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            With thee to go,

            Is to stay here; without thee here to stay,

            Is to go hence unwilling …

            Paradise Lost

         

         

      

   


   
      
         

            SATURDAY

         

         

         

         

         “There are too many of us,” Liesel told her daughter, but it also gave her pleasure to be able to count them: “Fifteen, including Bill and me.” She had spent the morning getting the house ready for Christmas, washing sheets and towels, moving some of the boxes out of the spare room into the attic, to make space for the crib. Jean, her youngest, helped. She had flown in from London the day before and was up early with jet lag anyway, wild-haired, bright-eyed. You had to pull the attic ladder down with a hook. Liesel was too old to climb the foldout steps, but she watched and worried as Jean backed down the rungs.

         “I couldn’t do this on my own,” she said.

         And Jean said, “You don’t need to.” Afterward, she crouched on the floor in the “wooden” room (it used to belong to the au pair and sat over the old porte-cochere); she put the pieces of the crib together. She was a very competent person. I don’t know where she gets it from, not from me. Liesel stood in the doorway, useless. She had things to do but she hadn’t seen her daughter since August.

         “Isn’t Cal too old for this?” Jean asked. The floor was cluttered with large pieces of wood. Childless herself, she had learned to play the helpful aunt, to have opinions and secondhand expertise—otherwise you got excluded from the new family drama, the second act. “I mean, I’m happy to build it, but he’s four.”

         “It’s what he’s used to, I don’t know anymore. I want everything to be familiar.” When Liesel was tired or anxious, it came out as indecision. Her brown handsome face, under white hair, showed emotion easily.

         “It’s fine,” Jean said. “That way it’s there if he wants it.” When the crib was built, she stood up painfully; even her youngest wasn’t young anymore. “You know we all think you’re nuts.”

         “Who is we?”

         “Well, everybody but Paul. God knows what he thinks.”

         
            *

         

         Before Bill left for the office, Liesel reminded him that Cal and Dana’s flight was landing at noon. He was sitting at the kitchen table, scribbling; one end was covered with breakfast things, the other with pieces of paper.

         “I thought Jean wanted to pick them up.”

         “She said she could, but I told her not to bother. She went back to bed, she’s been up since three in the morning. I think she thinks …”

         “Why doesn’t Paul do it?” Bill asked, and Liesel gave him a look. Dana was Paul’s ex-girlfriend—Cal’s mother.

         “What do you have to do in the office? Nobody will be there.”

         “My secretary promised to leave me something … It’s too complicated, it’s not important,” Bill said. And then, giving in: “Do you want me to pick you up on the way?”

         Maybe he was nervous of meeting them on his own, for understandable reasons. Liesel would have collected them herself, but she never liked driving on the highway, even before the last few years of macular degeneration—it was like pressing a thumb to a screen, there were spots of blurriness, lines shifted and bent, telephone poles, street markings, it could be very disorienting. Even so, at the old airport, which was a fifteen-minute drive away, she might have done it, she was still perfectly legal. But Bergstrom felt too far.

         “Yes,” she said. “Okay. I think that would be good.”

         A few minutes later, the front door slammed and she watched him descend the portico steps and get in the car. Her study was on the other side of the living room; she could see him through the side windows, or rather his shape, between the leaves. When he walked he bent over, as if he were hurrying, even when there wasn’t any hurry. I need to cut his hair, she thought. His beard is getting out of control. Another thing to do before Christmas, and she felt rather than heard the old Volvo clank at the dip in the driveway, reversing. He backed into the road, turning slowly. The house was quiet now; she had a few hours.

         Liesel had semiretired from teaching and was working on a book—a sequel to her stories about growing up in Germany during the war. The trouble with her eyes gave all of this a greater sense of urgency. But even the capacity for urgency comes and goes as you get older. She spent most of her days at home, which made her a little stir-crazy, and she was often glad of excuses to get out of the house. Also, she worried about Dana. She was anxious about the visit and wanted to send the right signals from the start. And she wanted to see Cal again. She hadn’t seen him since the summer, when he spent a month with Paul in Wimberley, which was about fifty minutes from Austin in the car, although she didn’t feel comfortable driving there on her own anymore. Either Bill drove or Paul came to them.

         Her editor had made positive noises, but there was nothing under contract. And Liesel sometimes felt, as she chipped away at the computer, one finger at a time, that she was indulging in something, playing around. Keeping herself busy. All of which was fine by her.

         Sunshine streamed in, bright wintry Texas sunshine. You could feel it translating into heat against your skin, but Liesel also sat with a blanket on her lap. Her study was formed out of an old sleeping porch and got very cold. The screens had been turned into windows; it was like sitting in a glass box. From her desk, she could see the side of the garden by the kitchen extension (they built it after Bill got tenure). When they first moved to Austin, in the summer of 1975, she tried to grow vegetables there. The ground was so hard, she had to flood the earth, standing with the hose limp in her hand while mosquitoes chewed her, before she could get a shovel in. But nothing would grow, not even grass. And now ivy covered the dirt by the concrete footpath.

         Steps led down from her study into the yard, but her desk stood in the way and she never used them. Liesel was happy enough just looking out—along the bamboo hedge, past the pagoda (there were leftover sacks of fertilizer lying underneath it), and across the sharp-leaved St. Augustine’s lawn to the shack where they kept their gardening tools. It stood in the shade of an old pecan tree, which fruited every two years, and Bill had spent at least an hour yesterday combing the grass, trying to rake the nutshells out. She had watched him when she couldn’t think of anything to write. He wore his Cornell sweatshirt and a pair of dirty cords, what used to be his teaching pants. The acidity ruined the soil, he said. But also, every time the kids came home, Bill wanted the backyard to look like it used to look when they were kids.

         The woman they bought the house from told Liesel that her mother’s servant had lived in that little shack. (Her mother was dead. That’s why they were selling up.) A few years after the Essingers moved in, a man rang the bell and introduced himself. Sam Mosby—for some reason Liesel remembered his name. He said he used to visit his father in that house and wanted to look around again. At first Liesel thought, when she saw him through the door window, a young black man in chinos and a collared shirt, he’s trying to sell me something or maybe he wants a job. But he explained himself very naturally. He said the old lady used to give him licorice or pecan brittle every time he came over. Before leaving, he offered Liesel his card—he had recently started a painting business in East Austin.

         His father’s old cabin was really very small. You could hardly fit more than a single bed in there, one chest of drawers and a hard chair. She wondered if as a boy he ever slept over.

         One of the first things the Essingers contracted for was to fix the roof—Liesel had an idea that the kids could use the cabin as a playhouse. A long limb of the pecan tree rested its weight on the shingles and had to be cut down. The foundation needed work, too, and the contractor found a nest of copperheads nearby, under the roots of a eucalyptus. Mr. Mosby must have lived with them for years.

         These are the stories she wanted to write about now. A young German woman, raised during the Second World War, making a life for herself in America, the land of plenty. Arriving first at Cornell, on a Fulbright, where she met Bill and got married—to a Jew. Then trailing after him for several years on the academic roadshow, renting houses, looking for joint appointments, before moving to Texas with three small kids and finding … the kind of thing you read about the South in books. A black servant who sleeps in the shed. The house itself was a 1920s plantation-style colonial, with white clapboard walls, blue-shuttered windows, pillars holding up the roof to the veranda. You learn to live with the sense of estrangement. Because even the weather can seem like a stranger to you, the heat, the sudden storms (flash floods they call them), and the days like this in late December, when the sun is out, the sky is clear of clouds, and it might be spring in northern Germany, except for the leafless trees.

         Probably Liesel was as old now as that woman when she died. When you start out somewhere you have no intention of ending up there, too. Maybe that’s not right. Intention doesn’t come into it. But you can’t imagine … that’s not right either. You spend your life imagining. From the first you think, in thirty years, will I sound different, what will my children be like … my Texan Jewish children. When Liesel told her mother about Sam Mosby, and the nest of copperheads, about trying to grow potatoes in the hard ground, and the grass so sharp it almost hurt to walk barefoot on it, her mother said, I don’t think any of this was written into your stars at birth. But already Liesel felt inside her a little resistance to her mother’s sympathy. This is my home, she wanted to say. She had made her own life. And took a certain pride in pronouncing all the German names like everyone else: Mueller like Miller, Koenig like Keenig. Her mother probably felt what she was supposed to feel, gently pushed away.

         Whatever you did to your parents your kids do to you. Liesel knew she was in the middle of an ongoing argument with Paul, the kind of argument where you don’t have to say anything. Because she couldn’t tell him what she felt, almost ashamed, though maybe that wasn’t the right way of putting it. The kind of unhappiness you don’t want to look at or admit to. The idea that one of her children would walk out on his family … was unspeakably … but then again, she didn’t have to say anything, because Paul knew what she felt about it anyway. You don’t have to say anything and still they blame you for it, they get mad at you. Just for having a point of view. Jean told her, it’s not enough not to say anything, you have to stop thinking it, too. But how do you stop thinking something. Jean said, you stop.

         But it’s not even true that Paul was mad at her. He rarely mentioned any of the legal problems or stages or decisions. Around his parents he always sounded careful and considerate, almost polite, which wasn’t easy to keep up, for any of them. They saw him maybe once a week. More when he had Cal. But how can you say to someone, “You don’t seem happy to me,” without its sounding like a reproach? So she said it to Bill instead. If you want to walk out on your marriage, she said, okay, I don’t like it. But you have to walk into something, I’d almost rather he was having an affair. Instead of … whatever he’s doing. Buying that concrete box in Wimberley. Outside Wimberley. I don’t understand what he does with himself all day. I really can’t imagine. There’s nothing for him there, he’s just running away. And hiding.

         Bill, who was just as unhappy about all this as she was, couldn’t help correcting her. They had a disagreement, he said, about certain life choices. “He wasn’t running away, it’s just that Dana didn’t want to come along. He didn’t want the life they had in New York, which I can understand.”

         It was Liesel in the end who kept up contact with Dana, and not just for Cal’s sake. She had a slightly embarrassed feeling that Dana herself wanted to stay in touch. Embarrassed because, Liesel also felt, if it comes to sides, I know whose side I’m on. But it didn’t come to sides. Mostly they emailed each other, Dana sent pictures of Cal. It was Dana who told her, Paul’s going to see him at New Year, he’s coming to New York. Liesel got the sense that these visits were fraught for all of them. Confusing, too; it was a small apartment. And so she eventually wrote, Why don’t you come for Christmas. That way, Paul can see Cal here, but there’s no other pressure—you can stay with us. He lives fifty minutes away in the car, you can see as much of each other or as little as you want. And Cal can spend time with his cousins, there will be kids around.

         For the first time, Paul blew up at her. “You’re interfering,” he said. “This is none of your business.”

         “No, it isn’t. You’re right.” She also thought, Jean never gives me credit for biting my tongue. But I’m biting my tongue now.

         “Every time we make an arrangement, there are negotiations, and every time we change an arrangement, we have to have more negotiations.”

         “There’s nothing to change …”

         “How long is Dana going to stay?”

         “I don’t know … a week. She says she wants to be home for New Year.”

         “I was supposed to have Cal for New Year.”

         “So he can stay for New Year, too.”

         “Without Dana?”

         Liesel hesitated. “She can leave him here.”

         Paul shook his head, almost amused. “If she leaves him here, I have to fly him back.”

         “Yes.”

         “I don’t think you thought any of this through.”

         “Maybe I didn’t,” she said.

         “You should have asked me first.”

         “I should have asked you.” And then she gave the real reason, which was also the honest truth. “I didn’t think she would say yes.”

         
            *

         

         Liesel seemed to find out about their separation, if that’s what it was, by stages. Paul never exactly told her anything; maybe he was ashamed, too. He obviously talked to the other kids, to Nathan, his big brother, about the legal and financial details, but there were things no one passed on to Liesel or Bill. Whatever went wrong started at the US Open. Her first reaction, when Paul lost to that guy (she couldn’t remember his name), was, well, at least that’s over. This is what she said to him afterward, when he met them in the players’ lounge, still wet from the showers.

         “You’ve done much better than anybody thought. I’m proud of you, I still can’t believe it. My tennis-playing son.”

         Paul patted her on the head. There was a wide window overlooking one of the courts, with a match in progress, crowds filling the bleachers, an umpire, ball boys, the whole back and forth. He wasn’t paying attention to what she said.

         But Jean took her to task for it later on. She was standing up for her brother in some funny way. “That’s not strictly true,” she said. “Maybe he did better than you thought he would.”

         “Das stimmt gar nicht. I always …” Somehow, Liesel had to defend herself on the long unhappy train ride back to Manhattan. Paul had offered to drive some people in his car, but in the end only Cal and Dana rode with him. There was a kind of deference shown, which Jean later felt bad about. Maybe she felt bad already, abandoning her brother like that (Like what? Liesel thought—to his family?), and this is why she picked a fight with her mother. Who knows. They had one of those stupid arguments. Liesel had to justify her … level of expectation for her children. “It’s not that I don’t think the world of you. Of all of you. Of course I do. But I don’t care about these … stupid … measures of success.”

         “You have to realize,” Jean said, “that these are the measures of success that matter to us. This is what Paul cares about. You can’t understand what’s going on here if you don’t accept that.”

         The fact is, whenever Liesel used to watch him play, she felt almost unbearably tense. Tense and bored and somehow sorry for him. That he wanted to win so much. But after it was over, she could never remember anything. The name of his opponent, the final score. Paul would talk about this point or that point, and everybody seemed to know what he was talking about. Even Susie, his other sister, who otherwise had no interest in sports. But afterward, none of it mattered to Liesel, she was just glad it was over. And now the whole thing was over. She wanted to show him some sympathy, some of which she felt, but mostly what she felt was relief. Now you can get on with your life.

         Bill, of course, kept pestering Paul to postpone whatever decision he was going to make until his head had cleared. “That’s a long time to be retired.”

         “My head is clear,” Paul told him.

         He flew out to Austin and stayed with them for several days. Just to finish up the paperwork on this house he was buying near Wimberley. Also, he wanted to take a contractor around. The house was only ten years old, one of these modernist boxes, all glass and concrete, which had lately become fashionable in Austin. But the trouble with minimalism is that it puts a lot of pressure on the quality of craftsmanship, because everything stands out—any asymmetry or loose wires or leaks or rust. The property ran down to the Blanco River. The boathouse needed work, too, and not just a lick of paint.

         Liesel asked him, “How’s Dana doing? How’s Cal?” But he only said, “Inez is around, she’s got help.”

         By this point, she was deep in the middle of teaching—her last full year. She was going through her own retirement doubts. Maybe she didn’t pay enough attention. She also thought, he probably wants to be left alone. And they had a nice time together. They went out to restaurants, the restaurants he used to love as a kid, Fonda San Miguel, lantern-lit, with bright tiled floors and potted trees inside. Ruby’s BBQ, just behind their house on 29th Street—you could smell the smoker from their backyard. He let himself eat whatever he wanted to. In the evenings, he sat with Bill and watched baseball on TV. Paul was never their most communicative child. He was always very level. He went jogging in the mornings to stay in shape. He made decisions about the house. He spent a certain amount of time on his computer. And then after a week he returned to New York.

         Bill kept worrying about Paul, about what he was going to do. It’s a long time to be retired, he kept telling people on the phone. Mostly the other kids. It became a kind of refrain. But Bill was a worrier, Paul seemed fine.

         When Liesel asked him what his plans were, he said, “Right now, I’m taking a break. It’s just nice waking up in the mornings without anything hurting. But I’m talking to people, I’m looking at some options.”

         This seemed to her perfectly sensible. His face was still his face, handsome and finely drawn, sun-damaged, an athlete’s face, but she could see the boy in it, too, who doesn’t want to have to talk. They Skyped sometimes, for Cal’s sake—Liesel liked to keep tabs on her grandchildren this way. Mostly Paul set the computer on their living-room coffee table. She could see the sofa and the plants behind it, on the windowsill; the skies of New York in the window, maybe a few tall apartment buildings, depending on the angle of the screen. Dana came in and out of the picture, she said hello. Inez was sometimes there, too. It all seemed a little crowded to Liesel. She could imagine people getting on each other’s nerves. When you’re young, when you’re that age, it’s important to have a few money worries, something to strive for, to get you out the door in the morning. A mortgage. But Paul always looked very relaxed.

         When he flew back to Austin a few months later to take possession of the house, he came on his own.

         
            * * *

         

         The Volvo pulled into the driveway, clanking against the dip in the other direction. Bill stepped out, in his teaching jacket and a faintly striped shirt—one of her presents to him. The collar was new enough it still stood out around his neck. She used birthdays and Christmas to replace certain items of his wardrobe because he never bought anything for himself.

         She waited for him to climb the steps, she waited for him to open the door, and then he was in the house and calling to her, “Are you ready? Liesel? Liesel? I don’t want to be late.”

         But she had to find her purse first, it wasn’t in the hallway. And she had bought a little something for Cal, which she wanted to give him. She couldn’t find that either.

         “You can give it to him when we get home.”

         “It’s just a little thing. But it will keep him busy in the car.”

         “Come on,” Bill said eventually. “Let’s go. You don’t need your purse.”

         “It has chocolate in it. I’m hungry. Dana might want some, too, after her flight.”

         “And what you really want, when you’re traveling with a baby, is for people not to be late.”

         “He’s not a baby—he’s four years old.”

         “Even so,” Bill said.

         Maybe he was right; but still the idea upset her, having gone to the trouble of buying it, of not arriving with the present in her hand.

         “Come on, come on,” Bill said again; but, in fact, he wasn’t in a bad mood. Just the thought of a full house cheered him up. More than the reality, sometimes. “Move ’em on, head ’em up,” he started singing. And he found Liesel’s purse, with the present inside it, sitting on the bench in the kitchen under a dish towel.

         “What are you so anxious about?” he asked her, when they got in the car.

         He backed into the wide empty road. All of the lawns were yellow, all of the trees were bare. The sunshine on this bareness had a curious effect. The temperature was mid-sixties, very mild; it was as if everything had died for no reason. The sun kept shining and cast little sketches of shade across the asphalt, from the twig-thin branches. Funny how a neighborhood grows old. People with kids move in at the same time, the kids grow up and move out. Now couples with babies couldn’t afford to buy here anymore. Dodie, the old lady across the street, had turned ninety-three; she was still hanging on and remembered the woman they bought their own house from, she knew Mr. Mosby. But these links keep breaking.

         They passed the law school building and Bill avoided the turnoff for I-35. Instead, he drove under the highway, two raised improbable tracks curving above them, swoops of concrete. He liked to take the old road, Airport Boulevard, even if it meant stopping at a few lights. Liesel looked at the parking lots, the single-story businesses, car washes and Family Markets and taco shacks. When she first came to Austin, thirty years ago, she couldn’t understand how Americans could live this way, from parking lot to parking lot. Her parents visited and she watched their reaction. Quiet neighborhoods split by five-lane roads. On the near side, out of her window, Liesel could see backyards, small houses, picket fences, chain-link fences. The corner plots of residential streets. Everything had a temporary feel, which she now found attractive. The landscape sloped here and there, trees sprouted, grass grew, you put down houses and streets where you found a space. And there was plenty of space.

         “We have to get a tree today,” Liesel said. “Susie told me not to wait. Last year we waited and there was nothing good left.”

         “With Dana?”

         “If she wants. Cal might like it.”

         “They just got off a plane.”

         “Then she doesn’t have to come. Jean can come. I’ll need a little help.”

         But it’s also true the city was changing. Local government did its best to deal with all the newcomers, but sometimes she got the feeling there was a two-tier city—for the young, good-looking, successful types, who wouldn’t be out of place in Brooklyn or San Francisco. And for everybody else.

         Take any route out of town and you came across signs for new housing developments, people kept moving in. Cheap-looking houses where you had to drive forty-five minutes to get to work. It was hard to meet anyone who grew up in Austin anymore. Not the guy at the checkout at the co-op grocery store or the waitress at the new Italian restaurant or the lawyer you went to after your old lawyer retired. When Jean was a baby, Bill bought her one of those Native Texan T-shirts, in red, white, and blue. She was the only one of the kids born in Austin, at Seton Medical Center in Bryker Woods. One of the older neighborhoods, which meant that some of it was developed in the 1930s. The other kids were all East-Coasters. Sometimes Liesel thought, this made a difference. But what the difference was, who could say.

         Henrik was coming after Christmas. Another thing for her to think about. She had never met him before, Jean’s married lover. Apparently he was in the process of a divorce. But Liesel’s information was usually out of date, she didn’t like to keep asking. It could have happened already.

         “What exactly do you expect to accomplish?” Bill said. They were stuck in the lane merging with 71. For a second, she couldn’t figure out what he meant. But then he added: “By inviting her like this.”

         “I don’t know. I don’t know what’s going on. Nobody tells me. And if I ask Paul, he gets defensive.”

         “That’s why I don’t ask.”

         “He says to me, there’s a reason we didn’t get married. This is the kind of thing he says. We wanted to keep our … separate lives. I don’t know what Cal’s supposed to make of it.”

         “My understanding is that when Paul visits them in New York he stays over.”

         “Who told you that? What does that mean?”

         “Nathan said something last night. We were discussing sleeping arrangements.”

         “What else did Nathan say? Does Paul expect to stay at Wheeler Street?”

         “I don’t know. He thinks Paul has taken his retirement pretty hard.”

         “Jean says he talks sometimes like one of these self-help evangelists. I haven’t heard it. He sounds like Paul to me.”

         “Well, the least we can say is that Dana is extremely tolerant.”

         “Maybe she should be less tolerant,” Liesel said.

         Her older brother, who was retired and living in Hamburg, had recently sent her a document he had put together, photocopies of their parents’ letters to each other, when they lived apart during the war. Their father was stationed in Gotenhafen, now part of Poland. The Russians were advancing and Liesel’s mother caught the last train out with the kids—they lived in Berlin for a year with one of her uncles, a minor government official. Later, when the war ended, they shifted to Flensburg, which is where Liesel eventually grew up.

         The letters were upsetting for several reasons. Her father wrote things he shouldn’t have written, about their prisoners of war, about shooting the deserters and the outcomes of certain battles … things she didn’t want to read. But you have to make allowances. People living in the middle of history are in a tunnel they can’t see out of. It’s the difference between saying what you think in your own home, among friends, and expressing yourself in a public place. The past is a very public place. When you write a book about your family, when you publish your memoirs, people keep telling you stories—they send you things. Even your own brother. In spite of everything, they want to have the facts recorded. But Liesel also thought, reading over her parents’ letters, she couldn’t help thinking, my father would never have left us the way Paul has left his child. It took a war to keep them apart. But Paul has these expectations, he has these ideas, about how you can live your life, how you have to be honest and do what you want, which are more shameful than anything my father wrote.

         They had been living in Flensburg for several months, with her mother’s parents, when a man showed up at the door in uniform. Liesel, seven years old, had answered the bell and called back over her shoulder, to her mother, who was in the kitchen: “There’s a soldier at the door who looks like father.” It was her father. She knew as much when she heard her mother’s footsteps; she was running. Liesel thought, what does Cal think when he sees Paul.

         Around the airport, the landscape is very flat. The skies are wide but somehow flat, too. You feel like you’re a long way from anywhere. Then a huge hotel appears off the highway, the airport Hilton, and the traffic thickens on the access road. You can see the control tower, its little bleeps of light, and the parking lot stretching out away from the terminal—all those brightly colored cars in the sunshine, lined up as if by some obsessive child, in little rows.

         She said to Bill, “I was going to put her in the au pair’s room, but if Paul is staying, too, we’ll have to think of something else.”

         “Put her there for now.”

         The curbside pickup lane was semi-underground—the road sloped into a cool shady concrete-colored world. Everything seemed to slow down; the speed limit was 10 mph. Cars pulled in and pulled out again, with their lights on. Through glass doors, Liesel could see the baggage carousels rolling along. People waited outside, smoking; there were wide stone benches, but mostly they paced around or sat on their luggage. Enjoying the mild Texas air. But she couldn’t see Dana or Cal. For security reasons, you weren’t allowed to park outside the terminal anymore. So Bill had to circle, into the sunshine again, along brand-new mostly empty roads, in the middle of nowhere.

         “I don’t know what I want to happen,” Liesel said.

         “So long as we get through with nobody getting sick, it’ll be a triumph.” Bill was still in a good mood, looking forward to it.

         They had to circle three times before Dana was waiting for them. Liesel saw her first, standing by a brand-new suitcase, the kind you can pull along the ground. Like a stewardess, Liesel thought. She had forgotten how handsome Dana was, it was disconcerting. She wore a short tweed skirt over cream tights and a bright red turtleneck—the sort of woman who can go to her hairdresser and flip through the magazines and realistically ask them to make her look like one of the photographs. Without any delusion or vanity. Cal had been dressed up for the occasion, too, in skinny corduroy pants and a fancy plaid shirt. But he seemed tired and bored; he kept playing with the suitcase, trying to release the handle, to make it work. His nose was running. Bill pulled in behind one of those new pickup trucks, almost an SUV, big and aggressive, totally clean and white. The guy in the passenger’s seat had rolled down his window—he said something to Dana, who said something back as they drove away. Then she saw Bill and smiled and made eye contact with Liesel, too. She didn’t look very unhappy.

         
            *

         

         Cal had made a mess of his lunch on the slippery seat-back tray and so Dana took him to the bathroom when they landed and tried to clean him up. There was rice-in-tomato-sauce all over him. She even changed his shirt after the suitcase came through, which is partly why they were a bit late and why he was grumpy. Even though she knew Liesel didn’t care about these things and was just as likely to be put off by … presentableness as endeared by it. But Dana couldn’t help herself. What you do when you’re stressed is what you do.

         The last thing she wanted was some guy trying to pick her up while she waited for her in-laws to arrive. Or ex in-laws. Or not even that. But he was perfectly sweet. The kind of earnest sensitive bearded type who spends a lot of his free time in the gym. His wallet was full of business cards and pictures of his little girl. Her mother was just a one-night stand but he was doing his bit. They sat next to each other on the flight—he gave Cal his pack of sour cream pretzels. One of the reasons she changed Cal’s shirt in the bathroom was to get away from him, but then he was waiting outside anyway when she walked out.

         His brother came to pick him up. The guy gave her his business card as he left. “If you ever need anything while you’re in town,” he said.

         “What am I going to need?”

         “A greener greener lawn.” He sold eco-friendly irrigation systems; it was a company slogan.

         Then Liesel called out, “Dana!” with an exclamation mark in her voice. It was like switching between costumes in a play, except worse, because you have to do it on stage. Liesel tried to get out of the car, but Dana wouldn’t let her.

         “He’ll be happier with me in the back,” she said, before realizing, maybe she isn’t offering. Maybe she just wanted to give you a hug. Anyway, that’s not how you should have turned her down.

         Bill pushed himself out of the driver’s seat to walk around the car and open the trunk. There was an air of slow-motion hurry about the whole thing—cars pulled in and out, cops waved them on, people were waiting on the curb, coming home for Christmas, looking for their ride, everybody inching forward, hanging back, getting in line. Surging off. Bill bent down for the suitcase and Dana tried to embrace him or stop him, even she didn’t know. But Bill won. He grunted and lifted her suitcase and threw it in the trunk. Afterward, he put his hand on Cal’s head. “Hey, son,” he said. “You all right, kid?” Cal didn’t respond—he was annoyed that Bill had taken the suitcase away. “That’s okay,” Bill said. “Not talking while the flavor lasts.”

         There was a car seat in the back, but it wasn’t set up, and Dana spent a minute trying to figure out the mechanism. Feeling strangely hassled and anxious, as if this were a test of motherhood. At the same time worrying that it might seem like a reproach to Bill and Liesel for not setting it up themselves. When they were both buckled in and ready to go, she reached forward and squeezed Liesel’s shoulder from behind.

         “It’s nice to see you,” she said. But the gesture seemed wrong, somehow both too intimate and too formal. The kind of thing a daughter would do to her elderly mother, which wasn’t their relationship.

         “I’ve brought something for Cal,” Liesel said. “Something small and stupid. And I’ve got a piece of chocolate for you, if you want. I’m going to have one.”

         She turned around to reach them over, and smiled at Dana—her broad round face, under her short gray hair, seemed almost brimming with good intentions. Dana felt something hot on her cheeks, like a blush.

         The toy was a small plastic airplane, with a propeller in front that you could wind up. A typical Liesel gift, which probably cost two dollars. She bought these sorts of things for herself as well—her desk was full of them. This one made an airplane noise as it unwound again, a rushing takeoff sound, a sort of whee! Maybe after all it was a little babyish for Cal, which Liesel seemed to sense.

         “He can play with it in the bath,” she said.

         “What do you say?” Dana said. “Cal. What do you say.”

         “I thought, since he just got off a plane …”

         “He thanks you,” Dana told her.

         And in fact he played with it happily enough—stopping the blade with his finger, and annoying everyone with the noise. One of the funny things about learning to talk is that it makes kids more private than they were before. They don’t want to look at you because they know you might expect them to say something. At least that’s how it felt sometimes to Dana. That Cal was retreating more, was more boyish, concentrating on stupid little things, and not listening to her. But he probably had other reasons for that, too.

         “Jean said she would meet us back at Wheeler Street for lunch,” Bill said. “I don’t know about Paul.”

         “Are you excited to see Daddy?” Dana said to Cal. She didn’t want them to think that she was poisoning him against their son. But even so, it seemed like the wrong thing to say—the wrong tone. She felt like she was on one of those landings with too many doors. All her feelings seemed to get in the way of each other.

         The car drove out from under the shadow of the access road above them, and the landscape opened up. There was yellow grass between the highways, that wide flat sky. Dana rolled down her window and closed her eyes against the mild inrush of air. She said, “When we got outside this morning it was about six in the morning and twenty degrees. The car service had cardboard laid out on the floor, which was just … mush. Everything was just dirty and cold.”

         “Welcome to paradise,” Bill said.

         “That’s what Paul always says.”

         On the drive through Queens, she had stared out the window at the traffic, hurrying in both directions, people trying to get out of the city before Christmas, commuters commuting in. She saw snow piled up by the railings, the elevated exit lanes, held up by heavy purplish walls, the yards of row houses backing onto them, bordered by chain-link fences. The world looks harsh and depressing at seven in the morning, during a Northeastern winter. Who would live in this place, maybe Paul was right. Cal kept repeating something, he was trying to remember something: one rhinoceros, two elephants, three pigeons, some story he read, maybe, but Dana didn’t recognize it. All gray, he said. All gray. Maybe a game he played with Inez. Another thing to worry about. But somehow when you’re in a taxi, heading to the airport, nothing matters much. This isn’t your life, you can get out.

         “I don’t know if Cal would like to help us pick out a Christmas tree,” Liesel said. “I don’t know if he’s too tired.”

         “Cal, what do you think. Should we pick out a tree?”

         One of those strange overlaps between what he was thinking about and what they were talking about had taken place. “Are there any … are kids … coming, too?” he asked.

         “He wants to know if the cousins are around.”

         “Susie gets in late tonight,” Bill said. “Nathan’s coming tomorrow.”

         Dana stroked her son’s hair. “Not yet,” she told him.

         “Is Daddy there?”

         “I don’t know.”

         “Why don’t we just call him,” Liesel said. “I don’t have a phone. Call him and tell him to come to lunch. He should be there. Or call Jean, she can tell him.”

         “I don’t want to make him … make any plans,” Dana said.

         
            *

         

         For the rest of the week, until she flew home again on the 28th, Dana kept going over in her head a conversation she wanted to have with Liesel, an explanation or confession, which she wanted to have in person. If the circumstances seemed right, and she could get her story straight. But then her story kept changing; what she wanted to say kept changing.

         Part of the problem was that she didn’t have enough to tell them. I mean, she thought, you wouldn’t always believe it, from an outside point of view, how little Paul and I have discussed what’s going on. It seems like this big decision but I don’t even know really who made it, or when it got decided. It’s just … it’s not that it just happened, but … these are the sorts of phrases that ran through her thoughts. But there were also things she wanted to conceal from Liesel, which it was going to require an effort of courage on her part not to conceal.

         The first stage of their separation, if that’s what it was, was also the easiest to identify. Paul bought the house in Wimberley—he flew in to Austin five days after losing to Borisov and arranged the bank transfer and signed the contracts. Dana was welcome to come along, he told her, and bring Cal, if she wanted to … but the fact is, they had argued about buying the place and he had won the argument simply because he had the money, more money than he knew what to do with, and she couldn’t reasonably stop him from using it. Also, it was pretty clear to her at the time, if not clear to him, that he was going through something—some kind of trauma or post-trauma, which involved a certain amount of denial about its own existence, which was part of the problem. In other circumstances, she might have fought harder, if for nothing else than the view of their relationship that meant they should make these decisions together. But she let him go; and he went.

         Now she realized that maybe this was a mistake. Because when you buy a house it’s not a one-time decision or transgression, it’s only the beginning in a long line of future decisions and transgressions, which is what it turned out to be.

         Paul started spending more and more time there. He hired a contractor to fix up the place, but he also brought in various architects to discuss other projects. The house came with twenty-seven acres of land, much of it along the Blanco River, and part of Paul’s ambition for the property involved building a cluster of houses with enough bedrooms and facilities (kitchens and bathrooms and laundry rooms) for everybody he knew—or at least everybody he liked or everybody who was genetically related to him—to stay and hang out in their own private space, which was easy enough to arrange. But he also wanted shared or communal areas, which meant that if they wanted, large numbers of people could go about the business of daily life together. Cooking meals, eating them, looking after kids, playing games together, watching movies.

         All of which occupied an increasing share of his time and attention—talking to architects and contractors and city planners, soliciting and receiving bids and designs, discussing his ideas with his brother and sisters, but also flying out to Austin to go over these plans on site. Dana understood that after you give up on one career, which took up all your energy and time (and he was used to being on the road, away from both of them, often six months a year), you need something else to fill the vacuum. But it seemed to her that what he was filling it with was a deliberate attempt to replace the perfectly viable family he had in New York with other people. Specifically, his old family—who, so far as Dana could tell, had little interest in the project and were mostly humoring Paul, if that, and were also very worried about him and kept calling Dana to find out what was going on.

         “What do you want me to say,” she said. “I don’t know. I just figure—I don’t know—it’s his money. If that’s how he wants to spend it. What can I do.”

         Which isn’t to say that she didn’t also pick fights with him. She did that, too. So that it got to the point that he didn’t want to bring up anything connected to the Wimberley house in her presence. So they stopped talking about it. Dana resented the fact that every time he flew to Austin, she was left holding the baby, holding down the fort, whatever you want to call it. But Paul, reasonably enough, pointed out that she had Inez five days a week, she was hardly over-occupied at the moment. And in any case, he was very happy to take Cal with him, if she didn’t want to go.

         “What am I supposed to do with Inez?”

         “That’s not a—that’s not a reason for me, or for you to—I mean, she can come along, if this is the kind of job she wants. But I’m not going to hang around New York for the nanny.”

         “That’s not what I mean. I’m thinking about Cal. He has his routines, he’s got his little friends. This is where he lives.”

         “He’s more moveable now than he’s going to be at any other point in his life. Trust me on this one. And there are kids in Texas. There are routines for him in Texas.”

         This line of reasoning had the effect that maybe Paul wanted it to have—she stopped complaining about being stuck with Cal. Until the second stage of their separation, when these sorts of details had to be part of the discussion.

         Along the way, while all this was going on, it was very hard to tell how much Paul liked her. Whether he liked spending time with her or her and Cal together, and whether he was angry with her or not. She really couldn’t tell. He didn’t seem very happy, she almost never saw him particularly happy, but she never got the sense that he was unhappier around her than he was with anybody else. Not that he seemed in any way obviously or measurably depressed—Paul was always a low-key kind of guy, very easygoing, somebody who didn’t get too worked up about anything. For example, he very rarely lost his temper with her. Almost never. Rarely enough that this seemed an almost-conscious decision on his part, a piece of strategy. Not because he used to get mad all the time, but because when they were getting along better, or if not better, more intimately, little fights just seemed like part of the deal, something you couldn’t entirely avoid at close quarters, they just came up from time to time, and escalated, especially when Cal was very small and nobody got enough sleep.

         But these conditions weren’t quite the conditions under which they seemed to be operating. Cal slept through, almost always; in any case, both of them had gotten used to the broken nights by this point. They didn’t matter much anymore. But she also got the sense from Paul that whatever decisions he had privately reached he was also waiting for her to make her own decisions, maybe to take the burden off his hands; and in the meantime, he had honorably reflected, it wasn’t fair to get mad at somebody for not being what you had already decided they weren’t. So he reined it in, he reined himself in, he had that look of a man in training who decides on how much sugar and alcohol he will permit himself, and the answer was, at least in terms of their intimacy, not much.

         Sometimes, it’s true, they still had sex—mostly when she initiated it, but not always. One of the chillier aspects of their relationship, one of the things that freaked her out most, is that when he commenced sexual operating procedures (a phrase which, in their happier days, he had used to describe whatever he used to do to show her he was in the mood) and she put him off, by kissing and releasing him a heartbeat sooner than he’d like, or any of the other physical gestures you learn to make in the course of a long relationship without any need for verbal reasons or indications, he never pressed her anymore. He never forced her to give him those indications and reasons, he simply accepted it. The atmosphere in their bedroom was friendly and almost polite and about two degrees lower than room temperature. You had to look pretty closely, with extremely finely calibrated instruments, to realize not just that they weren’t getting along very well, but that the level of human communication between them, in all its various forms, had sunk to record lows.

         On the first night, when he flew back from Texas, after a few weeks away, they usually had sex. With some need, some appetite for the act. And sometimes it felt impersonal, people making use of each other for practical and not dishonorable purposes, and sometimes it felt like more than that—a reminder, an expression of deeper urgency, but it wasn’t always easy to tell the difference. And after a while, the difference didn’t seem to matter very much to Dana.

         At some point, of course, they had to talk about what was going on. And it was never Paul’s style, as inward and self-sufficient as he tended to be, to shirk these conversations. It was a point of pride with him, not to be the kind of guy who refused to admit there was anything wrong as a way of sliding out of a situation. If you want to talk, let’s talk, was his attitude. Let’s go over the whole thing from the beginning. But she got bored of his tone. She wanted something else from him, she wanted it to cost him more—which you couldn’t really express in those terms. At least, when she did, he seemed unusually reasonable in his replies. I can only be as unhappy as I am about what’s happening. I can’t be more or less. I don’t want to pretend or fake it just … to be polite or something.

         Dana, throughout the year and a half the slow process of their separation took, had the sense that she was playing one of those defensive specialists who keeps winning points just by getting everything back, until you lash out and overhit, just to end the point, one way or another. Because you can’t keep going back and forth this way. You start running out of legs. You stop caring. At least, this is what happened to her.

         Her friends, her girlfriends, insisted from the very early stages that he was seeing somebody else. That he had a girl in Texas, an old girlfriend, somebody he had met on tour, whoever, that he kept coming back to. This is what all those airplane trips are about; this is why he keeps having to meet up with the contractors and the architects in person. But Dana shook her head. She genuinely didn’t think that this is what was going on. Part of her wished that he was having an affair—because it would suggest some reasonable ambition or desire on his part, to live a kind of life she could recognize, to make up for whatever was missing in their own relationship, which she could maybe address, in one way or another, after the inevitable upset and recrimination and heartbreak of finding out. Sometimes she even asked him about it, just to provoke a response. “Please,” he said. “You know me better than that.” And she thought she did.

         But it was an argument along these lines that eventually produced the third stage of their separation—because he figured out, or insisted, that maybe what was going on here is that Dana needed someone else to fill the gaps. “You’re trying to push me away,” she said. “This is what you want to happen.” She had been rejected before along these lines, she was sensitive to it. In spite of the fact that she was very used to the attention of men, she had also become accustomed to their inattention.

         “What I want here,” he told her—they were having this conversation on the phone. For some reason, most of their intimate conversations happened on the phone. And in this case, something she said had forced him to go under the skin, at least a little; to admit part of what was going on. His tone had changed. He sounded on the edge of tears, not because he was actually going to cry, but because he was always weirdly susceptible to the idea of honest conversation, of breaking through in this way—the idea itself was enough to move him. But maybe that was just her own cynical take. “What I want here,” he said, “is something that you have made pretty clear to me that you don’t want. Which I don’t blame you for. I want to get out of all of this competitive … living, I don’t want to do it anymore, and I don’t want to put Cal through it either. But that’s not entirely my choice here, which I freely recognize.”

         “Look, Paul. You’re just going through something right now, which is understandable …”

         “Of course I understand that’s what’s going on. But just because it takes a certain life event to make a point of view possible, doesn’t mean you can dismiss it on those terms.”

         “Well, yes, that’s what it … that’s why they … I mean, when you were a kid, this is what your parents call a phase. At least mine did.”

         “And when you were a kid, it annoyed the hell out of you, right?”

         “It did. Of course it did. But I mean, they turned out to be … They were right, right? That’s what you figure out.”

         “I don’t think that’s what I figured out. I had fifteen years of being exposed to a very specific worldview, about what counts and what doesn’t, and what you should strive for, and … what it should feel like to strive. I’m talking here about learning to endure really pretty high levels of physical pain on a daily basis. Now, I realize, I’m not an idiot, that this is … like I said … an extreme form of what’s generally going on out there … but even at Cal’s age, when you see him with the other kids. I can run faster than you. You’re stupid. You don’t know how to read. You can’t even spell your own name. It’s … totally relentless … And what I feel like saying to these kids is basically just that … all of you suck. Not just now but in the future. This is what your life experience is going to teach you. That at everything you care about and want to get good at the world will turn out to be full of people who are much better than you are. And it’s pointless.”

         “I don’t know what you expect me to do about any of this, Paul. I mean, this isn’t something I can fix.”

         “I don’t expect you …”

         “And we can’t fix it for Cal, either. If that’s what you’re thinking.”

         “Look, that’s just not … Look, I mean, what we have, through no virtue of our own. What I have. Is a lot of money, by any reasonable standard. And the truth is, you can buy your way out of a lot of this kind of existential trouble. That’s what I’m trying to do. Whether you want to … whether this is something …”

         “Paul, all that you’re doing here is moving to the suburbs. Or the country. Or whatever. Someplace outside Austin, I don’t know what it is. Suburbs or country. But I mean, people have done this before. This is not some radical solution. This is just another thing that people get competitive about.”

         “If this isn’t something …”

         “What do you expect me to do?” she said.

         “You should do what you want to do. You should feel free to do that.”

         That was really as explicit as they had gotten on the subject. And the next time he called, the next time she saw him, other things came up. The circumstances that had produced the mood that had produced the conversation were not repeated. And since both of them, maybe for different reasons, were slightly embarrassed by the conversation, which felt much more important and philosophical at the time than it did to Dana afterward, when it seemed to her the kind of intense exchange you have in college late at night with some guy who is probably too awkward to make a move on you, and keeps putting off the moment, until you don’t really want to make out with him anyway.

         The funny thing was (though it was absolutely predictable, too) that Paul seemed to spend all his ridiculous amounts of free time training or staying in shape. There was a group of guys around Austin, semi-celebrities Jean called them, who used to meet up and go running together. Along the river, or around Decker Lake or out by Zilker or along the greenbelt. Lance Armstrong was one of them. According to Jean, he was like the leader of the pack, and Paul started biking with him, too; maybe once a week or once every couple of weeks, a bunch of them hit the road together and tore up the miles. Afterward, they swam a few laps at Barton Springs. Lance was getting serious about the triathlon, although at this point Paul was mostly just along for the ride.

         But his whole physical shape had started to change, the impression he made or the aura he gave off or whatever. Obviously, he was never fat, he always looked like what he was, a physically confident and athletically able young man. But tennis required a certain amount of upper body bulk, which is partly what attracted Dana to him, physically, in the first place—the strength of his forearms, the way his shoulders moved inside a collared shirt. But all that was changing. He was now like one of those skinny guys who looks like he can run forever. And when he smiled (somehow he seemed to smile more these days, though maybe this was because most of their conversations happened over Skype, he was staring at them out of a computer screen, and maybe he felt like his facial expressions had to do a lot of the work of communicating with Cal), she could see the skull under the skin very vividly. His mouth was a jaw, his eye sockets protected his eyes, the whole structure, foundation and purpose of his face seemed visible to her. He didn’t look good, she thought. He looked like somebody who believed in something and had a purpose. And even when he seemed particularly happy or charming, it was like his whole countenance was lit up by a candle flame which flickered behind it, and that he was aware of this precious flame and wanted to show it to the world. He reminded her of some of the good-looking ultra-Christian guys she knew at Sidwell Friends, who responded to the embarrassment of class privilege with a kind of self-denying and aggressively happy humility. Some of those guys could be real assholes about sex, she knew firsthand. At least Paul wasn’t.

         And what made the whole thing hard on her was the fact that in spite of everything, and indeed sometimes because of what he was going through, and what his response to it was, she really liked him. He was a decent guy. One of the things you learn as an athlete is the kind of self-discipline that allows you to practice what you preach. And Paul had become extremely good at doing what he said he was going to do. If he said he was available to Skype with Cal at three o’clock on Sunday afternoon, Dana knew perfectly well that the little buzz-ring of her computer, one of those manufactured happy sounds that genuinely did the trick, produced the emotion it was meant to suggest, would buzz and ring at three o’clock on the dot. When they bought the apartment, they set up a joint account for mortgage payments. Paul almost never used it these days, but it was always full—he clearly kept an eye on it, and topped it off months before she might have wanted to ask him to. He never mentioned this either, and so they never needed to have a conversation about money, or the larger conversation that the money conversation would have included. This was just something he did. If he said he could take Cal for three weeks in August, he would fly to New York on the agreed day to pick him up and then either stay a few nights in the city with Dana, to acclimatize Cal to the changeover, or take him back to Austin on the afternoon flight, whatever it was they had decided beforehand.

         Plus, on some level she genuinely believed everything he was saying, about competition and striving and the pointlessness of it all. Paul had had the same reaction to his competitive athletic ability that she had had years before to her own physical attractiveness—that it was superficial and occasionally useful maybe, but also something you have to learn to put up with, and which can easily become a distraction from things that matter. After a while you realize that every time you enter into an intellectual conversation with some guy at a party, or even with one of your friends of long standing who should have known better, just the fact of your prettiness seems to them to be making promises that you have no intention of keeping. Every time you confess a feeling or make a joke, you give off these promises. And there’s nothing they can do about it, there’s nothing you can say to them or explain in advance, because whatever you say or explain they just keep hearing more promises. So on some level you realize that whoever you actually are, whatever it is that you are actually like, is so tied up in the complicated but ultimately predictable way that other people react to you (women, too, whose expectations based on your looks are usually different from but not always deeper than the expectations of men), that you genuinely can’t tell anymore if you’re funny or interesting or honest.

         Moving to Wimberley, or to a house outside Wimberley on the Blanco River, seemed to Dana like an extreme reaction to this problem, or whatever version of this problem Paul was responding to, but it also seemed to her like an understandable reaction. She just didn’t want to move to Wimberley.

         Which meant that when she did start seeing somebody in New York, she was more shocked and upset by the sudden realization of what was ending, or what she was giving up, than she had expected. The depths of this realization, the emotional frame of mind it put her in, the vulnerability it exposed, gave off more of those promises to the guy in question (like a scent or a body odor, intimately connected with you, but which you also have only limited control over), so that everything in both directions (retreating from one lover and advancing toward another) happened faster than she could internalize or digest. She had reached, in ordinary daily life—the decisions you make, the places you go, the people you see—the kind of hyper-speed unpredictable reality of accident scenes, in which instincts you were only dimly aware of suddenly emerge and become visible, act in the powerful ways they are capable of acting, before submerging again and leaving you to cope with or come to terms with their appearance.

         The guy in question was a TV producer. He was older, he had been divorced twice, some of his shows were pretty successful, though most of that was in the past; and in fact he seemed much less sure of himself, more touching and awkward, than any of the obvious ways of describing him would suggest. Which didn’t prevent him from being fairly persistent in his pursuit. They met through friends—his daughter worked with one of the photographers Dana also sometimes worked for. Stephen had a big apartment on Third Avenue, a nice place, though in other respects he seemed to Dana fairly hard up, in an attractive way. He had inexpensive tastes in restaurants, this was his own phrase for it. Most of his money was what he called “old money, from the 1990s”—his current income fluctuated between modest and nonexistent. But he also didn’t seem to care that much about any of this stuff. In that way, he resembled Paul. He had made some decent television programs he was still proud of, he had worked on a couple of turkeys, too; in any case, that side of his life was probably behind him, a fact that he had painfully come to terms with. But he was still ambitious in other respects. After you’ve been through two marriages and two divorces, after you’ve raised two kids, at the age of fifty-three you realize, you have a limited time left, you’ve got limited vitality, to do the stuff you want to do with your life. This was all part of his pickup routine, part of his sales pitch, which he was self-aware enough to flag up even while he was making it.

         They still hadn’t slept together. In that respect, it was all much more innocent than she could have imagined. They made out once, in the back of a cab; but she broke it off, a fact about which he was surprisingly understanding.

         “Look,” he said, “I get it, I’ve been through these things, through the ups and downs. It’s also true that I can probably control myself now a little better than when I was twenty years old.”

         “I need to make a few things clearer, in my own head,” she started to say. “Not just in your head, sweetheart,” he told her. “These things aren’t just in your head. What you want is a note from teacher. That it’s okay. But nobody’s teacher anymore.”

         For some reason, it didn’t annoy her to be talked to this way. But he was also very tender toward her, very solicitous. And somehow the innocence heightened the intensity of feeling. What it felt like was kindness, a kind of generosity, very simple, which she hadn’t been able to show toward Paul in a long time; and she got the sense, from his side, that something similar was going on. They listened carefully to each other, they explained themselves carefully. The way you do when you’re young. She also realized that before anything else happened, she needed to talk to Paul, she probably needed to see him; and she wanted to talk to Liesel, too.

         
            * * *

         

         The houses around Wheeler Street have big front yards. People work hard on them, and even in winter there are red pyracantha bushes, pansies in the grass, bright ornamental cabbages, pots of geraniums on the stoop, and lots of Christmas lights. A park at the bottom of the road has a creek running through it, overgrown with weeds and bedded down between limestone walls. Not so much a park as a grassy field. Since she first got together with Paul, Dana had come to Austin a half-dozen times, and she felt a faint sting of homecoming as Bill turned the Volvo up the familiar curved street that led to their house.

         What surprised her, and upset her more, is the way Cal ran out of the car as soon as they got there. “Is it the swing house?” he said, and she realized (which she knew perfectly well) that he had come more recently than she had—that he spent time there with Paul.

         Liesel, lifting her bad leg out of the car, explained: “We had Mario put up a swing on the front porch.”

         Cal had already run down the side alley, past Liesel’s study, into the backyard. It was nice to see him running after being cooped up on the plane all morning, staring at a screen; but it hurt a little, too. One of those premature ways that divorce or separation forces you to accept that the kids have their own lives. Bill started dragging her suitcase out of the trunk, and Dana took over.

         “That’s all right,” he said.

         “It wheels,” she told him; and he let her pull it up the driveway to the front door.

         When they got inside, Liesel led the way upstairs. “I’ve put you in the wooden room,” she said—a token of intimacy, which Dana heard and understood. It meant she knew the family jargon.

         “I don’t know what he sleeps in at home,” Liesel went on, a little breathlessly. At the far end of the landing, she opened a door. “But when Cal’s here he likes to sleep in the crib. Paul had it until he was four. He refused to sleep in a bed and in the end, it didn’t matter—he could climb in and out perfectly easily. It didn’t seem worth fighting about.” She looked at Dana; her eyes were bright. Whatever awkwardness she might have felt had been translated somehow into something more sentimental. “Well,” she said. “I’ll leave you to it. I’m making coffee if you want some. Jean should be back soon, she said she was bringing lunch. I’ll go see what Cal is doing. He’s fine out there, he doesn’t do anything dangerous.”

         Dana sat on the freshly made bed when Liesel was gone. She looked at the shelves, which were full of old books, a showpiece collection of leather-bound Walter Scott novels (not in very good condition), but also kids’ books, the Hardy Boys series, Nancy Drew. Whatever nobody wanted ended up here. And in front of the books, on shelf after shelf, she saw trophies. Mostly the cheap kind, with painted marble bases and plastic golden figures screwed into the top. For second place in the AISD Geometry Competition, 1985, Nathan Essinger. Also, some of Paul’s tennis trophies, the early ones. Bill was a serial buyer of cheap antiques, Schnäppchen he called them: willow-pattern plates, Kilim rugs, barometers and oil-paintings and prints. The room was full of those, too. It looked like a junk shop, but in a pleasant way. On top of a rocking chair, gathering dust, lay three volumes of the World Book Encyclopedia 1978. That kind of thing. Just the stuff you pick up along the way, in a long life, which has many children in it. Dana felt weirdly emotional. The story in her head, the confession or explanation she wanted to make to Liesel, had shifted again, and it was tiring, constantly, on some level of consciousness, to keep rewriting it.

         
            *

         

         Jean turned out to have strong opinions about Christmas trees. Dana had been looking forward to seeing her. Of all the Essinger kids, not including Paul, Jean was the one she felt she had most in common with. When they were in Austin together, which didn’t happen often, they liked to duck out the backyard gate and walk to Trudy’s for a margarita and sometimes even a quick cigarette. But what Dana felt when she saw Jean again was a strange kind of disappointment, which she found it hard afterward to put her finger on. (Her boyish friendly face, under the short hair, looked like Paul’s; she dressed like a boy, too, in Levi’s and a T-shirt, and gave Dana a fraternal hug.) Maybe what had weakened or disappeared was the sense she sometimes had in Jean’s company that they were conspiring together about something. Or against something—the other Essingers. Or gossiping about them. But that door seemed to be shut.

         But it was fine anyway, it was nice seeing her. It was totally fine. Jean brought in a bunch of random tacos from Changos, a Styrofoam box of nachos, a couple of soups, and a cheese-and-bean quesadilla for Cal. Apparently, this is what he liked—this is what Paul said he always ate at Changos. Another one of those little facts that, as his mother, you have to digest, you have to come to terms with. Bill said he wasn’t eating, there was a meaningless football game on TV in the room next door, but then he came in and ate anyway. He finished up.

         Jean looked well. Dana told her so. Not necessarily skinnier than usual … though she was always emerging from or entering into some diet or other, which she tried out not from any great conviction or desire to lose weight, but partly because her friends in London were all on these fashionable diets and there was nothing you could do except join in—if you wanted to cook for them or eat out with them. But the part of it she liked, the part she enjoyed, was coming up with edible possibilities out of the ridiculous sets of constraints, whatever they were. Only green vegetables and fats. Or no fats at all but only complex carbohydrates. It was like a challenge. It was like writing a sonnet, where for no particular reason you have to limit yourself to rhyming words every other line. Anyway, when she came back to Austin, she just wanted to eat. Not that Austinites weren’t just as faddy about this kind of thing as everybody else. Probably more so.

         All of this banter seemed like a way of putting something off, other kinds of conversation, whatever else it might seem obvious for them to talk about. But she did it very naturally, very confidently—Dana couldn’t really be sure if Jean was holding back on her or not. Then they went out Christmas-tree shopping together. Cal came, too, which took a certain amount of persuasion. He kept asking, where are the kids, when are the kids coming. Late tonight, Dana told him. When you wake up tomorrow morning they’ll all be there. Or some of them will. Which kids, he asked. That big one, that big boy? He meant Susie’s son Ben. Yes, Ben will be there. They’re flying in late tonight. With a baby. Little baby May. You won’t be the baby of the family anymore. I’m not a baby … Most of these reactions are predictable, but you walk into them anyway. They got him in the car with a square of peanut brittle Jean had been saving for some occasion like this. He didn’t actually like it, he made his what-weird-thing-have-you-put-in-my-mouth face, but it got him in the seat.

         First they drove to the lot on San Gabriel, five minutes around the corner, where the Austin Optimist Club raised money every year by selling trees. This was kind of a family tradition, but it was also a kind of family tradition to show up too late when all the good trees had gone and spend about half an hour kicking around the pine-needley yellow grass and making jokes about the shitty trees. Holding one up and saying, how about this one, while Liesel looked on semi-despairing and starting to worry that this year we really won’t get a decent tree. Cal had a pretty good time. Part of what became clear—Dana knew this already but said that every year she forgot—is that the Essingers just had a different taste in trees than she did, different standards. What Dana liked is the kind of Fraser fir you saw in the window of Madison Avenue shops, covered in tinsel or fake snow, all fluffy and bushy. Whereas the Essingers used real candles and needed something sparser.

         “Every year we have this argument,” Dana said, to be a sport about it. But then realized that just saying this, in the way she said it, was making claims, about her rights in the family and what had happened in the past and was going to happen in the future, that she wasn’t in a position to make anymore.

         But Jean, who was sensitive to this kind of awkwardness, and good-hearted, said in response what she would have said anyway, that Dana had no taste, or she had the kind of glitzy, expensive but basically low-brow American taste that you get from growing up in a city like New York. In fact, she went on, because she was also sensitive to the possibility that just by teasing Dana the way she always teased her, by being friendly, you could also go too far. “What’s really happening here is that I’m channeling Susie, who will judge us for what we come home with today. And I don’t want to be judged. I like Frasers, too. They’re like the Christmas tree that Charlie Brown would want, except he always ends up with that scrawny kind where the branches are too weak to hold up the decorations.”

         It was tiring, for everyone, paying attention to all these claims you couldn’t help making, and the possible misinterpretations. After San Gabriel, they drove out along North Lamar to the big Whole Foods between Fifth and Sixth. But they were sold out, too. So they doubled back and tried the Christmas tree farm at Papa Noels on Mopac, which wasn’t any better. By this point Liesel was getting genuinely upset, Cal was tired and hungry, and there was a running argument, where Jean kept taking the high ground, about whether or not they should put up with something obviously substandard or keep going. “I don’t mind doing this myself,” Jean said. “If Cal is tired.”

         “Cal’s going to be tired anyway. He can fall asleep in the car if he wants to,” Dana said. And in spite of everything, all the new subtlety and complex etiquette involved, what was happening was real and ordinary and annoying, and fine, in the way it would have been anyway; and Dana felt, whether she was imagining it or not, that Jean was softening toward her, or opening up. Or not even that, but that whatever relationship they had always had in spite of or independent from Paul was surfacing again.

         There’s a Home Depot on Mopac, too, out past Papa Noels. By the time they got there, it was a little after five o’clock, the sudden subtropical winter dark was in the process of falling, where you go from a mild sunny winter day to actual streetlamp-lit night in the space of about twenty minutes. In the parking lot, which was half-empty, but filled with or seemingly surrounded by the highway noise, they found a wide green tent fenced off with metal barriers. But there were still a few trees left inside it, decent trees but too big, which nobody wanted. Cal snuck under the barrier—Dana climbed over. Liesel stood outside, worrying and feeling cold. That faintly dementia-flavored but basically also existentially accurate feeling you get in the dusk, near highways, had descended on everyone—like, What am I doing here? Where am I? I need to get somewhere quickly where the artificiality and frailty of all this human-settlement stuff isn’t so obvious. There were electrically powered cutting tools lying in the tent, which probably explained the barriers. Jean went inside to find a guy. Eventually—it was dark by this point, proper dark—Jean and the guy came out and they bought a tree. He cut it down for them, pruning the lower branches, too, so it could fit in the stand, in the light of a Klieg lamp, or whatever they’re called, which was lying on the ground in a tangle of wires. It was cold enough that the heat the lamp generated misted in the beams of the light it generated. They pulled the tree into the trunk of the Volvo, half of the backseat had to be folded down, and Dana got into the other half and put Cal on her lap. They drove home.

         
            *

         

         Paul was there when they got back. He had been waiting around for several hours longer than he had expected to, which always made him unreasonably angry. This fact alone was upsetting to him. The new laid-back self wasn’t supposed to care about these slight affronts or revealed indifferences, but somehow he was stuck with the old self that did care. When he was home he sometimes went out into the backyard with a tennis racket and ball. Behind the playhouse there was an odd extra bit of land, tacked on because of the angle of the road, with a solid concrete wall at the far end, supporting the parking lot of a cooperative grocery store. For some reason the level of the stores on the main drag was fifteen feet higher than the level of the residential streets. Bill, when the kids were kids, turned this extra bit of backyard into a small court and Paul used to hit balls against the wall by the hour. This is where he spent his childhood, every day after school more or less regardless of the weather. Hitting a tennis ball into a concrete wall.

         So he went there now and banged a ball around and worked up a sweat—the winter sunshine was warm enough for that, he was wearing jeans and a T-shirt. When Liesel told him she had invited Dana to come for Christmas his first reaction was to have no reaction or to have as little of a reaction as it was possible for him to show. In general, this was his policy when discussing matters that affected him intimately. If you care about the honesty of your reactions then there’s always this slight delay—you have to register what you actually feel, you have to check your sources, and the upshot of all this due diligence is that it makes it almost impossible to have honest reactions. But Paul still preferred the slight artificiality or coldness of people who measure their words to the alternative, to be one of those people who have to keep apologizing afterward for misrepresenting their positions in the heat of the moment. Also, Liesel was his mother, she was seventy-four years old, she loved him, she meant well, and he had no deep-seated resentments or reproaches to work out against her. His childhood was pretty great. Anyway, it was usually Jean’s job to take her to task for clumsy interference.

         Half an hour later he went inside to get a drink and they still weren’t there. It was now almost five o’clock, getting dark and cool. He could have called Dana on her cell to find out where the hell everyone was, he wanted to see his son, but they didn’t have the kind of phone habit anymore that would have made this a normal thing to do. It would have suggested pent-up resentment, which is what he felt and could not have kept out of his voice. Bill was in the TV room watching a football game. There was half a watermelon on the counter by the sink, lying in its Saran Wrap, beaded with condensation or juice, and Paul cut himself a slice and joined his father. One of those meaningless pre-Christmas third-tier bowl games, the Collision Repair and Auto Painting Bowl or something like that. Boise State was playing, those guys in the bright blue and bright orange uniforms, totally chemical-looking. Third quarter, already a wipeout, Boise State was running away with it and Bill said, slumped on the sofa, half-lying down, with his feet kicked out on the footstool, “They should have been ranked higher. All year long they were telling everybody, we can do what we do against anybody, any of the big-name conferences, and now it turns out they were right.”

         Paul sat down on the rocking chair and picked at the seeds in his watermelon slice with a fork. When you’re basically unemployed, this particular dead patch of the year, when everybody else is just glad to get to the holidays, to kick back for a few days before the pressure of Christmas itself starts to tell, is especially depressing, because your whole life is like this, a kind of waiting around for other people who are busier than you to intersect briefly with your life. Even though whatever keeps them busy is rarely very satisfying to them, even though they complain about their jobs and lives and pretend to envy you, somehow they leave it to you to work out the problem of what to do with existence in the absence of meaningless small goals.

         “I don’t know.” Paul took a piece of the watermelon on his fork—it was still cold. The watermelon was pretty good. “What usually happens is they play against some mid-conference team from what turns out to be one of the weaker major conferences and then it’s not surprising Boise State can run up the score. Didn’t they lose to TCU?”

         “TCU has a pretty good football team this year,” Bill said.

         The front door opened, you could hear it from the TV room, a click and then the sound of voices, and Jean was walking down the corridor saying, “Sorry guys, Paul!, sorry we’re so late, we could use a hand with the tree …” and Paul felt his heart rate accelerating in spite of himself, and without, it seemed, any sympathy or participation from his conscious mind, though whether it was because he was going to see Cal or he was going to see Dana he couldn’t tell.

         Liesel followed Jean into the TV room. “It’s a big tree,” she said.

         “Where’s Cal?” Paul asked, getting up and setting his watermelon bowl on the floor.

         “Dana’s taking him to the bathroom. He was very good.”

         “Pick up the bowl,” Bill said. “Someone’s going to step on it.”

         “How’s Dana?”

         “She’s fine,” Jean said. “She’s in the bathroom. It’s an okay tree, we got lucky. Every year we leave it too late.”

         “That’s because you kids always want to help,” Liesel said.

         “Pick up the bowl,” Bill said.

         “The only person who really cares is Susie and even she agreed that this year she was arriving too late.”

         “I want to put it in a bucket of water,” Liesel said, and then, to Paul: “Maybe you can help Jean carry it around the back.”

         “I want to see my son.”

         The TV room was part of the kitchen extension, which included the breakfast room next door. Paul walked down a hallway into the old part of the house. The toilet was under the stairs. Dana stood outside the opened door, watching Cal, who was sitting on the pot and looking totally chilled-out on the pot and not in any hurry. Dana turned around when she heard Paul. He hadn’t seen her in a month, since he flew to New York at Thanksgiving to spend a little time with his son. Whenever he saw her after an absence there was a buildup of static charge, the kind that gives you an instant and consistently surprising slight jolt on contact. She hugged him dutifully, two arms but little pressure and a quick release. Then Cal stood up and bent over, and Paul said, “That’s all right, I can do it,” and leaned into the bathroom to pick a piece of toilet paper from the roll.

         “You always do it so it hurts,” Cal said.

         “I’m sorry, kid. I like a clean butt.”

         “I like it more when Mommy does it.”

         “Is this any way to greet your father?”

         But he wasn’t sure for whose benefit he was saying it, Cal’s or Dana’s or maybe for Jean, who was now standing and waiting in the hallway traffic jam, and said, “You ready to move the tree? Liesel’s fricasseeing about putting it in water.”

         “What does fricasseeing mean?” Dana asked.

         “Nothing. Not what Jean thinks it means.”

         “I know what it means.”

         “All right. All done. Now wash your hands,” and Paul washed his hands in the sink while Cal pulled up his pants. Dana was looking at him when he came out. That patina of strangeness which their changed relations had allowed to accumulate, week by week and month by month, seemed to add a gloss or maybe he just saw her again for what she actually was, an extremely handsome woman, tall and skillfully and fashionably dressed, the kind of woman you hesitate to approach at a party because of her obvious good looks, which makes your reason for speaking to her seem a little obvious, too. “Hey,” Paul said, “it’s nice to see you,” and then turning to Jean, “Come on, let’s get this over with,” because on some level he had realized that playing the casual brother at home with his family gave him some advantage over Dana or might put him in a more attractive light than she usually saw him in these days.

         
            *

         

         Paul stayed for supper; he wanted to put Cal to bed. This involved some negotiation because Cal was used to sleeping in Jean’s old room when he stayed over at Wheeler Street and it had to be explained to him that Jean was actually there. “I don’t mind,” Jean said, “if he wants to sleep with me. We can move the crib in. Until Henrik comes.” But this wasn’t really a serious offer and nobody took it seriously, including Cal. They let him go downstairs to watch TV for a bit, which meant that Bill had to switch the channel from his football game, and then they tried again. In the end, Paul gave up and let Dana deal with it. It didn’t seem to help to have two of them around. Bill was driving out to Sunflower, the Vietnamese place off 183, which was Dana’s favorite restaurant in Austin, to pick up some food and Paul offered to come along.

         Dana sat with Cal until he fell asleep, which wasn’t long, because they’d had a very early start that morning. With the time difference, his bedtime had been pushed back anyway. She lay on the bed next to the crib, in that funny crowded charming little junk-store room, and almost fell asleep herself while she listened to his breathing. But in fact she lay there awake and tried to get a hold on her impressions and feelings. It was nice to take a break from the Essinger atmosphere for a few minutes, or maybe fifteen or twenty. But she also liked knowing it was there, that she could step into it again whenever she wanted. At home in New York, unless she made special arrangements, she was stuck in the apartment every night after Cal went to sleep. Liesel had said to her, “If you ever want to go out while you’re here, just go. We can look after Cal, he’s pretty used to us by now. Even if you just want to sit in the Spider House after putting him to bed.”

         The Spider House was a café and bar just two minutes’ walk from the back gate—it had firepits in the winter and lots of colored lights and rusty outdoor furniture, it was a nice place to sit. And part of what Dana was thinking as she lay there was, Jean and I could go and get a frozen margarita. Or I could just go by myself. She was trying to work out which she wanted to do and if it was rude to go alone and ended up doing neither, she just lay there listening to Cal and thinking, Paul looks skinny. Whenever they talked on the phone he sounded totally unchanged but every time she saw him he looked skinnier and skinnier. It was nice to have Cal lying next to her because without him she would have felt a long way away from her own life and right in the middle of Paul’s. Almost deliberately, almost consciously, she started narrating to herself these feelings and observations in the form of a conversation with Stephen, and then, feeling weird and a little heartsick, stopped. It’s like, you have to understand this family, it’s like, with them you’re always in the middle of some argument, not an argument, but it’s like that, and everyone’s having it together, and whatever you say it’s connected to something somebody else said, and has a different opinion about, and so on. And it never ends.

         
            * * *

         

         They took North Lamar out to 183—most of the stores had Christmas lights in the window. When Paul spent time with his parents he reverted to high-school mode. In high school, he was a pretty good kid, he never rebelled much, he kept his own counsel, and that’s what he was like with them now. Bill was always an errand father. He was one of those dads who drove you around and picked you up, and his idea of hanging out was the car ride on the way to practice or the restaurant. The rest of the time, the time at home, he was happy to watch TV and mostly shut up, but in the car he liked to talk.

         He said, “The ALEA is meeting in Austin this year.”

         It was easier talking like this, with both of you staring ahead at the road or looking off at the side streets passing in the dark. The radio in the car hadn’t worked in years, otherwise Paul would have turned it on. It was warm enough he lowered his window for a minute, just to feel the air, and then shut it again.

         “I don’t know what that is,” he said. You forget sometimes your parents are people, too, with their own self-obsessions. It’s amazing how little as a kid you care about what their lives are actually like.

         “It’s the law and economics society. Nathan is giving a talk this year. So am I.”

         “Well, can we listen to you? Is there a … public gallery?”

         “You can come. I don’t know how much of what I say you’ll understand.”

         They passed the old Highland Mall, where Susie used to go as a teenager to meet her friends and eat ice cream among the indoor plants. But the parking lot surrounding it was dark now, there were unused grassy areas, it looked depressing. Susie was the only mall rat among the kids; she felt the pressures of socialization more than the rest. Highland was the first mall in Austin, but now all the hipsters had rolled into town, with their independent boutiques, and nobody wanted to go there. Bill said, “They’re closing it down. The community college is taking over the site. At least that’s what they say.”

         “Americans,” Paul said. “They don’t want to shop anymore. They just want to learn.”

         “Anyway, the ALEA is putting on a panel this year. About my work.”

         “That’s great,” Paul said. “That’s nice.”

         “The way it goes, I give a paper, and they invite a couple of people to respond to it. It’s up to me to pick the guys.”

         Bill was an economist—the kind who, he liked to say, had spent his life trying to prove what economics couldn’t tell you about the world. This hadn’t always made him popular in the profession.

         “You want to hear something funny,” he said. “UT is going to publish these responses online, alongside my original paper.” Bill paused a little, he made a kind of laughing noise, like a humorous sigh. “Yesterday I get an email from the editor. My secretary prints it out for me. You know what he wrote?”

         He waited for Paul to say, “What?” You realize after a while that everybody’s internal lives are full of this kind of thing, it’s endless, all you get are glimpses of it in other people. Paul said, “What?”

         Bill told him—a long list of redactions made because the material covered in his paper “duplicates” some of the arguments in the talks. I mean, they’re supposed to be responding to me. So Bill has to go through the redactions, item by item. That’s what he was doing this morning, before picking up Dana and Cal from the airport. It takes him three hours in the office and he’s halfway through. This is how you spend your life. Nobody ever reacts to these stories the way people want you to, and Paul knew that he had failed to react in that way.

         “What’s Nathan talking about?” he said, after a minute. It was nice just sitting in the car—he could feel the day’s run in his bones. And also, what he felt for his father was something else, a complicated form of identification. So this guy is also out there hitting balls against the wall.

         “The legality of drones. They’ve put him in Dwight Auditorium, which seats about five hundred people.”

         North Lamar came to an end and Bill merged onto 183, one of those elevated highways that curves around the city. Even at that time of night, it was full of cars, people heading home, into the dark flat increasingly developed countryside north of Austin.

         “This city keeps growing,” Bill said, and then: “You know where they’ve got me? The Ronald B. Koenig Seminar Room at the business school. Capacity thirty-five.”

         “There’s a whole panel on your work. I don’t feel that sorry for you.”

         “Your brother is in demand,” Bill said. “I am in supply.”

         But he was in a good mood—this is the kind of thing he liked, talking like this, making jokes. Deprecation had the effect on him of genuinely cheering him up.

         “Well, join the crowd.”

         The raised highway was about the level of the treetops, Paul could see the roofs of houses and warehouses between the leaves. Somewhere out there, in the streets below them, was the medical complex where the dentist he went to as a kid worked.

         “Cal seems happy enough,” Bill said. “He’s excited about seeing his cousins.”

         Maybe this is the conversation he’d been waiting to have. Bill’s attitude from the first had been noninterventionist. He had more sympathy than Liesel, as a general rule, for the reasons men and women choose not to live together anymore. But Paul also had a fairly good idea of what his father thought about the whole thing.

         “I guess. I didn’t see much of him today. They spent all that time … picking a tree. It’s hard to find one where you can put the candles on.”

         “One of these days they’re going to burn the house down,” Bill said.

         They exited 183 and turned at the off-ramp quickly, doubling back almost, and parked outside the restaurant, which was practically under the highway, you could hear the traffic noise thrumming overhead, and went inside to get the food. Bill said that Paul could wait in the car but Paul came in anyway. There was a fish tank on the counter. He looked at the fish, feeling a little fishlike himself. Like he was staring at everything with his mouth open, not saying much. Bill as always chatted up the waitress, who lifted a couple of steaming bags over the counter, plastic inside paper, and they headed out again, into the mild night, and got in the car.

         “I like Dana,” Bill said, pulling away. “I don’t always get a lot out of her, but I like her.”

         “She’s very smart.” For some reason, Paul wanted to defend her. “She was Phi Beta Kappa at Amherst. Already by her junior year. When she left.”

         “I’m sure she is, but there’s a WASP quality, which in its way is very attractive, although I also find it hard to penetrate.”

         “That’s just what she’s like,” Paul said. “There’s nothing really underneath it that’s very different.”

         He thought he was protecting her, against some accusation that Bill hadn’t exactly made, of phoniness or superficiality, but he realized after he said it that what he said didn’t sound like a defense. Anyway, it ended the conversation and they drove in silence back the way they had come. Eventually Bill said, turning off at 32nd Street, between the limestone pillars onto the darker and greener neighborhood streets, and then turning again onto Wheeler, with its familiar curve: “The Longhorns are playing at the Erwin Center. Nathan wanted to go with the kids. Cal seems to me old enough now to get something out of it. Should I get you tickets?”

         “Sure.”

         “What about Dana?”

         “You can ask her,” Paul said.

         They drove into the driveway, clanking at the dip, and Paul, who had been holding the food on his lap and at his feet, waited until Bill got out and handed it to him, before getting out himself. His lap was slightly damp from the heat of the bags. Walking into the house, Bill called out, “Soup’s up,” and Paul said to him, “Cal’s probably asleep.” They walked into the kitchen and Bill put the food on the counter. “Soup’s up,” he said again. Dana and Jean were laying the table; Liesel was already sitting down, sewing something. She had her glasses on and a little roll of needles and threads on her plate, which she put away.

         “My favorite food,” Dana said, a little loudly.

         Supper was weirdly normal, it was weirdly like the suppers they used to have before their separation. Dana didn’t talk much, it wasn’t easy merging into the Essinger family conversational traffic. But that’s how it used to be anyway. Jean and Paul had an argument, which wasn’t really an argument, about a TV commercial that Jean had walked in on while Bill was watching sports. This is the kind of thing they talked about, endlessly, like it was politics or art, or something that actually matters. Speaking of Nike, Jean said, in a different voice after standing up to get more food. Henrik wants to meet Lance Armstrong when he comes over. If that is at all possible. Paul said it was just a question of timing, their regular Sunday morning ride was on … and they tried to work out the date. The thirtieth, if it was happening, which Paul assumed it was. Lance tended to stick to his routines, at least when he was in town.

         “When does Henrik get in? We just have to find him a bike,” Paul said.

         “I don’t know if he’s up for a twenty-mile ride,” Jean said. “He’s still pretty weak.”

         “Well, he can come along and say hi.”

         At one point, while they were working this out, Dana turned to Paul and said, “What’s he like?” and there was something about the way she said it, like an attractive acquaintance at a dinner party trying to break into the conversation, trying to interest you … that had a powerful effect on him. Because he realized, something he knew perfectly well, that she was alone in his family, slightly adrift, that she was probably doing her best, but also, and this was part of the effect, it struck him again what an attractive stranger she was. It was like some of the unfamiliarity had grown back, and he could see her again the way a stranger would see her, as a tall pretty well-dressed woman who asks questions and listens to your answers.

         “He’s like … in some ways, he’s this typical Austin guy, kind of chilled-out and relaxed, but basically in an extremely intense and competitive way.”

         “Do you like him?” Dana asked. She sat very straight at the table, always, and she looked at you when she spoke.

         “I like him. Somehow that doesn’t really come up, when people are famous. Everything they do has a slightly different moral weight. Just the fact that he goes riding on Sunday mornings with a bunch of guys like us makes him a good guy.”

         “I’m a fan,” Jean said.

         Later, when supper was over, and Bill had moved over to the TV room to watch the Spurs game, Paul and Jean and Dana were clearing the table, and Paul said to Dana, “Do you want to come out and see the Wimberley place while you’re here?”

         “I’ve seen it before,” she said.

         “Okay … it’s a little … the work on the house is finished. And they’ve started building some of the cabins. The foundations are dug. Cal likes going out there.”

         “Sure,” Dana told him. “I’ll come if you want me to.” There was a silence in which something had to be said, to fill it, and eventually Dana said, “I think I’m going to check on Cal. It’s stupid but … I don’t want him waking up and thinking, where am I.”

         “I’m sure he’s fine. He sleeps here all the time.”

         “Go check on him,” Jean said.

         Paul put a hand on her shoulder as she turned away—a kind of apology, but maybe it came across as something else. He noticed her calf muscles under the cream tights, the way they took the strain, and had a faint sexual response, or more like an appreciation. She walked well, she walked like an athlete. What Bill had said in the car came into his mind. About the fact that Dana was hard to read, she didn’t give much away. Because of her Waspiness or Waspishness, whatever the right word for it was. The idea that for one week his family would live with her, see her, judge her, come to conclusions about her, without his full-time presence to deflect their judgments was suddenly painful to him. But what could he do. He didn’t want to be there either.

         After she went up, Jean said to him, “What’s going on there?”

         She was filling the garbage with empty Styrofoam containers, which crackled in her hands, the juices dripped. Paul picked up the bag and lifted it from the trash can and pulled the edges open, so that Jean could fit the rest of the containers in.

         “Nothing, it’s fine. We get along fine.” He sounded defensive when he didn’t mean to, but he also sounded, to his own ears, something else: lightweight or superficial, like somebody who doesn’t take life seriously enough. Which wasn’t what was going on at all.

         “That’s what I mean. People who get along fine usually stay together.”

         “Is that right?” Paul said.

         Jean took the garbage bag out of his hands and stood in the kitchen doorway for a moment, looking at him. Her eyes were a little shiny. She looked at him like you look at someone departing in a car, after they can’t see you anymore, then she went outside to put the garbage in one of the cans.

         
            * * *

         

         It’s about a fifty-minute drive to Wimberley, most of it along I-35. But there wasn’t much traffic, which allowed his thoughts to run on a little, he could cover plenty of ground.

         For the first few weeks after moving back home, Paul was just happy to be home. He slept at Wheeler Street a lot of the time, while work progressed on the house in Wimberley, he slept in his old bed, touched the same window he used to touch when he woke up, and jogged around the neighborhood where he used to ride his bike. And the truth is all of these things made him actually happier. He had a feeling of rightness, even the weather felt like the weather in which he belonged. Hot until early November, when the first norther blew in and knocked the leaves off the trees, then variable, drippy sometimes and mildly cold, or sunny and hopeful, even with the dead grass. And so on, all year round, one season after another, the seasons he grew up with. But after five or six months, maybe even sooner, after a couple of months, when the boredom kicked in, and not just boredom but something worse, like some kind of leukemia of boredom, a disease of the blood and bone, he realized that even if you decide to retreat from the world you need something to do. Otherwise you have no reason to get out of bed, you have no reason to get out of the house. A couple of his high-school friends had stayed in town. One of them had kids, and he used to hang out at their house, feeling like, I have a kid, too, I have a home. There was a limit to how much time he wanted to spend at the periphery of other people’s lives.

         Sometime after New Year, a mutual friend, a sports columnist at the Austin American Statesman, put him in touch with Lance, and Paul started joining Lance and several other guys on their Sunday morning bike rides. He couldn’t keep up at first, he had let himself drift out of shape, and for two days after his first ride he could hardly walk around the house. Just sitting down on the pot caused a heat map of pain to spread from his knees to the left side of his lower back, and he had to push himself up afterward with his hands on the edge of the bathtub next to the toilet. At this point he figured, I could go either way, and the way he went was to get back in shape. He started running again in the mornings, first around Wheeler Street, around Barton Creek, and up to Shoal Creek, and along the greenbelt, and later, when he moved out to Wimberley, along Lone Man Creek, a tributary of the Blanco River that formed the southern perimeter of his property, and sometimes down Red Hawk Road into Wimberley itself, through various neighborhoods with spread-out houses and back again, farther and farther, until he was routinely logging fifty miles a week.

         All of which kept him busier than just the hour and a half a day he spent on the road or on the bike, because you’ve got to recover and wind down and eat right, and shop to eat right, and so on. It’s a process that involves a certain amount of concentration on the self, a certain kind of intense and painful loneliness, and if you stick with it long enough, and push through the first five or six weeks where the pain barrier is all that you can think about, something semireligious starts to happen. You realize first of all that you’re a physical human being, that you live in a body, a fact which, as an athlete, he had always been more or less aware of, but then his body was always a means to an end, taking care of it was part of his job, but not the part that got measured, whereas now …

         If you push through the boredom, if you push through the depression of the boredom, if you manage to find a purpose, or not even a purpose, if you manage to give a shape to your days, something to do when you get up in the morning and something to think about when you lie down, eventually a new kind of life starts to kick in, a new frame of mind. You start to see your relation to the world more clearly, what matters and what doesn’t, which is something that Lance had been coming to terms with and was willing to talk about. Some of the other guys they rode around with had semi-famous pasts, too. There was an actor who dropped out of LA after drawing a blank in pilot season, and thinking, all right, I don’t need to spend my life waiting around for people I don’t particularly respect to say yes to me. There was a retired baseball player, there was a NASCAR guy, people who had settled in Austin because it’s a nice place to live and not totally off the beaten track in celebrity terms but not in the spotlight either. In other words, people who had been forced into some clear perspective on the meaning of worldly success. But he didn’t talk about this stuff with his family, maybe with Jean, but even with her not much, because he was aware that they didn’t respect this kind of pseudo-philosophical enlightened calm and also because on some level he realized he was making use of it as a stepping-stone toward something else.

         The irony, which he was perfectly willing to admit to, was that as soon as he decided to drop out of the world the people he started hanging out with were all these B-list types, instead of ordinary civilians, guys like his high-school friends, who tended to view what he was doing as an example or side effect of decadence and privilege. He could see it from their point of view. But he also had a point of view. Which is just that, for reasons unrelated to any kind of deserving, he had made a lot of money, and what this money made possible for him is that he could live a life entirely of his own choosing. So the question becomes, what do you choose. This is not an easy question to answer. You can choose to help other people, and in fact, every year, after conversations with his accountant and Nathan, who had a sophisticated sense of the charity market and where you get the most bang for your buck, he gave away roughly a hundred thousand dollars a year. (Enough for him to feel a pinch, a slight constraint, given the fact that he didn’t expect to earn anything but interest and dividends for the rest of his life, and was living off the capital.) But this also seemed to him like a way of avoiding the question. Because obviously there are people who need quantifiable things, like clean water and prenatal care and access to the internet, which money can supply. But the question he wanted to think about, the question he wanted to answer by example, is how should you live when all of these material concerns have been met? There’s got to be a kind of life possible that would seem to him worth living.

         At the moment, he was reading a lot. In bed, on the toilet, on the exercise bike. Different kinds of books, he had bought a Kindle. High-end self-help stuff like Thinking, Fast and Slow and Blink, neither of which Nathan or Susie or Jean had much respect for. But also biographies. He was fighting his way through the Caro volumes, the stuff about LBJ’s early days in Texas interested him, the way the century changed around him. You grow up in one time and learn certain valuable lessons, whose application to the time you end up in, as an adult, isn’t always immediately obvious. Books had a way of leading on to each other, and without Cal around he had the leisure and headspace to follow the tracks and see where they would take him. But there were certain premises he had firmly established in his mind. That the feelings he had now, of pointlessness, of randomly directed anger, which flared up and disappeared almost instantly, of disillusionment, were of a relatively recent growth, that they did not have their roots in his childhood. That his childhood was meaningful to him in a way that no subsequent life seemed meaningful to him, not the couple of years he spent at Stanford, or his tennis career, or even his relationship with Dana. That everything apart from his feelings for Cal was corrupted by this sense of pointlessness, or colored by it, and that what he needed to do was find a way to reproduce, not the innocence of childhood (because he had no interest in innocence; guilt was not the problem, he rarely felt guilty; besides, as everybody knows, children are full of cruelty), but something like the meaningfulness or authenticity of childhood. Though these were clearly the wrong words, and the fact that he couldn’t find better words for what he was after might be part of the problem.

         You turn off I-35 at Mountain City, and when you get through that, end up on the dark roads, in the deep middle of Texas nowhere, where even the land looks like nothing much, not like farmland or anywhere you’d want to build, made up mostly at that time of year of dead grass and dead bushes and a few low trees, driving along Old Kyle Road, where there aren’t any houses or stores or shacks by the side of the highway, just telephone poles. There aren’t any streetlamps, and for several miles you think, this is what it feels like to travel through an unknown continent, until the outskirts of Wimberley appear.

         Maybe love was one of the words, though that seemed a stupid way of putting it. But what he meant was just the thoughtless unquestioned feelings of brothers and sisters for each other and for their parents, people you’re basically stuck with and didn’t choose, your simple relations with them and physical lack of embarrassment (he still pissed in front of Cal, he wiped Cal’s ass), even if what went along with those feelings in many cases was boredom and shortness of temper (on the parents’ side) and endless trivial competitive rivalries on the kids’. The boredom of love on the one hand and the battles of love on the other, which is maybe why, for the rest of your life, boredom and fighting seem like indicators of honesty or sincerity or the real thing, and everything else feels like playing around.

         Okay, what he had taken so far were a few long- and medium-term steps, like buying the house and trying to develop the land. He was reading up on permaculture, too, which was making a move in Texas, in spite of the climate. There was a school in Plano he had made some initial contact with, though it was a long way from Wimberley, about four hours in the car. Not that he really intended to enroll—you get these ideas, but somehow the content of them never lives up to the shiny surface. As soon as you start to follow through with anything it becomes clear why you didn’t want to bother in the first place. And he realized somewhere along the way that who he was explaining himself to was probably Dana, though not all of the time, that he was listening to Nathan, too, and Jean, and other people, who occupied critical points of view on whatever he thought, but it was mostly Dana, who just seemed to sit there at the back of his mind and listen to him. Without saying much.

         There weren’t many houses on his stretch of Red Hawk Road, just above Lone Man Creek, and the few there were lay spread out enough you couldn’t see your neighbors. Irregularities in the land got in the way, trees got in the way, and as he pulled up the drive to his house, which didn’t look like much from the front, just a concrete shed with a horizontal window under the eaves, like a two-car garage, the faint, faint fear of living this far out on his own pressed in on him. Even after a year and a half of living like this he felt it. Movement-sensitive lights, which lined the drive, flared on, which was both a source of comfort and mild anxiety, because every time you came home at night it was like a big announcement. In New York you get sick of all the people crowding in on you, sharing walls and sidewalk space and subway air, so that you can’t even shout at your kid, not anywhere, not at home or the street, without feeling like you’re under observation. But out here you had the opposite problem. The distances around you were so great and so empty that you yourself became a kind of witness to yourself. There was nobody else to do the job, and you developed, at least Paul had developed, a weird kind of double-consciousness, where every step he took, between the car and the front door, felt semi over-deliberate. You wondered what was out there watching you, so it was like you yourself were watching yourself. But this was part of the point of it all, this is what he wanted to get used to. At night in the hills the temperature dropped and you could smell the cold air over the river at the foot of the yard. He was glad to get the front door closed behind him, and to turn on the lights.

         The telephone rang just as he walked in, and he could see the red light blinking on his answering machine. The house had poured concrete floors and exposed limestone walls, big single-pane windows, and even after Bill brought over a couple of rugs to lay down, from his years of hoarding (more lay rolled up under the pool table in the back apartment at Wheeler Street), noises echoed. Paul picked up the handset and sat on the couch, looking mostly at his reflection in the glass, which shone and glared a little under the overhead lights. Behind this reflection, dimly, you could see the bent reaching arms of the live oak tree outside the patio porch, and behind it, sloping away, the yellow wintry grass that led to the river. On the far side, vaguely, the green outline of a hill.

         Bill said, “I got you. I was expecting to leave another message.”

         “I just walked in the door.”

         “Listen, I wanted to tell you because I’ve told everyone else. Except Susie, who’s in the air. Your Aunt Rose is not very well. She has pneumonia, and other complications I won’t go into. The hospital called just after you left. Jean is booking me a flight right now, I think the earliest leaves at something like six forty-five. Anyway, I wanted to let you know. She may be fine. On the other hand, she may not be. I don’t know how long I’ll be gone for. Over Christmas.”

         “Do you want me to come?” Paul said.

         “That’s sweet of you, son.”

         “I can come.”

         “You’ve got enough on your plate right here. Okay, there’s someone on the other line. Hold on a minute.”

         Paul waited, not thinking of anything much, and then his father’s voice returned—you could hear a faint shift even before his voice came through, indicating a different kind of access, like a key fitting and turning in a lock. “That was Nathan, I should get back to him, he’s trying to persuade me to let him book his driver. To pick me up from the airport, which I don’t need. Listen, have a good time, okay. Give yourself a break. Try and have a good time.”

         “Give Rose my love,” Paul said.

         But Bill still didn’t hang up—he wasn’t good at getting off the phone. “She was very proud of you,” he said at last. “Of all you kids. She took a real interest. Just the fact that, one of the Essingers, seeing you on TV. She loved watching you play.”

         “Okay, Dad, thanks for calling. I hope it’s all—I hope it’s fine. It’s good of you to go.”

         “Well, what can you do. All right,” Bill said, and then the phone went dead in Paul’s hands.

         Afterward, he clicked on the answering machine and heard his father’s voice again, more or less repeating himself, except of course that it had happened the other way around. “Listen, give me a call when you get in. I wanted to tell you because I’ve told the others …” At the end, Bill signed off with: “It was good to see you today. It’s nice to have Cal in the house. All right. Just call me when you get in. Dad.”

         Paul got up then poured himself a bowl of cereal, some kind of granola, and took the cold milk from the fridge—an industrial-sized unit, all stainless steel, which hummed audibly and was parked against the limestone wall. Nathan was very envious of this fridge. At least that’s what he said. “Well, it came with the house,” Paul told him. “I wouldn’t have picked it.”

         “You’re an idiot. This is a restaurant-quality fridge,” Nathan said. “What does that even mean?” Paul asked him. But sometimes when he opened the heavy door, he heard his brother’s voice. You’re an idiot, this is a restaurant-quality fridge … He took his bowl of cereal onto the patio porch, which meant setting it down on the concrete floor for a moment, unlocking and pulling the sliding door that separated his living room from the backyard. When you live alone you have to make these deliberate efforts to use different parts of the house. Outside, in the cool air, he slurped his cereal and drank up the sweet milk. The creek at the bottom of the property was really just a different kind of blackness, a sense of vague movement between the trees. Only at this time of year could you stand outside without getting bitten by mosquitoes.

         When Judith, Rose’s daughter, was thirteen years old, she flew to Texas on her own and visited them. It was a big deal for her, an only child, visiting her family of cousins. Getting on a plane for the first time by herself. None of the Essingers was particularly nice to her. Nathan was closest in age, but she got on all their nerves—complaining about the heat, about the air-conditioning, about the mosquitoes. Bill brought in bagels from Einstein’s bagels, to make her feel at home, and Judith said, “These don’t taste anything like New York bagels, I wonder why that is.” As if she were genuinely curious, that kind of thing. She was just a thirteen-year-old kid. Paul had a four-foot-long rubber rattle snake, which he put in her bed. Judith spent half an hour on the phone to her mother afterward, in tears. Saying, Nobody likes me, everybody’s mean. Paul overheard her, maybe she meant him to. The truth is, he was just a kid, too, they were all just kids. But every time he saw his Aunt Rose he felt … some residual … not guilt. A reminder of his father’s childhood. How far he had come. Bill had said to him before, given Rose’s general condition, at some point I expect to get a phone call, telling me … He spent his life in expectation, not of bad news exactly, but of the inevitable eventualities, so that when they came, he was ready for them, almost cheerful, he seemed prepared.
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