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1 / Ethan

MY FATHER WAS ON THE ROAD A LOT WHEN I WAS growing up, off to parts of Asia to oversee the cheap manufacture of ladies’ garments. You couldn’t stay still, he said, in today’s business world. “Ever ask him about the local babes?” one of my friends wanted to know. “You should go with him next time, Ethan.” He was just being a smart-ass—we were fifteen-year-old boys at the time, obnoxious whenever we could be.

My father complained about too much time away from home—he missed us, he missed New York—and always came back with great presents. My mother and my sister got silk scarves and pearl necklaces. As a first grader I had a kung fu T-shirt from Hong Kong and as a teen I had crazy pop tapes from Thailand. Mike, my friend, tried to get me to gamble away my tapes to him in a card game.

In fact, I had a crush on Mike, a skinny loudmouth guy who was actually quite brainy and who had similar tastes in music. He was not my first crush, but I was still keeping those things to myself. It was the late 1980s, which were not as free as people like to remember. I lived in a world of heated imaginings, a long inner movie with a cast of highly appreciative lovers culled from real life, rock ’n’ roll, TV, anything. It was a happier world, of course, than any I ever really entered. I wasn’t out till my first year of college.

In high school everybody liked to hang around our apartment. It was homey and messy, with sprawling rooms, very Upper West Side, and big for Manhattan. My mother left us alone—she taught school all day, she didn’t need to see kids every minute—and then she’d burst forth at dinner, taking an interest, asking my friends the very questions they wanted to answer. Mike told her he believed in reincarnation, which I didn’t even know. And my mother loved parties. When my father came home from a trip, she’d get all my friends to sing some goofy version of “Love Shack,” she’d have sparklers flaming away in a platter of pasta. “Where am I?” my father said. “Is this the right house?” He kept his arm around my mother’s waist, beamed at all of us. My sister had to tell him every single thing she’d done in school. “Home is the sailor,” my mother said, “home from sea. And the hunter home from the hill.”

My mother was always hoping to get to travel with him—maybe in the summer, when she was off from teaching?—but he avoided going when it was so hot over there. Over the years his destinations shifted, as American outsourcing shifted, in what he still called the rag trade. First, when I was little, it was Hong Kong and then it seemed to be Thailand and Malaysia and Indonesia, and later China and Bangladesh. “Every country is different,” he said. My sister used to ask him about the languages—he could say hello and thank you in Cantonese; Thai; Bahasa Malaysia, which was almost the same as Bahasa Indonesia; Mandarin, and Bangla. “Only hello and thank you? That’s all?” my sister said.

“Also delicious and very good,” he said. “People speak English, they have to. They know we’re idiots.”

Sometimes he took us to a favorite Thai restaurant in Queens, out in Elmhurst, where he traded a few phrases with the hostess, who always gave us a good table. The food was vastly better than any namby-pamby Thai food in Manhattan and we bragged about it to our friends.

My mother always meant to learn more about the textiles, which she was a big fan of, from getting all those scarves. And all the religions! Buddhists, Taoists, Communists, Muslims. “Asia is fascinating,” my father said, happy capitalist exploiter that he was. When his company merged with a bigger outfit, he bragged about making more money, but it was all the same to us.

I waited till he was home, during spring vacation of my freshman year, to break the news to both of them that my new love interest was someone named Robert. They were okay about it, pretty much. Well, my mother was better. And I swore to her I always, always took precautions. My father said, “I have to revise everything I know.”

“Not everything,” I said.

Robert and I later had jokes about the radical changes my father might see in me—acute skin pallor from lack of sleep, cheerful expression from lots of sex, tighter pants from being so sexy. But Robert liked my parents when he met them. I brought him back from Yale at the end of the semester, just for a quick visit. My mom made a perfect roast chicken and got him explaining his paper on Thoreau. What he said about them was, “They’re so lively. A lot of people’s parents seem depressed to me but not yours.”

How romantic I was in those days. I remembered things Robert said as if they were words to a book I was learning by heart. I might have had all his passing phrases tattooed on my skin, I went over them so often (I didn’t yet mind repetition). Of course, I had my own intricate opinions about the world, and we had long, elating discussions; we hardly knew what we meant and we went on in great obscure delight. We were really very well-matched—who knew?—and it was clearer to me every day that this new life I had was my best life. Robert had more experience but he too was swept away. We studied at the same table in the library; we ate at chairs across from each other in the dining hall. Kevin, one of our friends, said, “You’re so codependent, it’s cute.”

People like Kevin were the problem. There was a fad, after a while, of making fun of our devotion—“here come the lovebirds”—and under these quips I looked bad, the puppy-dog lover. Robert was better at making snarky remarks back—“I feel so sorry for my little single friends”—while I blanched and practically sniffled. I wasn’t used to anything. These were gay men attacking me, how could this be? “They’re kidding,” Robert said. “Ever hear of humor?”

Weren’t we meant to band together, knowing what we knew all too well about the virus that wanted to kill us? I was more used to the dread than I’d once been (now that there was no turning back), but was I wrong to think of all of us as warriors together? “Hey, that’s what armies are like,” Robert said.

All the same, we lasted a full year and a half as a couple, a fairly long time at that stage of life, and we weren’t even that angry when we ended it. But we kept running into each other every time we walked across campus, and sometimes the sight of him stabbed me to the core. My mother said, “Assume a virtue if you have it not. Act cool, that’s all.” She was a great help to me at this time, in her way.

I always thought my mother must be an outstanding teacher. You’d set out on a basic, simple path and she’d lead you to dizzying heights so you thought you’d gotten there of your own accord. All the years she taught eighth-grade English at a middle school in the Bronx did not make her hate rereading The Old Man and the Sea or The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman or A Tale of Two Cities or Langston Hughes or Emily Dickinson. When I was little, she used to read me Hughes’s “Hold fast to dreams,” and I’d recite the lines to my much more sophisticated self when I was older and having a hard time.

Men gave me trouble. Over and over. My sister, Allyson, said, “Men give everyone trouble. They’re no good.”

I did see a future of recurrent doom. I was in my last year of law school then at NYU—people say they have no time to date in law school, but I’d managed to charm my way into any number of disastrous relationships. People abandoned me, they insulted me, they borrowed money, they disappointed me by being stupid. And none of it was carefree fun. My father gave me lectures on avoiding the virus at all costs—I was careful, wasn’t I? We lived under a shadow in those days, everyone’s forgotten already. My meanest boyfriend died three years after I knew him.

My sister, who became beautiful once she grew into her nose and teeth, was also bad at picking partners. A freeloading actor, a braggadocio journalist, a chef who turned out to be married. I thought it was a family curse (people with worse parents than mine did fine, what was the problem?) until she turned up one Thanksgiving with Blake, a college friend now turned boyfriend, just finishing his residency in pediatrics, who was forthright and modest and dryly hilarious and seemed to dote on her. They were married at the Cloisters; I didn’t even know you could do that. My mother, very festive in a flashy brocade tunic my father had brought from somewhere, kept saying, “This is what makes a mother happy.” We all got plastered, of course, and over the hors d’oeuvres table I had a riotous discussion with some dude about how they got the pimientos in the olives. His name was Tony and he wasn’t bad-looking either.

I fell in love at my sister’s wedding. What could be sillier than that? He was a lawyer too, it turned out, and he was the most like me of anyone I’d dated since Robert the freshman. Like me if I were less anxious and more handsome. We tried to pace ourselves and we’d been together almost a year before we looked for an apartment.

We had just moved in together and were still arranging the furniture this way and that, seeking the perfection we knew was ours, in a happy sort of dither, when I got the phone call from my sister. “It’s about Dad, and you’re not going to believe this.”

I was thinking, If it’s cancer, Blake will know who he should see, but it wasn’t that. My mother had come home from school to find a legal notice slid under the door, informing my father that he was named in a paternity petition. The petitioner had a long multisyllabic name my sister couldn’t remember and there were two male children she was making claims for, aged fifteen and seventeen. Fifteen and seventeen! They resided in Woodside, New York.

“Holy fuck,” I said.

“Mom thought maybe it was a mistake,” Allyson said. “You know, they got the name wrong. But it’s not a mistake.”

My father had a whole other family. The suit said so and my father said so too, once he had to say something. He explained that the woman was from Thailand, he’d brought her over and given her and the kids (both born here) a good life, but for some people nothing was ever enough. He was very sorry a certain individual was being this way and that my mother had to go through this.

My mother kept saying, “I feel crazy.” She’d been married to the man for thirty-two years. “I just feel crazy,” she said, then and later. She did have the presence of mind to tell him he had to move out immediately and she got him to believe her. “Married thirty-two years,” she said. To anyone who would listen.

My sister thought my mother should have known. How could she not have? “Why are you blaming the victim?” I said. My sister the bride—she must’ve wanted to see my mother as much more shockingly dumb than she would ever be.

We all had to think differently about my father, who had lived for so many years with his secret. He must have liked the power of it (he liked power). Guess what I know and you don’t. The woman, he let us know, was the hostess at the Thai restaurant we liked in Queens. I didn’t even really remember what she looked like, I’d been too focused on the barbecued chicken with sticky rice, but what a thing to do to her.

My father, who acted much put upon by all the fuss, rented a furnished studio apartment in the West Fifties that was like a hotel room. He apparently wasn’t in any hurry to move in with his other family—well, the woman was suing him, wasn’t she? “Women always want money,” he told me, when I went to visit him. “You’re lucky you’re not involved with women.”

“Mom was never a gold-digger,” I said. He had given me a glass of bourbon and we were sitting around his rented glass coffee table.

“I don’t say anything against your mom,” he said. There was a pause, while we both thought of what she had to say against him, as loudly as she could. My husband buried me in bullshit and laughed about it.

“Can I ask you for some legal advice?” he said.

“You cannot,” I said. There was no end to my father’s nerve.
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I was thinking about Treasure Island, my favorite book during preadolescence, which had no females in it, just males of all classes running after silver and gold. But my father was really saying that money had to do with sex. Not for direct payment, he wouldn’t mean that, but for showing off, for shining bright, for expecting and taking more—that was what it was good for. My father never stopped carrying himself as a man with a full wallet. And where had it gotten him? We were still finding out.

My boyfriend Tony was concerned about my mother. She was staying home every night, sleeping through the weekends, not answering phone calls, looking like hell. “My marriage was an illusion,” she kept saying. “For thirty-two years.” Tony thought it was important that we take her to dinner every week. He’d notice what she wore—“just some old thing,” she’d say, only half joking—and then he’d talk about something he just read, and he could get her going, comparing writers, dishing the bad ones, sounding like herself. “Maybe I should retire,” she said. “I always dreamed of having nothing to do but read.” She was only fifty-six and we both thought this was a terrible idea. No matter how much cash she got in the divorce settlement.

“What else did you dream of, Abby?” Tony said.

Was he her therapist? But she liked the question. “My esteemed husband, Gil, got to do all the traveling,” she said. “I always wanted to travel. Well, we know why he never took me.”

“You should go,” Tony said. “No time like the present.”

She took it to heart, this bit of free advice. However, instead of the Louvre and the Prado or Stratford-upon-Avon and the Cotswolds, she wanted to go to Asia—well, she’d been hearing about it for years. She really thought she’d go see Thailand—everyone said it was such a beautiful country. What? Thailand? How could she be so weirdly unoriginal, so blatantly ironic? “Well, I’m not going to Bangkok, where your father always went,” she said. “I’d go to the north, to Chiang Mai. You don’t even know where that is, do you?” I didn’t.

She thought she’d probably go for a year. Even Tony said, “A year? What will you do?”

“Teach English,” my mother said. “I’ve signed up for it already.”

My sister thought our mom was acting like some student backpacker. “Every dropout gives English lessons.” Meanwhile, my mother went about subletting the big apartment for a fat monthly fee. “Someone else is going to live in our house!” my sister said. My mother said someone we didn’t know had been living in it for years, meaning our father.

“It’s so interesting what travel does,” Tony said. “Look how much courage she suddenly has to go off into the unknown.”

“She’s not there yet,” I said, but I was impressed by the way my mother was now taking charge of her fate. She bought a rain jacket and walking sandals; she got vaccines for hepatitis and pills for malaria. She read Lonely Planet Thailand and Fodor’s; she listened to Pimsleur Thai. “Do you know the language has five tones?” she told me. I thought my mother had found a way not to be bitter.

She sent an email to say she’d arrived safely—writing you from a very nice cybercafe with delicious snacks—and then we didn’t hear from her for two weeks. Her next notes were brief. Lots of rain in September, water never hurt anyone. Students not used to speaking up but I am nagging them. Trying not to mind rain on walks. Miss our dinners very much.

“She must be lonely,” Tony said. The other teachers were young, she said, and none of them were (by her standards) big readers. I wondered if she had anyone to lament to about her rotten husband, Gil. Or maybe her coworkers were fleeing her laments.

But then something changed, as it does with travelers. The messages had bits of bragging in them, words in Thai, signs of familiarity with local whatnot. “Hard work but time is going by,” my mother said. “Of course, we’re on a different clock here. I don’t think I can explain.”

Tony mentioned going to visit her over New Year’s (Chiang Mai was so fun-loving it celebrated three different new year’s, including ours), but I had to admit, I didn’t want to spend my vacation time with my mother. “She’s becoming her other self,” I said. “She doesn’t need us.” Tony gave me a look of high disapproval. Well, it wasn’t his mother.

Her messages, though few and far between, had brighter particulars now. She was apparently hanging out with the couple who ran the school and she had Thai friends too. My sister wondered if maybe she was seeing a guy, that was why she was forgetting us, but I didn’t think so. Neither did Tony. There’s a smug triumph that always seeps into the tone of a love-struck person’s correspondence and my mother’s didn’t sound like that. She was happy from other things—the fabric she found at the night market, the celebration at the temple on the mountain, and the trek in the forest she and her friends did one weekend, where they saw caves and waterfalls.

None of us wasted time worrying about my father. If he minded being on his own, if he minded paying out money to two different women, neither of whom took care of him, it was his own fucking fault. When I spoke to him, he complained of how much harder it was to do business in China. My sympathy on the topic was thin.

My sister said, “I think he’s dyeing his hair. Isn’t that ridiculous?”

“How young could he look?” I said. “He’s sixty-two.” In truth he was still a very decent-looking man.

My sister was the one who got called by a nurse at Roosevelt Hospital, after my father couldn’t get up from the table at his favorite diner and the waiter tried to help him and it turned out he’d had a stroke. Allyson was weepy when she phoned me. How bad was it? Bad enough. “His speech is slurred but you can understand him. He’s very confused,” she said. “He thinks he’s in Beijing. We should call Mom, we have to get her home.”

By the time we got hold of my mother, the prognosis for my father was somewhat better. He’d stay for more tests, he’d be put on a whole regimen of drugs, and with proper rest at home most of his symptoms would lift. “He’s not in pain?” my mother said. Her voice was shaking.

“No, and I don’t think he’s in any immediate danger,” I said. I wanted to soothe her as well as I could.

“He’s not dying,” she said, softly.

I went on about what a good hospital it was. My sister’s husband thought highly of the doctors. And my father could have a health care aide at home if he needed it, but maybe he wouldn’t even need it. Really, the doctors were very optimistic. “You can stay with me and Tony when you come back,” I said. “I know the tenants are at your place.”

“I’m not coming back,” my mother said. “Thank you for letting me know.”

I’d never known my mother to be heartless, so what was her heart doing now? “What makes you think he’d be glad to see me?” she said. I was phoning from my office this time, very early in the morning; it was still dark outside the windows.

“It’s so obvious he misses you,” I said. “He never wanted you to leave, you know that. That wasn’t what he had in mind at all.”

She laughed at this. “No, it wasn’t. He just wanted everything at once. In Thailand the monks say greed is one of the three poisons in life.”

“Do they?” I said. I was sort of stuck for an argument. Who could defend greed? Though people did and were paid well for it.

“There was a big full-moon festival last night,” my mother said. “Lots of people walking round the temples.”
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“If he gets sicker, do you think she’ll come home?” my sister said.

“What makes you think I know?” I said. “And try not to jinx him by saying that.”

Our mother had now become a mystery to us. Just when we’d gotten used to our father. She never got a cell phone that worked in Thailand, so we had to arrange to call her at designated times at her school office, to further remind us how far away she was. But she did take it upon herself to phone my father. “Gil, you’re such a pill,” she said to him (my father told us later). “You have to get better, you’re no good at being sick.”

My father went for it. “I was always a crappy patient. They wanted to charge me double at the hospital for driving them nuts.”

“Try to rest, for Christ’s sake,” my mother said. He swore he would, just because she asked.

“Very short phone call,” my father told us. “Not using up too many nickels.”

My sister was hoping that the catastrophe of his stroke was going to bring our parents together again. Did people’s children always want that? I wasn’t sure I did.

“She’s doing so well now,” Tony said. “It’s inspiring, don’t you think?”

I admired her too, but I didn’t know that I wanted to be inspired by any stellar methods of getting through a terrible breakup. I wanted to live the rest of my life without having to know this; I hoped to be coupled forever. I watched my mother anyway—how well she was doing without what we expected her to need, how much less she was at the mercy of all of us—and I saw that I was storing away the details for a rainy day or whatever.

My mother came back from Thailand at the end of August, after her full year away. Tony and I picked her up at the airport. She was dressed like the proverbial backpacker my sister said she was, in sandals and jeans, beads around her neck. She’d gotten a good settlement in the divorce, but you never would’ve known. “Hello, you two!” she said, throwing her arms around both of us at once. “I’m so glad to see you!”

It was hot as blazes in the parking lot and we apologized for the long walk to our car. “Heat doesn’t kill you,” she said. “People complain about nothing.” She was the mom of my youth, but Tony had hardly ever seen her like this before.

The tenants had paid for a thorough cleaning, and when we got her to the apartment, the rooms were like a stage set. “I forgot all this,” she said, as we were walking through the door.

“That’s because it looks so clean,” I said.

“What a big apartment,” she said, as if she really had forgotten.

She didn’t want to have dinner with us that night, though we’d booked a table at an expensive Tuscan place she always liked. “You need their panzanella,” Tony said.

“I need empty time now,” she said.

My mom and Tony were never quite on the same footing again. They were still very fond, but she was more opinionated now, less eager to be directed, and she had a new disdain for trendy eateries with well-dressed crowds. She went back to her old job, which she seemed to like fine, but she did keep saying the kids were so different. “Different how?” I said.

“They have so much to say,” she said. “They argue with me. It’s not bad.”

She and my father had no contact with each other, as far as any of us knew. He was back on the road again, bringing home bolts of silk and handcrafted clay pots from his visits to Dhaka. (Did we know it was the capital of Bangladesh? Now we did.) He had theories about the new China, if we wanted to listen. Very complicated business climate. My sister said, “He’s so boring now. Was he always this boring?”

“Mom did more of the talking. We didn’t even see him that much.”

“He’s like some unbearable old guy you meet at a party who can only talk about himself and doesn’t even notice that you’re not listening.”

“I bet he’s the same as ever,” I said. “Kids don’t have a real view of their parents.”

“He’s worse,” she said. “I really think he is.”

Meanwhile my mother was talking about wanting to go to Iceland to see the northern lights. You had to go in winter and you could miss them if the weather wasn’t right. But wouldn’t it be great to see those colors?

“Look what you started her on,” I said to Tony. “Now she thinks the world is her oyster.”

“She’s the Merry Widow,” Tony said. “Freed by singlehood.” It was hard to think of my mother in one of those lace-up brassieres Merry Widows always wore. “Maybe she’ll come back with a Norseman,” Tony said.

I didn’t think so, but it had already been proven several times over that I didn’t know anything.

My mother ended up not going that winter, but she did a project with her eighth graders about Norse sagas, tales of Odin with his wolf and raven companions and Thor with his hammer and Loki the shape-shifter. The unit was a big hit. She got them listening to alliteration in Old Norse, how cool was that. “I’m having such a good time with it,” she said.

She’d always been curious but now she had extra scope, practice in gazing farther. Tony thought that we ourselves should go somewhere soon, we never went anywhere. What about Tokyo? Neither of us had ever been to Japan. I didn’t know if I was ready, strange language, unreadable writing, raw puffer fish that could kill you in sashimi, but I acted as if the idea showed once again how brilliant he was.

In April, when my father was in Dhaka, seeing about another factory, he collapsed in the heat one afternoon. “What was he doing walking around in that heat?” my sister said. Someone from his company had him driven to a hospital, and the doctors there thought he’d probably had another stroke but weren’t entirely sure. My sister got hold of his New York doctor, who arranged to have him flown home.

When we went to see him in the hospital in New York, he did seem more confused this time. He knew me and my sister—“the brats are here!”—but he wasn’t sure who Blake was, and he was entirely puzzled about my having a boyfriend and smirked as if we were kidding him. His fuzzy diction got clearer as we stayed, and he asked us to bring him a kind of pretzels he liked. He knew the brand but it took him a minute to find the word pretzel.

I did the next visit by myself, and he had a baseball game on the TV, which he probably talked about more coherently than I did. “You should play more sports, Ethan,” he said. “It would help you.” I didn’t stay long.

It was hard to get a straight story on how long they planned to keep him. My sister did the next visit, and when she got to his room, the bed was empty. Maybe they’d moved him, they never told you anything in these places, but my sister found herself weeping. At the nurses’ station, someone read the report on the computer. “Oh, he went home this morning. His family came for him.”

“We’re his family,” Allyson said.

They really couldn’t say any more. My sister had his cell phone number, she did have that (did the man even have the phone with him?)—she left a message. “Dad! Just let us know!”

“Of course. He’s with his mia noi,” my mother said, when we told her. “His minor wife, that’s what they call it. She’s probably taking good care of him. Poor girl.”

My mother still had the paternity papers, with the woman’s name and address on them. If that was still her address, these three years later. She never got a penny out of him either. No landline phone listed; my mother even tried different spellings. “But we have to see him,” my sister said. How many messages could she leave? We were at my mother’s apartment then, at the big kitchen table. My sister looked like a harpy, red-eyed and wrecked, and my mother was miserable but steady, with the legal papers in her lap.

When my sister’s phone rang, my mother said, “Oh! Oh!” and I said, “That’s it!” and it was.

“Okay,” my sister was saying. “Yes. Of course. I see. Thank you. Yes.”

“It was one of the sons,” she told us after. One of our half brothers! My father was doing all right, she was told. He wasn’t quite up to talking on the phone. But, yes, we could visit, that would be very nice.

My sister and I went together, the first time. We got a little lost on the way, even though it was a big apartment building on a main street. The woman who answered the door—did I recognize her from the restaurant?—was in her forties, handsome in a plain, unmade-up way. “Hello, you are here, very glad,” she said. She didn’t look that glad.

Our dad was in the living room, lying on the sofa, sitting up to watch a big TV hung on the wall. “You found me,” he said. Why was he watching a cartoon?

My sister leaned down to hug him. “You look good,” she lied. At least he was shaved, which the hospital didn’t always do.

“I’m not dead,” he pointed out. His speech was not the clearest.

“Can I turn down the TV?” I said.

“The what? Yes.” He spoke slowly. “Sit down, you can sit. You want tea? We have tea. Abby, bring them the kind I like. You know. And cookies. My daughter likes cookies.”

Abby was my mother’s name. My sister gave me a look. The woman, who went for the tea anyway, was called Nok (we knew this), though she had a longer name in the legal papers.

It was an ordinary living room, all beige upholstery and blond wood, bare and neat. This woman had sued him once, demanded money by law for the sons—so had he forked over cash now to convince her to let him move in? Could he even write a check at the moment? Or turn over his bank card, with the password? Probably he could, with coaching.

The woman came back from the kitchen with a pot of tea and cups on a tray. She didn’t look crafty or foxy to me. But people who thought they were entitled to something didn’t look sneaky. Any lawyer sees that. She hardly spoke while we made efforts to talk to our father. My sister told him about Blake’s work in a clinic, very long hours with babies. “Parents can be such a pain,” she said. “They still believe this totally discredited theory that vaccines give you autism—it’s so crazy.” I couldn’t tell if my father was following her drift. I piped up with a few words about how nice the weather was getting. He always liked warm weather.

“Excuse me, I’m getting tired,” my father said. “That’s how I am now. Do you need money, either of you?”

“What?” we both said. “No!” How insulted we were. “Dad!” my sister said.

“Abby will see you out,” he said. He did let us hug him goodbye.

I thought that he might leave Queens and go back to his own apartment, once he was better, but he didn’t get better. My sister was the one who did most of the visiting. Neither of us got to meet the sons, but Allyson managed to get Nok to say that one was studying computer science and one had gone back to her sister in Thailand. Allyson saw their photos, good-looking boys (the older kid had Dad’s chin); Nok seemed desolate about the one who’d left the country. Probably Nok was desolate about much more than we knew.

I took Tony with me on one visit. He was socially much more adept than I was, and he actually had a sort of conversation with my dad about current trade agreements with China. And he explained the subprime mortgage crisis to him, which was just starting to surface then. My father said, “I’m glad you have intelligent friends, not like when you were young.”

When we left, Tony said, “He calls her Abby! Are all women the same to him? Why don’t you stop him?”

“He never listened to us.”

Blake thought that my father had probably had a few mini-strokes since the last big one. Reading wasn’t something he could do anymore. Nok sometimes took him outside, on nice summer days, but he wasn’t walking very far.

It was already October when my sister phoned me to say, “Dad seems the same to me, but Blake thinks he’s slipping. Do you think Mom wants to see him, while she can?”

I thought that we had to ask her. My mother said, “Oh, dear,” in a heartbroken way. Yes, she would go, no question. Definitely, she would go.

I was my mother’s escort, and as soon as Nok opened the door, she put her palms together in front of her face and made a little bow to my mother. She never did that to us! My mother just nodded back.

My father was napping on the sofa, breathing with a wheezing noise, when we came into the living room. “Visitors,” Nok said, and he jerked up and opened his eyes.

“Hey, Gil,” my mother said. “It’s me, it’s Abby.”

“Abby’s here,” my father said.

“Yes, I am. Right you are.”

She sat herself in a chair by the couch. “How are you?”

“I’ve been better,” my father said, with his new slowness. “How are you? How are things on West End Avenue these days?” He did know her.

“Pretty good. I just had the kitchen redone. What a pain.”

“How’s Geraldo?” That was the super.

“Geraldo retired. Another person does it now.”

“Nice guy, Geraldo, but he wasn’t the handiest. Maybe this guy is better.”

“Not what I heard,” my mother said.

Nok, who had slipped off to make tea, was back in the room setting down the tray of cups and a steaming teapot. “You like sugar?” she said to my mother. “I get it if you want.”

“Abby never takes sugar,” my father said. He looked at Nok in outrage. And then he gazed from one woman to the other, his eyes widened, and he pursed his lips. Was he confused, was that it? Or just pissed off?

“You don’t know,” my mother said. “Maybe I’ve started taking sugar. People change.”

“I didn’t mean you,” my father said.

Nok was slipping back into the kitchen, a tactful move. “This is a terrific kind of tea,” I said to my dad.

“Abby!” he called out. “Don’t forget cookies.”

“I am not forgetting.” Nok emerged from the kitchen doorway with a plate of Oreos.

My mother looked horrified—the name thing was clear now—but she wasn’t asking any questions. She sipped her tea in panicked politeness.

My father wasn’t drinking out of any teacups—he sucked something through a straw from a plastic beaker, and it shook in his hand. I put it down for him when I thought he was done.

“This fall,” my mother said, “I’ve been disappointed in the autumn leaves. Aren’t they much brighter colors most years? I think it isn’t cold enough yet.”

“It cost money to get them those colors,” my father said.

My mother piled all our cups on the tray with the teapot and she got up and carried it into the kitchen, where Nok had retreated. I could hear the water running in the sink. One of them laughed. They seemed to be washing the dishes together.

“Mom always likes to clean up right away,” I said, a fact of no interest to him. He was looking at the TV, which wasn’t on. How had two such women loved him? We could hear them murmuring in the kitchen. And yet they had both been furious with him once, had hired lawyers to demand his money, filed complaints in enraged language. But here they were, tidying up around the old buzzard, sudsing and rinsing, straightening up. They were doing it out of love and out of something like honor, though he had failed them both in the honor category.

Now my father was slumped to one side, drowsing off, and he hiccupped and gasped as part of his breathing. Alarming to hear, those crackling eruptions, and it did no good to be alarmed. It was time only to be respectful, wasn’t it? Even I knew that. When my mother came back into the room, she said, “Guess we bored him to sleep. We’ll let him have his little nap.”

We thanked Nok in the kitchen. “Nothing to thank,” she said. “No thanks.”

That visit was my mother’s only visit, though my father lasted another eight months. I was never sure if he remembered her being there—he went silent whenever I spoke of it, and I wasn’t ready to quiz him about the Abbys of his life.

My mother told me later that Nok had made that little bow to her because she was older. “A lot older,” my mother said, wryly.

“She could get all his money,” Tony said to me, when we were alone. “This Nok. Leave the rest of you without a dime.”

“That is so not the issue,” I said.

“You say that now.”

Would Tony leave me if someday in the future I was penniless? I had enough pennies at the moment, certainly, but he was a man for whom a certain flair was essential, a level of ease and taste. Or so he thought.

Allyson had by this time met Nok’s and my father’s older son, Joe, who she said had a cool haircut and was perfectly nice. Joe was the one who called her with the news, early that summer, that our father had just died. “I’m so sorry, you know I’m very sorry,” he said. By her account, the conversation was awkward and quite tearful on her side. She kept saying, “So soon?”

Nobody knew what to do with my father’s body. Who was his family? Within the afternoon (no time to wait) my mother had it sent to a Jewish funeral home (we weren’t religious but that was the thing to do), a place Reformed enough to cremate it; no ceremony needed.

The lawyer who’d always been my father’s lawyer said that my dad hadn’t changed his will in more than twenty years. Of course, there could be another lawyer, a later will. We politely asked Nok for any papers he had left behind. She brought to my apartment a shoebox of receipts and half-paid bills and illegible lists. He’d been at her place for more than a year and that was all she had? Where was his computer? Left at the old apartment in the West Fifties. And everything abandoned there had been tossed out some time ago. Nok was surprised we thought she knew anything. “He was sick,” she said. Any traces of him had been erased from his old office in his company as well.

So there it was. All the money (he still had money) went to my mother. “Maybe,” my mother said, “he meant to leave it for the other Abby, since he sort of thought we were the same.”

It was difficult to tell what he ever thought, but he had certainly been in his right mind at the time he signed the will. “It’s okay, Mom,” we said.

[image: image]

“Maybe he was happiest with my mother,” I said to Tony. “Do you think he was?”

“I bet he was happiest,” Tony said, “when he first met Nok, and he began a double life that wasn’t too complicated yet. I bet he was pleased as punch.”

Punch was not my idea of happiness, but it may well have been my dad’s.

My mother, in the meantime, wanted to give some of her newly inherited money to a charity in Thailand that helped sustain and protect forest regions; she wanted to donate a nice sum in my father’s name, in memory of him.

“What’s with this fucking name thing?” I said to Tony. “Let her leave the trees alone. They don’t need to hear petty human names.”

“Maybe your mother should just get another husband and call him Gil,” Tony said. “That would be cheaper.”

In our early days Tony had a few instances of calling me Mark, the boyfriend before me. Habits lingered. Did it mean everyone was really the same under the sheets? We all hoped not, didn’t we?

I didn’t know what Nok expected, but she had left her job at the restaurant to tend to Dad and he certainly wasn’t helping with the rent anymore. I sold off some mutual funds and sent her a check—twenty thousand, not a fortune—telling myself it’d get replenished by whatever my mom left me someday. “My father and the rest of us wanted to make sure you get this,” I wrote. A bit of a fib, no one wanted it except me, but I didn’t want her to think I was paying her off like a hooker. She kept the money.

My sister hated my doing this (“it’s against our family”), my mom was pointedly neutral (“it’s your dollars”), and the one who was really offended was Tony. He acted as if I were taking it from him, from some fountain of eternal delight that was ours to splash in. “We’ll never get to go anywhere,” he said. “You don’t care.”

Spurned for disloyalty on all sides, I had an odd moment of sympathy with my father. I missed him, all of a sudden, as if I hadn’t gotten it before then that he really wasn’t ever coming back. He wasn’t just off in Kuala Lumpur or Jakarta. How hard he must’ve worked at that elaborate life of his, hiding and emerging and making himself up. He took to his roles, as spies do, but it wasn’t the easiest way to live.

The next few years were rocky ones with Tony, but we stuck it out. I was grim and irritable right after my father’s death and couldn’t stand doing anything but staying home; Tony was having clashes with a partner in his law firm. And then we began gradually to quarrel less, talk less, do everything less. We began to say staleness was natural in the life of a couple. For a few years we had (Tony’s idea) a more or less open relationship, which many people said was far better than keeping secrets; I wouldn’t recommend it.

We’d been together ten years when we agreed to split up for good. I was forty by then, not the best age to be suddenly single, in my opinion. My mother said, “Plenty of lovely men. All you need is one.” Just one: hers was the last generation to believe in long marriages. She’d married my dad in her twenties and only dated a little before. Not like us, carrying around our long histories of wild mistakes, dumb ideas, golden triumphs, ones that got away: our lists.

“You’ll find someone,” my mother said.

She meant well, but what did she know? She of all people.

Maybe it was time for me to travel. “It takes you out of yourself,” my mother said. “Which is a happier state than it sounds.”

Of course, my father had gone all over the globe and it hadn’t taken him out of anything. He’d expected to go on forever with his two families, delighted with how much he’d grabbed. I bet Nok had another boyfriend by now; I bet everyone had one but me.

Once, when I was growing up, I asked my father if he really had to be away so much. Other fathers stayed home. “Well,” he said, “not everyone is as ambitious as I am. I work my tail off at a business I understand better than most people.” I was a teenager and could only think, Big fucking deal. He wasn’t even super-rich; he was just a blowhard.

“You probably believe someone like you should get two votes in every election,” I said.

My father laughed and said, “Yeah, I do.”

I’d guessed right, hadn’t I? I got spiteful then and said, “Why did you ever want to be a parent?”

“I love children,” he said.

He did. He’d roughhoused with us on the floor when we were little, made up songs, taught us dance steps, been charmed by us. He may have been thinking of his other children too, when he said that. They would’ve been little babies, home with Nok.

In Thailand, my mother had once written to us, in the days when she really liked it there, they had a National Children’s Day. Games and events all over; even the army was nice to kids. Why didn’t we have such a thing?

Around this time my sister, who had sometimes been more attached to our father than I was, went into a phase of being mad at him for spending too much of his money. She had two kids of her own, a boy and a girl, and there would be less for them, because of what his extra family had cost. My mother thought this was a misguided view. “No one is starving,” she said.

This was the right view, wasn’t it, don’t stuff yourself. My father might have done well to listen. How different the two of them had always been (hadn’t they noticed?). Allyson and I were paying a quick Sunday visit to our mother while this discussion went on. “People have to learn what’s enough,” my mother told us. “You know what they did in Iceland?”

“Not Iceland again,” my sister said. My mother was thinking once more about going off to see the northern lights, sometime in winter.

“The country voted twice not to bail out failed banks; they let the currency collapse. People decided to just be less prosperous.” The moral was sketchy, but my mother was used to teaching. “Iceland got third place in the World Happiness Report,” she said.

“Who scored that test?” my sister said. “A walrus?”

I didn’t believe they could measure such a thing. But I could see that my mother now liked imagining the calm and prudent Icelanders, eating their fish and not complaining. Through the sunless winters. “Will you please,” she said to me, “tell your sister not to worry?”
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