagpole.”

         “That’s the 748,” he said. Maya turned toward the driver. “That one goes north,” he said. “Toward the state line.”

         “What state!” she exclaimed.

         “New York State,” he said. His face folded, concern rising in it like color. Until a moment before, Maya had wanted to see it, and now she did not. “I’ll radio the school.”

         Maya raked her temples. She heard the rumbling of the vehicle and the silence of the children. The back of the school bus was sticking out into Brandenburg Turnpike, cars backing up as they funneled into a single line to avoid it. The driver lifted a wired receiver, which crackled like a radio between stations, and murmured into it. Some of his belly rested on the lower part of the steering wheel.

         “I can’t get them,” he said, exhaling contritely. “They’re busy with buses. But I’ll get ’em. He’ll turn up.”

         Things had improved between them, between her and the driver, and Maya tried to take this to mean that good things were possible and her son would return. She stared out of the open doors down at the drive, its familiar plunge suddenly malevolent and abundant with risk. Without turning back to the driver, she rushed the steps down to the ground and ran toward home, the pavement going off in her knees. Behind her she heard sounds belonging to other people in another world: the bus doors sliding shut, the brake coming off, the bus shuddering off to the next residential development, where children would be disgorged into the hands of their mothers, an unremarkable ritual made remarkable only by its failure to take place.

         
            +

         

         Maya was unvigilant about her cell phone. She would be serving dinner to Alex and his parents, who almost always ate alongside their son and his wife, and hear that each of them had left multiple messages earlier. This information was relayed to her with exasperation covered with feigned amusement. Now, predictably, her handbag, emptied out on the dining table, gave up nothing. She ran for the landline. At Max’s elementary school, she demanded the principal’s office. The man himself came on the line once word traveled why she was calling. Maya was too troubled to feel nervous about speaking to him. He listened to Maya’s news with a strange disappointment, as if she and not he had failed to keep an eye on her son. “I’ll stay late and make inquiries,” he said flatly. She admonished him that she was about to call the police, but it failed to have the intended effect: “Good idea,” he said noncommittally. She wanted more from him; he had lost her son. How could a child wander off school grounds and climb aboard a regional bus line? But she heard herself only thank him.

         She walked the kitchen, trying to think of whom else she could try before Alex and his parents. There was no one. She called the police and was reassured by the temperate way with which her information was received by the dispatcher. Temperate meant that such things ended positively all the time—it had to mean that. Finally, she hit the buttons for Rubin Trading. The line strafed and buzzed. When the secretary’s voice came on, Maya burst into tears.

         Alex and his father drove home in a mourner’s silence. Alex’s mother, who was taking her afternoon swim, was summoned by loudspeaker from the pool. Wary of all singling out, Raisa Rubin waited some time in the slow lane before making sure she had to come out. She did just in time for her husband and son to pick her up from the YMCA, and the three of them set off to receive Maya’s terrible news. When the bell rang, Maya ran for it, but on the other side of the door she discovered not her son but a mournful trio of Rubins, gazing at her as if her discovery of their child’s disappearance meant that she had lost him as well.

         
            +

         

         The elder Rubins lived right in Sylvan Gate, though enough properties away to be out of view in deference to American ideas about privacy. A forty-three-year-old son, and they weren’t seventy yet, Eugene still practically full-time at his food-importing business, all of which allowed the senior Rubins to feel a sense of youth and modernity. Of necessity, also: Where would Maya and Alex be without their aid? They had encouraged Maya to move from mammography to pharmacy—pharmacists earned in the six figures, with another half on the side if she wanted—but Maya was not proactive like them. Alex had tried investments, but if he had earned for himself a fraction as much as he earned for others, it didn’t show, and his father had persuaded him to become the second-in-command at Rubin Trading.

         “Someone’s laid a hex on us,” Raisa said grimly. The four Rubins, two by birth and the others by choice, were leaned over the kitchen table in a tight, anxious circle.

         “When I was a boy, I ran away, too,” Eugene said. “My father laid the strap to me. I didn’t run away again.”

         “So why didn’t you do it to me if it was so effective?” Alex said.

         Eugene looked up. “You didn’t need it.”

         “I don’t understand why you called the police,” Raisa said to Maya. “People will find out and think he’s some kind of runaway!” The other Rubins looked at Raisa in such a way that she did not try this line of argument a second time.

         Eugene shook his head. “I always said this was a bad idea. I’ve always known something would go wrong. It was only a matter of time. I kept quiet only because I didn’t want to upset you. But I was waiting for this day.”

         “Please don’t go back to that,” Alex said. “He’s a boy. Boys act up. It’s nothing.”

         “You like to bury your head in the sand,” Eugene said. “Your mother set you up nicely for that.” He cast a disparaging look at his wife. “But problems don’t fix themselves. Customs is not going to wake up tomorrow and realize they made an error and expedite my honey. Philadelphia is not going to get why Bulgarian feta is just as good as Greek fucking feta unless I go down there, and I open the buyer’s mouth, and I put a square of Bulgarian feta in it—”

         “Zhenya!” Raisa exclaimed.

         “And he chews it, the cow,” Eugene barreled on, “and slowly the dawn comes on his face—‘you’re right, Rubin, this isn’t bad, and two dollars less per pound, you say. Well, you’ve been saying it on the phone for two months, haven’t you’—”

         “What are we talking about?” Alex said. “What do you propose?” 

         “You want to adopt, adopt a child from a place that you know,” Eugene said. “Adopt a”—here Eugene stretched the corners of his eyes to indicate an Asian child. “Those, at least, have good genes for school.”

         “Where was this help eight years ago?” Alex said. “Or did you not want to upset us?”

         Eugene twisted his nose. “An Aryan they get, from Montana. Where? Who? People fuck sheep over there. There aren’t any women. Sheep, goats, whatever’s at hand. Of course those parents sprang him on you the way that they did.” Eugene slapped the tablecloth. “And got away without ever telling you why. Rodeo?” he laughed in an ugly way. He was finally saying things he had kept back because he was kind. “What is that? A lie. But you ate it.” He stared at Maya and bellowed, “What didn’t they tell you?”

         Maya’s chair retreated from the table, her hand over her mouth.

         “What didn’t they tell you?” his voice followed her out of the kitchen.

         Alex leaned into his father’s face. “If you speak that way again, you are not welcome in this house.”

         “Is my money welcome?” Eugene said, and they descended into a terrible silence. It was interrupted by the plink of the doorbell. They looked at each other and leaped out of their chairs, Maya finding the door first as the other three arranged themselves behind her in a hopeful file. But it was the police. The two officers, lean and tidy and queasy to behold on the other side of their threshold, fanned out through the house, as if Max were in a corner somewhere and the Rubins had merely failed to look. Maya realized that the policemen were forced to consider the possibility that the parents themselves had done something to the child. They were looking for evidence. Her blood ran cold, and she was filled with an unbearable sense of futility.

         Eventually, the uniformed men sat with the Rubins at the kitchen table and took down the information that no parent wishes to give. A bit over four feet, a bit under fifty pounds—thin for his age. Hay-yellow hair, straight like pine needles—it fell over his head like a cap except for a little part on the side. Which side—left side. His left. The ears stick out a little, not that you really see it under the hair, and he blinks twice very quickly when he’s nervous. Green eyes, flecks of gray. Beautiful, beautiful eyes. Maya sought out, in the officers’ expressions and gestures, hints of sympathy and reassurance, but then she understood that they had to be like the doctors in her hospital. They had seen too much despair to be able to give anything of themselves to it. If they did, she would never stop taking.

         Grateful for an assignment, Maya went off to look for printed photos—for years everything had been on their cell phones. Well behaved, shy, orderly, and obedient, Raisa pressed the police officers as Maya walked away—needlessly; they wouldn’t find him by his personality. Any other significant details? Maya turned back. She hesitated. He’s adopted, she said. He doesn’t know. The other Rubins stared at her with dismay.

         
            +

         

         As they waited for news, the Rubins dispersed to disparate corners of their panicked home and explored the forms waiting could take.

         Maya Rubin née Shulman was one of those women who, at forty-two, continued to look more or less as she had in her twenties. In her case, her body had never been distended by a child, though the women evaluating her—if they were up to candor—would have admitted that this would have made no difference. These subtleties were lost on men, who focused on the slimness of her hips; the unspeckled smoothness of her legs, save for a long vein thick as a guitar string down one thigh; and the small breasts that seemed boyish at first and then impossibly erotic. Her face confounded them: a strong nose above full lips, framed by soft, jutting cheekbones that had missed their time by a century. To some, the face was ordinary, and in others it caused an arousal no less severe for being not very explicable. In their own way, the men arrived at the same impression as the women: sufficient miscalibration to conjure a subtle, irresistible beauty.

         Her husband, possessed of a handsome wide face that remained olive-colored even in winter, was soft where Maya was slight, as if life had padded him against misfortune. And if not life, then his mother—Alex had been stocky from boyhood and finished his plate every time. He paid attention to his closet, never went to work without a blazer, and spent part of the weekend shearing coupons to Lord & Taylor and Nordstrom. His soccer legs and tennis waist—Alex’s parents had insisted on sports, though Alex was left free to choose which—had filled out, but democratically, in equal parts everywhere, as if according to blueprints.

         The mother and father were an inversion of the children: the father thin as straw, the mother heavyset despite a youth in swimming. (A photo in burnt-brown tones left on the children’s mantelpiece by Raisa showed her as a young woman just out of the Minsk city pool, the rubber cap still tight on her ears, lipstick already on her lips, a single gold tooth watting up her smile.) Raisa could pile into Eugene what she wanted and still the shoulders stayed knobby, the collarbone so taut you couldn’t look at it without thinking of the bone cutting right through its poor membrane of skin. Eugene had more hair in his eyebrows than some on their heads, and in youth Raisa called Eugene her gypsy even though his parents and grandparents were light as Slavs. The mystery of inheritance.

         Maya sat on a settee by the window and looked longingly toward the kitchen. In the afternoons, after she and Max walked through the door, they worked on dinner. It was Maya’s favorite part of the day. This she knew how to do, and could show Max without second-guessing herself. Max did all the prep that required no knife work—prying from the root the onion scales Maya had julienned, mashing potatoes (Max clutched the masher so hard his fists shook). Within a year or two, she planned to start him on knife work.

         Maya turned back to the driveway, watching the extended daylight of even this day forced to end. Is there a time of day more frightening to a parent whose child has vanished? She was grateful that her son had chosen to run off in June instead of December; the air was greasy with a slack, twinkling leisure that made it impossible to imagine a person coming to harm. Once in a while, this optimism was ruined by the sight of a car driving too quickly down their street: because it was going too quickly to avoid mowing down a child in the gathering dark, and because, moving so fast, it couldn’t be a car returning their son.

         Alex rose, the sofa giving him up with a sigh, and the others checked sluggishly in case his movement indicated some new insight. But he was going off toward the kitchen. They heard him working the kettle—he emerged with a cup of steaming water with three slices of lemon for his wife. How she liked it, just hot water and lemon, even in hot weather. Her gaze fixed on the window, she winced when he touched her shoulder, the cup trembled in his hand, and a gulp of it sailed onto the wood of the floor. They all stared at the spot—something dropped meant news on the way. Alex folded his lips with reproof. Maya smiled with pained gratitude.

         “We should look in his room,” Eugene looked up from the hands netted in his lap. Maya stared absently at her father-in-law. “Maybe there’s a note, for God’s sake,” Eugene went on. “Has anyone been up to his room?”

         “I looked in his room,” Maya said feebly.

         “Let’s look again,” Eugene said.

         Grateful for something to do, Raisa rose, followed by Eugene. Maya tried to signal Alex—his parents would see what she and Alex saw every night. But Alex only looked at her blankly. Perhaps he was disabled by worry.

         “Would Max like it if we looked in his room without him there?” she tried.

         “I don’t think he minds when you go in there with a vacuum cleaner, am I wrong?” Eugene said.

         “Don’t say that, Eugene,” Raisa said. “Maxie is so neat.”

         Maya couldn’t think how else to distract them and gave up. To remain alone downstairs after having been doubted would have expressed a greater objection than Maya felt up to. She followed. They took the stairs in a line, like a team of emergency workers. The four of them stood at the furry threshold of Max’s room, hesitant to find the clues they wanted to find.

         “I’d run away, too, if my parents painted the walls of my room the color of hand cream,” Eugene said, but the joke didn’t take. He persevered defensively: “I didn’t have these concerns as a child—my brother and I slept in the same bed.”

         One wall of Max’s room was covered with a map of America Alex and Max had hand-drawn across a quilt of printer sheets; shelves ran the height of the next: Max’s books; two menorahs and a stuffed doll in a Purim costume, halfhearted Jewish gestures whose makers hoped their ancestral religion would take better root with Max than with themselves, even though he was the only non-Jew among them; and the Indian masks Max always wanted when they went to the Riviera Maya on vacation. Just now, the one with two red lightning bolts in place of eyebrows and a snake coiling out of its mouth communicated all their unease.

         Eugene stepped inside and nodded toward the bedding, in a neat pile on the floor. “This was you, Alex,” he said. “You never had to be disciplined or told to clean up.” Maya swallowed, eager for him to misunderstand why it was all on the carpet. With satisfaction, Eugene ran a finger across the top of the dresser: no dust. He went over to the window and forced it up, sighing with the pleasure of his muscles at work, and stuck his nose into the evening air. The humidity was on its way back. The other three stood awkwardly in the middle of the room, looking around. What were they looking for? Everything seemed in place; there were no empty hangers in the closet. That could be good news because Max meant to return, or bad because Max had meant to return and had not.

         Eugene turned back to them from the window. “To voluntarily sleep on the ground.” He shook his head. “Even on the night of a Cossack pogrom a hundred fifty years ago, a Rubin slept off the ground. Maybe on a haystack, but not on the ground.” He meant the pup tent in the backyard, where Max was allowed to sleep on weekends when the weather was warm. Alex and Max spent afternoons there. Home from work, Alex changed into lawn-mowing clothes, and father and son journeyed outside. Maya did not resent losing her sous chef to her husband, as if, eight years later, she was still checking the glue between them. By the time she saw, through the kitchen window, her men reaching the tent, gold on the inside and forest-green on the out, like a leaf in two seasons at once, they were stumbling back to base camp after losing their men to hostile Siberians who rode wolves. Or they were on a new planet and Alex had to leave outside the flap the crystal lowball with two fingers of cognac that he sometimes brought with him because liquids turned to gas on Planet Chung. (“Why Chung, Maxie?” “I can’t tell you.”) Surgical masks Maya had been made to bring home from the hospital enabled father and son to survive the bad gas. Then—a star popping softly in the black ether—the faint call for dinner would come.

         Eugene slid his head back inside and stared at the bedding on the floor. “That’s not for laundry, is it,” he said ruefully, understanding. “It’s folded too neatly. Your son sleeps on the floor. And you know.” He stared at his son and daughter-in-law. Betrayal appeared on his face. “What else have you concealed about my grandson?” He looked at his wife. “Did you know?”

         “No,” Raisa said without joy. Alex and Maya did not answer, but Maya sought support from the wall.

         Eugene sat down on Max’s bare mattress and stared at the bedroll. “Maybe our boy is off on some adventure,” he said without believing it. “Maybe he’ll be home before long for a nice scolding.”

         “Why don’t we return downstairs,” Raisa said.

         “Genes are not water,” Eugene said. “Biologically, he is and always will be the child of those people. And the people who made them. It’s a miracle you’re seeing this only now. He came to us with programming; you can spend your whole lives changing the code, and still you are going to rewrite only fragments. I knew my great-grandparents. And who am I if not their great-grandson, buying for ten cents and selling for twenty? Faxes, e-mail, zip drives, okay. But it’s the same game.”

         His audience stood silently. Maya felt the wall with her hand. It was cool to the touch. She tried to fit all of herself into the feeling. She was a palm against the cold wall.

         “I ship everywhere,” Eugene said. “Denver, Las Vegas, San Francisco, Seattle. I like cities that end in consonants, strong names. Denver. Boston. Washington. New York—the “k” is like a nice flick in the eye. Miami, Philadelphia—feminine names. Montana.

         “They don’t have philharmonics out there. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, the ballet, buildings taller than a barn. They don’t have that.”

         “And, what, you go to the ballet?” Raisa said.

         “No, but I can go whenever I want,” Eugene said. “I can go this very evening.”

         “Come on, Zhenya,” she said. “Don’t get upset. Let’s go downstairs. I’ll make a cup of tea.”

         “They have horses, and rivers, and grass, and then nothing,” Eugene said. “I know because that was my village—why did I run away to the city before I finished ten grades? The countryside is for poor people. Drunk people. They subsist on drink instead of turning ten into twenty.”

         They observed one another gloomily. Outside, the light was letting go of the day.

         “You’ve called the school,” Raisa said finally, redundant in a wish to turn back the conversation.

         “Mama,” Alex said wearily.

         “The school is responsible for him until two forty-five,” Maya said. “He went outside with the rest of his bus, and then he must have walked off.”

         “The school is responsible for him until two forty-five!” Eugene exclaimed. “And if a murderer shows up at two forty-six, they’ll just fold their hands and watch with regret? No, this is a lawsuit. The school is guilty of negligence.”

         “When I was little and playing in the sandbox with Sasha, and those men stopped to ask directions to school?” Alex said. “I knew you weren’t supposed to talk to strangers, but I not only talked to them, I walked them to the school. Children do mysterious things.”

         “This is supposed to make me feel better?” Maya said. “Your father had to rescue you at the last moment.”

         “I don’t think it’s the best example, son,” Raisa said.

         Eugene rose heavily, and his ankle nicked a board peeking out from under the bed. His knees cracking, he leaned down and pulled it out, a bulletin board, its symmetrical rows of tacked plastic pouches pleasing to the eye. Each pouch had a label: Fescue. Timothy. Zoysia. They were grasses. The fescue was tufted, like the back of a porcupine, the timothy like grass everywhere. He looked up at Alex and Maya. They stared at him woefully.

         Until now, Eugene had not known that there was more than one type of grass in the world: grass. It looked like a science project. As his family watched him, Eugene fished out a faded clump from the pouch labeled “timothy” and sniffed it. He didn’t get anything except the smell of old sun. He looked again: The tawny grass looked chewed. Eugene noticed tooth marks on the other grasses. Not all; some. They had been chewed and placed back in the pouches. Some of the pouches held more grass than others, as if some of the grass had been not only tasted but eaten. Feeling foolish, Eugene looked around, as if to confirm that he was where he thought he was—a suburban bedroom where the carpet had been vacuumed recently enough that the lines remained visible. No animal had climbed to the second story and delicately pawed its way inside the pouches of grass without shredding the plastic. No, his grandson had eaten the grass. He dropped the board like a cursed object.

         “About this we didn’t know,” Maya said fearfully. 

         “So he chewed some grass,” Alex said unpersuasively. “When a boy …” he started and trailed off.

         “He went and picked twenty pouches of grass,” Eugene said, opening his hands.

         “It was a science project,” Maya said. “I walked around with him. I didn’t know he was—he was—”

         “You didn’t know you were turning your son into an animal.”

         “Stop, Papa—please,” Maya said. Now Raisa gave up and sat down on the bed.

         Maya pushed herself away from the wall. “I’m going to ride the bus.”

         The others turned. “What bus?” Eugene said.

         “The 748,” Maya said. “The bus the girl said he was on.”

         “He’s not on the bus now,” Alex said.

         “If he took the bus to go there, maybe he would take the bus to come home,” Maya said. “Maybe I’ll see something.”

         “At least she wants to do something,” Eugene shook his head.

         “But if he will take the bus to come home, he’s going to come home,” Alex said. “What will your showing up on the bus do? It’s a futile gesture—do something just to do something. We’re at his mercy. Four adults are at the mercy of an eight-year-old.”

         “So your proposal is to do nothing,” Maya said.

         “You are all so certain he’s going to come back from where he went off to?” Eugene broke in. “To his mama and papa, who rescued him from the excellent life he had coming to him in Montana? Yes, he’s very concerned about you.”

         “My proposal is not to do things just to do things,” Alex said. “The school doesn’t know where he is. The police are looking. Until then, we wait.”

         “I am going to ride the bus,” Maya repeated.

         “Please don’t give me a look that says I don’t care,” Alex said. “I am trying to think rationally.”

         “Please drive me,” she said.

         They remembered that she did not drive past the mall. Alex, unwilling to feel as churlish as refusing would force him to feel—the upper hand was tricky that way; truly, power was with the needy and meek—nodded cumbrously.

         “Into the night, you’re going,” Raisa remarked sorrowfully. In Raisa’s view, darkness uncloaked the world’s essentially hostile nature, and brought about only traffic accidents and loss-filled reflections. In the evenings you stayed at home with loved ones, hunkered down against the unreliable blackness.

         “Take the Escape,” Eugene said charitably.

         “We’ll be fine in the Corolla,” Alex said.

         After the young parents walked out, Raisa slapped her hands together. She could have made a sandwich for Maya to take on the road. Her head was not on her shoulders.

         
            +

         

         The air was humid again, the evening panting out a plush weariness. Maya waited for Alex by the car. He climbed in and unlocked her door. It’s open, she heard dimly from inside. She didn’t want to ride in her son’s seat. She wanted Max to come home and take his seat, to tumble out of the school bus first, even if it meant he never interacted with the popular children. Damn the popular children. And the bus drivers who wore sweatpants to work. The fat Italians everywhere, the polo-shirted men braying about sports teams and the plucked women in velour zip-ups with immaculate nails.

         “Maya?” Alex’s face was peering up through the window of the passenger side. She climbed in.

         Alex switched on the air, but Maya kept her window down, the inside of her palm meeting the night as they drove. She counted until Alex asked her to roll it up—she was wasting air-conditioning. She had counted to thirty-seven—he was trying. Acrewood Township finished the day early, even in summer, and by this hour they passed only the occasional car, otherwise televisions flickering blue on the other side of air-conditioned curtains, the Valley Hill mall sewn up in silent languor, the night-covered trees swaying slightly as they communicated with each other. The town had taken its business inside; Acrewood belonged to the Rubins and their dread. The Corolla ate up the smooth slab of the road. This part of Bergen County had some of the highest taxes in the state, but they went to work; Alex didn’t need road signs to know he was in Passaic County because suddenly his tires were bouncing. Maya was comforted by the scratchy gray hide of her seat. Eugene was planning to change this model for an update, with a rearview camera and leather seats; she imagined her skin sticking to the leather, the bad feeling of having to find comfort in clothes too festive and crisp.

         “You hear what the brakes are doing,” he said.

         “What?” she said.

         “That huff-huff-huff sound,” he said. “Every time that I brake.”

         “I don’t know when you’re braking,” she said. “I’m sorry, I don’t hear it.” She stared away at the window.

         “I’ll take it in,” he said. “Though we’re well shy of a year.” He tapped the inspection sticker. “When you drive it, please—the brake goes down in a glide. Don’t jam.”

         She stared at him, mystified, then looked away once more. They rode in silence.

         “Did you really not know about the grass?” he said.

         “No,” she said, but felt she wasn’t believed.

         “Nothing’s wrong with Max,” Alex said. “It’s primitive out there, that’s all Papa meant. He’s going to roll up Max’s tent. From the floor to the ground to a haystack like a country idiot—it’s a natural progression. I’ve let my attention wander, Maya. I’ve been too quiet. I am always trying to please you.”

         “So you see it the same way,” Maya said.

         “For my father, there’s no gift without a con wrapped around it. You divide what he says by half and subtract, and you start getting closer. He speaks in Fahrenheit, but the truth is closer to Celsius.”

         “But you don’t disagree.”

         “Why don’t you disagree with him, Maya? There’s a great saying in English: ‘A broken clock is right twice a day.’ Max is what we make of him. And if there’s something sitting inside him—”

         “Sitting inside him?” Maya said. “Are you really speaking that way? That’s village superstition. The same village that Eugene wants to leave behind so badly.”

         “Genes are a superstition to you?” he said. “A medical worker?”

         She turned away and watched the blue evening scroll by. “I wanted to live in the city, Alex,” she said.

         Alex grasped the steering wheel at ten and two like a smothering pillow. “Sometimes, I think you’re my father’s child. Both of you love to panic.”

         “When is it panic and when is it attention?” she said. “You’re so certain it’s nothing.”

         “So we are giving it attention. We’re going to roll up the tent, and we’re going to take down all those masks. Also, it’s time to say good-bye to Oliver. I want him to have normal friends.”

         She was expected to understand what he meant—Oliver had a cleft palate; for Alex, this meant that Max’s best friend was a cripple, marked by ill fortune.

         “You’re his father,” she said. “Why don’t you tell him that he’s no longer allowed to see his one friend because he doesn’t look like a child in a greeting card? You want me to do it.”

         “Why does our son have only one friend?” Alex said.

         “Maybe he’s not normal,” Maya said vindictively.

         “What does that mean?” Alex demanded, distaste in his voice.

         “You said why can’t he have normal friends,” she said.

         “I didn’t say that,” Alex said. “He’s not normal or abnormal. He’s what we make of him. And when he goes to play with a boy who looks like a—you know, I wish Oliver all the health in the world—”

         “Alex, do you really think Max will walk through the door as long as we decide to get rid of Oliver?”

         “No, you’re going to find him on that bus,” Alex said acidly.

         Embarrassed, Maya turned away and stared out the window. She counted the lights that craned over the roadway. The earth did not begin to rise until you got well north of Acrewood—some parts of the state rose to three thousand feet; Eugene skied there every winter, e-mailing Alex, Maya, and Max photographs of himself, ski-suited and goggled like an Austrian, and of his wife, set up by the lodge fireplace with a book and a sour-apple martini—but even in Acrewood you had an intimation of approaching foothills. The Corolla climbed a short hill; a row of streetlamps came into view; Maya counted them until the road dipped again; and they disappeared once more.
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         As in all such stories, Alex and Maya almost did not meet. Alex, just a year out of college, was living in south Brooklyn with his parents. The Rubins had been in the country more than a decade, Eugene already pressing pickles and jam on the American public (these Turkish, but with the dissolution of the Soviet Union two months before, the time was ripening for inroads into their former homeland). Alex was with his friend Dima, who lived on the Upper West Side, a year older and Russian, meaning not Jewish, which made Alex want to know how Dima’s family had gotten out, and years before the Rubins too, but Alex never asked. They played hockey in Riverside Park every Saturday with a spontaneous assembly of Russian programmers and restaurant Hispanics. That day, Alex watched their train roll past the 110th Street subway stop and turned questioning eyes on Dima. “I left my lucky puck at Maya’s,” Dima said idly, setting off in Alex a customary irritation at his friend for dispensing information as if to an employee. “You’ll get to meet her, finally.” Dima picked his nose.

         Can’t play hockey without pucks. Alex had played once in Minsk using a rubber ball, which bounces rather than slides, becoming much easier to miss, but the aluminum hockey stick keeps slicing through the air until its toe lands in Alex’s astonished mouth, excavating two incisors, leading Alex’s mother, Raisa, to burst into the bathroom, where Alex stands under a hot shower tonguing the new grooves in his mouth, and demand to know whether the boy who hurt him was Jewish, and only upon being told yes he was Jewish does she relent and return to the kitchen to cry into her fist instead of rushing into the yard to avenge her son. And Alex understands for the first time, a six-year-old, the value of pragmatic deceit, for the boy was not Jewish but he had hardly designed to hurt Alex.

         Outside, in the yard, where older boys sometimes appear demanding last names, which helps them determine who to beat on for sport, Alex must pretend he isn’t a Jew. He has a Russian Orthodox last name ready just in case, and God help his friends if they raise their eyebrows when he offers it. Meanwhile, here in the apartment, Alex must lie in the opposite direction and insist to his mother that those who abuse him out there are Jews, so she doesn’t embarrass him by flying outside with a broom. These are important, heavy, turgid lessons for a six-year-old mind. The two front teeth grow back, though one grows back crooked, and sometimes Raisa props open her son’s mouth so that she can try to force its edge straight with the pad of her thumb, saddling her son with a complex—otherwise he grows up to have white teeth, veined arms, perfect skin—until Maya Shulman tells him that it is her favorite part of him, that one renegade tooth in pursuit of its own ends, and when she learns the English word snaggletooth, it becomes her nickname for him, which annoys him because it highlights the flaw, so she gives it up.

         A puck—it is nothing, but to Alex it is a lead pulley on his heart, the things that lovers leave in each other’s homes to say: Part of me lives here now. And so Alex declines to accompany Dima upstairs, to press his face even more tightly against the window of the joy in which others live; it is enough to hear his mother wonder when a girl deserving her Alex will finally appear in his life, which is an acceptable way of asking Alex when he will finally bring home a girl deserving of his mother’s attention. Alex is all of twenty-three. His American friends are at work on their careers, or on the girls who frequent their neighborhood bars, but none have marriage in mind. But Alex—Minsk Jew, a Rubin, only son—checks a different timetable.

         Dima badgers his friend to come upstairs. His friend says that if he joins Dima, Dima will take forever, but if he remains downstairs, Dima will feel guilty for staying upstairs too long. But if you stay downstairs, I might get distracted by my girlfriend and stay even longer, Dima says, emptying another vial of despair into Alex’s heart. Dima’s girlfriend, Maya, is hosting some kind of dinner—she cooks, that’s her thing, she’s always at the stove, dipping and measuring—and so she’ll be busy, in any case. It’s freezing out here. Come on.

         As Alex walks with Dima into the vestibule of the building, the lead pulley briefly lets go because how can Dima abscond to a hockey game if Maya is in the middle of preparing a dinner? Is Dima not expected at dinner? Is Alex to take this as a sign of intimacy (Dima and Maya are so flawlessly united that they hardly have to perform kindnesses for each other), or of subdermal friction? Alex notices himself wishing for the latter despite never having met Maya.

         As they ride the elevator to the sixth floor, the smell of urine filling their nostrils, Alex observes that Dima’s girlfriend did not have to leave Kiev if she wished to live in a building whose elevator smells like urine and rumbles like it is about to snap off its cables. Dima reminds his friend that his girlfriend doesn’t have a father in imports; she’s in the fourth year of a four-year college visa, and her parents are now jobless because what was up is now down in Kiev, Ukraine, two months after the Soviet Union’s offed itself. Her father has found several hours a week tending a boiler in the basement of an infectious-diseases hospital—that’s it. Chastened, Alex asks informational questions: How old are her parents? What will Maya do when the school year is finished? Dima shrugs: Go home. She can’t obtain a visa extension? Alex insists, his sympathy now engaged alongside his guilt, a powerful pairing. Dima shrugs. He hasn’t thought about it, it seems, and again Alex marvels at his friend.

         But then Dima’s face casts aside the heaviness forming between them. “You’re such a burden of gloom, Rubin,” he says, a loving sneer on his face. “Don’t make me regret asking you up.” And as the elevator completes its ride to the sixth floor, its bell emitting a tired, old-fashioned peal, Alex thinks that this is why he keeps close to Dima, even if Dima doesn’t know it and even if there are things about Dima that set Alex on edge—he envies the way Dima can gently unburden any load (onto the ground, onto Alex’s shoulders). And just walk off. And just walk on.

         On Maya’s landing, they are assaulted by a screech from somewhere on the floor, adding to Alex’s sense of having left Manhattan for a dismal high-rise in a muddy Ukrainian city. Alex is hard-pressed to name the animal; the cry is strangled, a last appeal from a besieged corner. A half minute passes and they hear it again.

         “They raise parrots for kid parties,” Dima nods across the hall, then shoulders open the door to 6E.

         Following Dima, Alex steps from a cold, dusty stairwell with a burned-out lightbulb into heat, aroma, and light. The aroma is familiar: Alex’s Belarus and Maya’s Ukraine cook the same things, only call them by different names. Alex makes out onions, garlic, vegetable oil. He even sees a cloud of steam roll out of the kitchen doorway as if belched by a dragon. He thinks uncomfortably of the parrot once more, and as if on cue, another shriek—drawn-out, lordly—reaches them from the hallway.

         Even though the hallway is lit up, the kitchen is dark, and from its doorway Alex can make out only the silhouette of the girl at the sink, her ear jamming the crescent of a telephone. She wears black gym shorts and a man’s A-shirt, Alex jealously wondering is it Dima’s, and only one of her feet is solid with the floor, the other inclined as if she is about to lean for something. Znayu, znayu, she says to the other end of the line, stifling irritation—“I know, I know”—as the pot in her hands bangs the walls of the sink. The kitchen has been ravaged: Every inch, including the floor, is taken up with used pots, used cooking utensils, used cutlery. As Maya talks, a cigarette finishes smoking itself in a tin plate on the windowsill. The window is cracked open, and the cold air eats a little ash off the cigarette with each gust, scattering it on the linoleum. Alex wants to walk over and ash the cigarette. 

         On entering the kitchen, Dima heads for the fridge without even greeting Maya. Alex’s heart swells at this encouragement: There is distance between them. But then Maya, also not turning to face them, in fact initiating a new round of assurances of the person on the phone, snaps her fingers by the back of her thigh, where Alex is only happy to look. There, on the edge of the kitchen table, between an enamel bowl and a cutting board heaped with what looks like cured pork, he sees two sandwiches and a thermos. Despite her chaos, Maya has made them food and something warm for after the game. Alex’s heart falls. She and Dima do not even need to say hello, they are so close with each other.

         But Alex also feels an agreeable warmth: Twenty minutes before, when he was hurtling uptown in a subway car, when Dima’s girlfriend Maya was as meaningful to him as a deli cashier, her mind was on him as she fixed him a sandwich. No, not him—some friend of Dima’s named Alex—but that was him too, wasn’t it?

         Dima knocks over his daydream: He walks to Maya, palms the sandwiches, leans down to kiss the back of Maya’s thigh, and, still not having exchanged a direct gaze with his girlfriend, brushes past Alex on his way out of the kitchen.

         Alex’s discouragement is so absolute that he is surprised even more than Dima when he says, to Dima’s back, “We should stay.” In the hallway, Dima hoists his hockey bag back onto his shoulder and gives his friend a confounded look. Alex repeats, his heart pounding: “She needs help.” Dima regards Alex impatiently. “Let’s go,” he says. “We’ll be late.” “Dima,” Alex savors his objection. “She needs help.”

         Maya has clicked off her call, and listens to their conversation with amusement, a little insolent like Dima’s. “So help,” he hears Dima say in exasperation. “I have a hockey game.” And with that Dima waddles through the door, the hockey bag banging the doorjamb, and Alex and Maya are left alone.

         Alex’s mind rushes to take hold of the events just elapsed because he has been no less of a bystander to them than Maya. In better light, she is pretty, but not so pretty that Alex must hide his crooked tooth while speaking. Her face is young, too young for twenty-two, two little coals blinking out of it with mockery and surprise, two brows that would make an Armenian girl proud, one pigtail. Typically, the Russian girls to whom Alex is introduced by his mother cause a mixture of itchiness and despair, so why this behavior now? For Maya is one of them—the enamel cooking bowls, the row of house slippers by the front door, the grandparent photos on the living room mantel all prove it. But the Russian girls Alex has met have been brought to him by his mother like a bird dog trudging back with prey in its mouth. This girl Alex has found on his own. But he didn’t find Maya on his own. She’s Dima’s girlfriend. He remembers Dima—when he walked out the door, he walked out of Alex’s mind—and a sweat starts at his hairline.

         Maya breaks through the glazed silence. “They say the mark of a professional chef is not the food that he makes, but how many dirty dishes he leaves,” she says. She flicks an empty measuring cup off a chair, flour scattering from its edges; plops down so that Alex sees her thighs flutter in answer, a long blue vein running down one of them; plucks the cigarette from its tin nest on the windowsill, and draws hungrily only to find it long dead. She waves it at him and nods cynically: See? Even the cigarette’s dead.

         “Well, you’re not a professional chef,” he says, meaning to soothe.

         “Oh, no?” Maya says, stretching out her legs and wriggling her toes. He marvels at her lack of self-consciousness in front of a new person. “That was the idea.”

         Alex stares, puzzled. “You’re in college,” he offers hesitantly as evidence.

         She confirms this with a dark dip of her head. The pigtail slides over her shoulder. “I’m in college,” she affirms. “But I don’t want to be a doctor in Kiev. I want to be a cook in New York.”

         Alex isn’t sure what to say. Short, stubby, smiling Mexicans cook; the Hispanics with whom he and Dima play hockey cook; not underweight girls. He imagines telling his parents that he is dating a girl who cooks on a line, sweat on her neck and grease on her forearms.

         “A cook of what?” he inquires. “Ukrainian food?” he jokes.

         “Why not?” she says, and Alex gets his first glimpse of Maya sans playfulness. “To us it’s familiar, but the Americans don’t know it. There are two Ukrainian restaurants in Manhattan, both like you’re eating boiled shoe lost in corn oil. Imagine a place with a cool feeling, like a lounge instead of your grandmother’s house, cool art, like maybe Gogol’s face in neon. Café Gogol.” She lets this sink in, then adds: “Maya Shulman, chef.” She is so taken by the fantasy that the distress temporarily vanishes from her face and she snatches up the used cigarette and tries to smoke it once more. Once more apprised of its uselessness, she flings it into the sink with a bruised irritation that makes Alex want to touch her shoulder. Suddenly, Maya throws herself to the linoleum and starts sweeping up ash and flour with the side of her palm. Somewhere beyond the front door, Alex hears the parrot again.

         “So you’re not going back when the school year is over?” Alex says hopefully.

         “I can stay for one extra year,” she says from the floor, “but only in my major. In a medical job.”

         Alex can’t quite make sense of the information. Café Gogol? Setting aside the visa issue, where does she plan to get the money for something like that? A café, like a seedy boulevardier in a second-rate town in southern Russia, whiling away the day between too many coffees and too many cigarettes at a front table done up in fake marble in pathetic imitation of a Parisian café? Actually, for a man, the role is more or less imaginable, but for a woman? Alex smiles at Maya in embarrassment, hiding his thoughts. He feels relief, too: This silliness makes her less daunting. Then Alex chides himself: She is new to the country, how can she know? Wanting to be kind, he changes the subject.

         “So you keep cooking, and I’ll clean,” he says. “What’s the occasion, anyway?”

         “Are you hungry?” she says.

         “It’s true, he left with both sandwiches.”

         “Let me show you the apartment. I can’t show you the other girls’ bedrooms, but the living room has nice windows.”

         The obligatory walk through the premises: a Soviet habit. Following Maya out of the kitchen, Alex for some reason imagines himself in his mother’s home when she was twenty-three, just a year before Eugene Rubin walked into her life. A shamefully obvious notion follows: Once, my mother was my age. Alex tries to picture Raisa as a young woman but can’t, even though he has been shown many pictures in many albums; Raisa’s present rolls and tiers insist on the view. Attempting to do the same with his father, all Alex can conjure up is Eugene at his present age, fifty, crouching; that is the way Alex manages to translate him to a younger size.

         After the tour, Alex obliges with a taste of Maya’s grechanniki. When the patty—ground pork and chicken mixed with buckwheat and stewed carrots, a peasant’s meal—meets his tongue, he stops speaking and closes his eyes. His mother does not make grechanniki, but he does not need the direct comparison. The comparison is between someone who plays hockey in Riverside Park and the great Slava Fetisov. After Alex is finished stuffing himself (Maya has to ask him to stop so something is left for the table), they work. Alex stands at the sink, soapy to the forearm, and she bustles behind him, next to him, under him. The kitchen is so terribly cramped—at one point, Maya sets up a cutting board on the floor—that no movement leaves her more than a foot from him, and from this he takes solace even though he knows he shouldn’t. He tries to keep his eyes on the caked Dutch oven in his hands, but he can hardly ignore the appearance of her mouth just inches from his thigh, all the skin her shorts and A-shirt fail to conceal (it’s twenty degrees outside but a hundred in the cubbyhole kitchen), the way house slippers stay on her feet as they never do his.

         “Whom is the dinner for?” he asks again.

         “A friend has a friend who puts money in restaurants,” she says, sending a pan of beef chuck de Gaulle into the oven, briefly enveloping Alex in a fogbank of heat. Alex wonders about the purpose of such an investment if she has to go home in three months, but keeps quiet.

         “Are you worried about things back home?” he says, not wanting to remind her directly of her impending return. Nor himself—if he does not speak of it, it does not have to be real, at least for the duration of this visit. And while the visit has to end, it will not do so for a very long time; there is still so much to be done before dinner is ready and the kitchenware has been cleaned. Never has Alex been such an enthusiastic, deliberate washer of dishes.

         “It’s no longer home to you?” Maya says.

         “It’s different for you,” he says. “We left without a return ticket. There was a day two years ago after which I’ve lived more of my life here than there.”

         “That doesn’t mean anything,” she says, and Alex hesitantly admits a reservation into his moonings about Maya. He doesn’t like the declarative way that she speaks, so flauntingly indifferent to his opinion.

         “Do you want to return, then?” he retaliates.

         “My parents are there, of course I want to return,” she says, then curses because her thumb has landed on the handle of a hot pan. Alex half turns from the sink with intention to minister, but she waves him away, sucking hungrily on the finger. “But I have a devil in my head about cooking,” she says through the finger in her mouth. “I’m trying to fuck up as much as I can, so he leaves me alone.”

         Alex turns back to the sink in a welter of disagreeable thoughts. He isn’t accustomed to crass words from the girls he dates. Then a new thought finds him once more: When Maya is not overly declarative, she is overly self-deprecating. He doesn’t intend to exploit this weakness, or even mention it, but it makes him feel less cornered.

         “How did it start?” he says like a doctor filling out a chart.

         “Maybe two years ago. Around the time you became an American. There was a festival on campus with local restaurants. All the chefs were wearing that white hat that French chefs wear. Every chef was a guy—except one. Her face was flushed to the roots of her hair. She had these hands—cut, burned, bruised. I just stared at them. They were beautiful. I felt like a twig next to her. If I saw her on the street, she would have struck me as a questionable woman. But there … She was magnificent. She was nice—she asked me if I cooked. I said not really—just dinner, you know, what my mother and grandmother taught me. Not, like, for people. And she said that if I was willing to spend one year practicing, she would come and eat at my house in one year.”

         Alex pauses, his hands around a patch of steel wool. “That’s who’s coming to dinner?”

         “Not exactly,” Maya says. “She can’t make it, but she is sending a friend. The friend who buys into restaurants.”

         Alex whistles admiringly. “Not bad,” he says. He can’t resist adding: “Dima’s missing quite the experience.”

         “Oh, he’ll be back for the meal,” she says. “He’ll hold court. I cook, and he’ll seduce with his talk.”

         “That doesn’t annoy you?” Alex says cautiously, then berates himself—there is no cautious way to make a comment like that. He’s overstepped, and tenses against Maya’s comeback.

         “Annoy me?” she looks up. “What, that my boyfriend knows how to talk?” Alex feels as if the word boyfriend has been flung at him like a rock. The compliment to Dima’s charisma is a second rock. “Or that his best friend is helping me with the most important meal of my life while he’s off playing hockey?” Again, the insolent smile is up on her face. It occurs to Alex that he is hopelessly literal. What law says that people say what they mean, that insolence means displeasure and politeness means fondness? It does in Alex; Alex feels as if his true intent is always inscribed on his face; it is why he strains so mightily to trap the surge of his feelings, why he never argues with Dima, why he goes along with Raisa’s plans for his future. But perhaps others work differently. It strikes him that Maya has referred to him as Dima’s best friend. That is news to Alex. He has learned and thought of so many new things in the hour he has spent with Maya. If that kind of person isn’t deserving of his desire, who is?

         “That’s Dima,” she answers herself. “You can’t make a dog fly. He’s wonderful. He’s just Dima.”

         Until now, Alex has been torching himself trying to figure out how to finagle an invitation to remain through dinner. But after this comment, he wishes only to leave because all the trying in the world can’t help Alex if Maya does not mind Dima’s flaws. After Alex concludes his shift at the sink, the light outside growing dim even though the clock is only at four, he excuses himself even though Maya calls him crazy—he’s not her charwoman; after everything he’s done, he needs to stay for dinner, at least. At least? he thinks with a bitter hopefulness. No, he doesn’t require charity. In fact, he is craving the cold sting of the outside air. He wants to slide his hands into his pockets and watch his breath unfurl out of his mouth as his cheeks turn the color of radishes. He wants to shriek like the parrot. This he knows how to do.

         But he surprises himself again because—against his own wishes, in thrall to the movement of his hands, even as his dignity protests—he calls her the next day to find out how it went. And she surprises him with a delight at hearing his voice that he—even correcting for the fantasies that kept him awake, masturbating into his boxers while Eugene and Raisa slept on the other side of the hallway—can’t write off as pure politeness. She owes him for helping; how can she make it up? No, no, he says unconvincingly. And then she says: “I want to see you, you idiot.” He feels light-headed. “But how did it go?” he says sleepily, inebriated with her. “I don’t want to talk about it,” she says. And that way it begins.

         At first, not knowing how to square his desire with his guilt, Alex accommodates both: He proposes to cook dinner for his friend Dima and Dima’s girlfriend Maya at his parents’ house. You’re going to do what? Dima says. Alex ruins everything, belatedly marveling at the obliterating sway of his infatuation: He thought he could impress Maya in a category at which she excels and he has not even attempted. They chew stringy rabbit as Alex ruminates on the spectacular way in which he has gratuitously kneecapped his aspirations. Dima makes fun but Maya neither makes fun nor pretends the meal is a success. She explains that everyone eats chicken instead of rabbit because rabbit is so lean; you can abandon a chicken in the oven for an hour, but a rabbit you have to bathe like an infant. Daydream for a minute, and you’re dealing with tough meat. Alex does not tell her that he spent many moments at the stove daydreaming. Alex feels an alliance with Maya against Dima—an alliance of rabbit specialists, but he’ll take what he can get. If you want, I’ll show you another time, Maya says. He wants.

         And so it goes until it has gone so far one has to pretend otherwise. Alex passes many nights mashing his pillow as he tosses and thinks about Dima. What was brazen then is timorous now. But somehow he holds on, powering blindly from he doesn’t know what reserve. He alternates between avoiding Dima’s phone calls and not letting Dima alone until Dima will allow himself to be treated to dinner (out, not with Alex at the stove), though when they are finally seated Alex is surly and distracted. Because Alex can’t leave Maya alone, he can’t leave Dima alone. His friend laughs—Alex has not wanted to see so much of him since they saw each other every day in junior high school.

         In the mornings, Alex makes commitments; he will exert discipline and refrain from contacting Maya. Some days his resolve makes it all the way into evening. He’s furious with himself; in college, he could make himself sit with schoolwork night after night, but that willpower has vanished. Maya doesn’t help him because she doesn’t say no. What was insolent then is solicitous now. Yes, she can come visit him for lunch at the investment office where he works. They go to a nearby park with sandwiches and a milk bottle that contains watermelon juice mixed with vodka, and push pins up and down a game board. Alex has always found board games asinine—until now. So this is how you fill the tyrannical hours: You play board games with the person you like (love?). This is what happens when Maya comes around—her presence kneads the unease inside him until it shapes into insight. His brain, formerly lake, turns to river.

         He does not return to the office until three, four. He weathers the eyes of his supervisor, tastes spiked watermelon on his tongue, squints at his desktop. And where is Dima right now? he wants to ask Maya before they say good-bye at the park. He does not. He wants to kiss her. He does not. And even though she was first to confess some kind of interest—I want to see you, you idiot—she does not, either. In this department, Maya remains old-fashioned. In fact, she remains with Dima. If she is interested in Alex, why won’t she break up with Dima? It follows that she’s not really interested in Alex, merely drags him along for amusement—she’s not solicitous, after all, but insolent like before, and cruel, too. He’s drunk. Alex experiences hours-long bouts during which Maya is a subject of resentment, anger, derision. Then he calls her.

         Alex and Maya are in Battery Park. Only three weeks remain until her return to Kiev, where the first flowers are coming in according to her impatient mother. Alex has volunteered to show Maya a corner of his city he himself does not know. It’s May, the sailboats and weekend cruises are out on the rippling brown felt of the Hudson, yellow-beaked birds seen only in the coastal parts of the city wander about, the spring’s last wind rustles the line of lindens flanking the water, and the season’s progress is marked by the diminution of clothes on the wearers. 

         “This is New York,” Maya sighs. She is participating in the diminution: a sleeveless dress, white with blue flowers, cinched together by a tan belt the width of a finger. It sits on her stork frame like a wall hanging. And yet, he desperately wishes to reach out and touch the sharp hip that sometimes comes through the fabric. His chest rattles: three weeks. Will they really leave each other without remarking on what’s happened between them? Because something has happened, hasn’t it? For Alex, life after college—adulthood—can be summed up as: knowing less every day. So if someone were to take him by the hand and gently explain that it was all some kind of misunderstanding, he would be surprised, but not very surprised. A part of him craves the humiliation. He will return to his corner—with clarity now, without illusions. Safe in having volunteered but not been called up.

         Alex fears Maya. He wants her to leave Dima, but doesn’t that mean she would leave him if someone else came along? Isn’t the very thing that Alex loves about Maya—a year out of college, Alex was beginning to sink into a slumber he couldn’t understand, though he knows it has to do with his parents, the life that awaits him, himself—the thing that is going to take her away from him when the next adventure appears? To be reassured that Maya consists not only of impulse but bedrock, mustn’t she remain Dima’s girlfriend? He recalls with jealousy the condolence he felt for her during their first encounter. In the cramped kitchen, agitated with cooking, cigarettes, and cold air, Maya would say something strange and Alex would pity her. (His parents, as always, his invisible audience: “Would you listen to her?”) That reaction to Maya seems unimaginable now, like a language lost over the years. But the years have lasted only three months. His mind refuses to work itself into a pattern.

         “You like it here,” he says finally, trying to release his shoulders, trying to make himself stop.

         “I miss my family,” she says. “But once you’ve seen this, it’s hard to long for Kiev.” 

         “And what’s this?”

         “Energy. Movement. Possibility.”

         They wander in silence. Maya has taught Alex to love silence. Confronted by it, he had used to rush to say something. Now, he relishes silence as much as his pride at relishing silence.

         “What happened that night?” Alex says. Maya has never brought up the dinner that took place the day that they met, Alex assumes because it was a failure; otherwise, would Maya be leaving? Alex has resisted his curiosity about the details, not wanting to embarrass her, and feeling proud of his self-control. Then he wonders if the reason all along was that he hasn’t wanted to hear what a charmer Dima was at the table. And Maya would say so. Maya speaks as if she hasn’t bothered to consider how the information might feel to the hearer. It’s one of the things about her that Alex finds frightening. Alex says, “It’s cold outside,” and everyone Alex knows says: “Sure.” Maya says: “No, it’s warm.” Why does he love this person? Does he love this person?

         “The guy said he would invest if I slept with him,” Maya says.

         Alex stops in place.

         “Take it easy, Alex,” she says, biting her lip. “I’m joking.” However, there is no play in her face. Slowly, his shoulders ease up, a look of tight-lipped embarrassment replacing his anger.

         “I guess I’m grateful he came,” Maya says. “His name was Truman—like the president. He drank the vodka and ate the food—he put away everything, the plates were empty. He talked nonstop. About this restaurant and that restaurant, and June—the woman chef. They’d had an affair. She was the only not-beautiful woman he’d slept with, because she was that good, meaning in the kitchen. He said these words at my table. No one else spoke except Dima. He and Dima, he and Dima—just shouting at each other in this happy, drunk way. At first, I was happy because I thought Dima was warming him up, but soon I realized they’d both completely forgotten why we were there. They kept pouring glasses for each other, but not for anyone else. The rest of us just sat there. I lost my appetite. The guy got so drunk we had to load him into a taxi. I had to—because Dima was like a block of stone on the sofa, drunk himself. I never heard from him again, Truman, I mean. I was too embarrassed to call June. I’m glad I didn’t. This entire idea—I’m embarrassed to think of it. You’re the only nice thing that came out of that day, Alex.”

         Now Alex is livid at himself for not asking about the dinner a month, two, three months ago. Maya’s story makes him want to ask so many questions, issue so many apologies, direct toward himself so many chidings, that he makes the heroic decision to do none of it. He doesn’t think, he acts. He is dizzy with fear because his hand is reaching out to touch Maya’s hip. Because as it lands there, he feels under his fingers and the flimsy ply of her dress the outline of her underwear and how tightly it presses into her skin. And he imagines the pink grooves left on the skin. And he imagines the skin.

         She doesn’t recoil, and this restores some of his confidence. No matter what, he thinks, he will always be grateful to her for having elicited this. Even if she tells Dima, this can’t be taken away. Whatever Alex was beginning to sink into before he met Maya doesn’t matter because she’s pulled him out. That’s why he loves her. Yes, he loves her.

         “I was wondering when you would finally …” She trails off.

         “I am finally …” He repeats her words, because it is all he can do. She laughs. This laugh is the nicest thing ever to happen to him. The hip, the laugh, the sun—he feels ransomed. The day burns with a dull roar.

         “I am leaving in three weeks,” she says with the resignation that was one of the first things Alex noticed about her. He envies her weariness, the certainty even if the certainty is in disappointment, at the same time as he wishes to destroy it, to replace it with delight. He has seen Maya express irony, and cynicism, and humor, but never delight.

         “I thought you would say something about Dima,” he says. 

         “I am leaving in three weeks and something about Dima.”

         “You don’t have to leave.”

         “Do your parents have friends in the visa section?”

         “Then let’s spend three weeks together.”

         “You are charming, Alex. And I like you. But I am not going to break Dima’s heart for three weeks with you.”

         “Would Dima’s heart break?” Alex says.

         “You’re right,” she smiles. “But still.”

         He ignores the sting of the rejection. The sting of—brazen, truth-telling Maya, too mindful of Dima’s feelings to hurt them. But what about Alex’s?

         “Dima is not a Jew,” Alex says savagely.

         She laughs and looks at the water. “It’s true, I would like to marry a Jew. But Dima and I are not going to get married.”

         “But you and I can get married.”

         His statement is so foolish that he snorts out a terrified laugh. Maya, however, does not laugh in return. Her amusement is now anger. The muddy water sparkles like soda around them. Maya turns and strides away. In this one way—he is a citizen, she is not—the discrepancy in their power is so implacable that Alex’s flaunting of it is heartless. The power of the powerful is tricky that way; truly, power is with the needy and meek. Unless Alex means it, of course. Does he mean it? Alex’s head swells with the possibility that he means it. It is the first great achievement of his life—his and his own. He hurtles after Maya, imploring her to stop.

         She stops. The corner of one eye fills with a tear, which makes him notice that she is wearing eyeliner. He has never noticed makeup on her; it’s one of the things he’s loved about her face without knowing it. Her face is not beautiful—he is proud of himself for not requiring beauty—but it does not need makeup. It is Maya’s face—that is all that is necessary of it. But she has put on eyeliner because she was meeting him and she wanted to appear attractive to him; otherwise, why do women apply eyeliner? And as she pushes past him again, it is this detail—eyeliner!—that fills him with the recklessness to leap onto one of the benches lining the stone wall that borders the water. He has never done such a thing, and he will never do it again.

         He has to find his balance because the planks are loose. It is quite a worn-out pedestal from which to make the announcement he is about to make, the bench’s original paint flaking under his boat shoes. Alex shouts to the walkers of Battery Park that he has just asked that girl to marry him. At these words, Maya stops walking. And she can’t make up her mind. I want her to know what you think. Maya spins around and regards Alex with an incredulity bordering on contempt.

         The walkers have stopped. Explanatory whispers go around—that boy, that girl. The observers form a half dome now, encircling Maya and Alex at the stone wall that borders the Hudson. Maya Shulman is not too shy to break through and walk away, but she does not walk away. She stands and stares at Alex Rubin. She watches Alex leap off the bench and stride toward her. As he does, the members of the semicircle around them forget themselves; their mouths crinkle in wonder; in expectation, they rustle like the lindens about them. Alex walks up to Maya and places his hands on her back, touching surely now. The back of her dress is buttoned instead of zippered and his fingers graze Maya’s skin. It is unfamiliar skin; it is warm from the sun; he feels a birthmark. He wants to get to know this skin very closely. Then he places his lips on Maya’s. The low hum of the watchers erupts into shouts and applause; they have received the show they have stopped for. This is New York.

         When Alex takes his lips from Maya’s, she wears the same expression of scornful disbelief that she wore in Battery Park three months before. This time the dress she wears is organdy and tulle. The groom’s mother bustles around the well-wishers and newlyweds trying to understand whether she feels relief or alarm, and casting worrying looks at the bride’s mother, the only Shulman to cross the ocean because there was money enough for only one ticket and the Shulmans would not take Eugene’s charity. 

         Maya, suddenly eligible to become an American citizen, looks at her mother, who wears a discouraging expression. It is Galina Shulman’s first visit to America, but a week of wandering around Manhattan—she has mystified and insulted Raisa by spending her days walking around Manhattan instead of kibbitzing with Raisa at Camp Rubin in south Brooklyn—has made her understand that it is not everywhere that a woman answers an offer of marriage while thinking of more than what she feels for the man. No American has to marry because her country has walked off a cliff, as Maya must, must, must now, faced with this opportunity—this poisonous, diabolical opportunity. Diabolical because now how will Maya know whether she said yes to the man or the country? Several months more might have made it clearer, but they did not have several months more. Her visa said June 10, 1992. And she refused to take a medical job. That was her daughter.

         If Alex had not come upstairs the day of the hockey game, Maya would have ridden out her remaining months in America with Dima Niskevich, who would have kissed her on June 10 and wished her the best. Then she would have returned to Ukraine and settled back in with her parents. Maya is doing the most practical thing Maya can do for herself. Only that, for the first time in Galina’s life, the best thing for Maya has diverged from the best thing for Galina. This is what happens when you let your child leave home. Toward Alex, toward all the Rubins, Galina feels gratitude mixed with hatred. This, as much as her desire to get to know the city that will be her daughter’s new home, accounts for why she leaves the Rubins’ every morning to take the train to Manhattan. This makes Raisa only more solicitous, which sends Galina into the morning only more quickly.

         Under the wedding canopy, Maya watches her mother’s marble-faced stare from afar. She does not know her mother to fear, but her mother looks fearful, which makes Maya fearful in turn. For what both women know, but Alex does not, is that his wife—Alex constantly refers to Maya as his spouse even before they’ve been wed—will apply herself to this marriage with the constancy of an animal. Alex was wrong to imagine Maya as capricious and fickle. What Galina Shulman knows is that insubordination is only another kind of fidelity, and stays fastened as truly. And this is what she fears.
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