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Genetics





Daniel no longer liked the color he and his wife had painted their dining room walls. Faded, marbled ochre, it was an almost physiological shade. More the color of indigestion than peaceful meals and a happy home—what had they been thinking? He didn’t like the walls and he didn’t like the pea green place mats Brenda had just bought, or the matching cloth napkins with pea green flecks. She’d found them at a British housewares shop in Boston, a store she visited when she felt homesick for London.


“More pancakes?” she asked, already on her third serving. Her stomach rested on her legs like a small pumpkin beneath her T-shirt.


“No more for me, thanks.”


She helped herself to the last two pancakes and drizzled threads of maple syrup in large circles over her plate. It was the first morning of her twenty-fourth week of pregnancy, and she’d been up since before sunrise. Through his dreams, Daniel had heard her in the kitchen moving pots and pans, dropping them on the floor. Most likely trying to wake him. Granted, her new body—and their new house just outside Boston with its narrow hallways and doors—made her clumsy. Small yellow bruises lined her hips and thighs, for she still hadn’t gotten used to cutting corners so tightly. He’d lain in bed “like a dead person,” as she sometimes proclaimed from her very high horse, and he’d listened to her clang about. Daniel had wondered if she’d want a second child, and then they’d need to move yet again to a bigger house with more rooms. She seemed to truly enjoy being pregnant. She forgave herself her new clumsiness and mood swings, her lapses of memory and constant trips to the bathroom.


“Oops,” she said now, dropping a square of pancake on her lap. Just six months ago, she was reed thin with narrow, almost boyish hips, and her size made her look even younger than she was. Thirty-one years old, and fourteen years younger than Daniel, Brenda was short, a mere five-three, and had tiny bones, impossibly small wrists and ankles. Even now, six months in.


“You never used to like pancakes,” he said.


“I know. Isn’t it weird? I could eat ten more.”


“Who are you? Where is my wife?”


She grinned through her stuffed mouth. Daniel noticed a spot of syrup gleaming on her chin, and he reached over to wipe it off. Food used to be an inconvenience for her, something that only disrupted the flow of her days and evenings, and though at times her small appetite grated on him, he secretly loved being so much bigger than her. He’d loved wrapping his arms around her waist in bed and being able to touch his own elbows. He’d loved the faint trail of her vertebrae down her back, the shadow of her breasts on her flat stomach in the mornings—but these things had disappeared over the past months. He felt his whole body frown.


Daniel and Brenda had recently moved from a loft in a mostly empty building in Brooklyn. He didn’t miss the musty smell of vacancy, or the cracked windows and occasional rat he saw sniffing around the dumpster out back. But he often missed the galleries and plays they used to go to, the weekly dinners they had with their neighbors, Evan and John. He missed the buzz of life in New York. Most of their new neighbors were older and bore an air of sadness, a sense that they’d sacrificed great things in their lives and had made a fragile peace with this fact.


After she’d finished washing the breakfast dishes, Brenda stood in the shower, her mouth open to the water raining down her face. Daniel could see her—she’d left the door ajar and the shower curtain halfway open. She clearly hadn’t heard him come in. She rubbed her hands over the arc of her belly and breathed a contented sigh.


“You look happy,” Daniel said. More and more he found himself examining her and reporting what he saw.


“God, Dan, you scared me.” She covered her nipples.


“I’ve seen those before. You don’t need to hide them.”


She reached for the shampoo and squeezed the bottle directly over her head, allowing the liquid to stream down the sides of her cheeks.


“You look free. Liberated.”


She glanced out at him. “I do?” She leaned her face toward the water again. “From what?” Her accent seemed to be returning lately, and she pronounced this last word through tight lips.


“I can’t tell.” He lifted his glasses from his face and wiped the fog from the lenses with the bottom of his T-shirt. “Liz is already saying that she wants her old body back.” Daniel’s sister-in-law was just over seven weeks pregnant. And his sister Hilary was pregnant too—maybe that would be enough for Brenda, their child not having any siblings but at least a couple of cousins. He made a mental note to broach the topic later that morning, maybe on the drive north to Maine. His family would gather at his brother Jake’s summer house for the weekend to celebrate their father’s seventy-fifth birthday.


The last time all of the Millers had been in one place was four years ago, for his grandmother’s funeral. Afterward, they drove to a steakhouse near the cemetery and squeezed into a plush burgundy booth. In the artificial darkness, amid the smell of charred onions, his family discussed the funeral service, which his mother thought had been a little cursory, the eulogy a little rushed. They discussed Hilary’s travel plans the next day, and soon enough those who usually drifted to the forefront of the family conversations did so, and those who did not—Daniel’s father, Daniel himself more and more—focused on their plates. He remembered he’d grown a little sleepy, as he often did in their presence. A comforting sort of sleepiness. No matter how infrequently the seven gathered, they talked about the same topics—their jobs, politics, their travel plans—in the same lulling rhythm as if they had never parted. Once the babies came, there would be ten Millers and conversations would inevitably change. They would certainly no longer fit in the booth of a steakhouse. They would turn into a completely different family. Most likely, this weekend would be the last time they would be just seven. Daniel often grew apprehensive about it all. But then again, he thought too fondly of the past—he knew he did.


“Liz says she’s already outgrown some of her clothes,” he said to Brenda.


“She’s probably just being vain,” she said. “Anyway, it can’t be all that bad. She’s only seven weeks. Maybe she’s just eating too much.”


“I don’t think it was vanity.” Daniel slid his glasses back on. “And she wasn’t really complaining, more just filling me in. I can understand her being a little anxious.” He turned himself around, and his left wheel caught on Brenda’s old pink towel that lay across the floor. He reached down and walked his hands forward.


“I suppose.”


The towel stretched and tore beneath the wheel, and he began to lose his balance.


“We’ve got to leave in ten minutes,” she said behind him. “Will you be ready?”


“Goddammit,” he muttered, and jerked his chair backward.




*





The sperm donor was from Milwaukee—twenty-nine years old, five-eleven, 175 pounds, brown, blue. A self-described “freelance landscaper,” he had strong visual and verbal skills, weaker math. Their counselor had described him as gentle but confident. She wouldn’t tell them why he’d sold his sperm, as he’d opted not to disclose this, and Daniel couldn’t help thinking that the man probably was desperate for money, that he was unemployable in some fundamental way that might get passed along genetically. Still, the counselor said he came closest to what Brenda had said she wanted: someone healthy, intelligent, creative and happy. This thing, this sperm donation, had been her idea.


Daniel was forty-five, five-eleven when standing, 170 pounds, brown, brown, with a square jaw and the close-set eyes characteristic of the Millers. He was a commercial illustrator, but he wasn’t afraid of numbers like the other illustrators and artists he knew. He took care of his and Brenda’s budget and bills, their taxes. He would have described himself as detail-oriented, but maybe this was just a function of the wheelchair, since before the accident he’d been markedly less organized. Though the accident was only a year and a half ago, he remembered life as absolutely different before it. More driven by amorphous ideas and concerns: When would he be able to do his real drawing and painting full-time? Where should they travel to next? Where would they ideally like to settle down, in what sort of place? His old life often came back to him in what seemed like passing memories of a dream: the sensation of running toward a soccer ball, of sprinting to catch a bus into the city, wet grass beneath his toes in the summer, a heavy cloth napkin blanketing his lap in a restaurant. Now his legs hung from him like a doll’s, useless. And his days were composed of floods of details: how much time to leave for getting to the physical therapist, where to meet Brenda for her ultrasound. The goal now was to prevent flukes and mistakes, to control the surface layer of life. Even his conversations with Brenda had seemed different and easier, at least more playful before the accident. Sometimes when they’d lie in bed on Sunday mornings, she’d ask him to imagine that he was painting a part of her body, and to talk her through each stroke. She’d never picked the obvious parts—never her breasts or legs, never her face. She’d say that she wanted to keep him guessing, so she’d ask him to draw her thumb, or her left knee, her chin. As he spoke in as much detail as he could, she’d sometimes interject with random thoughts about fantasies she had—living near the Mediterranean, starting an artists’ cooperative. Their words took on a lazy air of reverie, and they’d stay in bed through the afternoon and into the early evening, dozing on and off, making love, rising only to get something to eat or to change the music on the stereo. Lounging in bed, describing Brenda’s perfect body parts and dreaming about living in France seemed almost silly now, indulgent and irrelevant. And sex was no longer the spontaneous, transporting experience it used to be. On a good day, Daniel could manage to get it up for five seconds or so—actually, on a good day, he could manage anything at all. It was obvious that Brenda missed their old talks, as well as their former sex life. Sometimes she still asked him lofty questions about art and travel and love (always, it seemed, as they were falling asleep, when he had little energy for abstract thoughts), but overall, she seemed more and more preoccupied with her pregnancy and getting ready for the baby. Daniel supposed this satisfied her need for something hopeful and positive, given his moods lately. He often felt he’d aged threefold in the past year and a half.


After their first appointment at the sperm bank, Daniel said, “Isn’t it strange, thinking about the donor, this very significant person that we’ll never know?” Andrea, their genetic counselor, had explained the many varieties of sperm that were available, the endless varieties of men that had offered up their genetics (straight, gay, black, white, Hispanic, tall, short, broad, lanky—the list was truly infinite). She began to seem like a god, so many possible lives at her fingertips. Daniel noticed that she spoke primarily to Brenda, and that she included him in the conversation once or twice merely as an afterthought. Daniel and Brenda sat in the car, stopped at a traffic light.


“Maybe a little,” she said. “Just try not to think about him as a person. That’s what I’m doing. It’s just sperm. It’s just science, really, and in the end it’ll be our baby. You’ll be its father.”


“Sort of,” Daniel said, though he was relieved to hear that Brenda had in her mind reduced this man to a faceless shot of liquid. Unbelievably, they hadn’t more fully discussed this before now, but then the whole process had moved so quickly. Initially he’d looked into various new types of surgery and processes with sinister names like “electrical ejaculation” and “testicular sperm extraction” and immediately rejected them—he’d had enough of surgeons and hospitals and machines and drugs in the past year and a half. He and Brenda had briefly considered adoption, but she’d been opposed to it. She’d heard horror stories about adopted children growing up to be schizophrenic, psychotic, and when Daniel argued that even their own child could turn out this way, she put her foot down and said no. No adoption. Period. And then she came up with the idea of using a donor. Half of their genetics was better than none, she said. The logic made sense at the time, and seeking a donor the best option. They barreled ahead with her plan, and he didn’t stop to think twice about it.


“This guy will have nothing to do with our lives in the end,” she said.


“Except for providing the genetics.”


“Half of the genetics.”


“True, but still. I’m starting to hate how tangential I am in this whole process. Andrea talked to you like you were the only one in the room.”


“Come on. You’ll be right there when I’m inseminated. You’ll come with me to all these appointments. You’ll take Lamaze with me. Pretty soon you’ll forget about the donor.” She sounded tired.


“I guess,” he said, but as the insemination drew nearer, he found he couldn’t forget at all. And afterward, as the weeks and months passed after that day, he thought about the donor more and more. Daniel tried to imagine what the man looked like, his face, his clothes, what his house looked like, his car. Daniel wanted him to be perfect and imperfect at once, flawless and profoundly flawed. When he mentioned his thoughts to Brenda, she humored him at first—“I’m seeing a tan guy who wears flannel shirts and jeans. He drives a non-dad car, something sporty, something red”—but soon chafed at this game and grew more and more exasperated with Daniel wanting to talk so frequently about the donor. One day she finally grumbled, “To be honest, I think it’s getting unhealthy, this obsession of yours,” to which Daniel responded, “I guess I just need to make myself think about other things.”




*





Daniel sat beside the living room window now, waiting for Brenda to finish packing. He saw their neighbor, Morris Arnold, step out his back door. A paunchy, elderly hermit, the man regularly hung his stained underwear on a line that faced their back yard. His terrier, Rex, peed on their rosebushes and ravaged their trash, leaving chunks of cardboard and coffee grounds and plastic and pens strewn across their lawn. For some reason, Brenda had taken a liking to Morris. Right in the middle of dinner, just as Daniel began telling her about his day, she would jump up, fill a plate with food and head for the back door. Daniel would hear her next door talking to Morris, cooing at his new rhododendrons, making sure he remembered to reheat the dinner if he wasn’t going eat it right away. People she hardly knew were endlessly interesting to her.


He heard her in the bathroom, doing whatever she did in there and singing loudly. She had a mediocre voice, and she chose to sing octaves higher than her natural range. It was unlike her, at least unlike her old self, to so openly revel in her bad voice.


He looked out at five pairs of Morris’s underwear flapping in the breeze. A glass of something in one hand, Morris raised his other hand to Daniel. He wheeled behind a curtain and peered out at the old man cushioned in so much flesh, sitting on his rocker, gazing at his underwear and the clouds that gathered like a family of whales above. A woman Daniel didn’t recognize stepped out from behind Morris. Brenda had told Daniel that he was widowed and had been for years. This woman was short and scrawny with a high, beaklike nose and a pile of pinkish hair stacked on her head—the sort of woman who could be drawn easily in caricature. She placed her hands on his shoulders and rested her chin on the top of his head. Rex pushed the door open and ran onto the back lawn, jumping and picking a fight with a light blue pair of underwear. Morris just sat there and watched.


“Who’s she?”


Daniel hadn’t heard Brenda come up behind him. “I don’t know. His sister?”


“No, he doesn’t have any living siblings. And his kids live in Oregon.”


“You think she’s his girlfriend?”


“I doubt it. He just doesn’t seem the type.”


“The type of what?”


Brenda moved beside him. “I guess the type who dates. Maybe she’s an old flame or something, a widow whose husband just died and she’s been in love with Morris her whole life.”


“And now here they sit, so romantic, watching his underwear billow with the breeze.”


“I don’t know why that bugs you so much, love. It’s just clothing.”


“It’s an old man’s underpants. It’s clothing that’s been somewhere I don’t want to think about.” He leaned back and made a pinched expression.


“Oh, lighten up. It’s too early for the gloom show.”




—





Brenda helped him into the car—she’d gotten good at this. Her arms had grown tight and muscular, and despite her size, she was able to use enough force to prop him up and over so he could grab the handle above the window. Even at six months, she still had the strength to help him into his seat. He’d become a little lazy; initially he’d trained himself to do such things entirely on his own. He’d lifted weights daily, and worked his arms into good shape at the gym. But lately he liked Brenda’s help. He could build himself back up another time, another year. And anyway, doctors were taking big steps toward understanding and even reversing some spinal cord injuries. Every once in a while Daniel allowed himself to hope.


When they got going, Brenda dipped back into her song. She exaggerated her accent, and what was this awful song anyway? He didn’t recognize the words.


“Bren,” he said, “could we have some quiet?”


“I feel like singing.”


She sounded so young, but then again, she was. “Fine.”


“Oh, just forget it.” She reached forward and turned on the radio—anything was better than listening to him complain. Or listening to silence.


“Go ahead, sing. The windshield might shatter, though.” He looked out the window at the squat, toylike houses on their street—teal, white, seashell gray.


“That was unnecessary.”


She was right, and he began to feel small sitting beside her in their car, a small-minded man withering beside his wife flourishing. It was perplexing, really, that he couldn’t embrace her happiness lately.


“What do you think his name is?” Daniel asked. “Why do you think he wanted to be anonymous?”


“Who?”


“The donor.”


She sighed heavily. “Does it really matter?”


“I’m thinking his name is Peter. Or Jonathan. A good WASP name. Jonathan White. Something completely bland and boring.”


“You mean something anonymous?”


He smiled. “I guess.”


“I don’t know why you dwell on this. It only makes you feel like shit. Mum said she knew this would be a problem, that the whole donor thing would bring up issues.”


“What the hell does she know about sperm donors? I wish you wouldn’t tell her so much about every little thing we do.”


“I wouldn’t exactly call this little,” she said. “At any rate, I thought you agreed to make yourself think about other things.”


He rested his palms on his lap. “I guess I did,” he said. He could feel the rough, crisp denim of his shorts, but he could not feel the weight of his hands on his legs.


Ten years ago he never thought much about having children. They seemed something that would remain a part of his future, never his present. He met Brenda when he was teaching a figure drawing class at her college. She was endearingly awful, so stuck on getting every detail just right (“Exaggerate, make things up, make the model yours,” he’d told them, and later he thought it made sense when she chose photography as her major), but she hovered near him at the end of each class and in her thick accent asked him question after question about his work. She listened to his answers with reverence. She was deferential in talk, but the way she carried herself—her firm posture, her emphatic gestures, even her black hair cut close to her head and her pale blue eyes—lent her a different dimension. A sense that she knew more than she let on, that she was wiser and more adult than her years. She had an endearing habit of licking her lips twice before she began speaking, and though he’d told himself not to pay such close attention to a student, he found that he couldn’t help it.


Two years later, they married and bought an apartment in Brooklyn, and once their friends began having children, they discussed doing the same but decided to wait. Things were busy for them—Daniel’s work would soon be featured in magazines and books, and Brenda, now a commercial photographer, had been contracted for several assignments in Africa. Their careers were thriving, and they didn’t want this to change. Then Brenda was returning from a trip to the Serengeti, where she’d been photographing running shoes. A storm had moved much quicker than predicted, and the airplane rose and dipped through the lightning in the sky. The turbulence was like a wave, like we were inside a tidal wave, she said. I felt this sinking so intense my stomach went from my throat to my toes in less than one second, and then my head smashed into the seat in front of me. After the plane landed in Memphis, she was transported to the nearest hospital, and—miraculously—her injuries turned out to be only a mild case of whiplash and a bruised head. Others on the plane had not been so lucky. An elderly woman had suffered a heart attack and died; one man had been hit on the head by a falling suitcase and had slipped into a coma.


As Daniel drove her the twenty-one hours home from the hospital so she wouldn’t have to endure another flight, Brenda sat rigid and still beside him, drumming her fingers against her knees. “I want to have a child,” she said after a while, and he nodded. “Then we’ll have a child.”


Now Daniel liked to think back on this time and savor the drama of this decision made so soon after that flight. He couldn’t remember actively engaging in any thought process, only yielding to something bigger than them. That night, and every night for the next two weeks, they climbed into bed and tried to make a baby, and Daniel brimmed with a sense of purpose and a renewed adoration of his wife. Weeks passed and she got her period, so the next month they tried again, as well as the next.


Neither of them could have expected what came two months later, which was eventually followed by their move to Massachusetts. Here they could more easily own a car. Here Daniel’s parents could come over and help when needed, and in a smaller city, everything seemed more wheelchair-accessible. It was like a poorly written movie, he often thought, Brenda’s near miss followed so closely by his own tragedy—tragedy? Was the word too extreme? Well, no, he thought now, and he shouldn’t have to apologize for hyperbole, and especially not to himself. Brenda survived a near plane crash virtually unscathed, and he couldn’t bike to the store to pick up sugar and milk without getting crushed by a hatchback.


She fiddled with the radio dial. He had behaved like one of those men in the supermarket who shouted at their children when they spoke too loudly and snapped at their wives for no good reason. Surly, tired, predictable men who did nothing to prove that they weren’t the more volatile gender. He would think before he spoke from now on. He would lighten his tone.


They drove in silence and Daniel looked out the window at the passing houses, their shingled roofs sloping toward the road. He rolled down the window, leaned out his arm and cupped his hand into the wind. The air lifted and dropped his curled hand and pushed between his fingers. It seemed he could feel every cell in his palms. They tingled and cooled with the breeze.




—





Ellen Miller stood at the stove, waiting for the kettle to whistle. She imagined her fingers losing sensation, then her arms, her shoulders, her neck. She pictured each part of herself shutting down, then the memories, the knowledge, the sound of her own breath each night, the look of the melon-colored sun setting  over the abandoned playground at the end of the street, all of it fading to black. Or would there even be black? Perhaps there wouldn’t be color or anything she could possibly imagine given the equipment she or anyone else on this earth had. Her husband Joe would call her ghoulish for thinking such things, but MacNeil would understand. MacNeil, whom she’d known only as her good friend Vera’s husband for years.


Joe sat behind her at the kitchen table waiting for his tea. His flesh hung on his bones, sagging and folding with age.


“Seventy-five years. You’re an old man.”


“And you’re an old lady,” he said in his quiet baritone, and what could she say to this? Of course I am. Give me something better than that.


“I’m younger than you.”


“Not by much.” He was reading some library book about a war. He read only books about war and danger and suspense and murder, books she found boring given the amount of action they provided. She supposed he must have gotten something necessary from them, as he himself had once served in a war—she often had to remind herself of this fact.


The kettle sang and she filled two cups and brought them to the small table. They’d been talking about buying a bigger one for years, but there were always more urgent things to buy—a new clutch for the car, a new boiler. It was only seven A.M., and they had hours to pass before they would drive to Maine and board the ferry that would take them to Great Salt Island and Jake’s undoubtedly large summer home. At least someone in the family had made a lot of money. At least someone had realized a dream.


MacNeil was in San Francisco visiting his daughter. He’d be back in a couple of days and that following Wednesday they would go to Boston, to the Gardner Museum for a concert of Bach and Schumann in the Tapestry Room. She’d never been disloyal to Joe in her life and she knew he’d not been either. But she wondered where her newfound friendship with Mac-Neil would lead—and how funny, she thought, how perfectly strange to wonder such a thing this late in life. The last few times she’d seen him, she’d noticed a distinct charge in the air between them, a quickening in her chest. She’d become more self-conscious with him, more aware of everything he said and the way he said it. And it seemed as if he’d been responding to something too. He’d started standing closer to her, and touching her more—gently on her arm or her hand as they walked together, on the small of her back as he opened a door for her, and she couldn’t help it, she liked it. Objectively, their relationship was just a friendship. Platonic. She knew MacNeil would have agreed, but she couldn’t keep herself from speculating about the possibilities. And when she did, she questioned what it was that she truly wanted from him—to feel the beginnings of desire again? To feel desirable and interesting, or at least interested? To act on these feelings? Or something more permanent, more life-changing? This thought seemed too cumbersome, its ramifications too enormous to even entertain. What do you really want? was the question that kept people up at night, and she’d gotten through the years mostly by not asking it of herself, just continuing on, and contemplating only that which was directly before her, that which was easily answerable: the logistics of life, of work and home and family. Her children, especially Jake, were plagued by questions of fate and human will and it did them no good. Since Jake was a child, he’d been hunting for something that was just out of his reach—more friends, different girlfriends, athletic achievement, academic success. It seemed that he finally got what he wanted when he met his wife Liz, and later, when he found his astonishingly high-paying job in finance. But even now he wasn’t entirely content. He complained constantly to Ellen about his brother and sister never calling him, about how he wished the family were closer and saw each other more and how he worried that his child would barely know its cousin. Jake didn’t seem to see his own role in the matter—that he tended to complain too much. He tried too hard to impress or at least to please people. He was too forceful with his love, and he inadvertently made people recoil, which made him try even harder. It seemed that he might never be truly happy. His wife Liz was a minor saint. Or perhaps, Ellen thought with a twinge, perhaps she had a MacNeil in her life.


“Do you think Liz is happy?” Ellen asked Joe.


“She’s finally pregnant. It’s what they’ve been working on for years, a family.” He didn’t look up from his book. The air conditioner next door whirred and the neighbor, Dorothy Wenders, coughed. There was no quiet in this neighborhood. No privacy at all.


“Happy as in deeply happy, satisfied with her life and their marriage, not just relieved that she’s going to become a mother.”


He slid a finger between the pages of his book and looked above his glasses at her. “I do think she’s happy,” he said. “Sugar?”


She rose to find the sugar bowl and nearly tripped over Babe, Joe’s box turtle, who had planted himself a foot from her chair. “Must you let him out so often?”


“He needs to stretch.”


“He’s a turtle, he doesn’t have muscles that need stretching. He has a shell. He has turtle flesh.”


“Come here, Babe,” Joe murmured, snapping his fingers near the floor.


“It’s just not sanitary, letting him have the run of the kitchen.”


“He’s the cleanest turtle you’ll ever find.”


“Because it’s almost your birthday, I’ll give you this,” she said as she handed him the sugar bowl and sat. She wished she didn’t have the desire to fling the turtle out the window. As a boy, Joe hadn’t been allowed pets or toys or anything, really. The only child of a poor Russian couple, he had grown up in a small, bleak apartment in Buffalo. Constantly afraid some tragedy would befall him in this new country, his parents rarely let him play outside with the neighborhood children. It wasn’t a surprise that Joe now treasured the things that filled their small house with life.


Babe stared up at her, and she sighed. MacNeil did not have pets or a house filled with the clutter of old newspapers or piles of clothes heaped on chairs. He did not have leaking ceilings and a prehistoric boiler and stained, threadbare carpets. His house was clean and spare and spacious, the house of a man who lived alone and kept only that which fed his soul—soul! A word MacNeil used with regularity, a word that previously Ellen had never thought to use in daily conversation. In his living room were original paintings, photographs, rare books—he could afford the finest. Ellen lifted the tea bag from her cup and wrung it against the spoon. She supposed Babe filled a small hole in Joe’s spirit, one made in his childhood, but in the end it just seemed so ignoble, his obsession with his pet, his rock with four legs.


“Happy almost-birthday to me,” Joe said suddenly, and stood. He moved behind her and lightly kissed the top of her head. “Come here.”


“What is it?”


“Let’s dance,” he said, and clumsily pulled her from her seat.


“Joe.” He was acting like someone else. Her husband Joe wasn’t the sort of man who just up and danced with his wife. He was a car salesman, a bargain shopper, a man who organized his receipts. Everything about him was practical (everything except Babe, of course).


“Come on,” he said, and led her into the living room, where the morning light cut across the furniture in hard triangles. He gently slid his arm behind her back and guided her around the coffee table, and she practically tripped. It’d been years since she’d danced. He swept her back and forth as if in time to a waltz, and she noticed a flurry of dust winking like snowflakes in the sunlight.


“Joe, what music are you hearing?” she asked, but he only grinned in reply.


Pleasant. Silly. Pointless. Inane—words filled her mind.




*





Ellen met Vera and MacNeil at an exhibit of young photographers at the DeCordova Museum thirty years ago. Ellen had dragged Joe and the kids out to Lincoln on a sunny Saturday afternoon, though they’d had other ideas of how they wanted to spend the day. The five drove the hacking station wagon fifteen miles westward on the skinny highway through larger and larger towns. They turned onto the road that led them up and down hills and through maples, elderberries, pines, oaks, past big old wooden houses with large porches and long driveways. Ellen had once dreamed of living in Lincoln in a sprawling antique farmhouse on acres of land, but she and Joe never could have afforded it, and in the end she’d accepted their small but sufficient Cape.


At DeCordova, two outgoing and seemingly parentless children tagged along with their bored three, and eventually an attractive couple appeared and apologized vacantly for their kids’ rambunctiousness. Dressed in a loose black tunic and slacks, Vera was petite, with a long ballerina’s neck, curtains of silky brown hair, and MacNeil was twice Vera’s height but thin, broad in the forehead and square in the chin. Attractive. “Have you seen the Gartsons?” Vera asked Ellen after introducing herself and her husband. “We met the man a few years back at an opening downtown. A real genius, though he was out of his mind drunk at the time. Come on, come look at them. They’re unbelievably gorgeous,” and tugged her into the next room to show her the wall-sized color photographs of entwined nudes. The children followed and Ellen felt a blush fill her face as she watched her children giggle at the enormous breasts and legs and even the hulking shadow of a penis. Joe followed far behind, stopping to glance at each photograph, his hands held in a knot behind his back.


Later, he said he’d thought the couple was pretentious about art and completely careless with their children, but Ellen told him that she’d found them refreshingly exuberant, so obviously smitten with the world and each other. “You can just tell they squeeze every ounce they can out of this life.” Joe looked at her straight on and said, “Just make sure her pretense doesn’t rub off on you.” She pivoted, rushed out of the room and secretly vowed to befriend Vera.


The next week, on her day off, Ellen found herself sitting on Vera’s large front porch in Lincoln, listening to the history of the two massive apple trees in her front yard—they’d been planted as symbols of hope by MacNeil’s Scottish ancestors—and sipping fresh-squeezed limeade that tasted like candy. And every Wednesday that followed, Ellen traveled to Lincoln and experienced a different life. Vera took her on long, hilly walks and identified the many different birds in the trees above. The two cooked risotto with truffles or prosciutto or goat cheese for lunch, and on rainy days they sat beneath Vera’s eiderdown comforter on her sofa and watched French and Italian films about young lovers, films that seemed to Ellen at once frivolous and profound. Occasionally Vera asked if they should meet at Ellen’s house, but Ellen always found an excuse for them not to. After all, she almost said once, we don’t have a VCR or leather furniture or a view of the trees or anything, really, that you’d want to see. The months and years passed, and Vera and MacNeil came to dinner a couple of times, but not once did Vera come alone, and not once did Ellen invite her.


At Vera’s funeral decades later, MacNeil looked like a stripped leaf—blanched, tired, finished. When they arrived, Ellen said to him, “It doesn’t get worse than this”—as if she knew, she now thought—and he said, “I hope not.” He’d had no time to prepare for Vera’s death, a massive heart attack that struck her one morning when she was yanking up weeds in her flower garden. He’d only just retired as dean of the university.


Two weeks later, Ellen bumped into him at a gourmet grocery store where she liked to shop once in a while for produce. He stood perplexed before a wall of milk. “I’ve never noticed what sort of milk I’ve been drinking all these years,” he said to her. It was their first time alone. “Vera took care of all these things and I let her. I am a terrible person.”


“You are no such thing.” Ellen knew Vera preferred whole but pulled out a carton of skim. “You want something low in fat,” she said in her wife-and-mother voice. She remembered Vera mentioning his high cholesterol a few months back, and that she’d been plying him with red wine every night, but Ellen couldn’t imagine all that alcohol would do him any good. She led him through the store, filling his cart with oats and organic vegetables and eggs, deli meat and freshly baked bread—there was no need to bargain-shop for him—and in the health aisle, she picked out several bottles of vitamins and aspirin. One should never go, she always said, without aspirin.


“Let me thank you with tea,” MacNeil said in the parking lot as they filled the trunk of his car. She stood beside him, carrying a large plastic bag with a couple of Vidalias inside.


“I should probably be getting home.”


MacNeil nodded.


But Joe wasn’t at home. He was out with his friend Bill Dooley pricing new air conditioners, not that either would ever buy one. Joe loved to price things. New houses for them and the kids, kitchen sinks, new cages for Babe. “You know, why not? I’ll come for one cup of tea. I’ll follow you.”


He drove badly—slowly, drifting toward the lines on the road—and Ellen thought it was sweet. She drove at a distance behind him, careful not to crowd him. A few of his bags in her hands, she followed him inside his house at a distance too. The place was eerily quiet and immaculate, the floors shiny and smelling of ammonia. He must have hired a cleaning person. Vera’d always been a mess. She’d been far more concerned with her gardens outside than cleanliness within her house, and her kitchen had always surprised Ellen, the dishes piled in the sink like old books, the empty food boxes strewn across the counter. “Life’s too short to worry about dishes,” Vera once said.


Ellen began to set the groceries on the counter as MacNeil filled the kettle and set out cups and saucers. Before long, the kettle shrieked and he served them. “You’re the first guest I’ve had in days,” he said. “Except a Moonie trying to sell me books.”


“Maybe it’s good for you to have people here,” Ellen said.


“Good, bad, I’m sure there’s some way you’re supposed to go about this, some way the doctors prescribe.”


Ellen tried to smile and took a seat at the table. She wondered if it had been where Vera used to sit.


MacNeil began talking about the approaching presidential election and the two men running for office, one a child, the other a ghost. As she lifted the tea bag from her cup, Ellen thought she and Joe never had conversations about such weighty subjects as politics. They planned, they talked about their days and their children and neighbors, but rarely, anymore, did they discuss anything else.




*





Joe had left the room now and Ellen looked down at the sofa, its green fabric worn but its cushions still firm. The sofa had lasted thirty years—a minor miracle. She went to the bedroom for the yellow Samsonite, which she’d packed last night, and lifted it, careful to use her knees. Soft blankets of clouds kept the heat away today, and she felt a chill as she carried the suitcase outside to the car and hefted it into the trunk. For one of Joe’s birthdays, before Hilary was born, they brought the boys to Maine—was it Great Salt Island? Her memories were so specific, too specific. She could never recall the basics—the wheres (was it this island?), the whens (which birthday was it?), and it made her want to pull off her head right now. How could she not remember where they went? At any rate, she did remember that they found their way to the motel with the huge clam-shaped sign, and she did remember feeling somehow significant with two sons and a husband, a house outside the city. I am very much an adult now, she thought as she unpacked their bags and unfolded the cots for the boys. She and Jake played their game—What would you do with a million dollars?—and later that afternoon, when the boys were kicking a ball around outside the room, she and Joe made love quickly and feverishly, careful not to let them hear. Afterward, she curled up beside him and he said, “I’m happy. I really think this is happiness.” She nodded drowsily, gratefully, knowing Joe’s one dream in life had been to start a family.


Now she wondered what her one dream in life had been. To start a family? She’d certainly wanted one, and she was certainly grateful for hers, but she supposed she’d just always assumed she’d have one. To win a million dollars, as she and Jake used to fantasize? This seemed to approximate a small part of the dream, but it had been more than just this. Perhaps she’d wanted the side effects of money, the deep comfort and pride and sense of fulfillment of a person endowed in some way. With money, yes, or perhaps talent or brilliance or luck. Not just money. Maybe not even money. She looked up at the bleached sky. She couldn’t remember really having one unified dream, just the sensation of moving forward and following Joe’s lead. Trying in some aimless manner, when she thought of it, to achieve the buzz of happiness.


In some respects, she was more adult then than now, she thought as she pushed the suitcase to the side of the trunk. She had gotten the responsibility of raising children out of the way, and now she was preoccupied with indulgences like Mac-Neil and museums, especially the Gardner, where Vera had taken her just before she died, and MacNeil a few times since then. It was one of his favorite places. Just a couple of weeks ago, the two stood under one of the stone archways that framed the courtyard and admired the new orchids. The sunlight filtered in from the skylights above and gave the place an almost holy glow. It was breathtaking, the beauty there. The flowers in the courtyard were changed seasonally: in the spring were nasturtium, freesia, jasmine and azaleas; lilies and cineraria at Easter; chrysanthemums in the autumn; and of course poinsettias at Christmas. MacNeil said this courtyard could have been what Eden looked like, and though at first the sentiment struck Ellen as too much, she chided herself for her reaction. She was not used to a man expressing such feeling, and so poetically. She was used to men keeping such things to themselves, experiencing happiness (with books, gadgets, cars, all the predictable tangibles) in the privacy of their own minds. The light above softened, then strengthened, and she let her own emotions take hold and form words in her mind. It would be all right to pass away here. She pictured her whole body falling in a sigh onto this stone floor. Perhaps in a moment of profound empathy MacNeil would fold too, and one of the guards would find them, two spent bodies lying flat, their eyes open to the heavens. But what about Joe? He would die alone. She pushed the thought from her mind. The guard would page another guard, and the two would carry her and MacNeil into the Blue Room, the closest room, where paintings of Henry James and Madame Auguste Manet and friendly letters from Henry Adams and T. S. Eliot and Oliver Wendell Holmes would welcome them into their own long-sleeping world.


How noble Isabella Gardner was to have left so much to the public—her house, her art, her most personal letters. MacNeil had read all about the woman, and had given Ellen a biography. At the elementary school where Ellen was a librarian, she often tried to interest the children in the anecdotes she’d been reading. Her favorite was the one about Isabella bringing home a lion from a nearby zoo. Passersby gaped as this regal woman, pearls in triple strands around her neck, strode toward them down Beacon Street—one of the richest streets in all of Boston, Ellen explained—her hand resting on the plush yellow mane of the ferocious beast. Some said she even tried to ride him. The children sat cross-legged on the floor in front of her, their eyes bright. She was not a particularly friendly woman, she said, but rarely are the most influential people. And anyway, she had something more valuable than a sunny disposition. She had character and good taste.


Ellen left the trunk open for Joe and went back inside. She hadn’t returned to Maine in years, since that visit with the boys. She thought a moment—was that in fact the last time? No, they went again with the boys a couple of years later. And she went to an art show on Great Salt, a benefit three years ago for her friend Emma’s cousin’s organization that raised money for Alzheimer’s. She’d stayed at an inn, one she could barely afford. Jake kept saying he’d have them up once they’d redone the house, but they’d only just finished. Ellen still remembered the two-lane road from the ferry landing that wound through the small town and out to a steep rise where the ocean ahead looked like what she pictured it to look like in Ireland—tossing, endless and alive like a storm. The road then traced the circle of the island, leading through the hippie commune on the north end where a few run-down houses huddled close to each other, on past the clusters of artists’ bungalows to the east, the tall, grassy dunes and narrow beaches to the south and finally back to the ferry slip and the few stores, the health clinic, the post office. Just after the ferry slip stood an inconspicuous little diner where the fishermen went. Here, Ellen, Emma and Vera had eaten fried cod sandwiches and whispered giddily like teenagers about all the handsome men around them. These fishermen were throwbacks from history, Ellen thought now, these men who worked out at sea. They exuded physicality and bravery and masculinity. And their wives beside them were weathered and pretty, deeply tanned and ragged, and seemed to her to possess some sort of ancient wisdom. The weekend was like a happy dream in hindsight.


She’d have liked to bring MacNeil there, as she imagined the brisk sea air and slow pace would do a mourning man good. And was he still mourning? It had been seven months: of course he was. One never stopped. This thought weighed on her. She had an urge to call him and make sure he was feeling all right, but she saw Joe heading toward her, struggling to carry their suitcases. She would call later, once she had a moment to herself, if she could get one.


“Be careful there,” she said.


“I’m trying to impress you.” He dumped the bags at her feet. He smiled up at her and turned to go inside again. When he came back, he held the large cage in his hands and a plastic bag of carrots in his mouth for Babe.


“Tell me you’re not bringing him,” she said.


“It’s my birthday.”


“Is your family not enough for you? You absolutely need that thing too?”


“You’ve got Jake’s phone number?” Joe set the cage in the back seat of the car and stood, his legs apart.


“Jake will faint when he sees this.”


“Here are the keys, right in my pocket. I’ve been looking all over the place for them.”


Too often they talked at each other. Each heard at most fragments of what the other said, and she wondered if it had always been this way, this selective hearing.


He took his seat at the wheel and she went back inside to make sure they hadn’t forgotten anything. Standing alone in their living room, even Babe out of the house now, she felt a swell of nostalgia for something she couldn’t quite pinpoint. She made her way through the rooms, checking under the beds—so many things like wallets and socks and shoes were forgotten under beds—and turning off the lights, then headed to the front hallway and pulled the door shut. From behind the steering wheel, Joe gazed at her. She started, for it had been some time since they’d looked each other directly in the eyes.




—





Jake Miller followed his wife into their kitchen, where she’d arranged the food for the weekend by meals. Next to a carton of eggs on the counter sat a brick of cheddar, a red onion, a bag of mushrooms, a package of sausages. The canister of coffee sat beside the bag of sugar; the baguette beside the raspberry jam; the cantaloupe beside the blueberries. He loved when she arranged items this way, by theme or function—he supposed it gave him a sense of peace and of being tended to. Other men might not have appreciated this, he often thought. She even took the time to arrange their shampoo and conditioner alternately on the shelf in the shower: his, hers, his, hers. She kept the whole house orderly and clean (and he helped, but he didn’t need to do that much when it came down to it). They certainly could have afforded a maid or a housekeeper, but Liz wouldn’t have been comfortable with that. When Jake was promoted to CFO, vice president and partner of his investment firm and paid a much larger salary, Liz had made him promise that their lifestyle wouldn’t change all that much. She continued to teach art at a public high school in the city. She continued to volunteer at a nursing home once a month, and hadn’t bought any new clothing or art supplies or anything, really, since the promotion. She even still drove her beat-up Volkswagen. Jake didn’t know anyone quite as virtuous, deeply virtuous, as his wife, and when he told her so once, she blanched. “I’m not doing this stuff to be honorable. It’s just that I like my job and my car. I like my clothes.” “That’s one of the great things about you. It comes so naturally, virtue,” and she’d said, “Sometimes you give me too much credit.” She was a difficult person to compliment—she was uncomfortable with overt praise. And the more she squirmed about it, the more she insisted that he was putting her on a pedestal she didn’t deserve, the harder Jake tried to convince her that she was wrong. She deserved every syllable of what he said, he insisted, and the only thing wrong with the pedestal was that it wasn’t high enough. “You can’t love your wife too much,” he told her, and she responded, “I’m not a hundred percent sure about that.” His face sank, and she added, “Oh, sweetie. Maybe ninety-nine percent,” and reached over to touch his cheek.


Her ultrasound had shown two embryos the other day. They’d gone to her doctor before their first scheduled exam because she’d bled on her way home from work—quite a bit at first, which was beyond alarming to both her and Jake. When they reached the doctor’s office early that evening, both shaky, as she was still bleeding, he led them into a small examining room and turned down the lights. A man—the ultrasound technician—stood by a desk typing on a laptop. Liz unbuttoned her skirt and lay on the table as instructed while the ultrasound technician closed his laptop, turned and slipped something that looked like a condom over a plastic vaginal probe. Jake stood close beside Liz and watched the man, tall and stooped with curly red hair, squirt lubricant over the probe. The doctor briefly introduced him as Claude, and Claude murmured, “Careful, cold,” and inserted the probe. “You’re going to be fine,” said the doctor. “No cramping, and you’re not passing any tissue. These are good signs.” This immediatly made Jake breathe easier. The screen next to Liz’s head lit up and swam with blurry gray images. Claude turned his wrist, shifted the probe and pushed it farther inside. Jake looked at him and was sure he saw the man glance down at her breasts. Did he find her sexy? Liz squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. But Claude couldn’t have been thinking about sex—it was all business to him. Vaginas were his clients. Ovaries his spreadsheets. Claude moved the probe left and right and finally stopped, and an image of what had to be Liz’s uterus appeared on the screen beside her. Jake noted a couple of tiny black swirls inside a patchy gray cloud. Maybe Claude had incredible sex with women since he knew where and what every little thing was. Jake looked down to see whether he wore a wedding ring on the hand that was not between Liz’s legs. He did not. The man wasn’t exactly attractive. His eyes bulged beneath heavy lids, his red hair was frizzy and thinning on top. Still, he touched women like this every day. Slid his hand right inside.


“Hold on, we’re getting there,” Claude said.


Jake hadn’t gotten his wife pregnant. Well, technically his sperm had. Locked in a closet-sized room with only a TV, an old VCR and two videotapes hand-labeled “The Firm” and “Mean Girls” (whether these were the actual movies or porn knockoffs he didn’t know, since he couldn’t get the damned VCR to work), Jake had encouraged his sperm out of his body and into a blue plastic cup, which he handed to an obese young male nurse standing behind a desk. The next stop for the tiny fish was a petri dish, where Liz’s drug-stimulated eggs were waiting. Once the sperm swam into the eggs, the mixture sat inside an incubator while it fertilized, and two days later got injected into Liz’s womb. Jake’s body hadn’t gotten her pregnant, or more specifically, more accurately he supposed, sex hadn’t. Love hadn’t. He hadn’t even been present for the embryo transfer—he’d been at a meeting in Minneapolis. He and Liz had unsuccessfully tried IVF several times before, so Liz had told him just to go to his meeting and not to worry about it. He hadn’t wanted to leave her—he’d told her he could skip the meeting, or at least try to postpone it, but she insisted that they’d given up enough of their lives to infertility. This IVF might be no different from their earlier ones, and she would be fine, absolutely, positively fine doing it on her own. “You don’t want me there?” he asked.


“Jake.”


“It wouldn’t be such a big deal for me not to go to the meeting.”


“Jake. End of discussion. Go to Minneapolis.”


It seemed to him as if she didn’t, for whatever reason, really want him there, but he wouldn’t press the point. He was aware of his tendency to misread her signals, and he often had to keep himself in check.


Now, in the exam room, he refocused on the task at hand and searched for something that might be a heartbeat. Suddenly Dr. Mancowicz said, “I think we’ve got ourselves twins!” Claude shifted the probe again and Dr. M. pressed his thick finger to the screen. “There’s one heartbeat. And,” he said as he moved his finger to the second black blob and the tiny flickering mass inside it, “there’s the second.”


Jake swallowed a pocket of air.


Liz laughed nervously. “Can we see them again?” she asked.


Claude pointed more slowly to each pulsing dot. He then removed the probe and its condom, casually tossed it in the trash and dropped the probe on a side table with a small thud.


“Congratulations, you two! Let’s go to my office and talk about this good news,” Dr. M. said. “Meet me there when you’re ready.”


Claude pulled the door shut behind him and Jake worried for a second that he’d said all his thoughts about him aloud.


“Hurray!” Liz sang. “We’ll have our two children all at once! No more treatments! Hurray!”


Jake took her hand and pulled her off the table, only then fully realizing the enormity of what they’d just seen. Two babies. At once.


“Come on,” she said. “It’s so great. It’s good, at least, isn’t it?”


He nodded, reached for her purse on the chair and watched her turn and rush out of the room. Two babies at once. He clutched her purse to his side.


In his narrow, bright office that smelled of rubber, Dr. M. explained the risks they faced: early birth, infection, birth defects, death in utero. He spoke plainly, as if he were selling them windows. And for Liz, he continued, there were more risks. High blood pressure, gestational diabetes, hemorrhage, infection. She would need six more weeks of shots and would probably spend at least some of her third trimester on bed rest. After a brief silence and a long sigh, Liz asked him about traveling to Great Salt (“Fine, just don’t push yourself”) and vitamins, caffeine and exercise. “What about sex?” Jake blurted. They hadn’t had any since before she’d gotten pregnant. She’d been too tired, too nauseous, too preoccupied, too something virtually every night. “Is it okay?”


“By all means, just not for three days.”


Jake glanced at Liz, but her eyes were on her lap.


He had told his family that she was pregnant, but he hadn’t told any of them about the twins yet—they would all be together soon enough, and he wanted to tell them in person. Jake and Liz had hoped for children since before he could remember, and he thought having them should feel more singular, more monumental than it did in the context of Brenda’s pregnancy. But now there was the matter of two, he thought as they drove home from the doctor’s office that day. Not that he was competitive, not that he wanted to outdo Daniel in any way, but as the middle child, he was aware that he was always—consciously or subconsciously—vying for the spotlight in his family. He’d read several books about birth order, and middle children finding themselves less special, less visible to their parents than the eldest and youngest. Middle children grow up feeling squeezed, without the rights of the eldest or the privileges of the youngest children, and often seek to establish an identity separate from the family. While doing so helps them assert their individuality, it can also lead to feelings of exclusion and loneliness within the family. He’d read a few passages aloud to Liz, perhaps to explain a few things about himself. She’d seemed interested at first but after a while had begun to fidget, perhaps because she was an only child and couldn’t relate to any of this. Or perhaps because she’d grown tired of listening to Jake constantly try to understand himself, something he couldn’t seem to stop doing despite his best efforts. At any rate, he had read somewhere that psychologists were giving birth order more credence in personality studies and that it could be used in certain cases as a predictor. He wondered now what it would mean to have two children born at the same time. Would there even be a real birth order? Who knew what would happen to such children, and how would this determine their identities? Would they be more competitive with each other?


Jake and Liz had started trying in earnest to have children five years ago. The first night they’d tried was on the island. Liz had lined the windowsills of the bedroom with candles, and the smell of them—lavender, vanilla, lilac—made his nose itch and run. He must have told her thirty times before that he couldn’t stand scented candles. The waves crashed predictably  outside the walls. As she brushed her teeth, he lay in bed and, smoothing the sheets around him, was struck by the force of expectation. The moon was full, crickets chirped outside the windows, a warm breeze blew across his face. The world seemed to be aligning itself in expectation, and he told himself to relax, it was just another night. He’d made love to his wife before—he certainly knew what he was doing. The curtains billowed with the breeze and sank. Liz stepped out of the bathroom wearing her green flannel pajamas. She looked like a big child, a wing of hair poking out from the left side of her head. When they did make love it was no different than it ever was, though perhaps quicker, and afterward, they lay side by side on their backs and stared up at the shadows of moonlight in stripes across the waves, reflecting off the beams of their ceiling. Light twice removed from its source.


The island was like another planet for Jake as a boy. His parents had taken them a couple of times before Hilary was born. He’d first swum in the ocean here, first seen a girl’s breasts (a big wave had tackled her and yanked off her bikini, leaving her tangled in strings of seaweed on the rocky beach, the poor thing); he’d first gotten poison ivy here; first eaten clams. Everything about the place was rugged and natural and raw. And quiet. A quiet so thick his thoughts and words seemed to hold much more significance here. Jake’s parents joked with each other in their bed, and deep under his blankets against the night cold, he heard them across the room of the bed and breakfast, whispering and laughing, then shushing each other lest they wake the boys. They were lighter and more affectionate here with each other, as well as with him and Daniel.


After he and Liz married, they visited the island frequently and even discussed moving here. But eventually they decided against it. Their friends and jobs were in Portland, and he could certainly never work from home—the other partners wouldn’t agree to that. Plus life on the island would be too isolated, the frequent winter nor’easters oppressive. Normal people just didn’t live here year-round, not that he’d ever admit this thought to Liz. She idealized the islanders, those earthy men who fished for a living, the innkeepers and reclusive artists and aging hippies. But five years ago, when Jake and Liz were walking along the beach to their bed and breakfast, they spotted a FOR SALE sign in front of a run-down bungalow, its clapboards weathered gray. The house was empty and the walls rotted through in the back. Termites spilled from the side of the kitchen wall. One window was broken, the others etched in jagged cracks, but Jake had not been promoted yet and they couldn’t have afforded much more. The two sneaked around back, looking in at the bowed wood floors and stained walls, the fireplace filled with trash. The sun had just begun to set, and the light blinked at them from a small, dusty mirror on the wall. “Think what we could do with this place,” Liz said, and Jake admitted liking it too. Well, liking its location, really. The house was a complete dump, but Liz had always wanted to live by the water—it’d been her one big dream in life, she’d said. “We could fix it up slowly, just do it in little increments that we can afford. Think of what this land is probably worth. I mean, it’s right on the beach.” And though he had deep reservations about the condition of the place, about the dangers of storms and the possibilities of erosion, about the financial and logistical burdens of maintaining a second home, Jake sold off some stock, drained his retirement account and called it a birthday present to her. She melted with gratitude and excitement and the most palpable love when he first told her about it, and he knew then that he’d done the right thing. He’d never acted this spontaneously before, he often mused, and fortunately they soon had the resources to fully renovate it.


Jake imagined that when they had children, they’d bring them here and spend days on the water, canoeing or kayaking, and nights shucking clams and husking corn and telling ghost stories. He’d give them the clichéd happy childhood he never had. Most of his family vacations had involved accompanying his father on business trips to auto conventions in Detroit or Chicago, and most of what Jake could remember about such places was fighting with Daniel or Hilary in the lukewarm hotel pool. When Jake was small, he was a little afraid of the water, but Daniel loved to swim. As Jake dog-paddled around the shallow end, he’d watch his brother sprint to the end of the diving board, fly into the air in wriggling motions and land with as much weight as possible. Then Daniel would tear across the water toward Jake, pounce on top of him and hold him under the surface for what seemed like minutes. When Daniel finally let go, Jake would pop back above the water, gasping for breath, choking, streams of snot pouring from his nose, his eyes stinging. Hilary, also fearless in the water, would laugh at him and yell, “Sick! You have green snot all over your face!” and all the other kids in the pool would turn to look. He’d lunge for Daniel, who’d duck underwater and swim off, and then the whole thing would start again. His mother never stepped in and told Daniel to stop or Hilary to be quiet. His father always off at conventions, Jake remembered his mother calmly holding court on a chaise lounge beside the pool, drinking cans of Tab and chatting  with the other parents, whose kids splashed around beside them, her bobbed brown hair held back from her face by a navy blue and white scarf, her chest and stomach bulky in her navy swimsuit with its polka-dotted skirt. Completely oblivious to the torment going on right in front of her.


Jake’s father returned to the hotel room each night, flopped across the bed and switched on the television as their mother helped them into their pajamas. He would, however, read to them before they drifted off to sleep, and sometimes tell them stories of his day, of a strange new car he’d seen that was shaped like an egg, of a salesman he’d met who had ten children, and another who’d visited every baseball park in the country. Because they didn’t see him as much, he came to seem more mysterious than Jake’s mother, more intriguing and thus important. With an unremarkable sentence or two, Joe had the power to put Jake utterly at ease. When he once pulled his father aside and told him about what had happened in the pool earlier, Joe said solemnly, “I’ll have a talk with your brother and sister, all right? Try to put it out of your mind now.” Jake nodded and, amazingly, his frustration toward his siblings completely dissolved.




*





Liz sat in the car as Jake carried out their bags and slid them into the trunk. Jake had forbade her from helping him pack or load the bags in the car. He doted on her these days, though she continually reassured him that she felt fine, that she wouldn’t break in half, nor would the babies. “I’m pregnant, not dying,” she said as he’d walked her to the car just now, and he replied that he was well aware of this fact, and he was. He simply enjoyed taking care of her. “I got it,” she said as he opened the door for her and guided her forward. “I feel just fine, I promise.” A thought popped into his head: Then perhaps you’ll be in the mood for a little something once we get to the island. After all, it had been four days since the bleeding, longer than the doctor recommended, and eight weeks or so since the last time they’d made love, and they had to enjoy themselves now because once the pregnancy progressed and especially once the babies were born, he suspected that they wouldn’t have the opportunity or simultaneous desire or energy level for sex, at least for a very long time.


She drummed her fingers against the window and gazed out at their house. Once he’d filled the back seat with the plywood he’d bought to make a ramp over the front step and the new bathtub bench for Daniel, he walked to the passenger’s side and pressed his lips against the outside of her window. She made a disgusted face, and when he took his seat behind the wheel, she said, “That window’s dirty.”


“I don’t care,” he said, and leaned toward her again.


“Get those filthy lips away from me,” she barked, and he pushed his face against hers. “Yuck! Stop!” she howled, and shoved him a little too hard. His arm smacked the steering wheel and then the horn, and he felt a quick ache in his wrist, as well as a flash of irritation that she wouldn’t just kiss him. She was now laughing at a squirrel that had been next to the car and leapt into another squirrel after it heard the loud honk of the horn.


They headed out and Liz reached for the radio dial.


“You feeling up for a little something this weekend? Maybe before everyone gets there?” he asked.


“What?” She settled on classical music. Chopin, he guessed. “I don’t know, maybe.”


“Dr. M. said it was fine. It’s been four days. And, what, eight weeks before that?” He immediately regretted saying it this way, as if he’d been keeping track.


“Frankly I am happy to take a prolonged break from doing it so much.” She looked at him. “Come on, you got tired of it too. I distinctly remember you saying you were worried that your pecker would fall off from overuse. Remember, before that last IVF?”


“I guess you’re right.” He gazed at the traffic light ahead of them. “But my pecker’s still here. It managed to hang on.”


“All right, all right, we’ll give it some attention later,” she groaned.


It was as if he were demanding the moon from her right now. But she was just tired because of the pregnancy, he reminded himself. She was just grouchy and tired. Let it go. He drew a deep breath and tried to think of a way to change the subject.


The drive slipped by, and they brainstormed a list of what they’d need to buy when they returned home after the weekend: another crib, car seat, stroller. Liz jotted down the list in the small blue notebook she kept in her purse. She chewed on the end of her pen happily as she thought of more items, and her cheerfulness began to rub off on him. He imagined announcing the news of the twins to his parents, and wondered what their expressions would be, and then what his brother and sister would say. He couldn’t help smiling.




—





Hilary knocked on the front door, but she was three hours early and no one answered. She looked up at the clapboard house perched on a slope overlooking the ocean. It was obvious  they’d added on a side porch and a couple of rooms to the right, but the addition was tastefully done. The house had been stained a subdued gray, and tall rosebushes lined the front, the flowers electric red in contrast with the gray. She could have been looking at the pages of a magazine. Jake had done well for himself. This fact still amazed her.


She sat on the front stoop, rubbed her fingertips together, an old habit, and reached in her handbag for a piece of chewing gum. She’d had to give up smoking six months ago and, well, that’d be one thing her family would be grateful for. Not that she’d ever smoked in front of them. Only Daniel. Only he could handle such a thing, and only he knew that she was pregnant.


Leaving her suitcase, she walked around the house and down a sandy path that had been cut into dense reeds to a rocky beach where seagulls pecked at an enormous black lump. The air smelled of something dead. She turned from the birds and the water rumbling in short waves to the shore. Hilary had never liked the beach, the sand everywhere, invading shoes and bags and books and food, the men and women who were content to sit still for hours outside until their skin resembled cured meat, but in Maine the beaches were different and far less crowded. They were rockier, more dangerous, and the weather was entirely unpredictable. She respected these things. She’d only been to Maine once, in high school with a friend, but she still remembered walking barefoot on the beach at night and skinny-dipping in the frigid water with some older boys they’d met.


Yesterday, she’d taken an overnight flight from San Francisco and, from the airport in Portland, a bus to the ferry. A short old man who worked on the boat had carried her bag up the gangplank and offered to buy her a soda. Another had gingerly lifted her bag down the gangplank and led her to a cab. She wouldn’t have expected such kind treatment—she’d all but written off Northeasterners as stoic and icy. The cab she took to Jake’s house was a beat-up station wagon painted pink and purple, and the driver a funny elderly woman who told raunchy jokes the entire way. Hilary listened as she struggled to remember the punch lines and accidentally gave them away too early. “Christ,” the woman said, “I do that sometimes.”


“It’s all right. No one’s perfect.” When they’d reached her brother’s house, Hilary pressed a large tip into the old woman’s hand.


Now she decided to walk the mile or so back into town to kill time. She rarely walked much of anywhere anymore and she thought the exercise would probably do her good. She’d never been to Great Salt Island. So far it appeared to be a typical New England tourist spot: quaint, candy-colored houses with picket fences, and, back near the ferry, an ice cream stand, a seafood restaurant named the Mermaid’s Table. She didn’t see the appeal of such a place that throttled visitors with its cuteness. She walked along the road and a stooped old man looked up from his yard at her, this tall, pregnant thirty-five-year-old woman with black hair, pasty skin, a nose ring, several tattoos. She wore large black sunglasses, a floppy straw hat, a black sundress and carried an oversized black bag. Hilary called loudly, “Well, hi there, sir. Nice day, isn’t it? It sure is beautiful,” and the man nodded carefully and turned back to his house.


In town, she found a bookstore, Books & Beans, where she ordered decaffeinated tea and sat on a tall stool at a metal table. The place smelled of San Francisco—of coffee and musky incense and something clean and fake, maybe room deodorizer. In the corner stood an unmanned counter where lottery and ferry tickets were sold. As far as she could see, she was the only customer in the place. The weather was warm and sunny except for a few scattered clouds, and everyone else on the island was probably at the beach—except for the boy, or man, who’d sold her the tea. Now he was wiping off the table next to hers with a stained brown rag, and he cleared his throat. Something about him was faintly familiar. Tall, somewhat attractive, with an endearingly round face and a closely trimmed beard, he could have been anywhere from eighteen to thirty, maybe older. Hilary picked up a magazine that lay on the stool next to her.


“It’s nice out there today.” His voice was quiet and deep.


“Nice enough,” she said.


He turned and continued wiping the tables.


She rubbed her fingertips together, looked at her watch and saw that she still had over two hours before she had to be at Jake’s. With the money her father had sent her, Hilary had been able to travel across the country. Five years ago she never would have come, though her father would have insisted and her mother would have told her she was being selfish. Jake would have called and lectured her about being a good daughter, and Daniel would have sent her a drawing of him alone on a beach, half smiling, half frowning.


But now, of course, everything had changed—and even more than they knew. It wasn’t just her pregnancy. Her father and mother were getting older, her brother was in a wheelchair. The three Miller kids were about to become parents. Her life had seemed one long, faintly wavy gray line until a year and a half ago, when the line began to go haywire after Daniel’s accident. She now tried to define what her life had become—a spastic electrocardiogram? or a circle? She wasn’t quite sure yet where or in what way, exactly, her life would continue, and she constantly, desperately worried about her lack of a plan. So she regularly reinvented her future, and at first she’d considered not keeping the baby. As she stared at the plus sign on the plastic wand, she said aloud to herself, What is it, one percent that the pill doesn’t work for? She’d worked in a clinic when she first moved to San Francisco, registering quiet, sad, newly pregnant women—and quickly nullifying the whole thing would’ve been easy. She’d just go to the clinic and get rid of it and continue on as before. But after a pregnant friend showed her ultrasound images of her own baby, and Hilary saw the spine like a strand of pearls in one photo, the boy or girl’s upturned nose in another, she began to wonder what the tiny embryo inside her looked like, and what sort of person it would grow into. She didn’t have too many more fertile years left, and why not just move forward with this? She vowed to become a great mother. She’d learn to cook and clean and dote on the child, and, well, that future quickly came to seem ludicrous—after all, what about work and money and other burdens of reality? She considered asking her father for more money (but she couldn’t; once or twice a year he secretly sent her what he could, but she knew he couldn’t afford any more), or just finding a higher-paying job, day care, then trying to partner up with some friend or man who had kids too and forming some patchwork family. Ideas came and went, each one eventually turning unappealing or unrealistic or just plain impossible. And in the wake of an idea gone sour, she felt a sharp panic that, when combined with thoughts of her parents and Jake learning of her pregnancy, kept her unable to sleep at night.


She was now considering staying on the East Coast, maybe finding a smaller town here and starting over. A week ago, her apartment was robbed when she was at work, and she’d lost her television and computer. Fortunately, the robbers hadn’t found the ruby earrings and necklace Daniel had given her for her twenty-first birthday, or the ebony bracelet she’d bought herself last year. A few days later she’d witnessed a mugging on her way to work: a pretty, youngish woman in a suit, a long-haired man, a gun. Hilary saw him approach the woman, grab her wrist and press the nose of the gun into the small of her back, and Hilary did nothing—but what could she have done, she asked herself again and again later. He grabbed the woman’s purse and a duffel bag she was carrying and tore down the street. The woman screamed. A crowd gathered and swallowed her and Hilary continued on to work, but all day the sight of the gun pressing into the woman’s back stayed with her. Crime rates were up in her neighborhood, the only one in San Francisco where she could afford to live, and she felt increasingly unsafe as she lay in bed alone each night. Her contract through the temp agency with the insurance company would be up soon—thankfully, since everyone else there was meek and boring and appalled by her, she could tell, appalled just by the look of her. Her hair color constantly changing. Her clothes, her perfume, her jewelry, large and sharp and silver and menacing. And worst of all, she was pregnant with no husband at the ripe age of thirty-five. She had to assume what her coworkers were thinking because they never got close enough to her to express one thing. They just hovered near her, tentatively dropping folders on her desk, smiling tautly. But again, her contract was almost up and her rent even in her neighborhood was ridiculously high and everyone in San Francisco looked happy all the time, carefree, oblivious to the crime, and wealthy and healthy, and eventually she’d come to miss the East Coast, its moody people and weather.


She had no pets, no plants, nothing that needed tending. Her lease was month-to-month. She’d let several friends know her apartment would be available soon, packed and left.


Behind the cash register now, the boy/man read a magazine about guitars. Hilary watched his head move slightly as his eyes took in the words.


“Do you like living here?” she said.


He looked up. “I like it, but in the summer there are too many tourists.”


“Ah. What’s it like before we get here?” she asked.


He leaned on the counter and rested his head in his hands. “It’s nice. Everyone knows everyone.”


“What’s it really like?”


He looked at her sideways. “Less crowded, as you might guess.”


Hilary was disappointed. She’d wanted more, a surprising secret maybe, something only the people who lived here knew. She continued flipping through the magazine on the table, glancing at the advertisements for women’s shoes, handbags, jewelry, perfume. “Maybe you could show me around the island,” she finally said to him, and thought a moment. “I’d pay you to be my tour guide.”


“I don’t know about that.”


“Come on. It’d be easy money, and an adventure.”


“I guess I could.”


“Just for a couple hours.”


He shrugged. “I’m free after my shift is over, if you want to wait fifteen minutes.”


“It’s a plan.”


He pulled the rag across the front counter. His arms were lined in small muscles and his shoulders stretched wide. It finally dawned on her—of course, he looked a little like one of the possible fathers, Bill David. So ridiculous, she still thought, his two first names. Bill, her neighbor, was a struggling musician by night and a secretary at a real estate firm by day. She’d pictured him in a tie, his hair pulled neatly back, bringing other men coffee and typing up their letters. Inexplicably the images touched her at first. Bill had a cat, also strangely touching, who regularly climbed out his window and onto the ledge of hers. Beatle scratched at the wooden frame and refused to stop until she let him in. The first time she heard the scratch of claws, just after she’d moved in, she thought someone was trying to break in. She grabbed an umbrella, the closest thing to her, and hid in the kitchen. The scratching continued, and then a whining, something she mistook for a door creaking. She panicked and sat on the floor of her kitchen, brought her knees to her chest and edged herself back against her cabinets. She remembered reading something yesterday about another attack in the neighborhood. She pushed her lips together, squeezed her knees tighter. An eternity passed, and the clawing continued, the whining, and then came a louder noise, a definite meow. She slowly uncurled herself, her chest still thumping, and headed back into her bedroom, where she made eye contact with a heavyset tabby. “Fuck you,” she said aloud. “Fuck you and your family and your owners.” She went back to what she was doing. What was it? Reading?  Was she about to take a shower? The scratching continued, the meowing grew louder. Hilary walked back to her bedroom window and engaged in a staring contest with the cat, who made it clear that he was going nowhere, not now, not ever, until at least she let him inside. So she did, hoping that if the thing got inside it might realize her apartment was nothing special and finally leave her alone. Hours later, when Beatle was nestled like a hen at her feet as she read a magazine, a knock came at her door, and it was Bill David.


The boy/man motioned for Hilary to follow him. A stout older woman appeared behind the register and he handed her a set of keys, then led Hilary through a storage room, its walls lined with boxes of cups and lids.


“What’s your name?” she asked.


“Alex.”


“Alex, I’m Hilary. You’re not going to take me somewhere and hurt me are you?”


He laughed. “That’s not exactly the way we do things here. This is probably one of the safest places on earth.”


“Good to know.”


In the unpaved parking area, he pulled a set of keys from his pocket and unlocked the door of a small, beat-up green car. He got in and reached over to unlock her side, and she squeezed herself into this car that smelled of gasoline and animals. She was reminded of Bill David and Beatle again, and Bill’s girlfriend, a short redhead he brought home a few weeks after he and Hilary had begun sleeping together. He was very open about Jackie, a name that made Hilary think of clowns, for some reason. Bill introduced them and beamed at Hilary when he brought Jackie home for dinner, as if to say, Isn’t it great? Isn’t she great? Hilary winced—she would like to have been consulted, at least, especially when Bill and Jackie decided soon after to move into another apartment together—but all the while, down in San Diego was George, Possible Father #2, whom she saw every few months, and who made the situation, if nothing else, more balanced.


They drove out of town and passed the ocean beneath a steep hill to their left. “So you’re pregnant,” he said.


“Indeed.”


“Any father for it?”


“Actually, I’m going to have the baby on my own,” she said. She’d said the words plenty of times before, but they still sounded odd. Her mother would faint. Jake would be speechless.


“I figured as much.”


“You did? You figured at all?”


“Sure,” he said, and slid his hands from the top to the bottom of the steering wheel. “I imagine what’s going on with most of the customers. How do you think I stay awake at that place?”


“Coffee?”


“Ha.”


They passed a large pond on the right where a group of kids fished and another skimmed stones. Hilary thought it an odd but happy sight. Kids here still skimmed stones over water. It seemed something that would have faded with black-and-white television and poodle skirts. She decided her child would skim stones. She would teach her, or him. He/she would climb trees and swim and they would go camping, she thought, though she’d only been once herself, and only as an adult, but as a child she’d always wanted to load up the family car and head into the woods with her brothers and parents. She remembered suggesting this and her mother balking at the idea of bugs, her father saying he’d done his sleeping outside in the war, Jake whining about bears and coyotes. Daniel liked the idea, and promised her he’d take her one day when they were old enough, and eventually he did. Alex probably went camping with his family when he was young. He probably still camped.


“What else did you imagine about me?” she asked.


“You’re the youngest.”


“How did you know that?”


“You’ve got this rebellious way, but all you really want is to be different from your older siblings. It’s a classic thing, really.”


“You sound like a book.”


“I can’t help it. I work around them.”


“What else?”


“I can’t figure out the father thing. A friend, maybe? A coworker?”


Hilary held her hands together on her lap. “Could be.”


“You’re not going to tell me.”


“No.”


“Well then. Be mysterious.”


She leaned the side of her face against the cool window. “What about you? Tell me something about yourself. Do you have brothers and sisters?”


“I’m an only child. I’m pretty textbook—self-absorbed, immature, all the good stuff. I live for adrenaline. Get bored easily.”


“And apparently you’re self-aware,” she said. She couldn’t help thinking he was trying to prepare her for something. “Where are you taking me?”


“It’s a mystery.”


“I see. That’s how it works here.” She didn’t know who’d started this banter, but it buoyed their conversation, and though she wanted to hear more about what he apparently knew about her, she couldn’t think of a way to turn the conversation back without seeming self-absorbed. She decided just not to say anything, to let him take her somewhere and to try to enjoy this private tour. She looked out at the passing houses perched like eager girls wearing pastel dresses close to the side of the road, and soon the houses became more dilapidated, their porches sagging and paint peeling. On one house hung a battered Soviet flag, on another an enormous sheet spray-painted with a peace symbol.


Hilary often wondered what she’d tell her child about its father once it was old enough. She could tell him or her something romantic: your father died for a cause, in a war, for me, for you. But when she thought about her child she pictured a smaller version of herself, and how could she really tell this person such a large lie?


Daniel had asked about the father after she’d told him over the phone that she was pregnant. When she confessed that she didn’t know who it was, that it could have been more than one person, he said, “You’re kidding.” “I’m not.” “How straight out of a soap opera. I love it.” She begged him not to tell the others she was pregnant, as she wanted to herself and in person. They wouldn’t take it as well, especially Jake, who’d been trying to get his wife pregnant for years. Hilary figured that in person they would have to be at least slightly polite and supportive. And she supposed that another, smaller part of her just couldn’t resist opening a door, standing there and looking at their stunned faces.


Alex pulled off the road and onto a small dirt path and the car rumbled through sparse woods. “Almost there,” he said, and suddenly she felt a flash of concern—what had she been thinking, jumping in his car so eagerly? He could be a murderer. But she told herself to calm down, this was New England, Maine, a small island. An enclosed, finite place where no criminal would be able to hide for long. He was calm and in control and seemed in no way psychotic.


He stopped the car and cut the ignition. They were at the end of a dirt road, facing a sprawling field of tall grass and brown reeds, the sky now solid gray above them. They could have been in the middle of America. The ocean, even the sound of it, was gone.
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