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            ‘All happy families are alike …’

                           Anna Karenina

         

      

   


   
      
         

             Whenever Paul qualified for the US Open…

         

         Whenever Paul qualified for the US Open, his parents, his big brother, his two sisters, their various kids, traveled to New York to watch him play. ‘It’s like Christmas,’ his mother used to say. ‘Our family reunion.’ She was German, from Flensburg originally, right on the Danish border, though she had lived and taught in America for the past forty years. All of the Essinger children called their parents by their first names, Liesel and Bill.

         The first week of the tournament ran through the end of August; the second encroached on September. Most of the Essingers had academic jobs and couldn’t afford to miss the start of term, but Paul rarely made it into the second week. When he was twenty, playing as an amateur, he reached the third round and afterwards dropped out of Stanford to turn pro – he wanted to concentrate on tennis. The next year he lost in the quarterfinals; his ranking hovered briefly in the twenties. But that was as high as it got, and he spent most of his career snaking and laddering between the fifties and the low one hundreds, depending on injuries.

         His mother, who had no real interest in sports, was basically puzzled by her son’s athletic success – it seemed just another part of what it meant to have American kids, kids who were somehow foreign to you. His father was both inordinately proud of and at the same time bitterly disappointed by Paul’s career. Bill had spent his own childhood hitting, dribbling, catching, striking, putting balls, around the park, the court, the diamond, the fairway, the green, but it had never occurred to him that one of his children might have an international ranking. And yet what that ranking meant is that half the time you saw him play, in the big tournaments, you watched him lose.

         ‘I’ll probably retire after this one,’ Paul had told his father on the phone. ‘I was lucky to get through the qualifiers.’

         ‘See how you feel,’ Bill said. ‘That’s not what you need to be thinking about right now.’

         ‘There are very limited possible outcomes to what happens next week. They don’t depend much on what I say to you.’

         It was always a burden, getting tickets, finding places for his family to stay. His girlfriend Dana bore most of the brunt. It didn’t help that they weren’t married, which she thought made the Essingers look down on her, especially after their son was born. A worry that Paul always responded to in the same way: don’t be crazy. But it fed Dana’s other anxieties, about her career, or lack of one, about her past. Another thing that didn’t help: the apartment she found for them belonged to her ex-husband.

         
            *

         

         Paul had asked her to pick up his parents from the airport, but they were landing at five, which meant if she brought Cal along, well, it was feeding time at the zoo – you can’t expect a two-year-old to sit in traffic. Inez, their nanny, took Friday afternoons off, so Dana and Cal could ‘hang out’ together, which sometimes meant pushing him to that playground in the Park near 86th Street and sometimes showing him off to friends, in coffee shops or their apartments. Dana looked forward to these afternoons all week, even if, two years into motherhood, she was still a little nervous around Cal. Secretly she would have liked to get rid of Inez, though she liked Inez, too – she was so … not just patient, but full of energy. Dana could be one or the other. What am I supposed to do all day was a thought she had on a lot of days. But she didn’t get rid of Inez, because … oh, who knows. Because Paul could afford to keep her. Because she suspected Inez was better at looking after Cal than she was – better for Cal, that is.

         ‘Can’t they get a cab?’ she asked Paul.

         ‘Bill won’t pay for a cab.’

         ‘So you pay.’

         ‘He won’t let me pay. You know that.’

         She was lying in bed in running shorts and a T-shirt, which is how she slept in summer. Their seventh-floor window looked out onto the central courtyard of the apartment complex. Paul liked to sleep with the air conditioning on, a throwback to his Texan childhood, but she always opened the window anyway – and could hear the New York sounds coming in. Traffic noises, tires on the wet road (the night was still sticky after an afternoon shower). Even the distant consoling laugh-track of a neighbor’s television. One of the doormen called out something in a happy voice, probably to a guy delivering food.

         Paul, with the pillows stuffed behind him, messed around on his laptop; his face looked greenish in the backlighting. Usually about a week before a tournament he started to turn inward. He would read when they were in the room together or stare at his computer or play with their son instead of talking to her. She sometimes thought he preferred Cal’s company – not just loved him more, which was understandable, but preferred his company. Maybe she did, too. But that was only because Cal gave you some kind of response.

         ‘So why don’t you pick him up?’ she asked.

         ‘Marcello’s thing. They’re having a memorial for him before the Open starts. What he meant to American tennis, at some mid-town hotel.’ When Dana didn’t say anything, he said, ‘It’s not like I’ll be having fun. You know what these things are like. It’s basically a publicity exercise. The USTA is making a film about him. But I really liked the guy, he meant something to me. Sometimes you have to show your face. I can pick up a take-out on the way home.’

         ‘It’s you they want to see,’ she said.

         ‘They’ll see me when I get home.’

         ‘Fine.’

         He gave her the look he gave when he was refraining from saying something that maybe struck him as petty or mean. ‘All right, I’ll pick them up.’

         ‘It’s just that I don’t know what to do about Cal.’

         ‘Leave him with Inez.’

         ‘Friday is her afternoon off. And she’s flying to Tempe to see her mother.’

         ‘What, now?’

         ‘She’s having her pacemaker replaced.’

         ‘On the weekend?’

         ‘On Monday morning. Inez wants to spend the weekend  together beforehand, in case something goes wrong. I mean, it’s a routine operation. This is just a kind of superstition. But I’m not someone who will get in the way of one of my, I don’t know, employees …’

         ‘I just don’t want my dad making Liesel get the train to Jamaica, and then the Long Island Rail Road and then another train at rush hour, with all their stuff.’

         ‘So they should get a cab.’

         ‘He won’t. It doesn’t matter. It’s not your fault. I’ll pick them up.’

         ‘Of course I’ll do it,’ she said.

         She switched off her bedside lamp, and the imperfect darkness of the city evening came into focus in the window. She lay on her side and looked out across the airspace of the courtyard; maybe a third of the windows showed a light, in funny patterns like SAT answer cards. The way she had said ‘employees’ upset her slightly – this is the world she grew up in, where people talked conscientiously about their staff. She heard her mother’s voice, discussing their cleaner; as a kid it drove Dana nuts. And she knew what Paul thought. You hire people to do a job, you pay them to do it, end of story. There’s nothing to be embarrassed about. But he didn’t have to spend time with Inez. You have to be friends with these people, or pretend to be friends at least, and that makes it awkward when you pay them or make decisions about what they can or can’t do.

         ‘It’s not just picking them up,’ she said. ‘Do they have to stay in Michael’s apartment? I’d rather pay for a hotel.’

         ‘What’s wrong with his apartment? He won’t even be there.’ 

         ‘You know, Paul.’

         She turned over to look at his face, in the green glow. His hair was cut short, what he called his jock haircut, to hide a receding hairline. But he didn’t much care, and when he wasn’t playing, he let it grow long in tufts around his ears. The skin under his eyes seemed vaguely sun-damaged, not freckled but slightly abraded. He spent a lot of time in the sun. But he still looked like a sensitive boy, the kid who speaks only after raising his hand. It took her six months, when they started dating, to realize that his shyness was just a form of self-control. He didn’t have to be shy.

         ‘Michael’s got a great apartment. Let’s all move into his apartment.’

         ‘You’re kidding, right?’ she said. ‘Don’t you think it’s weird? Please. Turn that thing off. I want to sleep.’

         ‘They don’t care.’

         ‘You think that’s true, Paul, but it’s really not. You think your family is above all that, but they’re not. Your father has opinions about these things. Your mother has opinions. They don’t mention them to you, but they let me know about it, believe me.’

         ‘Come on, Dana,’ he said, and shut his computer, and put it on the floor by their bed, and turned around again and tried to pull her towards him. She was almost as tall as he was; her legs were just as long. ‘What are you feeling so anxious about? I’m the guy who has to go out there and lose.’

         ‘That’s what I don’t like. That’s what you don’t realize. It’s harder on the rest of us.’

         ‘I’m sure it must be,’ he said.
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         The rain continued fitfully overnight…

         The rain continued fitfully overnight, then all day long the city steamed and gathered heat. Dana got caught up in the general weekend exodus – people trying to get out early. Fallen branches and leaves had collected on the hard shoulder of the Parkway; the waters of Meadow Lake looked almost sea-like. To keep Cal happy on the carride to JFK, she had given him a box of Graham crackers. This was his supper. He worked his way through them slowly and methodically but not very carefully. There were wet crumbs everywhere by the time they reached the airport: on his fingers, on his pants, on the seat and on the floor. She tried to reach round and clean up what she could from the driver’s seat, but it was no good. Her hands were sticky; the traffic kept pushing her along; she had to circle. When she saw Bill, she felt a little surge of anxiety and shame.

         Not that Paul’s father would care much about the state of her car. He stood by a pair of suitcases, looking vaguely homeless, in his sports jacket and dirty chinos, in his running shoes. He also looked exactly like what he was: an econ professor. In the humid afternoon, the moustache of his beard curled over his lips. He stared right at her, and then past her, at the car behind her, and the car behind that one. She pulled over to the curb and even when she rolled down her window and shouted ‘Bill!’ he glanced at her for a moment with the baffled, almost angry air of a bumped-into stranger.

         Then he turned around and called out, ‘Liesel, Liesel, she’s here.’ Liesel appeared through the glass doors, wheeling another suitcase, looking friendly and flustered. Bill said, ‘Let’s go, come on. I don’t expect she’s allowed to hang around.’

         ‘Even inside the air condition isn’t working properly,’ Liesel said. She had short gray hair, a round, handsome, very brown face; she wore a striped shirt and jeans and a juniper-red hippy kind of bead necklace, which Dana had found and Paul had given her for Christmas. ‘Hello, Dana. This is very sweet of you.’

         ‘You must get used to this in Texas,’ Dana said.

         ‘You never get used.’

         Bill, bending his back and not his knees, lifted their suitcases into the trunk of the car – a Saab 900 turbo – then climbed into the backseat next to Cal. ‘Hey, Cal,’ he said to the boy, in his 1950s dance-show host voice. ‘What’s doing.’

         Liesel dropped her handbag on the floor by the passenger seat. She sat down heavily and swung her legs in, one at a time. A year before she had had a knee replaced; now the other knee probably needed surgery too, but they were putting it off. When she was in, she gave Dana a smile of relief. ‘It’s cool in here.’ Her eyes were a little shiny with tears from the salt in her sweat. Dana, who loved her, almost felt her own tears rising.

         Bill said, ‘Does Paul really fit in this car?’

         ‘Well, he sits in front.’

         ‘Even so.’ 

         For some reason, the presence of strangers upset Cal, and he began to cry as they turned onto the Expressway. Bill tried to comfort him, he offered him a Graham cracker, he took off his watch and gave it to the boy, but Cal struck it out of his hands. Bill picked the watch up from the floor and started to clean up some of the mess – not just the biscuit crumbs, but other wrappers, empty juice cartons, raisins, old Cheerios and receipts. He had found an empty plastic bag and was putting them in it.

         ‘Oh, just leave that. I’m sorry,’ Dana said. So he did care.

         ‘It’s fine, why not make myself useful.’

         Cal continued to cry, a steady, not very hopeful kind of crying, very sure of itself – as steady as rain on a gray afternoon.

         Bill even tried to clean up some of the debris from Cal’s shirt and between his trousers and on the car seat. ‘Okay, buddy. It’s okay. I think he wants Mommy.’

         ‘He’s hungry,’ Liesel said. ‘I’ve got some chocolate.’

         ‘He doesn’t like chocolate.’

         ‘Every kid likes chocolate.’

         ‘Cal doesn’t.’

         ‘Well, he can play with the wrapping paper.’

         Liesel reached in her bag and found a piece and gave it to Cal, who went quiet; Dana felt very slightly annoyed.

         The traffic coming in had gotten noticeably heavier since she set out. There were cars backed up both ways, trucks inching along, people honking. Exhaust fumes hardly rose in the thick heat. Even the city skyline, which she could see in the distance, looked vague, worried by midges. Yesterday’s storms hadn’t cleared the air, there were more storms predicted over the weekend.

         Bill said, ‘Is Paul out hitting balls?’

         ‘They’re having a memorial service for Marcello. That’s why he couldn’t come. He says he’ll pick up some food for us on the way home.’

         ‘He shouldn’t do that. I’ll go and get something.’ Bill was suddenly in a good mood. ‘I could go with him.’

         ‘I always liked Marcello,’ Liesel said. ‘All of these people exaggerate everything, but he didn’t exaggerate so much.’

         ‘You have a lot of luggage.’

         ‘Bill brought his work along.’

         ‘I don’t know how long we’re staying,’ he said. ‘If Paul makes it to the second week, we’ll cancel class. Who knows how many of these things he has left. I don’t want to sit around all day doing nothing. So I brought my work. I’m assuming there’s a space to work in this apartment.’

         ‘There’s space.’

         Liesel said, ‘It’s very generous of Michael to let us use it. I don’t know what he likes. We brought him some Texas honey. It can sit on the kitchen counter, it won’t go bad. And if he doesn’t like it, he can throw it away.’

         ‘Really, he doesn’t mind at all. He’s hardly there. He’s one of these people with houses everywhere. When he comes to New York he mostly stays in Long Island. Anyway, he’s not in New York now, he’s in – Sacramento. For some reason. He probably feels guilty towards me, I don’t know. He’s always been very generous to me. That wasn’t the problem. He doesn’t mind.’ 

         They were coming up to the Triborough Bridge, the lanes spread out, and Bill began to take out his wallet, which was in his pants – he had to squirm a little to extract it.

         ‘Let me pay the toll,’ he said.

         ‘Please. I don’t even think about it. We’re on E-ZPass.’

         ‘How much is it? Five dollars? I’ll leave it on the seat.’

         She had joined one of the queues and could turn around to look. ‘Please, it will just get lost.’ But he stuffed a bill into the backseat pocket. Cal had fallen asleep, which meant he’d be a nightmare later on. Paul would probably want to keep him up anyway. It was okay. She could let it go.

         ‘Look at this city,’ Bill said.

         His father had grown up on the Lower East Side, then moved upstate after law school and marriage. But he sometimes brought his boys into the city, to catch a ball game, or see family; once or twice he took them along on business. And still New York stood in Bill’s mind for the larger, louder, brighter realism of childhood.

         It was like entering a forest – your sense of scale began to adjust itself. All those warehouses, car lots, billboards and lanes of traffic. Some of the billboards worked like TVs, the images shifted electronically, you couldn’t take your eyes off them. They told you the weather, the time; people’s faces were blown out of all proportion. Not just movie stars, but local news anchors. He saw an advertisement for the History Channel. What was it like to look up at yourself on one of those things? What did it do to you? Earlier in his career Paul used to advertise for a brand of tennis ball. Sometimes they (he and Liesel, sitting at home in Austin) even saw their son on TV. It removed him slightly from them, from their sphere; it seemed to have an effect on Paul, too. It took something away.

         Dana followed the signs to the FDR. She tacked into the far lane and waited in traffic at the 96th Street exit. Kids were playing basketball behind a tall chain-link fence. Bill said: ‘I got the feeling from one of our phone conversations that he’s not in a very optimistic frame of mind.’

         Cal’s sleeping had somehow changed the atmosphere in the car – it was grown-up time. One of the things Dana both liked and resented about the Essingers is that they talked everything through. Her own mother had a very different sense of conversational etiquette. ‘I don’t know if he’s optimistic or not. He never says anything about these things to me.’

         This was more of a confession than she meant to make; she realized as much after the words came out. Not just a confession, but maybe even a slight betrayal – of Paul. Of what he was like with her. Eventually she said, ‘I’m sorry our apartment isn’t big enough for everybody. Do you want me to take you to Mike’s first or should we go home?’

         ‘I don’t care where,’ Liesel said, ‘so long as I can use a bathroom.’

         ‘You can use the bathroom at ours.’

         They crossed through the Park, between the dirty high stone walls, under the bridges, following the cabs, but still you could feel the green density around you, like a kind of subconscious for the city, the core of nature that you’re stuck with; emerging again on the West side was like coming out of a dream. More buildings, more people, more traffic. Even the cross-streets had cafés on them, pet boutiques and dry cleaners. Liesel felt her heartbeat accelerate slightly, a kind of happy anxiety. She had lived for forty years in America but coming to New York was like arriving again for the first time. Her undergraduate years were spent in Berlin. She was an elegant young provincial woman, men took her to the theater, they invited her to concerts, and a part of her life was still lived out in her imagination in big cities, without kids.

         They found a parking spot five blocks from the apartment (the service entrance made it slightly nearer), and Bill sat in the car while the women went up. Liesel took her handbag, and since Cal was asleep, Dana carried him. ‘Just give me a minute,’ Bill said. ‘You can leave the key. It will take me a minute to get everything together.’ There was something very faintly conscious about the way Cal adjusted himself in Dana’s arms, pushed up, shifted his head against her neck, so that she could feel the heat of his skin against hers. Somehow his eyes were closed for both of them, there was no one else.

         They walked through an arch into the courtyard, and a woman sweating in her running gear said, ‘You’ve got a sleeper. Poor Cal.’

         She was stretching out her calves, leaning against a wall.

         ‘Oh, hey Mandy,’ Dana said. ‘This is Liesel.’ And then, with a little laugh, ‘my sort of mother-in-law. Amanda Frankel.’

         ‘Excuse the state of me.’ Amanda stopped stretching and pushed back her hair. ‘The things we do.’ 

         ‘I never did,’ Liesel said, smiling. Afterwards, in the elevator lobby, she went on: ‘I’m always amazed how everybody knows everybody else’s kids’ names.’

         ‘Her daughter is the same age as Cal. He calls her that girl.’

         Liesel didn’t always listen well, she followed her own trains of thought, but these often intersected with the conversation anyway. ‘It’s nice that he has friends in the building. Kids the same age. It doesn’t really matter who.’

         ‘He has friends.’ They were in the elevator, among the mirrors, watching the light shift from floor to floor. ‘There are kids he doesn’t like. He likes Poppy.’

         It was funny for Dana to find herself subtly taking Amanda’s side. Because they had a complicated relationship – she was one of those mothers you compare yourself against.

         The front door of the apartment was very heavy. It was an old building, and Dana had to twist her body and use Cal’s weight to help her lean and push it open. She got her foot in the door and held it for Liesel, who went in and struggled to find the light switch in the hallway.

         Dana said, ‘I’m giving up on his bath’ and walked through with the boy in her arms. She took him to his bedroom and laid him in his cot, clothed and dirty. There was a chair beside it, an awful hospital-style rocking chair for nursing mothers, very comfortable, and she sat down for a minute, even though Cal was clearly deeply asleep. One of her favorite things about having a baby was that it allowed you to opt out of grown-up time occasionally. The presence of her in-laws always put pressure on her. It was a kind of atmospheric intimacy; she got used to it after a while and almost missed it when they left.

         Liesel was sitting on the sofa in the living room, with a glass of water, when Dana came out. The big window was behind her, which showed the rooftops of lower, cheaper buildings, untidily asphalted, sprouting shiny steel vents and grids and pipework, caretakers’ huts and boxes of electrical significance. Sometimes you could see a deckchair left out, somebody sunbathing, or a few potted plants and trees. Beneath them, at the bottom of a kind of canyon, the river of Broadway flowed.

         She said, ‘It’s so nice to be here. He must have been very tired.’

         ‘I didn’t think he would stay down, but so far so good.’

         Liesel set her water on the glass coffee table. The sofas were comfortable but not particularly to her taste – Italian, bright green; the soft rug on the floor was oatmeal-colored. Everything looked simple and expensive. Instead of paintings on the walls, there were large framed photographs in black and white, including photographs of Cal and Paul and Dana. She had probably spent the afternoon cleaning up, preparing for their arrival. Unless they paid for someone to clean up. You couldn’t keep a place this neat with a two-year-old boy; maybe all the plastic was in his room. Suddenly for some reason she felt sorry for Dana but also a little ashamed of her own strong opinions.

         ‘I didn’t mean to be rude about your friend. My kids tell me I’m always so critical. Really I’m just embarrassed. When they were small, all the mothers knew their names, and said nice things, and I could never reciprocate.’ 

         ‘I like Amanda,’ Dana said. ‘But she annoys me, too. Maybe I’m just competitive. She’s one of those women who works hard to please her husband. Like, he pays the bills so she has to look good. That’s why she goes jogging.’

         ‘I hope you don’t work very hard to please Paul.’

         ‘Well, sometimes I work out with her, too. But not for Paul.’

         There was a silence, not awkward or comfortable, and after a while Liesel said, ‘I should help Bill, but it’s nice sitting down.’

         ‘I can go.’

         ‘You’ve done enough, I’m just being lazy.’ She leaned over across her knees and picked up the glass and drank some more water. ‘I brought you something from Austin. It’s very small and you don’t have to wear it if you don’t like it.’

         ‘I’m sure I’ll like it.’

         ‘Don’t be sure,’ Liesel said. ‘It’s in my handbag. I’ll get it in a minute.’

         
            *

         

         For a minute Bill sat in the car, not moving. It was too hazy out for much sunshine or shade, but there was a faint breeze and the trees on 91st Street stirred in a hundred different ways. He always liked the summery effect of trees on the concrete jungle. Liesel wanted to move to New York. She wanted to retire and spend at least a part of her year in a big city. It made sense for him, too, he grew up two hours’ outside, but for some reason he was resisting. Even though he liked New York, his childhood was happy, the associations were good, the presence of Jews, in the streets, in the shops, gave him pleasure; but it all felt like a long time ago and he didn’t want to confront his nostalgia on a daily basis. Plus there was the space issue – he was used to having a certain amount of real estate to walk around in.

         When Paul bought the apartment, shortly after Dana got pregnant, Bill was surprised. It seemed an odd move for a guy pursuing a career in professional tennis, a guy who traveled a lot and needed good weather to train, who was about to have a baby. But Bill didn’t say anything at the time, except to Liesel and the other kids. Dana wants to live in the city was the reason he heard. She used to be a model, she was taking classes in photography at the New School, and she had enough connections in the business to get work as a personal assistant, if that’s what she ended up wanting to do. None of these reasons appealed to Bill. He was suspicious of his son for marrying an unusually good-looking woman; he was suspicious of photography, both as an art form and as a road to a meaningful career; and he didn’t much like the kind of people Paul seemed to be associating with, fashion-types, celebrity hangers-on, everybody young and good-looking, the kind of people who live to be seen at certain parties. Well, who knows why anyone lives the way he does or she does.

         But when Paul bought the apartment it’s also true that a part of him was pleased. He took pleasure in his children’s homes in the same way that some grandparents take pleasure in their grandkids. The apartment was large and light, an old building, with attractive features like solid brass taps and mosaic-tiled floors in the bathrooms. The address was good, halfway between Central Park and Riverside and around the corner from a subway stop. For a son of his to have made it to this extent in the city from which his grandfather and great-uncles had moved out two generations before … I guess that’s one kind of progress, from the Lower East to the Upper West.

         It surprised him, frankly, that Paul could afford to live like this, unless Dana had brought over a substantial amount of money from her first marriage – something else he wasn’t terrifically pleased about, by the way, not that he judged her for it or held it personally against her. But there’s a cost involved in attaching yourself to unstable lives. Instability is catching; and the fact is, Paul and Dana weren’t married, in spite of the kid, and for whatever private reasons. His career earnings couldn’t much exceed a couple million dollars, unless Bill had miscalculated the value of sponsorship deals. Even that kind of money doesn’t allow you to live an anxiety-free existence in New York.

         But maybe, again, Paul had other business incentives for being in the city. His tennis career was on the last lap. He was still a nice player to watch, with a deft, clever serve, soft hands at the net and a tricky slice backhand. He covered the court well but his forehand was kind of a placeholder, a lot of topspin but not much penetration. So he didn’t trust his approach shot; he stayed back. The guys you came up against these days were like basketball players, they were like football players, not in the normal run of human beings. Paul lifted weights, he was six foot one, but he couldn’t generate the kind of power from the baseline you had to at least be able to respond to at the top level of the game. And somewhere along the way he seemed to have accepted this fact, which is what upset Bill and partly explained the move to New York. That’s the problem with failure. At some point it requires an acceptance of failure; you have to make internal adjustments. Okay, so Paul was making them. As a mid-level American tennis star, good-looking and presentable, with two years at Stanford to his credit, and a handsome girlfriend who had connections in the media, Paul could try to make the transition from player to former player gracefully and maybe even lucratively.

         Bill was aware that he had a limited sense of how people made money in this field, and that his other kids, if he tried to explain his thought processes to them, his concerns for Paul, would tease him for being delusional, a Jewish mother, a worrier.

         So he worried, so what. Then again, if Liesel got her way, they could live around the corner from Paul. He noticed a couple of real estate signs in the apartment windows, Corcoran and Douglas Elliman, beside the air conditioning units or sitting on top of them. Tall windows, with high ceilings behind them. Nice apartments, though Bill probably preferred the East Side. Smaller scale. Liesel wanted a balcony or a garden. There were two suitcases in the trunk, both with wheels, and another duffel or carry-on, which was known for inscrutable reasons in the family as the shoe-bag. He also had his briefcase. If he could sling the shoe-bag over one shoulder, he could rest his briefcase on one of the suitcases and wheel them both along. But this required a certain amount of careful arrangement; he began lugging all the bags into the street. He locked the door and told himself that he had locked it, and put the keys in the front pocket of his jacket.

         The last time they visited Paul, he took them out to a Chinese/Cuban restaurant in the neighborhood, which was inexpensive and really very good. Bill thought, I’d happily eat there again, or walk with Paul to collect a take-out, or go myself for that matter, if Paul wants to talk to his mother.

         In the elevator lobby, he came across a woman returning from her run. In her thirties, quite pretty. Her face was sweaty and red, full of pumping blood; you could see the faint dark hairs over her lip. She wore black Lycra running shorts and vest, which pressed against her figure suggestively. She helped him by wheeling one of the suitcases into the lift.

         ‘What floor, madam?’ he said, in his bellhop voice. She told him and he pushed the button. ‘Good run?’

         ‘On Friday nights, my husband comes home a little early so he can put the kid to bed. So I get half an hour. And this is what I do. Who knows why.’

         She dabbed a hand against her forehead to keep the sweat out of her eyes.

         ‘What’s he do?’

         ‘He’s a lawyer. At Cravath.’

         ‘I know Cravath. I once did a little consultancy work for them. I’m surprised they let him out early.’

         ‘It doesn’t always happen. But they’re only young once, right? It’s good for them to have a little time together, just the two of them. Without Mommy shouting at everybody.’

         ‘Yes, ma’am.’

         She got out first, making the tired-but-happy face, taking a breath, and for two floors he thought, it amazes me, though I shouldn’t be amazed, that there is still such a thing as a cultural connection. When he rang the bell at Paul’s apartment, Dana let him in and helped him with the bags, which they left in the hallway next to Liesel’s purse. Liesel was still sitting on the sofa. The kettle boiled, you could hear it in the kitchen, and Bill said, ‘It amazes me, when really I shouldn’t be amazed, that there is still such a thing as a cultural connection. I ran into a woman in the lift, obviously Jewish, very attractive, and for five floors we have a pleasant and even intimate conversation. That wouldn’t happen in Austin. There might be friendliness, on both sides, or politeness, but you wouldn’t get this kind of … easy …’

         Dana said, ‘Excuse me,’ and then called out from the kitchen, ‘Liesel, milk, sugar?’

         ‘Nothing. Just black. Thank you. I’m sorry, I’m just sitting here.’

         ‘That’s fine. You probably ran into Amanda. She talks to everybody.’

         Bill was standing in the doorway between the two rooms. ‘Well, my kids would shout at me for saying this, but I wonder if what’s really going on is something Jewish. This is why a thirty-year-old woman talks like that to an old man. It wouldn’t happen in Texas.’

         ‘Oh, she flirts with everybody.’ 

         ‘No, it wasn’t flirting.’

         Dana came in with Liesel’s tea and put it on the coffee table. ‘It’s hot,’ she said. ‘I’ll tell her you thought she was thirty. She’ll like that. I see her all the time. Her daughter is probably Cal’s best friend.’

         ‘Before I forget,’ Bill said, ‘let me give you your keys.’

         Liesel stood up at last. ‘I’m going to get you that present.’ She walked on painful knees into the dark hallway, where the suitcases stood. Even in her jeans, in her longsleeved shirt (like a painter’s smock), in her comfortable shoes, she had the air of a famous woman. Her short bright gray hair, her brown neck, her berry-red necklace. Dana was conscious of being alone in the living room with Bill.

         He looked in the pockets of his chinos, front and back, and began muttering to himself, ‘Oh for God’s sake.’ But he found the keys at last in his sports jacket and dropped them in her hand. ‘Listen,’ he said. ‘I’m only going to say this once. Let me pay for a hotel.’

         She stared at him for a moment. ‘It’s fine, don’t worry about it. You can stay at Michael’s.’

         ‘I’m not talking about us. I mean for Paul. He needs to sleep right the next few days. I don’t know what your arrangement is, but it can’t be easy for either of you, having a baby.’

         ‘Cal is sleeping through. It’s fine.’

         Then Liesel came back holding a bracelet. ‘It’s Mexican silver,’ she said. A plain arrangement of links, slightly tarnished, but with a depth of color, a faint dark undertone from the copper content. Not the sort of thing Dana bought for herself, but she liked Liesel’s taste, she admired it. Her own mother had very severe standards: certain labels, certain cuts, certain colors. The Essinger aesthetic cost less money; they picked up things in flea-markets and put together odd combinations. Dana had a good eye; she was sympathetic to other people’s sense of style and not always confident in her own.

         ‘It’s lovely. Thank you,’ she said and put the bracelet on her narrow wrist.

         ‘This is why I give you presents. You were well brought up. You say please and thank you like you mean it. And everything looks good on you.’

         ‘It’s true, I like it.’

         ‘Well, I saw it and thought, that’s pretty. I wanted to buy it, but my kids have too much of everything, so I thought of you.’

         ‘I said to Dana,’ Bill broke in, ‘if Paul wants to sleep at a hotel for the next few days, we’d be happy to pay.’

         ‘Why should he sleep at a hotel?’ Liesel said. ‘He can sleep here.’

         ‘I don’t care where he sleeps, but he needs to sleep, he needs to be rested on Monday. They say it’s the night before the night before that counts.’

         ‘If Cal wakes up,’ Dana said, ‘there’s a spare room. Don’t worry. Paul doesn’t sleep well in hotels.’

         ‘Do you do that, does he use the spare room?’

         Dana looked at Bill; she wasn’t quite sure what was being asked. ‘Sometimes. But Bill, please, sit down. Let me get you a drink. Paul bought you some caffeine-free Diet Coke. One of those really big bottles. If you don’t drink it, we’ll never get through it.’

         ‘I can get it,’ Bill said, but he sat down instead on the green sofa. ‘Oh brother. The trip is always longer than you think. It didn’t used to wear me out so much. Did Paul tell you when the rest of the kids were coming in? Are there plans?’

         ‘Paul never gives me any of the travel information. I always have to ask everybody. Jean is coming in late tonight – she’s going straight to Michael’s, the doorman can let her in if you’re asleep. Susie is still undecided. She may take the train down Sunday with the kids, if she can face it; otherwise she’ll come on Monday by herself. Nathan has found his own accommodation. I don’t know what. Anyway, they’re all driving in tomorrow morning. He says, in time for brunch. Anything else? I think that’s all. Let me get you a drink.’

         While she was in the kitchen, Liesel said to Bill, ‘You shouldn’t have said that about the hotel. It’s none of our business.’

         ‘She doesn’t care. It was a straightforward practical suggestion.’

         ‘Well, you shouldn’t have said it.’

         They were still sitting in the half-dark, the sun had recently set, but then the lights seemed to come on, there was a flash of summer lightning, totally silent, and afterwards a shower of rain. It spread itself against the window, which was open a foot – along the sill, a row of pot plants pattered in a flurry of drops. You could feel in your breath the sudden fall in temperature.

         ‘I hope Paul’s not walking home in this.’

         Liesel said, ‘We should close the window,’ and got up to close it. 

         Dana came in and switched on the overhead light. ‘You don’t have to do that.’

         ‘If you don’t mind my saying, they could probably use some water.’ But she regretted this comment and added, ‘If you give me a jug I can do it myself.’

         Always with her kids Liesel felt a little hemmed in, by the ways of giving offense. Her younger daughter, Jean, was constantly telling her off; but when Liesel got tired and hot, things came out that she didn’t mean or didn’t mean in the way they were taken. Her children were very sensitive. Their partners, too. Anyway, what does it matter if you let your plants dry out? You have a small child, you’re tired, you lead busy lives. Although it’s true she couldn’t quite guess how Dana spent her days. Not with Inez around. And a cleaner, probably, who did no more than an adequate job. There were leaves on the dusty sill; one of the succulents had a foam of mold growing along the branches. But this is none of her business and Bill shouldn’t have said anything about a hotel.

         She went with Dana into the kitchen to find a jug, and Dana, stretching her long arm, lifted a glass pitcher from a shelf.

         ‘How’s Inez?’ Liesel asked.

         ‘She’s fine, she’s okay.’ Dana started filling it at the sink. ‘She’s gone home for the weekend to see her mother.’

         ‘Where’s home?’

         ‘Arizona. You know, Inez is really a very impressive person. She’s started taking accountancy classes at CUNY. At night, after she leaves us, she heads downtown. The campus is somewhere around City Hall. Getting back to her apartment takes her like an hour and a half – she lives in Hunts Point.’

         After turning off the tap, she stopped for a second, listening.

         ‘What?’ Liesel said.

         ‘I think that’s Cal.’

         ‘I’m sure he’s fine. Leave him. Or do what you want.’

         Dana didn’t move, her head was bent, in the listening position, and she thought, oh, I don’t know, I just want to see him, she’ll think I’m fussing, and said, ‘I’ll just go check. He didn’t have his normal bedtime routine.’

         ‘I can’t hear anything,’ Liesel said. She carried the heavy jug into the living room and spent a few minutes watering the plants, picking off the dead leaves and arranging them in a pile on the sill.

         She didn’t mean to tell Dana what to do, but sometimes Liesel couldn’t help herself. Dana was one of those women with … one of those mothers with … too much time to think about everything. She needs a job. Part of what upset Liesel (she felt at that moment surprisingly upset) was the impression she had received of some unhappiness, or not even unhappiness, maybe loneliness or detachment, from Dana. Paul was in some ways her least revealing child, the least likely to confide in her. And he can’t be an easy man to be married to. But Dana also – partly it was a question of social class. Liesel had been trying for years to break through her good manners. But you don’t have to do it right now, at the end of a long day and the beginning of a long visit. When you’re tired everything seems to matter, when really it doesn’t. 

         This is something else Jean often told her. Jean was her most consoling child. Even if she was also living the farthest away, in London, and in her own life slightly adrift. For a while it seemed she wouldn’t be able to make it. Because of the expense, apart from anything else – late August flights cost twice what they do in September. And she was becoming rather proud of her financial independence, such as it was. Bill offered to pay, of course, but Jean didn’t want to take their money. This is stupid, Liesel said to Bill. If we want to spend our money this way, let us spend it; but then Jean decided to come anyway. They were all coming. All of her children. I don’t care when she gets in, Liesel thought, I’ll stay up.

         Bill dug out a pack of cards from the shoe-bag and took them to the guest bathroom. He always played solitaire on the pot. Then Paul walked in, carrying in his arms two large rain-spotted paper bags of food.

         ‘Hey guys,’ he said, putting them down on the dining table. ‘Good flight?’ Liesel turned around happily to look at him. He came and hugged her, with an arm and half his side, and said, ‘Is that the buddy?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Is Cal still up?’

         Paul wore a black suit and a very clean white shirt and a black tie. In clothes like that you couldn’t see the strength in his arms, but she felt it when he hugged her. He had hands like wrenches … he could open any jar. It always gave her pleasure – my strong young man. Of course, he wasn’t so young anymore; in his suit and tie he looked like a perfectly respectable grown-up, somebody who made a lot of money and had expenses to meet and responsibilities to live up to.

         ‘I can’t hear anything after a flight,’ she said. ‘My ears.’

         ‘Where’s Bill?’

         ‘In the bathroom.’

         ‘Let me just give Cal a quick kiss.’ But he came back a minute later with his son in his arms. Cal had his sleepsack on, he wriggled his legs, he looked wide awake. ‘Hey buddy, what’s up kid,’ Paul said, with his mouth in his son’s warm hair. ‘Have you said hello to your grandmother?’

         Dana had started bringing plates and cutlery into the room. ‘Of course he has. We met them from the airport, right?’

         ‘Hey buddy, you want to get out of this thing? Let’s show them what you can do.’ He sat down on the sofa to unzip the sleepsack and let his son loose between his legs. ‘All right, go. Go, go.’ Cal ran towards the coffee table and Paul watched him run, then caught him at the last minute, reaching his arms out and plucking him easily into the air. ‘I can’t remember,’ he said to Liesel. ‘He must have been walking at Christmas.’

         ‘Yes, he was walking.’

         ‘But kind of like the guy from Men in Black.’

         Bill came out of the bathroom with wet hands. He wiped them on his trousers. ‘Hey, son,’ he said. ‘What’s in the bags?’

         ‘I picked up some chicken and rice from Flor De Mayo on the way home.’

         ‘Is that that place you took us to?’ 

         ‘How was Marcello’s memorial?’ Liesel asked.

         ‘Yes. Is that acceptable to you?’

         ‘Sure,’ Bill said.

         ‘Fine,’ Paul said. ‘Let’s talk while we eat, the food’s hot. What are you doing?’

         Dana had picked up Cal’s sleepsack, which was on the floor, and was trying to take her son out of his arms.

         ‘Taking him to bed.’

         ‘He can sit on my lap and eat a little chicken and rice.’

         She gave him a look. ‘Okay, but I’ve had him all day. If it’s daddy time, it’s daddy time.’

         So Paul said, in one of his father’s voices, ‘It’s daddy time!’ and carried his son to the table.

         He always looked forward eagerly to seeing his parents, and yet whenever they came, he felt a slight buffering against them, a reluctance to speak or reveal himself. It was easier talking on the phone, that was the relationship you were used to, the phone relationship. Which meant that seeing his parents again always brought with it a moment of disappointment. You could fudge the disappointment and pretend it was caused by something else. By the fact that whenever he saw them again, he noticed their age and couldn’t help checking for new symptoms of it. His mother limped to the table on her bum knee. His father rocked back and forth on his haunches to stand up. He made noises like sighs. He said, ‘Here we go.’ But none of this is what really upset Paul, and he played with Cal on his lap, gave him forkfuls of food (some of which ended up on the floor) to hide behind his son, so he didn’t have to look at them. 

         Liesel wanted to know about Marcello. ‘How was it?’ she said again.

         ‘Fine. I don’t know. It was a public … event. There were a lot of people there. People like photographers. And then the other people being photographed.’ He took a bite of food and swallowed – you could see the muscles working in his throat. ‘I guess I was being photographed, too. Not that anyone cared much. But I said to Dana, sometimes you have to show your face. So that’s what I did. I’m sorry I didn’t pick you up.’

         ‘Doesn’t matter, son,’ Bill said.

         And Liesel said, ‘I remember when he first came to our house. I think it was the only time he came. He was so short and fat, I thought, what do you know about tennis? He said he could tell that this was a house of Europeans, that Europeans lived in it, something like that. He said, your son is very good, he will maybe make a career. I liked him but I don’t think I took him seriously.’

         ‘He said we should move to Florida.’

         ‘I don’t remember that.’

         ‘He said if I wanted to have a career I needed to play more, I probably needed to go to one of these academies.’

         ‘I don’t remember that.’

         ‘Yes, that’s right,’ Bill said.

         ‘Did you want to go?’

         ‘I don’t remember there was much of a discussion about it.’

         ‘That’s not true,’ Bill said. ‘Your mother and I talked about it.’

         Liesel put down her fork. ‘I don’t remember any of this.’ 

         ‘I mean with me. It doesn’t matter, I would have hated it anyway.’

         ‘And Marcello was wrong,’ Liesel said. ‘About the career, I mean.’

         ‘Well, I don’t know.’

         ‘Do you know this Borisov guy?’ Bill asked.

         ‘Who’s that?’ Liesel said. ‘I don’t understand anything.’

         ‘My first-round match. He’s young. He’s Bulgarian. We played twice before, both three-setters. I won the first. He beat me five months ago at Indian Wells.’

         ‘Big serve?’

         ‘Not particularly. Bigger than mine.’

         ‘Baseliner?’

         ‘More or less. A good all-rounder. He’s solid. He covers the court. Two-hand backhand. Doesn’t come to net much because he’s happy trading shots. One of these diet and fitness freaks. He’s probably favored against me, but it’s not a bad first-round match-up, all things considered. Either way, I mean. For either of us.’

         ‘That’s no way to talk.’

         ‘Well, at my stage, one of the few things I’ve got going for me is that I have a pretty realistic sense of what my prospects are.’

         ‘I don’t think that’s true,’ Bill said, and Paul laughed, because it could have meant anything.

         After dinner, Paul insisted on walking his parents to Michael’s place.

         ‘We’ll get a cab,’ Liesel said.

         Bill was putting on his jacket. ‘We won’t get a cab but I’m perfectly happy walking.’ 

         ‘Don’t be stupid. It’s fine. We’ll walk together.’

         That left Dana with the clearing up. Cal was still awake, and jazzed with sleeplessness. By the end of the meal he had started flicking food, and when Paul took his spoon away, he screamed to be let go, and ended up under the table quietly pushing the pieces of chicken and rice around the wooden floor. So Dana had to deal with him, too.

         ‘Just get him to bed and I’ll clear up when I get home.’

         ‘It’s fine,’ Dana said. ‘Just go.’

         ‘Look at me like you mean it. Look at me like you mean it.’

         ‘Don’t tell me how to look. I’ll look how I want to look.’

         ‘I don’t think that’s how you want to look.’

         ‘Oh screw you.’

         ‘I’m kidding, Jesus. If you want to clear the table, clear the table, but don’t be pissed at me, because I’m perfectly willing to do it when I get back.’

         ‘That’s not what I’m pissed at you about.’

         ‘So what are you pissed at me about? So what are you pissed at me about?’

         ‘Let’s not do this in front of your parents.’

         ‘They don’t care.’

         ‘Of course they care. I’m not pissed at you. I just want to get Cal to bed.’

         ‘Just put him in front of the TV and I’ll do that when I get home, too.’

         ‘He’s tired, he’s two years old, it’s ten o’clock at night. He needs to get to bed.’

         ‘So put him to bed.’ 

         ‘Fine.’

         ‘So I’ll put him to bed.’

         ‘Fine.’

         ‘Come on, Cal,’ Paul said. ‘It’s beddy byes.’ And he pulled his son from under the table and lifted him in his arms. Cal started kicking and screaming. He had his mother’s high shoulders and small round face, which looked very pretty on a boy and handsome on her. But not so good now, with his childish features incredibly mobile and expressive – like some kind of grief athlete, pushing himself to the limit. He seemed suddenly very long and skinny. Paul was much too strong for him and pressed him against his lap on the couch and forced the sleepsack over his legs. He wrestled the kid’s arms through the armholes and began zipping up the zip – it was a surprisingly violent demonstration of calm superior strength. All the while Dana said, ‘Let me do it, it’s fine, I’ll do it, just give him to me,’ until the zip stuck and Paul abruptly quit. Cal almost threw himself onto the floor. Dana caught him and held him, with his long body against her chest and his head on her shoulder. He stopped crying, but his breathing had so much momentum behind it that they could hear him taking in air.

         Paul said, containing himself but holding back something gentler than anger, ‘I just want to walk my parents home. Is that unreasonable?’

         ‘No. Walk them home. I got this. It’s fine.’ And then, to Liesel and Bill, ‘It’s good to see you. I’m sorry. I’ll see you in the morning. Everybody’s tired.’ She carried Cal down the corridor to his room, with his hands around her neck. Paul could see that his eyes were already closed. 

         ‘Mensch, du,’ Liesel said to Paul. ‘Wir können alleine nach Hause.’

         Sometimes she still spoke German to her kids, when she felt tender or worried or angry, when the old simple relation kicked in again. We can make it home alone. Du bist einfach müde, she said. Ihr seid beide müde. Du sollst ihr helfen. You’re tired too. You’re both tired. You should help her.

         ‘She’s fine. I want to walk with you.’

         The rain had stopped and the air had cleared when they stepped into the courtyard. Bill, who could be meddlesome in some ways, but not in others, said nothing. He wasn’t in the business of giving advice to his kids, especially about their parenting. A fountain splashed in the middle, surrounded by dripping dark-green plants; rainwater ran noisily along the curb, too, into the gutters. There was a kind of circular drive around the fountain, where the residents could park and drop things off and turn around. Someone sat waiting in a black Mercedes SUV with the motor running and the wipers going. Waiting for what? Or just getting out of the house? People in the city lived in such close quarters. But then a girl ran ahead of Bill and Paul and Liesel, with a backpack swinging one way and then another across her back, and climbed in. Pigtails, maybe she was ten years old. One of these divorce arrangements, a weekend pick-up? Who knows. Bill couldn’t see if the driver was a woman or man.

         It was cool, almost cold, but still faintly humid, which suggested the heat would come back. Mosquito weather. At least in the meantime you could breathe again. Car headlamps spread their reflections on 86th Street. Paul carried the shoe-bag and dragged one of the suitcases along the ground. He was still in suit and tie.

         ‘A weird thing happens at these kinds of events,’ he said. ‘Not that I’ve been to many before. There’s a pecking order, there’s always a pecking order, but it seems particularly odd in the context. So a few people made speeches, some of Marcello’s players. I mean an actual pecking order, you could go down the ATP rankings. Sampras said something, Courier said something. Guys who won slams. As if there were a natural correlation – these are the guys who knew him best and meant the most to him. Which they probably did.’

         ‘Did you say anything?’ Bill said.

         ‘I don’t know. Not really. I “gave a quote,” whatever that means. To this woman from the Times I’m half friendly with. When she was an intern there she used to – I tried to be nice to her. We’re talking about levels of intimacy defined by whether or not you can remember someone’s name.’

         ‘What did you tell her?’

         They were walking down Amsterdam, past the bars and concession stands, against all that traffic flowing relentlessly the other way, in little pulses, from light to light. They crossed over at 83rd and got dripped on by the awning of the Hi-Life Bar & Grill. A few people still sitting outside, drinking cocktails, had started to feel the cold – one of the women had draped her boyfriend’s leather jacket across her shoulders.

         83rd Street itself was darker and quieter; there was no traffic. They passed a gym, a car rental outlet and the tall steps of an apartment block. There was a school across the way, and then the night sky came down into the space opened up by a playground. It was too cloudy for stars.

         ‘Nothing I want to repeat,’ Paul said.

         ‘But I thought you liked him.’

         ‘I did. I really liked him. But you can’t say that you like somebody in this context, it doesn’t mean anything. Even if it’s true. Even if you think it’s one of the nicest things you can say about somebody, I really liked the guy. And the fact is, the whole thing, you look around you, you’re in this big shiny mid-town hotel, and all these people are there, dressed up, and you recognize half of them because they’re more famous than you. And everybody is about as sad and genuinely moved as it’s humanly possible to be, given the setup. And the whole time I’m thinking, this is what it means to have an effect on the world. All these photographers, TV cameras, journalists and celebrities. You know, it was impressive and moving, but at the same time you want people breaking down and making a scene, so that they have to be carried out, just to show everybody what’s really going on here. Because Marcello’s dead. And then his sister got up to say something. They had a mike rigged up on a little stage where I guess the jazz band plays over Sunday brunch, and that’s what they had to do. They had to carry her off. She said, I don’t know what she said, I couldn’t hear her, but she started crying and then her daughter came up and did this funny thing. She had a little pink jacket in her hand and she covered her mom’s face with it, like her mom was some kind of criminal making her way through the court reporters, and led her off the stage. Which wasn’t easy, there were three or four steps. I don’t know what happened after that. But I thought, thank God for that.’

         Liesel said, ‘You can’t force a two-year-old boy to do something he doesn’t want to do.’

         ‘What are you talking about?’

         ‘You can’t force someone to go to sleep.’

         ‘Oh you can force them to do plenty of things. You’re bigger than they are. You know better. It’s all force.’ He walked on a little and said, ‘Half of it’s force.’

         ‘It’s not fair on Dana to leave him like that.’

         ‘He was fine. He was basically asleep. In my experience, you get to a point in the evening where they’re so tired you have to pick a fight just to push them over the edge.’

         ‘This is why Dana wanted to put him to bed two hours ago.’

         And Paul turned towards his mother and said, sweetly and almost amused, ‘Are you trying to pick a fight with me?’ and Liesel thought, it’s true, he can be very patient.

         ‘Oh, I’m tired, too. I’m sorry. I worry about Dana.’

         Paul said, ‘She’s fine.’

         Michael’s apartment was on the fifth floor of a Gothic pale-stoned block two hundred feet shy of Central Park. The doorman, Eduardo, who knew Paul by name, gave them the key and helped Bill with his bags to the elevator, which opened up straight into the apartment itself. Then Paul spent a certain amount of time turning on lights. The sitting room was full of comfortable, expensive furniture, side tables with vases and busts, plants in brass pots and several Tiffany lamps, but the ceilings were high, there were French windows, and even with their bags left by the elevator door, it didn’t feel crowded. There was a marble fireplace with a spider plant growing out of the grate, and a kind of Roman frieze above the mantelpiece: loosely clothed women and boys dancing.

         Bill sat down heavily on one of the sofas. ‘So where does he watch TV?’ he said. He took off his shoes. ‘Jesus, I’m tired. Who is this guy?’

         ‘You don’t have to stay,’ Liesel said. ‘We’ll figure everything out.’

         ‘There’s a TV in the study, in one of the cabinets.’ For some reason, Paul wanted to talk about Michael, maybe for Dana’s sake, but he waited for another prompt and then went on anyway. ‘He runs a hedge fund; I think his grandfather was lieutenant governor of Virginia. They’re like American aristocrats, but Michael’s also one of these people who thinks that making a lot of money qualifies you as an intellectual.’

         ‘How well do you know him?’

         ‘I don’t know, I know him. I basically like him. He was honorable to Dana over the divorce. Everybody’s still friends. He makes an effort with me. That kind of thing.’

         ‘How do you meet someone like this?’ Liesel had for some reason taken indignantly against the apartment. She looked for the kitchen, which was tiny, really just a staging post for caterers, and came back with a glass of water. ‘Who can cook in a kitchen like that.’

         ‘I don’t think he cooks much. He orders in. He throws parties.’

         ‘Everything here is for show – he doesn’t care about the rest. It’s not a home, it’s a public space.’ 

         ‘Stop it,’ Bill said. And then, to his son: ‘You should go back. Get some sleep.’

         ‘Don’t say anything to Dana,’ Paul told his mother. ‘She’ll see it as a reflection on her.’

         ‘It reflects that she was lucky to get out. Did she live here, too, when they were married? No wonder she left.’

         Paul said, ‘She didn’t really leave. It wasn’t like that.’ He went into one of the bedrooms, and then another. There were several doors leading off the living room; he found the study and the television and turned it on and off. ‘I left the remote on the couch,’ he told his father. ‘It’s pretty straightforward. It doesn’t matter where you sleep. The beds are all made up.’

         ‘I’ll stay up for Jean,’ Liesel said.

         ‘I’m sure she can figure it out.’ He stood there for a moment looking at them both. Liesel had collapsed into an armchair. Bill was lying on the sofa, with his feet in their socks rubbing against each other and pointing upwards. ‘You okay, Dad?’

         ‘Terrific.’

         ‘Is there anything you want to do in New York?’

         ‘See you play.’

         ‘I mean like visiting Aunt Rose.’

         ‘Maybe I’ll do that, too.’

         ‘You can see her on Sunday.’

         ‘Or next week. It doesn’t matter.’

         ‘If you stick around.’

         ‘That’s right. Don’t worry about it.’

         His mother, with her gray hair and her brown face, slightly pink from tiredness, her large eyes, looked vulnerable without her glasses on. His father was in one of his slightly heavier phases, you could see it in his untucked shirt. Paul thought or felt something like, you’ve got to carry this body around year after year, without a break.

         ‘Let me know if there’s anything I can do for you.’

         Bill said, ‘You can get some sleep.’

         On the walk home, under the dripping sidewalk trees, seven or eight blocks, ten or twelve minutes, Paul felt childish, faintly contracted, as if the edge of his self had retreated a little behind his eyes but was looking out. The doorman was smoking under the arched entrance of his apartment block, and Paul tried to say one of those things you say in passing, funny or funny enough, but couldn’t think of anything so just nodded his head. In the elevator he caught sight of his reflection. What do you want? he said, half joking, almost angrily, out loud. Dana had gone to bed, but his heart beat very slightly faster to see the light still on in their bedroom – she lay among newspapers.

         ‘How was Cal?’ he said.

         ‘Fine. Tired.’

         ‘What have you been doing?’

         ‘I called my mother.’

         He changed and went to the bathroom and brushed his teeth, making more faces in the mirror. The mug they put their toothbrushes in was always too full, and his razor fell out when he put the brush back in. He caught it cleanly in his left hand; lately, this kind of thing had been happening again and again. Physically, at least, he seemed sharp, he seemed in tune with something. A few days before a tournament he tended to become sensitive to omens. Well, okay, maybe the signs were good. Then he climbed in next to Dana under the duvet. The papers rustled; she put the section she was reading down.

         ‘How did that go?’ he said.

         Something had shifted, she didn’t seem mad at him, or she had gotten over it, whatever that meant.

         ‘She’s reading your mother’s book.’

         ‘Is she? Does she like it?’

         ‘I think she does. She wanted to talk to me about it. She says it’s very personal.’

         ‘Well, it’s a memoir.’

         ‘That’s what I told her. It’s funny, my mother would never want to write about herself, but she’s been telling everyone she knows, my daughter’s mother-in-law has written this book. She even said to me, am I allowed to call her that? She thinks you guys must all be obsessed with it, and I told her, I don’t even think you’ve read it.’

         ‘I’ve read it.’

         ‘You have not read it.’

         ‘I know the stories anyway. She told them to us when we were kids.’

         ‘You should read it. It’s very—’

         ‘Okay,’ he said, which is what he usually said when he wanted to close off a conversation. Dana looked at him. Lately their mood changes had not kept pace with each other, but for once she decided not to worry about it. Talking to her mother had cheered her up – she was an upbeat, narrow-minded, but also intelligent woman. One didn’t complain, there was nothing wrong with conventional views. It was useful sometimes for Dana to remember, the Essingers were a funny family.

         ‘Do you know,’ she said, ‘for a second tonight, I thought your dad was propositioning me.’ Paul stared at her, and she went on, ‘He looked me right in the eyes, and said,’ – but here she began to laugh helplessly, she was trying to do his voice – ‘Listen, I’m only going to say this once. Let me pay for a hotel.’

         ‘What was he talking about?’

         She could hardly get the words out. ‘He wanted you to—’

         ‘Just say it.’

         ‘—sleep at a hotel. So you – could get some sleep.’

         ‘But I don’t want to sleep at a hotel,’ he said at last.

         ‘Well …’

         ‘Don’t make me sleep at a hotel,’ he said, pulling her towards him. They lay like that for a minute with the lights on, until Dana could breathe again and wipe the tears from her face.
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