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			Do not feel lonely, 
the entire universe is inside you.
—RUMI
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PART ONE


		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 1


			They dropped him off on a cold Saturday morning in February.
He was six years old. I never wanted children, not for one atom-splitting second, but my nephew I adored. Especially since he’d gotten out of diapers. They live two miles away, but mostly I saw him on Saturdays, partly because his mother threw him into a river of activities. Soccer, tae kwon do, swimming; after which she dredged up his body and dragged him to paintball fields, batting cages, trampoline parks. “She can’t sit still in a room with him,” I told Victor. I didn’t like it. I didn’t like how they were raising him. Every Saturday I hosted him from ten to twelve and gladly would have kept him longer (lunch, dinner, overnight), but they whisked him back again, as if he were on a timer. They were controlling, I said.

			She was controlling.

			But that Saturday his parents didn’t do the usual drop-off. They were headed to Mexico, and Nathan would stay with me for seven nights. Eight days! A whole week with Nathan, just me and that golden boy.

			But the drop-off? It took forever! First off, Astrid wouldn’t come all the way in, just stood there looking at Walter like she expected him to knock her over and plant his forepaws on her chest. Walter is a Newfoundland, and Newfs, as you probably know, are nicknamed the nanny dog. They’re famously sweet. But Astrid isn’t a dog person. Or a cat person. Or a people person. Holy cannoli, she and Victor said when I got Walter. If I wanted a dog, I might have begun with a smaller breed, one that wouldn’t need so much exercise or grooming. A Chihuahua, or a bulldog, possibly a pug.

			

			“Cute now, but he’ll grow big as a fucking pony,” Victor said.

			“Please don’t think we’re going to help out. We already have a child,” by which Astrid meant, We already have a vampire, draining my maternal heart. “Change your mind and you can take him to the shelter.”

			Walter is gorgeous; except for a minor incongruity in his forelegs, a perfect specimen. The minute he pressed his large-domed head against my thigh, I loved him to the point of lunacy. Even when he peed on the rug and slung tangles of fur and drool on the wall, I didn’t think, My sister-in-law’s right, dogs are a lot of work, I should take him to the shelter. No, I thought, this dog is magic: He’s steady and loyal and blunt-nosed and black—black like a bear—with fur so deep I can lose my fingers in it. 

			Unlike his parents, Nathan understood us from the start. He could pull Walter’s tail, snatch a toy, eat a dripping ice cream cone at mandibular height: Walter never growled. They were like brothers. That first summer, we followed the two of them out into the yard, and I shouted out, “They’re like twinned lambs that did frisk i’ the sun. And bleat the one at th’ other!”

			“Shakespeare,” Victor said to his blank-faced wife. She isn’t much of a reader. “I think that dog could use more training.”

			“We all could use more training.” I clicked my tongue. “Lie down, Walter. Lie down. Lie down! See?”

			Astrid rolled her eyes. “You shouldn’t have to say it six times.”

			

			“I said it three times.”

			“Who’s counting?” Victor said diplomatically.

			She is, I thought. Astrid took my brother’s elbow and walked him around the crabapple tree, whispering, while Nathan and I ran our hands all over Walter’s belly. The backyard is eight hundred square feet, but I’d never bothered to landscape, which was just as well—Walter would have room to run. The grass was a mess of chickweed, wild violets, and knotweed, a fact I noticed only for the first time that summer. I paid someone to dig up the scraggly bushes and put up a six-foot fence of sustainably forested Western red cedar, which smelled terrific. But I never succeeded in getting rid of the burdock. With large, hairy leaves and prickly burs, the burdock sprang up after the fence was erected, and grew so aggressively it buckled the slats.

			“Your plants are creeping over into the neighbor’s yard,” Astrid told me. Her tone suggested I was creeping, not nature.

		 
		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 2


			I was still adjusting to my brother’s marriage. Maybe I still am. He and Astrid met on a Panama Canal cruise. They married three months after they met—county clerk, no guests allowed—bought a house they couldn’t afford, and produced a child as if picking one more feature: We’ll have granite countertops and, oh yes, a baby boy. That’s how they roll. No forethought. Make it up as you go along.

			Of course, I’m the opposite. I overthink, but I accomplish. When our parents died (heart disease, breast cancer), I’d only done half a year at Vassar. But I moved back to Chicago, transferred to UIC, and kept an eye on Victor while he finished high school. I got us out of the dim, airless house in which we grew up and started an artisanal yogurt business. I kept Victor from selling running shoes the rest of his life.

			He’s a podiatrist now and makes good money.

			But I was telling you about the drop-off. They rang the bell, and Walter began barking and spinning in excited circles. At the threshold I high-fived Nathan and obliged Astrid by hanging on to Walter’s collar (white faux leather, brass studs). “Sweetie, careful!” Astrid said when Nathan raked a hand across Walter’s head. Please trot down the hall, I said over the barking, and check out Nathan’s room.

			Just that morning my friend Omar had helped me hang a pair of vintage tennis rackets and style the bookshelf. The Encyclopedia of Animals looked fabulous alongside a large gleaming N (salvaged from a marquee) and a treasured photo of Nathan nuzzling Walter. Every detail was enchanting to ponder; after Omar left, I impregnated a glass apothecary jar with saltwater taffy and twice changed the position of the rug. Aglow, I watched as Nathan toured his quarters—patting the mushroom-shaped lamp, unearthing the yo-yo I’d whimsically tucked beneath his pillow—but his parents were indifferent. Under her winter coat, Astrid had dressed for Cancún and was worked up lest Walter drool on her jumpsuit. Now and then she reminded Nathan where she’d packed pajamas and melatonin, as if he and I were complete idiots and wouldn’t be able to find our way around a duffel bag. Victor dashed back to the car for a grubby booster seat and, colliding with Walter, scolded him for nosing his crotch.

			“Everyone calls a boisterous yellow Lab a family dog,” I said. “But when a black dog bounces or slobbers or barks, people shrink back like he’s Cerberus at the gates of hell. Have you ever noticed that?”

			Colorism was not a familiar concept to them. Unpacking, Astrid held up a stuffed toy. “This is Whippy,” she said. “Please put Whippy on a high shelf.”

			“Wonderful Whippy!” Nathan said automatically, but his glance skipped from the saggy rabbit back to Walter, whose vigorous bulk he chased around the coffee table, laughing and shrieking when somebody’s energetic tail knocked over my Alexander Girard collection. I smiled and set the wooden dolls upright. You have to relax when it comes to dogs. Otherwise where’s the joy?

			“Walter’s all right,” Omar likes to say. “He’s just a hundred and fifty pounds of chaos.”

			

			By chaos he meant fun.

			 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 3


			When Victor and Astrid first decided to go to Mexico, they didn’t tell me. Nathan leaked the plan during one of our Saturday afternoons, and I waited until Victor and I went to the pancake house to address it.

			“I heard you guys are going to Mexico in February.” 

			“Just for a week.”

			“Without Nathan?”

			“Yeah, he’s going to stay with his friend Tommy.” 

			“ADHD Tommy whose mother runs a flavored pop-corn business out of her basement?”

			“Tommy Bessinger. His mother’s a food entrepreneur. Like you.”

			“I did six million in sales last quarter, but never mind.”

			“Well, the Bessingers have three boys—” 

			“That sounds unpleasant.”

			“—and those big-family vibes will be fun for Nathan. Plus, it’s easy for them to get him to school.”

			“Maybe you haven’t clocked it, but I live eleven minutes from Nathan’s school. And I’d love to take him to the symphony. They’re doing Mahler 7.”

			“He’d probably prefer the dentist.”

			“Two full stacks!” the waiter boomed. “One side of sausage and bacon!”

			“No meat for me,” I said and blocked the descending plate as deftly as a martial artist. Victor took his food, beaming. He loved this restaurant because our parents had loved it, and our parents hardly knew what a restaurant was. They’d been afraid of restaurants, I said, which is why they only ever took us to the pancake house or McDonald’s. Twenty-five years ago, McDonald’s was already an environmental disaster, but our parents ignored the clamshell controversy and kept on eating Big Macs laced with toxic styrene. Victor was stuck in a rut, liking the same food our parents did, even though it was heart attack food and contributed to their early deaths.

			“Not Mom,” Victor said. “Pancakes don’t cause cancer.” 

			“They haven’t yet done the studies.”

			My pancakes were the size of wagon wheels and tasted like a sponge you find out in the road.

			“Did you read the National Geographic article I sent you about the history of pancakes?” I asked.

			“No,” Victor said.

			In a glacier, in a crevasse, in the Italian Alps, archeologists had found a mummy with einkorn flour in its stomach and now they were claiming The Pancake went back to the Ice Age.

			“Einkorn flour and ferns,” I said. “Is that a pancake? Maybe a savory fritter. And why do we need ridiculously broad transhistorical arguments on behalf of pancakes? It’s bad enough people build ‘houses’ around them.”

			“Hey, what’s happening with Cultured Cow?” 

			“I’m negotiating the buyout.”

			“And?”

			And, I said, ignoring him, people who trace the pancake back to the Ice Age are trying to deny the pancake’s place in American history. Did he know Thomas Jefferson was obsessed with innovating the pancake at Monticello?

			No, Victor said, looking around for the waiter, but I found myself unable to stop talking about Jefferson’s pancake-making slaves, even as I sensed I was losing him. I could’ve told him that by parking Nathan with the Bessingers, he’d wounded me, but instead I said, in a piercing voice, that the Aunt Jemima logo was inspired by a minstrel song.

			Soon enough the waiter brought the bill, and I plucked it up before Victor could pay it, and as I paid, I tried to make a connection between white America’s love of pancakes and the way slavery had slowly evolved into the mass incarceration of Black people. That’s why Aunt Jemima pancakes are so popular, I said, popular with white people, even the ones who don’t go to pancake houses but stay at home and make pancakes from a Quaker Oats box mix. Isn’t that ironic? While Thomas Jefferson’s slaves were grinding buckwheat for his so-called elevated pancakes, Quakers were agitating against slavery. Only a fool would make a love match out of Quakers and Aunt Jemima, I said, but America is filled with fools, and of course American food conglomerates have no shame.

			The waiter brought me my change.

			Nothing improved when Pepsi bought Quaker Oats, I said, pocketing my change, they continue to push out a totally reprehensible line of products as if the Thirteenth Amendment had never happened. They took the rag off Aunt Jemima’s head and gave her a pair of pearl earrings as if Aunt Jemima only needed a makeover. Do they think people are stupid? I said as Victor and I rose from the sticky table and headed for the door. Unfortunately, people are stupid, I said. Every few years a Black person publishes an editorial in the newspaper calling for the end of Aunt Jemima, once and for all, and it’s like this person is talking into a well. A Black person publishes an editorial in the newspaper and it’s like this person is talking from a glacier in a gully in the Italian Alps. A Black person may as well be the Iceman who has been dead for five thousand years because nobody can hear this person. Meanwhile in the same newspaper, a white person publishes an editorial about a low-carb diet and there will be two thousand enthusiastic comments.

			Victor and I stood in the slush-covered parking lot between my BMW and his Chrysler.

			He said, “I gather you’re upset we didn’t ask you to look after Nathan while we go to Mexico.”

			 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 4


			Why are they even going to Mexico?” Omar said the next day.
He was in Vegas for the week, and the noise of the trade show thrummed behind him.

			“I don’t know, I didn’t ask him. Selling lots of wetsuits?”

			“Not really, but remember the scuba cylinder that ruptured last year at Mermet Springs? Last night I met the guy who manufactures it. They’re mired in a horrible lawsuit.”

			“Did you sleep with him?”

			“I just met him, and I think he’s straight.” 

			“You’re in Vegas.”

			“You’re in Evanston. What are you doing?” 

			“Wishing I could look after Nathan for that week in February.”

			“Rose, you see him every Saturday.” 

			“For two measly hours.”

			“What’s happening with the buyout?”

			“Due diligence. I should be free by March.” 

			“Everything’s coming up Roses,” quipped Omar, not for the first time. His Ethel Merman impersonation led to my Ethel Merman impersonation, which led to a discussion of how Ethel Merman died. Cancer? Brain tumor? 

			“Brain cancer,” I decided. “Speaking of sickness, last night I found a PubMed study on the link between boyhood ADHD and adult criminality. Remember ADHD Tommy? I think Victor and Astrid should know.” 

			Omar said he had to go. The cephalopod presentation was starting.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 5


			I never did send Victor and Astrid the article about ADHD. A few days later, Victor called—without any pressure from me—and said they changed their minds. I could host Nathan in February, provided I understood the rules and didn’t do anything extra, like take him to the symphony, or buy him an Xbox.

			“I don’t know what an Xbox is,” I said truthfully. 

			“Rose.”

			“All right, I’ll give Omar the symphony tickets.” 

			“Routine. Bedtime, meals, homework. Accountability at school is an issue.”

			“Did you read that article I sent from The Atlantic about unconscious gender bias? Teachers grind down the boys, starting in kindergarten.”

			“Ms. Shingler gives ten minutes of homework. Just make sure he does it.”

			“Of course. I’m not like Mom. Remember when you begged her to let you quit swim class? Because you were scared of Mr. Norris.”

			“I had eczema. It was the chlorine.”

			“It was Mom being wishy-washy. How’s your crawl? Can you even butterfly?”

			“Never mind,” Victor said. “Just make sure Nathan sticks to his routine.”

			 

			I began to plan meals. I love planning meals. In my twenties, I had an obsession with Mollie Katzen and the Moosewood Collective. Not that I joined the Collective—or ever visited the restaurant—but I believed in Mollie Katzen, particularly her cookbook The Enchanted Broccoli Forest, and threw myself into making healthy meals out of vegetables, grains, and dairy. For reasons I can no longer fathom, I was particularly keen on serving friends the Moosewood Mushroom Yogurt Pie with Spinach Crust. I also remember a socially strained dinner party at which I served crumbling tofu burgers, baked not fried, in an apartment that had no dining room table; I expected people to eat them in their laps. It was precisely at the height of my fervent Enchanted Broccoli Forest phase that I started an artisanal yogurt business, believing yogurt was a health food. In fact, I used the life insurance money from my parents to launch The Cultured Cow. For years we only made three flavors—Plain Jane, Vanilla Has Bean, and Coco Loco—and they were exquisite: handmade, hand-strained, hand-packed. We developed a small but fanatical following.

			And then I read The China Study: The Most Comprehensive Study of Nutrition Ever Conducted, which posits a link between animal products and heart disease, diabetes, and cancer. No more cheesecake with yogurt, I decided. No more blintzes and kreplach. How could I pretend yogurt was a health food when it was a high-calorie, high-sugar product with the nutritional content of pudding? And don’t even get me started on the environmental angles. I wanted wholeheartedly to be a vegan. I practically was a vegan, except for the fact that I’d tied my livelihood to the dairy industry and occasionally ate pancakes with my brother.

			Here’s a great way to make vegan pizza. Slice five yellow onions—three-eighths of an inch wide. Heat a tablespoon of olive oil in a skillet, add onions, cover, and cook at low heat. As the humble plant takes on the color of bourbon, exult. Obviously it’s not cheese; it’s caramelized onions. But the flavor’s so rich you’ll stop missing that thick, viscous layer of mozzarella that’s probably going to give you, at the least, arthritis. My father loved pizza and died of heart disease, age forty-eight.

			The meal planning project buoyed me, especially as the days were getting darker and colder, and my work life sucked. Doug D’Andrea was the only employee who knew I was selling the company, because I needed him to do things, and I’d started avoiding staff. Sylvia Klausner or Bill Whitaker would hover in the doorway, saying something about pints, wholesale tubs, and mix, and I’d shoo them away. Instead of holding meetings, I emailed. Omar said I was “isolating.”

			Meanwhile we were launching a green tea yogurt. It was terrible timing, but I thought it would be easier to sell a business that was expanding. I even hired a social media manager to make a ballyhoo about the new flavor. Becca was so young she didn’t know the word “ballyhoo,” so I stopped giving her directives that sounded like I lived in 1901. The campaign rolled on.

			 

			Gotcha Matcha!

			I eat it at my dacha. 

			With a squirt of sriracha.

			While I’m dancing the cha-cha.

			 

			“Why’s it green?” Nathan asked.

			“Green tea is trending. It’s got antioxidants. I don’t know, don’t eat it, just give it to your mother.”

			Can you be joyed? Or only overjoyed? After Victor moved out, I’d turned his room into a study, which had actually become a dumping ground for household supplies. Now I cleaned it up and began to dream. I was so happy I’d been allotted a larger role than Saturday aunt. I browsed Pinterest, started a design binder. At antique shops, instead of scanning for midcentury ceramics, I thought, Well, what would Nathan like? I bought sample sizes of high-performance milk paint and slapped a gorgeous inky blue on the wall so I could see the hue in different lights.

			“Too sober for a boy’s room?” I asked Victor when I dropped by.

			We faced each other in the doorway, him in baggy sweats and smudged glasses; me, smartly dressed, well-intentioned, armed with paint chips.

			“I’m also considering yellow. Not the sickly eggnog of a baby’s room, or the garish yellow of a sunflower. This mid-tone muted custard. Do you remember when Mom and Dad went to Atlanta for Cousin Ricky’s wedding and left us with Aunt Edith and Uncle Al, whom we hardly knew? You and I slept on a cot in this dark, wood-paneled den where there was a paint-by-numbers oil of a weeping clown, which scared us so badly Aunt Edith came and took it off the wall. That clown had yellow ruffles. So maybe not yellow.”

			“Why are you here?” he said. “I’d appreciate if you call first. Boundaries.”

			“You’re always welcome to drop by my house,” I said, squeezing past. “I just want to pop into Nathan’s room and see what’s going on in terms of color.”

			In a flash I was upstairs, but I’d forgotten: Every room in their house is painted white. It had been painted white before they moved in. In Nathan’s room, the walls were not only white but bare—even though I’d given him a gorgeous reproduction of Landseer’s Saved painting, the one with a Newfie panting over a half-drowned girl he’s rescued from the sea.

			The frame alone cost six hundred dollars.

			“Can you believe it?” I said that night to Omar on the phone. “A museum-quality, hand-painted replica. And it was nowhere in sight. Astrid must have sold the painting on eBay or shoved it in the closet—anything to restore the house’s arctic barrenness.”

			“Hold on,” Omar said. “Someone on line two. Frogman. Hello?”

			“It’s still me.” 

			“Hello? Hello?” 

			“Omar, it’s me.”

			“They hung up, I guess.”

			“They make no effort on that house. It’s not the white walls, it’s the passivity that’s baffling.”

			“And the rest of the conversation?”

			“What conversation? Astrid barely said hello when she came home. Just sank into a chair and began bitching about the bunionectomy. How Victor’s colleague over-corrected her big toe, it didn’t heal right, I forget the details exactly. The whole time I was staring at their walls and thinking, White! Why so white? I mean, neutrals can be nice, but the way they cling to white feels almost racially motivated. You understand; you’re half Mexican.”

			“There’s someone on line two,” Omar said.

			 

			* * *

			 

			To think I might have been like them! I might have been so afraid to make a mark, I didn’t dare open a pot of paint. But in the stale breath of their indifference, I kept on planning Nathan’s room. Inky blue seemed better for an accent wall or the back of a bookshelf, and yellow too reminiscent of weeping clown. Finally, after hours of unrestrained surfing, I discovered a British paint company offering a color named Wevet, which means spiderweb in Dorset. Almost white with a hint of grey.

			The color worked well with my house’s palette: mascarpone, vert de terre, cooking apple green. Blue was sober; yellow, scary; Wevet, neutral as a spiderweb. Obviously I was making Nathan a room, not a spiderweb, but Omar liked the Wevet and I liked the Wevet. So in early January, I found the Michelangelo of house painters, who, for a small fortune, came and painted the room.

			On the first coat, the color was an austere, almost churchly white. But the following Saturday when Nathan looked at it, he said, “It’s grey. Like the color of sweat socks.” In fact, he began to call it the sweat sock room, which shows how clever he is but also that he didn’t understand the enormous effort I had put into making him a sanctuary.

			 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 6


			Neither did Astrid.	
“I heard you’re painting and buying furniture,” she said a few days later. “Don’t do that. He’s six. He can sleep on your couch.”

			“You can’t put a kid on a Louis XV sofa for seven nights. Cabriole legs and a cartouche back?”

			“Then put him in a sleeping bag. You don’t need to spoil him,” by which she meant, Please make him sleep on the floor, and carry firewood, and scrape turnips, and pick wantonly scattered lentils and peas out of the ashes. It was a mother’s job to spoil him, whereas a stay at my house had to be grim as a fairy tale so Nathan wouldn’t grow fond.

			“He doesn’t need a color scheme. He doesn’t need a bamboo bedframe and nightstand. He’s a kid, Rose. Please don’t make it the Taj Mahal.”

			Only a person who buys all her furniture from Craigs-list would think I was making the Taj Mahal. A year ago, for our special Saturdays, I’d bought Nathan magnetic blocks sourced from a sustainable wood cooperative in Honduras. Astrid objected to that too, probably because Nathan liked them more than her plastic Target junk.

			But I don’t want to string this story out. My point is, they did not trust me. Which is why, the Saturday morning they dropped him off, they hovered. They wouldn’t sit down. But they hung around so long Nathan needed snacks.

			“Hey, Aunt Rose,” he said, holding a glass of apple juice and chewing popcorn. “How’m I going to get to school this week? You don’t know where Rawlings is.” 

			

			“Of course I do. Last year. Share Your Heritage Day. Remember I brought bagels and talked about Jewish holidays?”

			He gave me a blank look. But he didn’t remember his heritage either. Sometimes Victor and Astrid called him a Cashew: part Catholic, part Jewish. Pure nut, his mother added.

			“Oh yeah, I remember. You got a ticket ’cause you parked in the bus lane! You were mad it was a hundred and ten dollars! And you brought that weird tofu cream cheese. And Trinity Johnson kept saying tofu cream cheese tastes like cat butt!”

			“All right,” I said, “that’s enough of memory lane.” 

			“And when Trinity’s mom brought cupcakes with Funfetti frosting, I got to have chocolate and vanilla!” 

			“That’s nice, but what’s her heritage, juvenile diabetes?” My cell phone bleated. “Excuse me.”

			I stepped out of the room. All week I’d been playing phone tag with the lawyer and expected good news. By which I mean the news I’d sold The Cultured Cow.

			But this was bad news: The buyer had walked.

			Someone sluiced my veins with cold water. Then I went back into the living room and said:

			“Well, it’s nothing. Just the deal collapsed.” 

			“Whoops,” Astrid said.

			“Sorry, Sis.”

			“That’s okay,” I said. That’s how I handled disappointment: lock it up and swallow the key. “Anyway, you better catch your plane.”

			“Do you want to quickly tell us what happened?” Victor asked.

			“It didn’t happen.” 

			“Tell us.”

			“She doesn’t have to tell us,” Astrid said.

			“The intricacies of selling a small business are difficult to explain.”

			“Come on!” 

			“Well, this jerk—”

			“Is this the intricate part?” Astrid said.

			

			“—was pre-approved for a business acquisition loan. I gave him six months to examine the books, but now his financing’s collapsed.”

			“Bad luck,” Victor said.

			“Can Walter eat popcorn?” Nathan asked. 

			“Victor, come on. We need to catch our flight.”

			I took away Nathan’s apple juice so he could hug his mother. Then Victor hugged him, then they both hugged him, then Victor stepped away so Astrid could hug Nathan again, as if they were filming Sophie’s Choice and she’d just elected to send him to the gas chamber. Possibly I was more ill-tempered than usual because I had just failed to sell my business for twelve million dollars. A few more words were exchanged about practical matters (FaceTime, bedtime, toothbrush), after which I delicately nudged them to the door, where they began, against all rational expectations, to hug again. Even when the door was open, they didn’t walk through it and drive to the airport. Instead, Astrid turned to Victor and said:

			“Wow, it feels so weird! I’ve never left him.” 

			“It’s only eight days.”

			“I know.”

			“And he’s in good hands.”

			“I know. I just . . . I just have a bad feeling.”

			You are the bad feeling, I thought, rather uncharitably, and wished we’d talked in advance about how they were going to drop him off, since they seemed not to grasp that the best thing for Nathan was for them to just leave.

			Finally, they walked to their car and left.

			 

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER 7


			The first thing I did was scurry into the Wevet room and get the gift, exquisitely wrapped and hidden from Nathan for months, despite a temptation to say screw-it-all and lavish it on him early. “Surprise!” Nathan’s eyes lit up and he tugged at the wide silk ribbon. He would be blue and I would be white, I thought, or I would be blue and he would be white. But when Nathan pulled the alabaster chess set out of the box, he said, “Oh, that,” and cast around for something else to play with.

			His father, I soon learned, had hinted I might give him a chess set. But had the spoilsport, I mean your dad, hinted the chess set was a collector’s item, celestially hued, handcrafted in Italy? I tried to laugh off my disappointment, but I felt annoyed—and slightly demented because I’d forgotten I’d ever mentioned the chess set to Victor. When had I even seen him to tell him? Then I remembered an unhappy day in December when Victor and I had gone to lunch at The Grüne Tavern.

			The Grüne is a long, low-ceilinged room with dark wood tables, red-checked cloths, and heavy tableware. The walls are barnacled with wine casks and cuckoo clocks. The waitresses wear green dirndls, and the place is defiantly meat-minded. Beef broth, steak filled with ham and cheese, broccoli with ham. It turned out Astrid had recommended the place.

			Victor ordered a winter beer, Bratknödel, and Wiener schnitzel while I scanned the menu, which read like an insult too subtle for Victor to catch. Did he know 99 percent of Austrians voted in support of the union with Germany? Reluctantly, I ordered the house salad with schnitzel and asked to hold the schnitzel.

			

			The waitress cast doubt on my choice. “We’re famous for our schnitzel.”

			“And Vienna was famous for its Jews before Anschluss. Sigmund Freud, Karl Kraus, Victor Adler, Arthur—” 

			“I’ll have her schnitzel,” Victor said hurriedly. “Just put it on the side. Please and thanks!” he called out to the waitress’s back.

			“Was I rude? This place puts me on edge.” 

			“It’s not the pancake house.”

			It certainly was not the pancake house, and maybe Victor truly thought I’d like the Austrian restaurant. Because he liked it. When the waitress delivered his Bratknödel, he cried out joyfully, “What’ve we got here?” and I cried out, “Three different animal life-forms ground up into a meatball!” Then we laughed and changed the subject.

			This is probably when I told Victor I’d won the alabaster chess set in an online auction. I don’t remember. What I do remember is Victor’s unusual chattiness. First, he only rambled on about the weather: snow tonight, snow tomorrow. Second beer arriving, his range of observation widened. Astrid felt the cold, he confided. Their house was hard to heat. There’s only so much long underwear can do. And that’s why they decided to go to Mexico for a week—because he was tired of her complaining she was cold all the time, though he didn’t say it in those words. 

			What he said was, having grown up in Chicago, he always told Astrid, who grew up in Florida, it wasn’t so bad, but lately—slugging his beer—he’d begun to feel it was pretty bad, maybe the windchill and subzero temperatures and sludge and snow, the way your face got chapped while you shoveled, and the long, dark, endless afternoons, were intolerable and he’d never allowed himself to really feel them before, before Astrid. He was drunk now, that was obvious. Ashkenazi gene.

			“It’s three to five months, Vic. Suck it up. The rest of the year is beautiful.”

			“But I’ve never lived anywhere but the Midwest. Why not—why not enjoy—”

			“Wiener schnitzel!” the waitress interrupted, as if she were surprised, indeed as if she had just been shot, “and for you, Haussalt mit Schnitzelstreifen, kein Schnitzel!”—then she glided away, oblivious to whose nerves she had shattered.

			“Why not enjoy what?” I probed my salad; no meat clung to the underside of the lettuce.

			“A temperate climate.”

			I scoffed. “You can’t be serious.”

			But he was serious, or rather Astrid was serious. He confided she’d been looking online at real estate in Maui. My brother’s not a beach person, he hates the feeling of sand between his toes and is overwhelmed by the way sand gets in the car. The last time he took Nathan swimming in Lake Michigan, he saw snails in the water and his skin itched for a week. As a child he had a terrible time eating barbecue chicken because he was afraid of getting sauce on his fingers. How could a person who was afraid of getting sauce on his fingers live in Hawaii? There would be sand, there would be sauce, there would be breezes blowing microscopic particulate matter into his sensitive sinuses. Of course, there would also be waterfalls and bamboo forests and stunning sunrises—but Victor never cared a fig for natural beauty. He relaxes by going to Costco. I pushed away my salad and tottered to the bathroom.

			And when would I see Nathan?

			In the Damentoilette I splashed cold water on my face and rested on a ridiculous Bavarian chair. I lingered so long Victor might have thought, My sister is unwell, my sister who practically raised me since I was sixteen, but instead he thought, I’ll use this time to order dessert. The waitress dropped the plate of deep-fried dumplings onto the table (“Your Töpfenknodel!”) like she was spitting a curse.

			“Victor, you can’t move to Maui. Your practice is here.”

			True, he said, but his practice bored him. Heel pain, hammertoes, arthritis. He wanted to do something creative. And ever since Dr. Bromberger botched Astrid’s bunionectomy, they’d been thinking how she could have avoided surgery.

			“Wear sensible shoes,” I said.

			“Exactly. But a fashion-conscious woman doesn’t want to wear ugly orthopedics.”

			“Is Astrid fashion-conscious?”

			“Listen, she started drawing sandals. And we got an idea”—his cheeks aflame, he turned his flagon round and round—“to make our own line. The kind of shoes women would like to wear.”

			“Astrid majored in sports management at the University of Central Florida. People train for product design. They study textiles, or fashion—”

			“I’m a DPM, and Astrid knows the consumer angle. You don’t have to be a specialist.” His eyes flashed behind his smudged glasses. “The woman who invented Spanx never worked in the garment industry. She sold fax machines. One day she got fed up with her pantyhose and cut off the feet. Voila! Ten years later she sold the business for a billion dollars.”

			“That’s a fairy tale, Victor. For every Sara Blakely there are ten thousand failed entrepreneurs.”

			“You know her?”

			“Not personally. But everyone knows that story.” 

			Victor stared moodily at his Töpfenknodel.

			“You need a business plan. Nobody in their right mind moves to Hawaii to start a business. Do you realize how expensive things are once you leave the mainland?” I laughed without mirth. “Probably not, since I paid your way through podiatry school and helped finance your house.”

			Victor’s ears grew pink. “We’re excited. We’ll learn by doing. Didn’t you learn by doing?”
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