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            Falling House

         

         The simplest thing would be to tear it down,” the man said. “The house is a shambles.”

         She took this news as a blood-rush to the ears: a roar of peasant ancestors with rocks in their fists, facing the evictor. But this man was a contractor. Willa had called him here and she could send him away. She waited out her panic while he stood looking at her shambles, appearing to nurse some satisfaction from his diagnosis. She picked out words.

         “It’s not a living thing. You don’t just pronounce it dead. Anything that goes wrong with a structure can be replaced with another structure. Am I right?”

         “Correct. What I am saying is that the structure needing to be replaced is all of it. I’m sorry. Your foundation is nonexistent.”

         Again the roar on her eardrums. She stared at the man’s black coveralls, netted with cobwebs he’d collected in the crawl space. Petrofaccio was his name. Pete. “How could a house this old have a nonexistent foundation?” 2

         “Not the entire house. You see where they put on this addition? Those walls have nothing substantial to rest on. And the addition entails your kitchen, your bathrooms, everything you basically need in a functional house.”

         Includes, she thought. Entails is the wrong word.

         One of the neighbor kids slid out his back door. His glance hit Willa and bounced off quickly as he cut through the maze of cars in his yard and headed out to the alley. He and his brother worked on the vehicles mostly at night, sliding tools back and forth under portable utility lights. Their quiet banter and intermittent Spanish expletives of frustration or success drifted through Willa’s bedroom windows as the night music of a new town. She had no hard feelings toward the vehicle boneyard, or these handsome boys and their friends, who all wore athletic shorts and plastic bath shoes as if life began in a locker room. The wrong here was a death sentence falling on her house while that one stood by, nonchalant, with its swaybacked roofline and vinyl siding peeling off in leprous shreds. Willa’s house was brick. Not straw or sticks, not a thing to get blown away in a puff.

         The silence had extended beyond her turn to speak. Mr. Petrofaccio courteously examined the two mammoth trees that shaded this yard and half the block. Willa had admired the pair of giants out her kitchen window and assumed they were as old as the house, but hadn’t credited them with a better life expectancy.

         “I have no idea why someone would do that,” he finally offered. “Put up an addition with no foundation. No reputable contractor would do that.”

         It did seem to be sitting directly on the ground, now that she looked, with the bottom courses of bricks relaxing out of rank into wobbly rows. A carapace of rusted tin roofing stretched over the gabled third floor and the two-story addition cobbled on the back, apparently in haste. Two tall chimneys leaned in opposite directions. 3Cracks zigzagged lightningwise down the brick walls. How had she not seen all this? Willa was the one who raised her anxiety shield against every family medical checkup or late-night ring of the phone, expecting the worst so life couldn’t blindside them. But she’d looked up contractors that morning with no real foreboding. Probably assuming her family had already used up its quota of misfortune.

         “I can’t hire you to tear down my house and start over.” Willa ran her hands through her hair at the temples, and felt idiotic. Both-hands-on-the-temples was a nervous habit she’d been trying to break for about twenty years, since her kids told her it made her look like The Scream. She shoved her fists into the pockets of her khaki shorts. “We were thinking we’d fix it up, sell it, and get something closer to Philadelphia. We don’t need this much room. Nobody needs this much room.”

         On the moral side of things, Mr. Petrofaccio gave no opinion.

         “But you’re saying we would have to repair it first to put it on the market. And I’ve noticed about every fourth house in this town has a For Sale sign. They’re all in better shape than this one, is that what you’re telling me?”

         “Twenty five percent, that would be a high estimate. Ten percent is about right.”

         “And are they selling?”

         “They are not.”

         “So that’s also a reason not to tear down the house.” She realized her logic in this moment was not watertight. “Okay, you know what? The main thing is we live here. We’ve got my husband’s disabled father with us right now. And our daughter.”

         “Also a baby in the picture, am I right? I saw baby items, a crib and all. When I was inspecting the ruptures in the ductwork on the third floor.”

         Her jaw dropped, a little. 4

         “Sorry,” he said. “I had to get behind the crib to look at the ductwork. You said you are looking to downsize, so I just wondered. Seems like a lot of family.”

         She didn’t respond. Pete extracted a handkerchief from his pocket, mopped his face, blew his nose, and put it away. He must have been braising inside those coveralls.

         “That is a blessed event, ma’am,” he suggested. “A baby.”

         “Thank you. It’s my son’s child, just born. We’re driving up to Boston this weekend to meet the baby and bring them the crib.”

         Pete nodded thoughtfully. “Due respect, ma’am, people usually ask for an inspection before they purchase a house.”

         “We didn’t buy it!” She wrestled her tone into neutral. “We inherited. We were in Virginia wondering what to do with some old mansion in New Jersey after my aunt died, and then out of the blue my husband got a job offer from Chancel. A half-hour commute, that’s too good to be true, right?”

         “Your husband is a professor up there?” Pete’s nostrils flared, sniffing for money maybe, engaging the common misconception that academics have it.

         “On a one-year contract that may not be renewed,” she said, taking care of that. “My aunt had this place rented for quite a while. She was in a facility out in Ocean City.”

         “Sorry for your loss.”

         “It’s been a year, all right. She and my mother died a week apart, same kind of rare cancer, and they were twins. Seventy-nine.”

         “Now that is something. Sad, I mean, but that is like a magazine story. Some of that crazy crap they make up and nobody believes.”

         She let out an unhappy laugh. “I’m a magazine editor.”

         “Oh yeah? Newsweek, National Geographic, like that?”

         “Yeah, like that. Glossy, award winning. Mine went broke.”

         Pete clucked his tongue. “You hate to hear it.” 5

         “Sorry to keep you standing out here. Can I offer you some iced tea?”

         “Thanks, no. Gotta go check a termite damage on Elmer.”

         “Right.” Despite her wish to forget everything he’d told her, Willa found his accent intriguing. Before this move she’d dreaded having to listen to New Jerseyans walking out the doo-ah, driving to the shoo-ah, but South Jersey was full of linguistic surprises. This Pete was the homegrown deal, part long-voweled Philly lowball, part Pennsylvania Amish or something. She watched him scrutinize the garage on the property line: two stories, antique glass windows, thick pelt of English ivy. “You think that building goes with this house?” she asked. “The deed isn’t very clear.”

         “That is not yours. That would be the stip house to the property next door.”

         “The stip house.”

         “Yes ma’am. When they sold these lots back in the day, they had stipulations. Improve the property in one year’s time, show intent to reside, plant trees, and all like that. Folks put up these structures while they got it together to build their real house.”

         “Really.”

         “You look around this town you’ll see a few, all built on the same plan. Trusses like a barn, fast and cheap. Some guy was doing well in the stip house business I figure.”

         “What era are we talking about?”

         “Landis,” he replied. “You don’t know about Landis?”

         “He’s what, some real estate developer?”

         “A king more like, back in the day. This is just a bunch of wild wilderness when he buys it, right? Thirty thousand acres and nobody but Indians and runaway slaves. So he makes this big plan to get people to come. Heaven-on-earth kind of thing.”

         “One of those utopian communities? You’re kidding me.”

         “I am not. Farms like a picture book. You notice the streets are 6Plum Peach Apple and all like that? Almond?” He pronounced it owl-mond. She also noted his resistance to contractions, and the recurrent back inna day. She wished for her pocket tape recorder.

         “Yeah, I noticed. My daughter goes out to walk the dog and comes home wanting a snack.”

         Pete laughed. “Sounds like some healthy kid. All my girls want are those Sour Patch things and the diet pop. I am gonna tell you, it drives the wife crazy.”

         Willa had no intention of trying to explain Tig. “So he named it Vineland thinking people would swarm around like fruit flies?”

         “Captain Landis was all about the fruit, is what I know. And who knows how to grow grapes but the Italians? So he starts up his own newspaper in the Italian language for attracting the right element. The Petrofaccios came from Palermo, Italy. My nonnie kept a scrapbook of that stuff.”

         Willa smiled. “Landis was a wino.”

         “No ma’am, that is the crazy thing, there was no drinking alcohol in Vineland whatsoever. That was a very significant rule, back in the day.”

         Willa saw holes in this story but still might look into it for a feature: Nineteenth-Century Utopias Gone to Hell. “You’re sure the garage is theirs? Not that I need it.” She laughed. “Unless you think we’ll need a new place to live.”

         Unnervingly, he didn’t laugh. “It’s theirs. I can tell by the angle and the setback.”

         She assumed the neighbors didn’t know this, or it would be crammed with collateral debris from their garden of broken cars. Pete gave their peeling ranch house a once-over. “Original structure came and went. That is a shame. Those originals were some beautiful old girls in their day. Like yours.”

         “Except for her weak foundation. The ruin of many a girl, I guess.” 7

         Pete looked at her, evidently finding this unsuitable material for a joke.

         “If it’s such a shame to lose them, shouldn’t ours be saved? Isn’t there grant money for this kind of thing? Historic preservation?”

         He shrugged. “Our fair city has got real empty pockets at this moment in time.”

         “They must have been loaded at some point. It sounds like this place was built on an immigrant work ethic and old money coming out of the woodwork.”

         “Money,” Mr. Petrofaccio said, staring over the dead Fords and Chevys at two girls pushing babies in strollers down the gravel alley, conversing in a musical Asian language. “Where does it all go?”

         Willa had been asking the same question. In her family, in her profession and her husband’s, in strained European economies and the whole damned world, where is the cash that once there was? Her husband had a PhD in global politics, her son was an economist, and neither of them seemed all that interested in this mystery that plagued her. Not as it specifically applied.

         “That would be the thing here, government money,” Pete offered. “Because no ordinary residential person is going to have what it takes here. There is a time for propping things up, and then there is past time.”

         Willa exhaled. “Okay. This isn’t the straightforward consultation I expected. I think you’re saying if we don’t choose to demolish our home, our only other options would be stopgap measures, and none of them looks very good. I guess we’d better schedule another meeting when my husband can be here.”

         “Right.” Pete offered her a business card and a condolent handshake. She already knew her gregarious husband would collect this man as a pal. All their married life she’d watched Iano swap phone numbers with plumbers and oil changers, the born Facebook friender, long before Facebook. 8

         “We’ll call you about the next step after I break the bad news. But I’ll warn you, my husband is also going to give you a bunch of reasons why we can’t tear down the house. And they’re not all the same as mine. Between us we can filibuster you.”

         Mr. Petrofaccio nodded. “All due respect? I hear that kind of thing all the time. It does not ever get the house fixed.”

         
            *

         

         Willa spent a restless hour walking around the empty third floor trying to choose a room for her office. After a month in the house she’d gotten things decently organized downstairs but had made no inroads on the top story except for the room she’d nominated as an attic. Alongside the antique crib she’d stashed the usual junk, holiday decorations, underemployed sports equipment, plus boxes of the kids’ keepsakes stretching from preschool finger paintings to Tig’s wacked-out science fair posters and Zeke’s high school yearbooks signed by all the girls who’d found him 2 cute 2 b 4gotten.

         Willa now recalled the contractor’s reason for stepping behind the stuff: To inspect ruptured ductwork? Christ. It sounded like an aneurism. What shook her was his cheerful demeanor as he delivered the awful prognosis. Exactly like her mother’s last oncologist.

         To steer out of a tailspin she staked her claim on the room that looked down on the automotive neighbors. A view to avoid, some might say, but the leafy afternoon light through the giant beech was gorgeous. And the hardwood floor was in pretty good shape except for the scarred, grayish path that ran the circuit of the four connected third-floor rooms. She remembered Zeke and Tig and one of their now-dead dogs chasing each other through a circular floor plan like this in one of their homes. Which one? Boulder, she thought, recalling mountains out the kitchen window. Hills to which she’d craved to flee, stuck at home with two preschoolers while Iano laboriously blew his first shot at tenure. 9

         These top-floor rooms heated up like a furnace. All the windows in the house reached from floor to ceiling, and most so far had proved unopenable. She leveled a couple of kicks at a frame before giving up, then sat on the floor and unpacked a box of her books into categorical piles. Then angrily repacked them. Nesting was ludicrous, given the doomed state of the nest. She closed her eyes and leaned back against the wall, feeling the rhythmic thrum of Nick’s oxygen compressor on the first floor. Lest she ever relax into solitude, the miasma of her father-in-law and his life support suffused the household. She wished Iano were home. Classes didn’t begin for several weeks but already he had pressing duties galore at his new office.

         The word office plucked a pang of nostalgia in her chest. Given her age and profession—midfifties, journalist—she might never again have a working life with colleagues, office gossip, and a regular incentive to get out of sweatpants. The remainder of her productive life revoked overnight felt like an amputation. In her last years at the magazine she was telecommuting more than not, but still the regular drives to the main office on the outskirts of DC had consumed so much life force she’d started envying her friends who were going freelance. Of this envy Willa was cured in no time flat. Now she understood an office had made her official. Her whole career was thrown into doubt retroactively. Did a professional wake up one day with no profession? For sanity’s sake she needed to send out some freelance proposals, and step one was to claim a room of her own. Now even that simple project was tainted with calamity.

         She lay on the floor and stared at the concentric brown stains on the ceiling. Iano had proposed they paint over the stain and forget it, because he was Iano. Willa had felt that if timbers up there were leaking their dark fluids, the trouble must run deep enough to warrant calling a contractor. Some tin would need patching, maybe they’d find rot in the roof beams. But the whole house a shambles? 10The shock settled on Willa as a personal failure. As if she’d invited the disaster by failing to see it coming.

         She forced herself up and went downstairs, rousing Dixie from her nap on the front hall rug, clipping on her leash and urging her out the door for a walk. Dixie, with the help of expensive doggie Prozac, had conquered a lifelong terror of car travel and coped with the move from Virginia, but now wanted to spend her remaining days sleeping off the dismay. Willa saw the merits of that program.

         “Easy does it,” she coached, wondering what Dixie’s old eyes were making of these Vineland sidewalks that were broken everywhere, heaved up by the bunions of giant old trees. Every street offered a similar view of oak and maple trunks lined up like columns of the Parthenon. The contractor’s utopia story made sense insofar as these trees suggested some thorough city planning over a century ago. She passed in front of the neighbor’s house with its generous corner lot fully planted in autos, then turned south on Sixth and made tedious progress as Dixie inspected every tree trunk. The dog was finicky about emptying her bladder but eager to sniff out the local news, seeming to think it differed from yesterday’s. Like the elderly Vinelanders Willa saw in diner booths poring over the town’s weekly, as if something might have happened here since the last issue.

         She crossed Landis Avenue, a bizarrely supersize main street, the width of a four-lane freeway at least. Iano had posed various entertaining theories, but the truth turned out to be mundane: Land Baron Landis had laid out a namesake street to match his ego. He might as well have paved the place in gold. He should see his dying little burg now, with its main drag so deserted Willa felt safe taking out her phone to check the time as she and her legally blind dog casually jaywalked.

         She wanted to call Iano with the new installment of their family disaster so he could share her sensation of drowning. But he would 11be on his way home by now, and Iano was a highly distractible driver. Really it was her mother she’d wanted to call right after the bad news, or in the middle of it, while Mr. Petrofaccio was blowing his nose. First thing in the morning, last thing at night, whenever a fight with Tig left her in pieces, it had been her mother who put Willa back together. When someone mattered like that, you didn’t lose her at death. You lost her as you kept living.

         Willa and Dixie passed a pawn shop, the welfare office, a Thai restaurant, and the Number One Chinese Market before heading south again. After five leafy residential blocks, at the corner of Eighth and Quince, Dixie finally elected to pee on the foot of a maple. Most of the houses on this block dated from about the same Victorian era, variously run-down, two for sale. And sure enough, she spotted two garage-like buildings in the backyards, identical in design, disguised by years of divergent use: one sheltered a Honda sedan; the other was an epic man cave covered with old license plates. She pressed her brain for a second to recall the word, then got it: stip. Stipulation houses. Quickie predecessors of the more carefully constructed mansions that were now coming due for collapse.

         Dixie waddled homeward and Willa followed, feeling the word shambles in her sternum. How could two hardworking people do everything right in life and arrive in their fifties essentially destitute? She felt angry at Iano for some infraction that wouldn’t hold up to scrutiny, she knew. His serial failures at job security? Not his fault. Plenty of academics spent their careers chasing tenure from city to town. They were a new class of educated nomads, raising kids with no real answer to the question of where they’d grown up. In provisional homes one after another, with parents who worked ridiculous hours, that’s where. Doing homework in a hallway outside a faculty meeting. Playing tag with the offspring of physicists and art historians on some dean’s lawn while the adults swigged 12cheap Chablis and exchanged companionable gripes about their department heads. Now, without complaint, Iano had taken a teaching position that was an insult to someone with his credentials. As the family’s sole surviving breadwinner, he should get a pass on the charge of being unfit to take a tough phone call while driving.

         It never mattered before. Having a mother to shore up Willa had always left Iano free to be the fun, sexy one who didn’t worry even about death or taxes, who brought her flowers picked from other peoples’ yards, who once threw her pain-inflicting shoes out the car window on the way to a formal reception at the provost’s. She couldn’t expect him to be a new kind of person now. She was the crisis handler, he was the evader. Marriages tended to harden like arteries, and she and Iano were more than thirty years into this one. This evening he would come in the door like a blast of warm weather, give her a kiss in the kitchen before changing out of his office clothes, and they’d have no chance to talk before dinner.

         So she would drop this bomb on everybody at once. They were all adults, entitled to share her concern about a house falling down on them. Old Nick with his oxygen tank and rabid contempt for the welfare state would be especially vulnerable to the challenges of homelessness. On the other hand, Tig might light a bonfire and dance in the yard as the bricks rained down. Willa had tried and failed to track her daughter’s moral path, but collapse of some permanent structure always seemed to be part of the territory.

         
            *

         

         Willa’s evening forecast evaporated as she was putting the spaghetti water on to boil. Iano had kissed her and disappeared into the bedroom, as predicted. But now he walked back into the kitchen looking stricken, carrying her phone. Answering her calls and texts was a habit she kept meaning to discuss, but this wasn’t the time. He held the thing as if it were scorching him. 13

         She recoiled. “What? Is it Zeke?”

         He nodded, unreadably.

         “Is he hurt? God, Iano. What?”

         Iano set the phone on the counter and Willa picked it up, shaking. “Hello?”

         “Mom, it’s me.”

         “Oh Jesus, Zeke, you’re okay. Is the baby okay?”

         Zeke was sobbing. Choked. A level of desperation she couldn’t associate with her levelheaded son. She waited without realizing she was holding her breath.

         “The baby’s fine,” he said finally. “It’s Helene.”

         “Oh no. Some problem from the C-section? It happens, honey. Did she have to go back to the hospital?”

         Iano was looking at her with mournful eyes, shaking his head. His face behind the dark, trimmed beard looked scarily pale, and his foreknowledge was disorienting. She turned her back on him and listened to her son’s silence, the gathering of his will.

         “Mom, Helene’s dead. She died.”

         “Jesus! How?”

         The beat of his silence lasted long enough for Willa to wonder if she’d been rude to ask. Her mind battered itself like a trapped bird.

         “She took pills,” he finally said. “She killed herself.”

         “You had pills around? With a baby in the house?”

         “He’s not up to childproof caps, Mom.”

         The scolding sobered Willa, put them on solid ground. “Have you called 911?”

         “Of course.”

         “I’m sorry, I’m just … I’m in shock. When did this happen?”

         “What time is it now? I got home around a quarter to six. She’s still here.”

         “Who is?” 14

         “Mom, Helene. She died in the bedroom. There’s a thing in her mouth. Ventilator. They tried to revive her even though it was hopeless I guess. They said they have to leave that thing in her until the coroner’s report. It’s kind of freaking me out, it pulls her face all out of shape and looks so painful. I guess that’s a stupid thing to worry about.”

         “So the EMTs came. Are they still there? What happens now?”

         “They left. They had another call that was, you know. Urgent. Now the coroner comes and then the mortuary, to take the body. The EMT gave me numbers to call.”

         “Oh, honey. Are you alone there in the apartment?”

         “I’m with Aldus.”

         God, she thought. Aldus. A few weeks in the world, now this.

         “I’m sitting on the couch,” Zeke said, seeming now to want to produce words. “He’s lying beside me, asleep. I guess it wore him out, waiting so long for … He was so hungry. And scared, I think. Jesus. How can he not ever know his mother? What does that do to a person?”

         “I guess we take this an hour at a time, and right now you shouldn’t be alone. As soon as we’re off the phone, call somebody. I don’t mean the coroner, I want you to have a friend there. Gosh, Helene’s poor parents. How long will it take them to get to Boston?”

         The sound he made startled her, an animal moan. The impossible task of calling them had not yet occurred to him.

         “Do you want me to talk to them?”

         “You’ve never met them. How would that feel, this, coming from a stranger?”

         “Okay, but please get somebody there to be with you. You’ll have to decide a lot of things. When Mama died I was shocked at all the practical stuff that has to happen immediately. Do you have any idea about … what she would want?”

         She listened to Zeke’s breathing as it caught in a sob, tried and 15caught again, like a halting engine. “We didn’t talk about that, Mom,” he managed. “When the subject of death came up, it was me telling her not to do it.”

         “What do you mean?” She turned around but Iano was gone. She stepped to the doorway and looked into the dining room. Tig was playing backgammon with Nick so he wouldn’t throw a tantrum while he waited for dinner. They made an impossible pair facing off across the table: pixie Tig with her springy dreadlocks, hulking Nick with the oxygen tubes pressing his jowls in a permanent grimace.

         “This morning she seemed, just, normal,” Zeke was saying. “She took the baby for his checkup yesterday and was relieved he’s, you know. Fine. Gaining weight. Today she was going to take him out in the stroller. We joked about whether she needed an owner’s manual to drive it.”

         Willa was amazed at his coherence. People handled emergencies in many ways—she’d covered enough crime scenes to know—but they fell back on the habit of self. This reasonable, desperately sad man on the phone was the bare wood of her son beneath the bark. Willa saw her pasta water was boiling over. She clicked off the burner. “You said when death came up, it was you telling her not to do it. What does that mean, Zeke?”

         “I didn’t even kiss her goodbye, Mom. I mean, maybe I did, without knowing it. I can’t even remember. That’s so sad.”

         “Are you telling me she had threatened suicide?”

         “She should never have gone off the antidepressants. I shouldn’t have let her. Nobody should have asked her to do that.”

         “Don’t blame yourself. The drugs were not your call. There must have been risks to the baby. What was she taking?”

         “Paroxetine was the one they said she really needed to get away from. They tried her on Sarafem, I think, I don’t remember exactly. They okayed some things after the first trimester but nothing ever worked, once she’d gone cold turkey. She was, like, paralyzed with 16fear about doing the wrong thing. They have black box warnings on those drugs, Mom. How could she look in the mirror, pregnant, and take a medicine like that? A black box is like ‘Smoking gives you cancer,’ that extreme level of warning.”

         Willa felt the weight of Helene transgressions she should have forgiven. The pregnancy whining, the lethargy. “I’m sorry. This must have been so hard for you.”

         “It was harder for her. Obviously.”

         “I’m sure you didn’t tell her to stop taking her antidepressants.”

         “Maybe I expected too much from her. I do that, Mom, I feel like when things seem easy to me, they should be easy for other people. Maybe she felt guilty.”

         “I’m sure her doctors advised her. Knowing Helene, she was well informed.”

         “But what kind of choice did she have? You can’t imagine what she’s been through. Every day of the pregnancy was hell. She was obsessed with the idea that something was wrong, the baby was dead, or deformed. She memorized the possible side effects of SSRIs in pregnancy. Anencephaly, which is when the baby is born with no brain. Omphalocele, where the intestines protrude through a hole in the abdomen. The whole thing got to be like this monster. She just didn’t want it.”

         “What are you saying? Of course she wanted the baby.” Willa had assumed he hadn’t wanted it. Zeke, who at age one put his toys away, the improbable straight-arrow child sprung from the mess of his itinerant parents’ lives, would not gladly interrupt the order of his life’s events with the chaos of an unplanned baby. Willa didn’t even believe he’d neglected birth control. Boys will be boys, she’d heard, but she had only the one, and Zeke did the right thing every time. She and Iano had resisted lobbying for an abortion, but they saw this pregnancy as a duty imposed on their son, if not an ambush. Privately they’d worn out the tread on various speculations. 17None of their scenarios held a role for a Helene who just didn’t want the baby.

         She tried to picture Zeke in his apartment. “Oh, God. Did you … find her?”

         Tig appeared in the doorway, round eyed, looking painfully small in her baggy clothes, the corona of hair standing up around her head in a caricature of shock. She must have overheard some of this and was reading the rest in Willa’s face.

         Willa pointed at the package of pasta and jar of sauce and raised her eyebrows in a plea. With this daughter no wish was easily granted. Willa expected resistance as she stepped away from the stove, but Tig slid into the gap and began making dinner.

         “Yeah, I did,” Zeke said. “I got home from work and the baby was crying so hard he was choking. It freaked me out. I don’t know how long he’d been … I changed his diaper, warmed up a bottle, fed him. I thought she was asleep. She’s been sleeping so much, all these months. So I spent maybe an hour in the house like that, letting her sleep. Jesus, Mom. What if I’d gone in the bedroom sooner? What if I could have saved her?”

         “The baby had been crying awhile when you got home, so she was gone already. Don’t do that to yourself. Please, honey. You took care of your son.”

         The weight of these words hit Willa as she said them, a punch to the gut that must have produced a sound because Tig turned around, alarmed. It took effort for Willa to stay on her feet instead of sinking to the floor and pulling her knees to her chest as she cradled Zeke’s voice in her ear. Her dutiful, promising son would be taking care of a child now, every day, marooned in the loneliness of single parenthood. Anger at the dead Helene rose like acid in her throat. So useless.

         Tig stood watching her with the air of a fairy godmother, the wooden spoon tilting up from her fingers like a wand. Behind her 18the pot boiled. Willa closed her eyes and made herself speak calmly into the phone. “I can get there by morning.”

         
            *

         

         Sitting in a grand Boston church trying to quiet a howling infant, wearing a designer suit that belonged to the girl in the coffin: even Willa’s florid imagination hadn’t seen this coming. The tight cut of the jacket constricted her movements. Mr. Armani wouldn’t have had baby dandling in mind, not that any of this was his fault. Willa had thrown jeans into a duffel and headed out to rescue her son without giving a moment’s thought to funeral wear. That was four, maybe five days earlier; she’d lost track. Aldus had made no advances on sorting out night versus day, and she was operating on less sleep than she’d thought humanly possible. Getting dressed for the funeral was a task she undertook about thirty minutes before the event, and it sent her with some urgency into Helene’s closet. She found everything on wooden hangers, organized by color, and within that orderly place she glimpsed the bond between the dead girl and her son. But the stunner was Helene’s expensive taste. Checking labels quickly for size, Willa hyperventilated: Fendi, Versace, Ralph Lauren. A couple of suits were in her ballpark, thank goodness. Helene must have nudged up a size before going into the chic maternity business wear.

         Willa was so relieved to score something better than a T-shirt for the service, she hadn’t thought ahead to a chapel packed with Zeke and Helene’s friends. Now it dawned on her they might recognize this navy silk suit, last seen at some promotion party. Making her the creepy mother-in-law who didn’t even wait till Helene was in the grave to poach on her couture. She could see awfulness in the situation but felt it at a distance, walled off by exhaustion. Anyway, the suit was probably camouflaged by the pinstripes of spit-up trailing down the lapels. 19

         The baby’s howl caught in a series of gasps and went quiet, providing a moment of funereal balm before he shattered it again. His wail rose and fell like a siren above the muted organ music. For all Helene’s worries about pharmacological harm, she’d borne a son with a dandy set of pipes. And yet he felt insubstantial in Willa’s arms, pink as a baby mouse. Willa hadn’t consoled a newborn for decades and felt close to tears herself. Catching Zeke’s eye, she nodded toward the aisle, then got up and made her awkward way out, squeezing between the wooden pew back and people’s knees. Maybe it was sleep-deprived paranoia, but she felt disapproval in the stares. Or at least no gratitude for the gift of Helene’s DNA, right there in their midst. The well-dressed assembly struck her as a judgmental tribe, which she chalked up to Helene’s influence. Zeke’s friends had always been sweet, unpretentious boys who divided things fairly and let the terrible athletes play on their teams anyway. Admittedly, she was recalling in that moment his Cub Scout days. She might not really know who Zeke had become in Boston, first as a student at Harvard Business and now striving as a young professional among some of the most famously competitive assholes on the planet.

         She paced at the back of the chapel eyeing the exits, wondering whether they should seek asylum in some basement fellowship hall or head out to the street. It was raining. Funeral guests kept turning around to verify that this child was still the source of all that noise. Willa stared back, brewing some umbrage. Wouldn’t it matter someday that the boy had attended his mother’s funeral? Producing this perfect child had been Helene’s final accomplishment and he was entitled to be there, as the only blood relative in the house. Other than Helene’s parents, who’d barely arrived from London in time for the service. Aldus was the name of Helene’s father, Willa had learned, but she wasn’t sure that justified keeping it in circulation. She perused the front row trying to recognize 20Helene’s carefully tinted mother from the back. Poor woman, to have lost a daughter.

         She shifted Aldus from one shoulder to the other and felt muted dismay at the amount of milk he’d brought up on the jacket. This might qualify as the worst-ever use of an Armani suit. But she had no better plans, beyond a Goodwill drop box. Maybe an email blast inviting Helene’s stick-thin, judgmental friends to drop by and pick up a souvenir. Either way it felt painful to give away a fortune in designer clothing, probably the couple’s largest material asset, when Zeke was taking on serious debt for this funeral.

         The officiating minister, a round-faced woman in owlish glasses, was crooning her way through a one-size-fits-all prayer. It was pretty obvious this minister hadn’t known Helene. Willa wondered whether Zeke had even told her it was a suicide. The Anglican church was Zeke’s best guess at what Helene’s parents would want, though they hadn’t been present to organize or pay for any of it. He’d had to lay out credit cards in those first dizzying hours, and the cost of having Helene embalmed was mortifying. Willa drew no pleasure from the pun. The parents’ one expressed wish had been to see their daughter, for closure, so he’d shouldered the cost of an open casket.

         Willa had barely spoken with them, mostly to apologize for Iano’s absence, emphasizing the brand-new job and disabled father, downplaying their inability to afford a quick fly-in. At a glance she read these parents as distant, and not just geographically. Helene had spent her childhood in boarding schools. They were British, so that arrangement was probably more normal than it seemed to Willa. She knew she would have to guard against stereotyping, and try not to read Helene’s whole life backward as a reel of emotional injuries spooling toward suicide. Brain chemistry, Zeke kept saying, and Willa understood. At the end of her run at the magazine she’d been the science and health editor; she had a professional 21grasp of disease. Helene had been a whole person like anyone else—the woman with whom Zeke had fallen in love—except when her brain salts began to precipitate their potent horrors. There but for the grace of serotonin go the rest of us.

         Aldus finally crash-landed into sleep and went still in her arms, hiccuping but otherwise relaxed. Willa stroked his crazy hair. He had more than an infant’s normal share, jet black like Helene’s, standing up from his head as if in horror at this life he’d landed in. His translucent eyelids and pursed lips aroused protectiveness and amplified Willa’s sorrow for her tall, handsome, devastated son, who was now walking toward the pulpit to read the eulogy. She’d warned against this, telling him it would be hard to hold it together in front of a crowd, harder than any presentation he’d ever given. And that was before Zeke told her what he planned to read: the suicide note. Willa had lost it then, there had been some yelling for which she now felt terrible. They were exhausted. When he’d handed it over and made Willa read it, she couldn’t stop the tears.

         Zeke was right, of course. The poor girl must have labored for months over this articulate essay, a final accounting of her gratitude for Zeke’s love, their three years together, and her hopes for their child. For eulogy purposes they’d had only to edit out the fatal caveat: Helene’s belief that her best gift to her partner and son was the removal of her poisonous self from their lives.

         
            *

         

         Willa had stopped wondering if things could get worse, and now sat in her son’s bedroom going through his girlfriend’s nightstand, throwing out little bottles labeled “O Play” and “Love Lube.” She felt abstractly relieved that they’d enjoyed a sex life despite everything—pregnancy, depression, drugs with well-known damping effects on libido. This task felt as surreal as everything 22else she’d done since speeding up I-95 to Boston, with sleeping in the bed of the freshly deceased as a starting point. At whatever early-morning hour she’d arrived, Zeke had given Willa the bed and slept on the couch by the bassinet. With daylight gaining traction around her she’d lain awake on the very spot where Helene had ended her life, until she finally had to get up and creep to the living room like some Victorian-novel ghost, staring at the child in the bassinet and the wrecked young father on the sofa. She longed to slip with them into unconsciousness. Anything to avoid going back to that haunted bedroom. She couldn’t ask which side of the bed had been Helene’s but hadn’t stopped wondering, either, until just now when she finished boxing up the clothes and started on the nightstands.

         Postfuneral, postburial, post-whatever they called the gathering her friends had gamely organized at Helene’s law firm, the suffocating truth was descending: many lives were over. Zeke and his child would persist on some utterly unplanned path, starting with eviction from this apartment Zeke couldn’t afford on his own. The lease was in Helene’s name, so he could walk away without legal recourse. Willa was dubious: in her experience, landlords always won. But Zeke explained it was one advantage of their being unmarried. For another, Helene’s serious credit card debt would not become his problem. Also, her Mercedes and its staggering monthly payments zipped right back to the dealer.

         Their marital status hadn’t initially mattered to Iano and Willa, tradition-agnostic baby boomers that they were. Cohabitation was normal. But once the pregnancy seemed here to stay, Iano thought his chivalrous son would insist on marrying the mother of his child. Iano was wrong: these kids found marriage uninteresting in legal or sentimental terms. Helene was an attorney, Zeke explained, who didn’t need a boilerplate contract written by the state of Massachusetts to govern her personal life. Chivalry wasn’t dead, 23it’s just that men didn’t own all the horses anymore, and women of Helene’s ilk didn’t need that kind of rescue. Here in Zeke’s private sphere, Willa was getting the picture.

         She felt at a loss to console him as he waded through his swamp of grief, hour by hour, while she watched from the outside. But she wouldn’t be anywhere else, and couldn’t remember the last time they’d spent more than an hour together, just the two of them. On family visits the sibling bickering and Iano’s ebullience used up all the oxygen. These quiet days in his apartment were different. Willa could not have borne the admission that she preferred her son to her daughter, but there was no question which one she’d found easier to love. Easily born, easily reared, he’d grown into a temperament so similar to hers, Willa lost track of the boundaries between them. People remarked on his resemblance to his father, and superficially it was true: he had the height and shoulders, the trustworthy wide-set eyes. “Molded in the image of his papa,” the Greek relatives gushed each time they saw Zeke, and Willa wouldn’t argue—she loved the mold. The shape of her husband in a doorway could still bump her heart. But Zeke’s ash-blond coloring was all Willa’s, and so was everything inside: a handsome Greek mold filled with the pale Saxon stuff of a duty-bound maternal line.

         Tig was the opposite, small and fine boned like Willa, the same high eyebrows and pointed chin, but with dark eyes peering out from an interior that boiled with her father’s energy. They’d called her “Antsy” from infancy because Antigone fit better on a birth certificate than on an actual child—no surprise to Willa. The nickname was exactly right; the girl had ants in her pants. In high school she’d fought her way back to Antigone but her friends collapsed it to Tigger, then just Tig. No one called her Antigone now except occasionally Iano, the responsible party, still trying to make good on it.

         Willa missed Iano badly but hadn’t called home since the day 24of the funeral. There was too much to tell and Iano seemed almost willfully resistant to getting it. He was looking for some Greek-tragic vindication, still airing his thoughts about the pregnancy having been a bad idea, while here was Aldus installed in the living room, bassinet and changing table flanking the TV. Well beyond the idea stage.

         She finished the nightstand and moved on without pause. The bathroom held a confounding array of skin-rejuvenating products for a beautiful girl in her twenties. Willa dumped it all into trash bags after wondering briefly if it would be awful to keep some of the expensive night creams. She tried not to read prescription bottles as she tossed those as well. Zeke was in the second bedroom where Helene had set up her study, pending the need for a nursery. It was still a study, despite the accomplished birth. Helene had done nothing to implement a transition, no pastel colors or mobiles, these happy things mothers do to lure babies into the world. In an apartment suffused with mourning, Willa found this non-nursery the most unbearable place, but only because she knew about normal motherhood. It’s nearly always women who lead men into babyland, urging them to get serious about names and nursery themes. Zeke couldn’t know what he’d missed.

         He was in there now pulling together files to return to Helene’s employer, which at least seemed less personal than razors and hairbrushes. Willa kept asking him not to take on any task that felt too hard, but really, what part of this was not too hard? He retained the instincts of the charming young man he was, moving quickly to take heavy objects from Willa, opening the car door for Helene’s mother. But sleepwalking through all of it. When the baby cried, Zeke seemed relieved to wade out of the Helene morass and go meet simpler demands. The only happiness in this apartment came from direct contact with infant skin, so Willa made herself stand back and let Zeke do most of the feeding and changing. She 25watched her son becoming a father, cradling a tiny life in his large hands, searching the rosebud face at close range, but she couldn’t guess whether he was falling in love, thunderstruck, as she’d been by her firstborn. The workings of love might be damaged, in a beginning overshadowed by despair. Zeke might end up blaming the child for his loss. The pregnancy had killed Helene; this was a fact. Willa spent hours trying not to speak of these things. It was hard enough to bring up necessary subjects such as where Zeke was going to live.

         She took a break between bathroom drawers and stood in the doorway watching him move file boxes into the hall, lining them up like boxcars. He knelt beside a box of books and tucked its four cardboard flaps into one another.

         “I can take care of Aldus this afternoon if you want to go look at apartments.”

         He glanced up with an expression that confused her. Fear, she would have said.

         “Or I could go,” she added quickly. “I don’t know quite what you want, what part of town you can afford. But if you head me in the right direction I can do some recon.”

         He sat on the floor and exhaled, resting his forearms on his knees. “I can’t afford an apartment, Mom. Not in any part of Boston. I was thinking I might move in with Michael and Sharon, but they just texted me. I guess a baby is kind of a game changer.”

         “Moving in with your friends?” Willa was dumbfounded. He wasn’t some gap-year kid who could set up life on a buddy’s couch. He was a father.

         “They didn’t exactly say it’s because of Aldus. But I’m sure his performance at the funeral was a reality check. I knew it was a lot to ask.”

         Willa took a moment to process this, including her part in it, her failure to keep Aldus quiet. Were these people previously unaware 26that babies cry? “Your roommate from grad school?” she asked carefully. “You were thinking of living with him again?”

         “Right, the Michael I’m planning the start-up with. Of Zeke, Mike, and Jake. Michael’s married now, I told you that. They bought a house in Southie so they’ve got a lot of room. Well, an extra room. We’ve been thinking we could operate the business out of that space until we can take on the overhead of an office.”

         “So you asked if he would take on the overhead of you and Aldus.”

         Zeke looked miserable. Any rejection hurts, but this was beyond the pale. She hated this smug couple hoarding their childless serenity. Also Helene, and her shortsighted doctors, and everyone else involved in the outrageous reversal of fortune that had left her son begging his friends for shelter. “You two need your own place,” she said calmly. “You’re a family now. We’ll find something you can afford.”

         “Mom, we won’t. I have no income.”

         “You’re working full time.”

         “Technically it’s an internship.”

         “But you’re doing so much. You’re probably working harder and getting more commissions than anybody in that office.”

         “Yeah, but it’s still an internship. Usually if you turn out to be golden, they’ll put you on salary after six months or so.”

         “That sounds like peonage. You’re already golden. They should pay you something. A stipend for an internship isn’t unheard of.”

         “They offered that, but it wasn’t worth it. The minute I go on payroll I have to start paying back my student loans. We just can’t afford that right now. Helene and I decided we’d be better off just on her income, for now.”

         “All right, but your situation has changed. Couldn’t you renegotiate?”

         “I still have the student loans.” 27

         Willa hadn’t pressed for details on his debt and dreaded doing so now. Iano had cosigned when he was a minor, but it was a point of pride with Zeke that he’d handled his own finances since his first year at Stanford. She nodded slowly. “How much?”

         He shrugged. “Over a hundred. Around a hundred and ten thousand.”

         “Jesus, Zeke. I didn’t know it was like that. You worked all the way through.”

         “Yeah, for minimum wage. My income barely covered my books.”

         Willa couldn’t imagine starting adulthood so indentured. She’d gone to state schools on scholarships. “We should never have let you take that on.”

         “You didn’t want me to. Remember how hard you tried to talk me out of Stanford? But Dad said go for it, and I just … I wanted it so bad.”

         Willa did remember, painfully. The house divided, Achilles heel of their parenting. “I didn’t want you not to go to Stanford. I just thought maybe in another year you could get a better ride. That you could transfer in, or something.”

         “I know. I could have taken the deal with Dad’s tuition exchange like Tig did, and gone to some dinky hippie school.”

         “Ivins isn’t that dinky, it’s a good college. Hippie, I’ll grant you. But tuition exchange was the right way to go for Tig. Given her track record on following through. You’re different, you finish things. Iano says they never put students in a hole so deep they can’t dig out. We didn’t worry too much.”

         He looked at her, his eyes the indefinite blue of ocean. When she was young, Willa had told her mother everything: the amount of her first paycheck, the day of her first missed period. Was it normal now for parents to operate in the dark? She never knew what was fair to ask. Clearly, Zeke was shamed by his financial straits. 28

         “Obviously, we should have worried.”

         He shrugged. “That’s the fix I’m in. If they salaried me right now at entry level at Sanderson, I’d end up in the negative numbers.”

         “I see.” She leaned on the door frame feeling physical loss as her assumptions fell through the floor. He’d done everything by the book. They all had. Willa and Iano had raised two children, the successful one and the complicated one. That was their story, for as long as she could remember. For how many years had it been untrue?

         “Was there … Did Helene have a pension through her employer?”

         “I wouldn’t be entitled to it. We’re not married.”

         “Oh, right. Not her social security either. The baby might be due some benefits.”

         Zeke seemed startled by the notion of his son as a legal person. Willa thought survivor benefits were probably a long shot; Helene was a resident alien, fresh out of law school. She might not have been around quite long enough to get in the game. “I’m sorry to be thinking about practical things right now, honey, but …”

         “Yeah. I’m up shit creek. With a baby on board.”

         “I’m sorry. What about life insurance? You’d be her beneficiary, married or not.”

         His look darkened. “Suicide, Mom. Nobody pays you to do that.”

         “Oh. I guess I knew that. But isn’t that discrimination? It seems so …”

         “Punitive?”

         “I was going to say ignorant. Helene died of depression. A medical condition caused by pregnancy and an OB-GYN who cared more about the baby than the mother.”

         “You could argue that, but I’m sure the insurance company has a nice team of lawyers to back them up.”

         Willa was floored. “What are you going to do?”

         He looked away from her, and in that turn of his head she saw every defeat in his life: the barely missed first place at all-state 29track; that blond girl who reneged on their prom date. The AP exam he bombed because he had a vomiting flu. His defeats were so rare she could just about count them, or at least the ones she knew about. He took them hard, for lack of practice. Zeke was very good at everything except disappointment.

         “Do you have day care lined up, at least? I assume she was going back to work.”

         Zeke gave Willa a strange pleading look she couldn’t understand. Then he stood and walked down the hallway into the kitchen. She closed up another one of the boxes, counted to ten because she could think of absolutely nothing else to do, and then followed him. He was staring into the open refrigerator.

         “I know this is hard to talk about. I can stay here awhile to help. I’ll go with you to the pediatrician’s appointment next week. But at some point we have to make a plan.”

         “I’m not asking you to do this for me, Mom.”

         “I know. Nevertheless.”

         He slammed the refrigerator. “I must have said that a hundred times. To Helene. ‘We have to make a plan.’ I guess I sounded like you do now. So this is how she felt.”

         “It wasn’t an outlandish request to have made. When one is having a baby.”

         “I suggested we go look at places. Day cares. I asked her to look into maternity leave if that’s what she wanted to do. But she had to want something.”

         Willa recognized the same anger she’d been harboring for days, toward Helene. They would have to take turns keeping the lid on that. The child would need to love his mother, and it was all on them, forever. “She wasn’t thinking right. We know that now.”

         “What we know now is that she was planning this all along.”

         “That can’t be. She loved you. Stop blaming yourself, you did everything right.” 30

         “You keep saying that, Mom. Sometimes doing everything right gets you a big fucking nothing! Did that ever occur to you?”

         His raised voice caused her to lower her own. “I keep saying it because it’s true. She loved you, Zeke. You were good to her. She wouldn’t have plotted something like this. I mean yes, her death I guess, but not the fallout. She didn’t do it to wreck your life.”

         “Nevertheless,” he said.

         The repetition of Willa’s word could have been Zeke mocking her, but probably not. The two of them often opened their mouths and spoke the same words, even at the same moment. “Here’s a proposal,” she said. “You could come live with us for a while so we can help out. Just until you get things figured out.”

         Zeke made a face. “In Jersey.”

         “I know, you’re thinking it’s some gigantic tacky suburb of Manhattan. I thought that too, I was ready to—” She stopped herself from saying “kill myself,” two words now excised from the family vocabulary. “I couldn’t stand the thought, when the job for Dad came up at Chancel. But Vineland isn’t what I expected. It’s more like Virginia, really.”

         “And what is that like, Mom?”

         “We lived there almost eight years, the longest we’ve been anyplace since you were born. How can you not know?”

         “Because, let me think, I was in college in California and grad school in Boston?”

         “But you were home for summers, a couple of them. One, I guess. And holidays. You were there almost every Christmas that I recall.”

         “Yes, Virginia, there is a Santa Claus. And Christmas trees, I certainly remember those. Virginia has blue ridges. It’s for lovers!”

         She tried to smile. “You’re saying your family lived in Virginia and all you got was this lousy bumper sticker?”

         “No. I’m saying it’s not my frame of reference. I’m an adult, and my life experience is separate from yours.” 31

         Willa understood there was no real point to this argument except that she was standing here, and his beloved was not. He looked so tired. The sun through the window washed his face in an unmerciful light that rendered him old. Or worn, like old clothes. Not young enough to be her son.

         A howl from the bassinet startled them both. The baby came to wakefulness with alarm, every time. Light, life, hunger, it all must feel like violation in the beginning. Willa let her son go to the baby. Opened a kitchen cabinet to start dinner or make a bottle or pack up dishes, she really had no idea. She watched Zeke pick up the tiny body with its dangling bowed legs and big saggy diaper. A new parent should be joyful. Not widowed, deserted, bankrupt, bereft of every comfort he’d carefully built for himself. For months to come, waking up would feel as violent for Zeke as for a newborn. Maybe for years.

         “Shhhh, take it easy, buddy,” he crooned as he laid his child on the changing table and nervously kept one palm on the baby’s torso as the little limbs jerked and flailed. With his free hand Zeke pulled a diaper from the package, tucked it under his chin, and unfolded it. Willa remembered in her gut how it felt to be the parent of a newborn: the excruciating love and terror of breakage.

         “I’m lousy at this, buddy. You have to bear with me. I’m a rank beginner here.”

         “You’re not lousy,” Willa said quietly. “We’re all beginners.” 32

      

   


   
      
         
33
            2

            
               [image: ]

            

            Beginners

         

         The walk from the builder’s office to Plum Street spanned four blocks and felt like an Atlantic passage. Thatcher dragged his anchor of bad news across the threshold of his house, closed the door quietly, set his hat on the hall table, and looked into the parlor. The drapes were drawn against the heat and Rose stood with her back to the door. Alone, he was relieved to see. Not with her mother on the sofa parsing threads of gossip, both ready to drop their needlework and turn up their eyes with bottomless female expectation.

         She was holding herself oddly, very close to the west window. Rose was peering. She held the drape aside with one hand and pressed her face into the slim vertical bar of daylight, so absorbed in some furtive observation she must not have heard him come in. He moved quietly across the room to stand behind her and set his hand on her waist, causing her to jump.

         “Thatcher! You’re home from the builders.” She spoke without turning around.

         He laid his folder of calculations on the side table so he could 34set both hands parenthetically on her little center and his chin on the top of her head. Unbustled and unbonneted like this, Rose was a gravitational body that drew his front against her back, his bearded jaw against her tidy zenith. Their perfect fit sent a whiskey thrill through his veins. After six months of marriage he was still in thrall of his wife’s physical properties, and wondered whether this made him a lucky man or a doomed one. In the weeks since they’d moved to Vineland he’d settled on lucky. The town was slim on other inebriants.

         “What do you see out there?” With his mandible against her skull he had to lift his upper jaw a little when he spoke. He felt married. A thing so unexpected.

         She didn’t answer. He adjusted his head to her angle of view and looked between the beech and oak saplings that framed the parlor window, into the neighboring territory of Dr. and Mrs. Treat. The doctor of that house had recently vanished, according to Rose, though no foul play was accused. Well, not quite true: rumor had him off to New York under the influence of a glamorous suffragette who was known to be a champion of free love. Thatcher didn’t begrudge the doctor his freedom, but did cast an envious look at the Treats’ intact roof. Scanning down the gutters, his eyes settled on something or someone in the grass, partially obscured by the yew hedge.

         It was Mrs. Treat in a dark blue dress lying facedown on the ground.

         “Good Lord. Is she well?”

         “Yes,” Rose whispered. “Now and again, she moves.”

         “What is she doing?”

         “Counting ants. Or spiders!”

         Breathless intrigue. His wife sounded like a schoolgirl inventing scandal against a rival. But Mrs. Treat in her dismal indigo and advanced years was certainly no rival. And the charge might be valid. Thatcher had heard from more reliable sources than Rose that this 35woman held strange entertainments. He tilted his head for a clearer look through one of the little panes, wondering what architect had dreamed up these hateful windows: multiple interlaced lenses of leaded glass as intricate as the hide of a fish. The house had a thousand of these panes rattling loose in their nettings. When any door slammed, they tinkled like a world of shattered goblets. And in this domestic nest, doors did slam.

         It struck him now: the architect would have been Rose’s father, in league with a covey of amateurs who’d convinced him of his competence. The builder Thatcher had visited that morning told him what everyone in this tittle-tattle village surely knew already, that the house was built on a dead man’s pacts with poker-game comrades who fancied themselves craftsmen. All would know it except Rose and her mother. The news would fall on them cruelly, for in the absence of the man they had only his construction to love. Over Rose’s shoulder Thatcher looked down at her neat chest, the dear rise and fall.

         As for the woman outside, no movement was detectable. “Love thy neighbor, little rabbit. Mrs. Treat deserves our charity.”

         “She could be prostrate with grief,” Rose speculated. “Over Dr. Treat.”

         “I think not. Unless the good doctor has seen fit to come back from New York and take up residence with her again.”

         “That isn’t charitable at all! Everyone says Dr. Treat is tedious, but surely she would rather have him at home than no husband at all.”

         Thatcher grinned. “Couldn’t a dull husband be cause for a wife’s grieving?”

         Rose dropped the drape and turned to face him, a pivot on her own marvelous axis. Smiling. “You are a beast.”

         “It isn’t my fault. You’ve put me at cross-purposes, expecting me to defend Dr. Treat. You’re taking advantage of my position.”36

         “What is your position, Thatcher?”

         “Husband, with the duty of taking up for all husbands. Isn’t that the rule? As wives must bear the crosses of all other wives?”

         Rose appeared to be thinking this over. “Mrs. Treat is a wife,” she said finally. “And I won’t take up for her. She is a spectacle.”

         “And not overly concerned with being a wife, as far as I can see. You are acquitted.”

         Rose tilted her chin up and he bent to kiss her, moved by the simplest physics.

         They stepped apart, startled by a commotion in the hallway. That would be Polly. No other creature could make such an abruption of leaving and entering a house: Polly bashing the door shut, mewling to the dogs, tossing something with a clatter onto the hall table. She burst into the parlor, arresting Rose and Thatcher.

         “Oh good, you’re both here. I have the most awful news to tell you!”

         “What is it?” Rose’s hand flew to the ribbon tied at her throat, as if it might be holding her together. Thatcher welcomed the reprieve from delivering his own news.

         “A runaway barouche! On Landis Avenue. I saw everything.”

         Polly dropped onto the settee and flung out her legs as if thrown from a horse herself. She was twelve, a decade younger and already several hands taller than her sister, with a surplus of leg, chin, and forehead equal to her temperament. It wouldn’t occur to Polly to apologize for any of it. “No one was killed, and that is the miracle according to Mother. It was Pardon Crandall’s barouche but he wasn’t in it. He’d left it standing and gone to meet someone on the nine-five from Philadelphia. The train whistle set the horses off running and they went straight into a tree in front of the post office.”

         “That maple?” Thatcher cared for trees, more than for some people if he had to say. He kept a private habit of assigning botanical 37character to his familiars: Polly was a hollyhock, cheerful, forthright, tallest bloom in the garden. Rose of course was a rose.

         “The maple is all right,” Polly assured him, “but the crash knocked the rear wheels off the barouche. Both wheels!”

         Rose’s hand now went to her cheek. “You were with Mother? That must have given her a shock. She adores Mrs. Crandall.”

         “Mother,” Polly announced, “has gone upstairs to take some Dr. Garvin’s and pray about the accident.”

         “Well, it sounds as if the outcome is already decided,” Thatcher said. “But a dose of Dr. Garvin’s won’t hurt.”

         “But you haven’t heard the rest! After the barouche lost its wheels, the horses dragged it all the way down Landis Avenue on just the little front ones. It looked like a Roman chariot race. If only Mr. Crandall had stayed on, he could have been a study for ‘The Charioteer.’”

         The Charioteer! Thatcher was impressed that Polly had extended her curriculum to the province of naked Greek men. He glanced at Rose, who seemed to have missed it.

         Polly untied her straw bonnet, an old flat boater of a kind favored by boys, absent the ribbons, and exasperating to elder sisters. She flung the hat on the settee with a thrilled little shudder that spilled her hair into a dark, careless coil on her shoulders. “The axles or something underneath left a gouge down the street. It made the horriblest scraping sound. You could hear it for miles.”

         “Well, we didn’t,” Rose stated, as if that would end the story.

         “It must have just happened,” Thatcher said. “I was walking on Landis Avenue not more than fifteen minutes ago.”

         “Yes, it was just this very minute!” Polly looked up at him with round blue eyes, exactly like her sister’s and yet entirely different. Searching for truth, not rescue. “Mother couldn’t watch, but I saw all of it. The horses crashed into the stand in front of the tobacconist’s. And that still wasn’t the end of the chase.”38

         Thatcher put his hands over his eyes, grinning. “Not the tobacconist’s.”

         “Yes! One of the horses tried to go into Finn’s shop! He smashed the window and put glass everywhere. He must have wanted a cigar very desperately.”

         “After so much excitement, you can understand it,” Thatcher said.

         “All right, Polly. Go upstairs and see about Mother. And straighten yourself up, please. Look at your shoes.”

         Polly gave Rose an exhausted look, swiped up her hat by its ribbons, and stood to leave. Thatcher felt his soul touched by light. He hadn’t known the pleasure of younger siblings and counted this one as a very good wedding gift, although that was one of several secrets he kept from his wife.

         “And your hair will need a brush before you come down to luncheon.”

         Polly stopped and turned back in the doorway, suddenly bright eyed with more to tell. “I nearly forgot. President Grant is coming.”

         “What, here?” Rose blinked with pretty surprise.

         “Yes. For the dedication, in a few weeks. September I think. When the school building opens. Thatcher, you will get to shake hands with His Majesty the President and sit on the stage and everything. Professor Cutler will try to be in charge, but he’ll have to share some of his glory with the new science teacher because Cutler is a humid old windbag and everyone knows it. And you are handsome and mysterious.”

         “Mysterious,” Thatcher repeated.

         “Well, because of being new, and no one properly knowing about you yet.”

         “Oh, well. That is the lowest order of mysterious.”

         “But the whole town will see you with President Grant! And then we shall be famous.” She strode out with the boater swinging in an arc like an o’possum caught by its tail, a sight Thatcher actually 39knew from his brutish boyhood. One more tale that could not be told in this house, as much as it would have thrilled Polly.

         “Get Gracie to help with your hair!” Rose called after her.

         “Gracie is busy consoling Mother. I’ll ask Mrs. Brindle!” Polly crowed as she tramped up the stairs.

         “You will not ask the cook to fix your hair!”

         Rose’s translucent skin flushed with the unusual effort of raising her voice. The rosy blush and intoxicating fragrance, all the exquisite agreements of Rose in name and spirit, had been the origin of his attraction. Rarely did people wear their floral identities so frankly. Aside from himself: Greenwood, the sapling. Too easily bent.

         Rose brushed the skin of her bare arms as if physically shedding her vexation. “Charioteers and horses with cigars! What a creature she is, to enjoy a story like that.”

         Thatcher, a similar creature, knew to camouflage himself under something resembling forbearance. “Will I have to keep the reins over a dozen Pollies at a time when the school term begins? I’m not sure I’m a man for the task.”

         “There is only one Polly, dear. In Vineland or anywhere. We would have done better to keep her in Boston until she finished at Mrs. Marberry’s. I know you disagree.”

         He saw Rose glance at his leather folder on the table. “Polly, left behind in Boston? That would have distressed her beyond repair.”

         “Or in some other school like Mrs. Marberry’s. They must exist here, despite all the free thinking. Even spiritualists and transcendentalists must sometimes turn out daughters who need that kind of medicine.”

         Thatcher was only beginning to learn what spiritualists and transcendentalists required. Before meeting Rose he’d scarcely heard of Vineland, and imagined men debating philosophy under clouds of expensive tobacco smoke. He’d applied for the post at 40the high school because Rose and her mother, Aurelia, longed to return to this place.

         “I think Mrs. Marberry is well enough left behind,” he said. “Polly had no more use for her than she has for my employer. What did she call him? A humid windbag?”

         Rose smiled slightly.

         “High marks for poetry and accuracy. Your sister’s gifts are comprehensive.”

         “Mrs. Marberry would have triumphed eventually.”

         “I couldn’t call it a triumph. An active mind should be fed the meat of the world.”

         “Goodness, Thatcher, the meat of the world. What sort of carnivory is that?”

         “Mathematical tables. Botanical names …”

         “The vegetables of the world, then,” she corrected patiently.

         “I only mean wonderments, of any kind that compel her. Things that are real.”

         “Do you really see Polly improved by botany? I can only think of the further infliction on her shoes.”

         “What I see is that she shouldn’t be punished with ladies’ novels and the correct execution of curtsies. She told me they spent weeks at Mrs. Marberry’s memorizing the timetables for replacing organza with crepe in the mourning period for this or that degree relative on the mother’s or father’s side.”

         “How soon men would become beasts. You have no family to lose, Thatcher, but have pity on the rest of us, please. Do you see no value in following respectful custom?”

         “I do. And I expect it’s all written somewhere. In case I should suddenly discover a second-degree relative on my dead mother’s side, and then lose him again, I could go to a library and learn my duty in the way of armbands and cravats.”41

         “There is virtue in training one’s mind to these matters, even if they are not used.”

         “Precisely. Let us then apply Polly to the square of the hypotenuse.”

         “You’ll have your chance. In a few years’ time.”

         Thatcher would teach the natural and physical sciences, not mathematics, he might have reminded her, but Rose could hardly be bothered with the difference. She picked up his portfolio and opened it, a broad wingspan of leather in her petal hands. She wouldn’t understand the menace in those drawings. And contrary to all he had just insisted, he would give anything to hide it from his household of women.

         “What did the builders say?” she asked, laying down the portfolio.

         “I’m afraid it’s not good.” He felt his heart beating at the knife edge of his collar. Rose looked up at him without the slightest change in her weather.

         “Can it really cost so much to repair a roof?”

         He took her hands in his, rubbing his thumbs over the plump little knuckles, and was struck with the memory of a foetal pig he’d dissected in his first year at university. Despite what he’d already seen in war and the many cadavers afterward in his years as a doctor’s assistant, he still had paused at the moment of cutting into that pink curve of flesh. Then and there, in the company of scholars in a laboratory, Thatcher saw himself as a man who would open this piglet to study its organs. Most would want only to sweeten the flesh with cider and see it braised for supper. Every education brings a point of reckoning, and this was his: seeing the world divided in two camps, the investigators and the sweeteners.

         But here in hand was Rose, clearly on the side of sweetness, who still had consented to marry him. The divide must sometimes 42yield. “If it were only the roof, we wouldn’t be in for much trouble. But I’m afraid the whole house is at odds with itself.”

         She laughed. “You sound like poor Mr. Lincoln. Apart from the slavery question, what would divide a house against itself?”

         “A mistake of construction. I’m sorry, Rose, I’m afraid it’s very serious. They said it will eventually pull itself apart down the middle.”

         She took her hands quickly from his. “What a terrible thing to say.”

         “It was a terrible thing to learn, I promise you.”

         “But it can’t be true. My father had every faith in this house.” She walked quick steps away from him, pacing the length of the parlor and stopping by the cold hearth. With her back to Thatcher she began rearranging the tiny glass and porcelain dogs on the mantelpiece. This menagerie of china pets had survived being moved twice: once for the precipitous relocation to Boston when her father’s death left a widow and two young daughters without means. And now back here, under Thatcher’s keeping, to the very marble slab where the glass pups had spent their formative years.

         “I hate to upset you, dear. It isn’t a judgment against your father.”

         “Those horrible men! They gave me a headache tramping up and down the stairs.”

         “They wanted to be thorough. This is not what any of us expected. It isn’t the best news for the builders either, if you consider it. I’m impressed with the man’s honesty. He admitted we would be wasting our funds if we hired him to repair one crack at a time.”

         Rose said nothing, devoting herself to her small porcelain friends.

         “Darling. It’s only a house. Vineland has fine houses on every street, and many are for sale. Or we could build something new to suit us. If the Weekly can be believed, Captain Landis is still giving away building lots for the price of a bushel of strawberries.”43

         She turned to face him with every feature sharpened. “Build with what money, Thatcher? If this one can’t be sold or salvaged, what do we have?”

         Finally the change in her weather was here. Rose’s calms were sweetly obdurate, but when they gave way to the storm, it was cruel.

         “I have a good situation. We’re young. We care for one another. We can find our way to a new home, I’m sure.” He hated the pleading tone in his voice. “For all of us, of course. Your mother and Polly as well. Is it so terrible to think of beginning again?”

         “How can you even ask? Poor Mother has been thrown from rack to rails in all this. Boston was beginning again! You don’t know how it was for her, losing Father and having to pick us all up and go there.”

         “I’m sure it was devastating.”

         “Yes! At a time when a woman should be settling in for the rest of life with the comfort of friends and grocers and … and dressmakers! Forced to grope her way around strange, filthy streets, with Polly hardly more than a baby, dragged into a stranger’s home. Look what your new beginnings did for her. Polly is wild and uncultured.”

         “Boston can hardly be called uncivilized, Rose. It’s true I didn’t see your troubles then. But your aunt was not a stranger. Taking in a sister and nieces in your circumstances was an ordinary kindness.”

         “We were an imposition. Uncle Fred never let Mother feel welcome entirely, he complained over everything. Even the expense of our mourning clothes.”

         Could Rose really have grown into womanhood feeling humiliated in her aunt’s household? It hadn’t been apparent when he met her, with admirers panting after her like hounds. He knew of the embarrassing debts, of course. Rose’s father had died suddenly and left them worse than destitute. It wasn’t a subject they opened. “You never mentioned it before,” he said.44

         “You never threatened to reduce us to all that again!”

         He took a breath, disoriented. He was often overwhelmed by how right Rose seemed, even in a wholly foolish position, when so convinced of her own righteousness.

         “I can’t think what your father’s death has cost you all. Especially Polly, who had so little time with him. But those were separate troubles from this. This house.”

         “I will never think of this house and my father as separate. We were happy under his roof. And would be happy still, had we never been forced to leave it.”

         Thatcher met her bitter gaze and had to look away. Something precious he’d possessed when he entered this room was now lost. He turned to the window, pulled aside the curtain, and pretended to look out, though he saw nothing—or worse, a nothing magnified by a hundred prismatic edges on leaded panes. The glaze of daylight blinded him. How could a man tell the truth and be reviled for it? Old wounds of a father’s lickings made his ears roar with primordial dread. A wandering boy without shelter.

         Rose’s temper had stung him before, but the renunciation of Boston was new. He hadn’t been glad to leave that city and come here, even if the position was a good one, and fortuitous, given his engagement. Their return was a social triumph for Rose’s mother after having been cast out of the Garden. But for Thatcher, Boston was everything: emancipation from rural childhood drudgery, his apprenticeship and education, the world of ideas, his heartiest friendships. All his best days were lived in Boston. Happiest of all were those when he’d courted and married Rose, a woman who would not have given him a glance had her fortunes in Vineland remained intact. A woman now standing on the hearth she wished she had never left. She’d said this. Her contempt for Boston included him. She’d reduced him to a child, and the whole of it 45appalled him, her part in this and his own. As if he were still a beginner, begging for love and purpose.

         His eyes accommodated to the shapes outside, one by one: a passing carriage, the neighbors’ good brick house and dark yew hedges, their expansive lot occupying the corner of Sixth and Plum. The two saplings in his own yard that framed their view. Those trees had been planted by Rose’s father to honor his daughters, the beech for Rose, the oak for Polly. Not a rose and a hollyhock but trees that now reached for the sky, years after his death. No wonder they worshipped this sentimental man, exactly the type to be lured here by Landis’s elysian visions. The tale of two trees was a household favorite, and Thatcher always tolerated the words “planted by Father” without comment. He’d dug many holes in his early life, irrigation ditches, even graves; he knew how it was done and by whom. Rose’s father would have stood on the grass in a clean frock coat, his pink hand pointing, directing the labor of others—a platoon of Italian boys probably, like those he’d seen this morning trenching earthworks along the rail line. If it came to pass that Thatcher should shake hands with President Grant, as Polly predicted, he would still be a man who viewed life from the bottom of the ditch, not the top. He had managed to rise a little and Rose to fall, arriving accidentally on a plane that accommodated their marriage. But the weight of their separate histories held the plane in uneasy balance.

         Beyond the trees and the carriage house he could now make out the slim, recumbent shape of Mrs. Treat, still prone, her chin resting on her hands. She seemed to be watching some minuscule state of affairs playing out in the grass, as fully absorbed in that as Rose was now with her damned china dogs. Thatcher wondered if Dr. Treat had fled to New York in baffled isolation, shut out from his wife’s fascinations.46

         And as before, Thatcher’s loyalties slid straight away from Dr. Treat toward his enigmatic other half. Here was mystery of the highest order: Mrs. Treat peering into the grass. Thatcher wanted to know what was holding her at attention on a hot August day. This woman belonged to his flank of humanity, those who would pick up the scalpel and cut open the pig. Investigators.
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            Investigators

         

         The view from Willa’s window turned out to be a maddening distraction. The article she was trying to write on health insurance exchanges was interesting in principle, and if she could submit and invoice the thing this week she would feel less like a deadbeat in the garret. But her concentration was kaput, constricted to death between a screaming baby downstairs and the steady pounding overhead.

         She’d been away in Boston only two weeks. How was that long enough for a hostile takeover at home? Iano and his new friend Pete Petrofaccio had cooked up a scheme of stopgap repairs to preserve what was left of their home’s integrity. Replacing the whole roof was pointless given the state of things, and wildly beyond their means, so they’d settled on a banged-together tin patch to close the widening rift.
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