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It is not down in any map; true places never are – Herman Melville, Moby-Dick










PART I


ALL IN THE GOLDEN AFTERNOON


AUGUST, 1952










1952


The summer they’d turned nine had been particularly hot, the kind of heat where the bed sheets stick to you all night and your clothes stick to you all day.


One August Sunday, they all sat in the small meeting house in Wonderland, sweltering—the ladies fanning themselves; the men suffering, but motionless; Miller and Ash and Olly trying not to knock their heels against the back of the pine box pews.


The meetings could often pass in total silence. But on this day, several members had given vocal ministry, perhaps out of a need to do something, anything, to forget the heat.


When it was over, the three of them had gotten permission to go swimming. There was a little cove on the strip of Dune Beach between the meeting house and the high school, and they collected their suits, the boys their rods and bait, and they all made their way down the Ring Road.


An unmerciful sun beat down on them as they ambled past Wonderland’s houses, painted in sugary greens and pinks and yellows, like a roll of candy buttons. When they reached the cove they stripped down to their bathing suits and sprawled in the shade of a big rock.


After a while, Olly and Ash baited their hooks and climbed atop the rock, dropping in their lines, squinting in the brightness of the day, their browned backs squared up. Miller didn’t bother with fishing, instead looking for steamers and hermit crabs and periwinkles in the rock pools. From time to time, she immersed herself in the shallow water to keep off the heat, her head coming up sleek and wet. From where they were sitting the boys could see the words that she’d embroidered on her red, criss-crossed bathing suit. The lines from her father’s poetry books, stitched in white thread—Enwrought with golden and silver light; whatever a sun will always sing is you; Are you nobody, too?—appeared and disappeared as she moved in the water.


Eventually, the boys gave up fishing and joined her.


They floated on the glassy water like three pieces of driftwood, every so often jack-knifing under the surface, before re-emerging and resuming their semi-motionless state.


When they got hungry, they ate the sandwiches packed by Miller’s mother—egg salad wrapped in brown paper—and drank the colas they’d bought at the store on Main Street.


The earth rotated and the sun moved across the sky. The tide went out, revealing the sandbar that connected the tidal island to the mainland, and came back in again. They became hungry for dinner, but they were lethargic from the continuing heat, so instead they started telling ghost stories and, by sunset, they’d forgotten all about supper.


“We should go,” Ash finally said.


“We should,” Miller agreed.


They knew their parents would scold them for staying out so late.


“Let’s go for one last swim,” Olly suggested. In those days, Aunt Tassie let him get away with anything.


As they waded into the water, it began to glow with a million tiny blue-green stars. When they dove in and came up, it was all around them. They looked at each other, the three of them laughing, amazed, their skin dripping glowing dots of green light, as if they were made from light, as if they’d become the constellations in the sky.


They’d learn later, in school, that it was luminescence, the glow given off by a particular mix of unusual chemicals colliding, acting upon each other, when phytoplankton are disturbed by unexpected vibrations or sudden movements. They bloomed in warm weather.










PART II


AND HOME WE STEER, A MERRY CREW


LATE MAY, 1984










The Day


It was the most perfect day. The sound of sprinklers ticking away and the warble of house finches drifted lazily in through the open sash window. Outside, a technicolor scene hung suspended in time, as if waiting only for a director to yell Action! and put the whole thing in motion: a small footpath bordered by tightly clipped grass, a crystalline sky, and in the center of the frame, a twirly jacaranda tree just coming into its concupiscent flower. The air was light and fresh with just a whisper of humidity like only slightly damp, very clean laundry.


It was a shining day, a sparkling day. The kind of day that made you glad to be alive.


It was also the day that Olly Lane was going to kill himself.


Olly was sitting at his desk in his office at Obscura Pictures in Los Angeles, surrounded by his Philippe Starck furniture, an enormous framed poster of The Third Man rising behind him. Olly knew he needed to move, to get up, to leave, drive home, but he was arrested by the view outside his office window onto the lot. How strange that it could be this beautiful, this—dazzling—was the word for it: the day, the view, the purple jacaranda blossoms, and that it could have absolutely no connection to him. It felt like a rebuke, as if by its sheer gloriousness the day was telling him: Yes, that’s right, you’ve got it—you ARE insignificant. I am a marvel. I am immutable. I am eternally switched on. But YOU, Olly Lane, you’re terminable. And you’re getting written out of this one.


As if he were already gone.


Well, that was the point, what he’d only recently realized: there is no point; everyone thinks they’re the hero of their own story, when actually there’s no story at all. Just an outline that gets filled in with nonsense and accidents and happenstance and luck. And then, well . . . and then nothing.


The day went on shining, and the finches went on warbling, and the jacaranda blossoms floated by on the air like confetti, and in the end, Olly did get up.


Ignoring the empty cardboard boxes stacked tactfully in the far corner—presumably by Gloria—he walked out of his office for the last time, taking only his car keys and his jacket.


In the waiting room-cum-lobby, Gloria, with her gray bob and oversized lavender glasses, was conspicuously absent—the first time in the two years he’d worked there that his secretary wasn’t at her desk when Olly was on the lot.


He was glad to be leaving this place. The last two years had, for the most part, been a series of meaningless projects that he would rather forget.


Outside, Olly put on his Wayfarers and looked at the main building across the way, where his boss, Seymour Geist, now sat. There was no need for any further goodbyes: everything had already been said.


When Olly had first agreed to sell a controlling stake in Lay Down Records, as part of a deal that’d landed him the job at Obscura, Geist had asked him about the name of the label, where it had come from.


“It’s a Quaker thing,” Olly had said. “What we say when we mean we’re going to stop doing something, you know, when something’s come to an end.”


“Fucking Quaker fuck,” was how Geist had responded.


That had set the tone for their future intercourse, and yesterday had been no exception. Things had been coming to a head for some time, but when Olly refused to get on board with Doctor Zhivago II: Doctors Zhivago, it had been the last straw for Geist. The studio head had called him into his office and delivered the news with his usual panache: “I hired you because I needed an asshole. And you, Olly Lane, are an asshole. You fucked your friends. Everyone knows that. That’s what I loved about you, Olly, you Quaker fuck. That’s what I hired you to do here. Fuck your best friends, fuck the other studios, fuck the writers and the actors and fuck the assistants and the fucking gaffer, fuck the public. Now, if you won’t make me a fucking Doctor Zhivago II with a fucking fighter pilot and some barn sex and a red-blooded American ending that sticks it to those gulag-loving, freedom-fucking motherfucking Russians, then, my friend, you’re fired.”


And that had been that.


Jingling his car keys in his hand, Olly walked to his white convertible Porsche Cabriolet, resplendent in the glorious afternoon sun. He sat in the car wishing he smoked—then laughed a small laugh because, Christ, there was no reason not to now.


Next to him, on the passenger seat, was the script of Moby-Dick, given to him for final approval. If there was one thing that he vaguely regretted leaving undone at Obscura, it was Moby-Dick, and that was only because of Rodrigo, the director he’d hired who’d become a friend.


Olly rolled down the window and tossed the script onto the pavement. Then he started the ignition and headed towards The Bower.


Olly had always felt that if there was one thing he’d done completely right in the last ten years, it was to buy his home in Beverly Hills. Spaces were important to him. He believed that they should be an expression of who you wanted to be, or who you imagined you could be. They brought their own magic, cast their own spell on your destiny; if the space were right, the setting done correctly, the atmosphere and the detail—if all that was pitched unerringly, then it opened up the possibility of being someone better, someone you were on the inside but maybe not yet on the outside. Someone you were only waiting to become. Well, at least that’s what he used to think.


When he and Miller and Ash had first settled in L.A.—before everything had fallen apart—they’d lived in Malibu. First in a ramshackle place on the beach, the three of them sharing the house with its peeling paint, the cracked dishes Miller had found at the five-and-dime, the old couch Olly had rescued from the side of the highway. They’d loved it. He’d loved it: the caftans, and the shabby, sandy, sexy bungalows—fruit left out to overripen on the counter, overflowing shrimp pots—all that had been the perfect backdrop to his life at that moment.


Later, when there was a little more money, Ash had taken it over and Olly and Miller had moved to their own place just down the road. They hadn’t wanted to be far apart, the three of them. He thought they’d never leave, that he’d never leave. And in fact he had stayed on in the house in Malibu, even after things had fallen apart with Miller.


But by the time The Bower had come on to the market in ’74, things had changed; Olly had changed. And he’d needed a new stage on which to perform his next transformation.


He’d stepped on a lot of toes to secure the coveted 1940s Hollywood Regency house once owned by a famous and degenerate actor. It was basically a large one-bedroom ranch, with a pool and a guesthouse. But, like so many things, it was The Bower’s perfect scale that made it one of a kind.


He remembered the first time he’d walked through the black lacquer Pullman doors, how the house had sort of unfurled before him: an octagonal foyer, highly polished floors, circular ante-chambers, perfectly proportioned galleries—one charm after another.


The showpiece was the living room: grand double doors opened onto an oval room with a floor-to-ceiling bow window overlooking the gardens. In the central windowpane, with columns on either side, sat a fireplace whose marble mantel seemed to float in the glass without chimney or flue. French doors led to a terrace. Below, an elliptical pool, with small waterfalls breezily spritzing the surface, and a vine-covered guesthouse, all set in a grove of eucalyptus trees, Montezuma cypress and weeping cherry.


Olly had taken one look at it and thought: This is me. This is me now. And he’d called his banker and packed his things. He’d seen the future, his future. He’d been just 30 years old and he’d been on top of the world, and king of his perfect castle.


Turning off North Beverly Drive, Olly drove through a copse before arriving at the wrought-iron gates. As he got out of the car, the smell of the roses planted thickly around the circular drive assaulted him, their sweetness overpowering him. At one time, he’d thought they gave the place the air of a Mediterranean villa somewhere, in the South of France, maybe. Olly winced, remembering that vanity now, how he used to say that sort of thing to the women he brought here. They’d say something like: “Oh, it’s so beautiful.” Then he’d say: “It always makes me feel like I’m on holiday, the South of France, maybe. Don’t you think?” But casually, an off-hand remark, as if it had just popped into his head. And: “Oh, yes, yes,” they’d reply enthusiastically. Perhaps they’d all seen through him, and he’d never noticed. Blue certainly had. “I don’t feel like I’m on holiday,” she’d said. “I just feel like you have a really expensive gardener.” Not that it mattered now. Blue was gone and, as usual, her timing had been impeccable.


The shuttered French windows in the front of the house blinked at him. Oh so gently, Olly closed the car door and, shading his face from the sun, he looked up at the mansard roof, eying the spot where a leak had sprung. He remembered then that he’d booked a handyman to come in and repair it, and was struck with horror at the thought that it might be this unwitting handyman who found him.


He couldn’t think about that. There was no good person to find him. There were probably worse people.


Olly walked purposefully up the front step, took out his house key, fitted it into the neat lock and walked into his cool, silent house.


 


It was the golden hour, the Los Angeles sky bathed a shimmering red, and Olly was sitting by the pool. Next to him on the glass table sat an Iittala Otso glass, a bottle of Smirnoff, and a bottle of Seconal—the last two items belonging to Blue.


Blue . . . He wouldn’t think about her now. And if not now, he realized, never again. Also on the list of things he didn’t want to think about now, or ever again: Miller and Ash, the Gordian knot tying them together; Lay Down Records; Aunt Tassie; the music. Especially the music. Because of all the things that had led him to this moment, losing that had been the one he knew he couldn’t fix. He’d woken up one day, and it was just gone. His gift. The colors he saw, the flavors he tasted. All gone. And with it had gone the person he knew himself to be.


Olly had decided on a pair of Ralph Lauren salmon-colored linen swim trunks, a ridiculously impractical concept, but, he thought, better than being found completely naked. That felt indecent, presumptuous somehow.


He’d already consumed ten of the pills, washed down with five fingers of vodka, which he was drinking neat. In a little while, he’d take the next twenty, all at once, and then float himself into the swimming pool and wait for sleep.


He knew his choice of exit would confound some of the people he knew. Especially the music and movie people. Olly stood out as probably the only teetotaler in either industry. He’d never been that into drugs or booze, but at a certain point early on in his career he’d seen just what an enormous advantage his sobriety was. Being in control when everyone else was off their head was like having magic powers. Besides, he’d been afraid of dying from an overdose.


It was an appalling moment, realizing that the thing you were most afraid of happening—really, really afraid of, in a sickening, trembling kind of way—became the second thing you were most afraid of happening, next only to it not happening.


Still, he’d seen the effect of this particular cocktail before, so he could be sure that it worked, and that was the important thing. Another thing he didn’t want to think about: his mother.


Olly reclined his lounger all the way back and looked up at the sky, which admittedly looked a little crazy. It was illuminated by a kind of biblical light, as if the clouds had been colored in by all the crayons in the Crayola jumbo box, the expensive one with 64 shades. Olly thought back to the meeting house in Wonderland, to the ministries of the Friends of his youth, about the glow of the inner light, how God was in all of us, was in Olly, too.


As he lay there, the light only grew stronger and there was a growing hum, which he could feel vibrating in his body. He closed his eyes, squeezing his lids together, until a kaleidoscope of green and blue and yellow paisleys swirled behind them. The colors expanded, moving in an outward circle. A dark hole appeared in the center, growing larger and larger. All at once, he could see the shockingly white face of a boy, staring as if pressed against glass, looking straight back at him. He abruptly opened his eyes.


So this is what real drugs are like, Olly thought, and wondered if the Seconal was working faster than he’d intended, and if perhaps he should get into the pool now.


Olly was thinking this, looking at the astonishing sky, when several things occurred at once. First, he heard a noise, a kind of pattering-splatting-thwacking sound, rapidly increasing in tempo. He looked at the pool: there were things floating in it, big fat bugs with wings, struggling, drowning. They were all around the lounge chair, too, and in the grass. At the same time, he could also feel them; they were falling on him, falling out of the eucalyptus trees, wet and new, thuddering softly against his bare skin, his face, his mouth.


Dog-day cicadas, hundreds of them. They were falling from the sky.


His brain started making erratic calculations: Was it a hallucination? Was it some kind of sign from God? He tried to remember what the plagues meant: There were locusts, weren’t there? But were locusts the same things as cicadas? Jesus, if only he could think straight. But the things just continued dropping, dropping . . .


Who gives a shit? his brain yelled. This is bad, bad, bad. Abort! Abort!


Olly jumped up, but being drunk and high, he immediately fell over, scraping his hands and knees on the limestone paving, his palms pressing down on a carpet of insects. Lurching up, he staggered across the lawn, crushing their damp, fragile wings underfoot.


He leaned on the hedge with his hand, groping his way up the stairs towards the terrace and the French doors that would bring him to safety. Once inside, he shut and locked the doors.


He had just started across the living room, when it began—at first a small shifting, a light shaking beneath his feet. Then, it was as if the ground were no longer ground but was moving, sliding, like he was trying to walk on a waterbed. Olly only just managed to clutch onto the back of one of his spotless cream-colored sofas to keep from toppling over entirely. The air around him vibrated.


He was feeling violently ill when the real shock finally hit, ripping through the house like a wave. He watched in horror as the floor planks in the living room rose and fell like piano keys.


Above him, the French chandelier spun and swayed, fissures radiating from the ceiling rose like fingers loosening their grip. Then the whole business—plaster and all—came crashing to the ground, teardrops of glass skittering across the broken floor.


As Olly instinctively began to head for the front door, there was a slow cracking sound and he turned back to see one of the decorative plaster columns in the bow window rending away from the wall, falling straight towards him. He had a moment of—perhaps clarity was too strong a word—but of understanding that he would die here, and that perhaps it had been taken out of his hands as an act of mercy. Perhaps God had taken pity on him, perhaps He was with him, after all.


Before he could continue this train of thought, his perfect house began to crumble, and the column came crashing down on his head, smashing a multitude of bones in his skull and his face, felling him like a rotten tree.










FUCKING OLLY LANE


Miller Everley stood in her underwear in the kitchen of her orange house in Wonderland staring at the pea-green phone on the wall, willing herself to pick it up. The room was bathed in a kind of mossy iridescent glow that she at first thought was cast by the early morning rain on the growing leaves and grass outside, but then remembered was just the tint of her Ted Lapidus sunglasses, a gift from Ash for her fortieth birthday, earlier that year. She wore them so often now that at times she forgot the world wasn’t actually green.


Miller chewed delicately on a tender part of her cuticle, weighing her options. In the end, she walked over to the fridge—marigold yellow with fake wood detailing on the handle. When they’d bought the house twelve years ago, the salesman had told her that it was the color to have. She’d regretted it almost immediately.


She took out a Tab and drank it down, leaning against the open fridge door, the cold air leaking out and prickling her bare skin. Then, choosing one of the twenty or so personal-sized tins of Blue Diamond almonds that lined the shelves of the cupboard, she sat down at the table, hooking her finger through the tab and pulling back the lid. The vacuum seal made a kind of click-pop, a tiny ecstatic release.


She ate the almonds deliberately, one by one, her foot propped on the edge of the battered farm table, thinking about—but refusing to make eye contact with—the telephone. She knew that once she picked it up a chain of events would be set in motion. Whether big or small, she couldn’t say, but events all the same. And events were what she was trying to avoid these days.


Of the three of them, Olly had been the only one who hadn’t had a phone growing up: Telephones only carry bad news, Aunt Tassie had always said. As if they were the carriers of viruses rather than information. Miller had to admit that Aunt Tassie might have a point: there might be something viral, something dangerous about them.


She knew she couldn’t put it off any longer: she had to phone her husband. He needed to be the one to break the news to Olly. Between the two evils—calling Olly or calling Ash—calling Ash was definitely the lesser.


The thing was, she had no idea if Ash would be at the apartment. And she didn’t really want to find out, either. She’d wait. Normally, he was at work by eight. It was nine. But today was Saturday. He might sleep in. She’d just wait.


No, she really couldn’t wait any longer.


In an act of supreme will, she picked up the phone and dialed the number. She wasn’t sure if she wanted him to be there, for the obvious reasons—or not, so that she could continue to be angry with him, and maybe get even angrier.


As it rang, Miller stretched out the long phone cord with her bare foot, poking her big toe into the coils, drawing it back and forth across the sandy linoleum floor.


On the fourth ring, Ash picked up, his voice groggy. “Hello?”


Her husband’s voice sounded the same as always and Miller was faintly surprised by this, as if she’d imagined him differently somehow.


“It’s me,” she said. “It’s Miller,” she added, unnecessarily.


There was a pause and then: “Hi. I’m . . . What time is it?”


“Something’s happened,” she said, and quickly, so that she wouldn’t have to think about the fact that Ash was there, but that maybe he wasn’t alone, which of course hadn’t entered into the first equation she’d made.


Miller heard rustling.


“Hold on, I’m turning on the light,” Ash said.


She didn’t want to dissect the rustling.


“What were you saying?”


She could picture the bedroom in their New York pied-à-terre, the one they’d bought after they’d left New York for good 12 years ago: the big double bed pushed up against the built-in shelves containing their books and family photos, the white ruffled bed skirt, the gray plush carpet. The curtains would be closed. He always slept with the curtains closed, a fact that had irritated her throughout their married life. Though now, maybe, he slept with them open? She hadn’t seen him in three months. Any number of things could have changed.


“I got a call from the Starry Acres Nursing Home,” she said.


“The . . . I’m sorry? What?”


“Starry Acres,” Miller repeated. “You know, Aunt Tassie’s nursing home. Over the bridge.”


Ash had never visited Aunt Tassie there, but Miller had. A couple of times, anyway. She’d meant to go more. Now she was sorry she hadn’t made more of an effort.


“Right . . .”


“It seems she attacked another resident? That’s what they’re saying, though, honestly, I can’t imagine it. Anyway, they haven’t been able to reach Olly. They’re going to turn her over to social services if no one comes to collect her.” She paused, waiting for Ash to respond. He didn’t. “I’m going to have to go get her,” Miller sighed. “Bring her here. At least until we can figure something out.”


“Oh, right,” Ash said. “I thought . . . well, never mind. Do what you think is best, of course.”


Miller pulled the cord tighter around her toe. “The thing is . . .”


Ash sighed. “What’s the thing, Miller?”


The wariness and irritation, the goddamn long-suffering-ness in Ash’s voice made her want to scream. “Well, Ash, someone needs to get in touch with Olly. I don’t have his number.” This was a weak excuse, she knew. “But I know you do, from the last time, when we had to sign the papers . . .”


It had been four years since either of them had spoken to Olly. And an even longer time since they’d actually been friends.


“Hang on a minute,” Ash said, his voice hardening in a way that Miller had always hated. She gritted her teeth. “Why does anyone have to do that? I mean, fuck Olly.”


“Yes, fuck Olly. But unless you want Aunt Tassie living with us—me, actually—permanently . . .”


“Look, about that,” he said, more gently. “I want to come home. Nate’s going to be there soon . . .”


Their son was coming home from boarding school to spend with them what would be his last summer before college, film school. Nate’s life was opening up before him, a prospect that alarmed her: she couldn’t imagine him in her shoes, in Ash’s shoes, at the same age.


“Well, that depends,” she said. “Would you be coming alone?”


“Don’t, Miller,” Ash said.


She already regretted saying it, regretted the ground that had been given up. She raised her hand in assent. “Fine.”


There was a pause, then Ash said: “Let me do it. I’ll come down and get Aunt Tassie and sort it out. And then I’ll stay. Just for a few days, to see Nate.”


Miller pulled the cord so tight, she could see her toe going blue.


“Hello?”


“I’m thinking.”


“It’ll be good for us.”


When she didn’t reply, Ash said: “I’m going to take that as a yes. I can be there tomorrow. We’ll figure out the rest when I get there.”


Miller nodded.


“Miller?”


“I’m nodding.” She chewed her cuticle.


“I’m looking forward to seeing you,” her husband said, softly.


When he said that, in that way, she felt badly that she hated him. And then she hated him for making her feel badly. So to punish him, she hung up abruptly.


Miller walked upstairs to their bedroom, and unhooked her bra, stepped out of her underpants. She caught her reflection in the full-length mirror on the back of the closet door. In the May morning light, her body looked long and white, like a cigarette. For some reason, it hurt her to see that body, and she looked away.


Lately, she’d found what seemed like fairly simple tasks—such as getting dressed—elusive. So, little by little, she’d stopped bothering with clothes, and taken to wearing only her underwear and sunglasses around the house. She had the sensation, as she abandoned first socks, then shoes, then pants, then shirts, that she was getting sleeker, streamlined, being made new, like a snake shedding her skin.


After changing into the black one-piece suit—racer-backed, the elastic going at the edges—Miller grabbed a towel from the basement, a couple of cans of almonds and another Tab, and headed out the kitchen door.


She settled herself in the Volvo station wagon. “All right,” she said to herself, because this was always the hard part of her daily pilgrimage, getting going, and she needed encouragement. “All right. Let’s go.” She turned on the ignition and carefully backed the car out, tires crunching on the shell-covered driveway.


Miller drove slowly down Church Street; even this early in the morning there were always children playing about, teenagers racing around on their bikes, dogs ambling out of driveways. Wonderland was not a town you drove fast in.


The sound of the town waking up on a late spring morning—the hum of lawnmowers, the scratch of AM radio stations, the high clink of someone practicing their scales, the lower register of breakfast pans clanging in the distance—floated on the air, through open windows and into the car, along with the sweet scent of newly cut grass.


She passed the rows of brightly colored houses, little emerald squares of green shining out front, the pretty ornamental gates making tidy borders.


When she was very young, before she could remember, the town had looked like any other Quaker settlement. But a post-war “beautification” scheme had resulted in a riot of color, the once plain clapboard houses dressing themselves up in lilac, melon, sunflower yellow, lime green, robin’s egg blue, like fancy ladies.


Passing the First Presbyterian church, Miller saw Dick Cross and his son Cam, sweeping the church walk. While she and Ash had never been particularly close with the minister —Dick’s wife had left when Cam was still a baby—Cam and Nate had been thick as thieves growing up; they still were, she supposed. He’d been a beautiful child, Cam, all golden blond with a pretty, red mouth, but he’d always made Miller uncomfortable. No, not uncomfortable exactly—sad. He had this strange condition—he couldn’t cry, or more precisely, he couldn’t make actual tears. She remembered once, when he’d been about five or six, he’d skinned his knee in their driveway and as she’d held him, he’d just scrunched up his lovely face and made moaning noises. She’d been alarmed, confused, wondering if he was faking it. Of course, when his father had explained the situation, she’d understood. But it had stayed with her: the fact that without the actual tears, crying became a pantomime of pain, an act not to be trusted.


She waved at them now, and Dick waved back, his figure cut sharp against the white neo-classical church. An image came to Miller of Aunt Tassie in the meeting house, arrayed in one of her intricate lace Sunday dresses, complete with a whalebone corset from god-knows-what century, holding Olly’s hand.


Thinking about Aunt Tassie, Miller found herself getting angry, murderous, in fact: she could kill Olly, she really could. He’d taken the woman who had raised him, who had loved him, who had always held his hand, who’d literally saved his stupid life, and dumped her, alone, in a place 3,000 miles from where he lived.


Miller stopped the car. “Breathe,” she told herself. “Breathe.”


She breathed. She put the car in drive.


Fucking Olly Lane. Fucking Olly. Fucking Olly.


She tried really hard never to think about fucking Olly. About what it had felt like to be with him, the taste of him, the feel of his skin beneath her fingertips, beneath her whole hand. About the way it was before Ash, before they left for L.A., before Lay Down Records. When they were young in Wonderland, and it was all just beginning.


It had been the night after they’d all been to the carnival, after she’d almost drowned. They’d been seventeen and it had been late, and she’d been asleep. He’d climbed up the trellis of her parents’ house and knocked on her window. Outside, a dark, moonless night, her parents asleep down the hall.


She’d gone to the half-open window, and looked at him through the pane. Even now, that suspended moment had a real-life weight, a density she could feel, turn over in her hand. She could remember feeling surprised and also not surprised. For so long, she’d wanted—not just something to happen to her—but for him to happen to her, that it felt that night as if she’d conjured him herself.


“Hey,” he’d said, the word, his breath, condensing on the glass.


Silently, she pushed the window open, lifted the screen and took his hand. She followed him down the trellis, the dew from the chinaberry vine leaving her thin nightgown, the one with the strawberries on it, damp, clinging to her legs.


He led her to his car, and she went like a sleepwalker, as if under a charm. She stared at his profile as he drove: straight nose, thin, curving lips, his dark hair swept off his forehead.


They parked at Dune Beach, and he pulled her nightgown over her head and slipped his hand into her cotton underpants, saw his name written on her inner thigh. And she lifted his white T-shirt off, and felt their bare skin together, warm, then slick, no space in between, slipping like oil. Like a goddamn fire. She’d known then that her future was sealed, that she’d follow him anywhere.


But things, of course, had turned out very differently. So she tried never to think about fucking Olly Lane.


 


When Miller reached the long, flat Ring Road that circled Wonderland, she leaned over and popped open the glove compartment, rummaging around among the loose cassette tapes before sweeping them all onto the passenger seat. She looked up and had to swerve slightly to keep the car straight on the road. Glancing sideways again, she picked out the Talking Heads tape and slid it into the tape deck. There was white noise then the cassette clicked to the end and Miller had to eject it and turn it over, before pushing it back in.


The sound of the synthesizer drifted out of the speakers. Miller turned the volume all the way up and cranked down her window, letting the misty air fill the car.


“You may find yourself living in a shotgun shack,” Miller shouted over the music, only then realizing that she’d been wanting to shout for hours, for years.


“And you may find yourself in a beautiful house, with a beautiful wife, and you may ask yourself, ‘Well . . .’ ”—Miller shrugged—“ ‘how did I get here?’ ”


She kept time with her hand on the steering wheel, her bare foot pushing down on the accelerator, feeling the town receding behind her, slipping away, giving way to a sense of lightness.


The post-rain glow made the shapes and colors outside slightly indistinct, like a blurry painting. The sunglasses didn’t help either, interfering with her depth perception, but she’d driven this road so many times she could have done it with her eyes closed.


“Letting the days go by, let the water hold me down . . .” She put her left hand out the window, making waves through the passing air.


When she reached the wooden bridge that connected Wonderland to the mainland, a trailer passed from the opposite direction, swerving in and out of her lane, forcing Miller to swerve herself to avoid being sideswiped.


“Chill out. Jesus,” she yelled over the music.


In her rearview mirror, she saw the trailer had Superstarz Location Services written on the back. Must be something to do with the movie they were about to shoot in Wonderland. Somebody had said Moby-Dick, but Miller couldn’t imagine that was true. Who’d want to see that?


 


At the beach in Longwell, the water was cold, and gray from the rain earlier, and she walked in, then dove as the shore dropped quickly away. She resurfaced and treaded a moment, eyed her destination: the blue and white bell buoy swaying in the distance. Then she put her head down and began: her arms like scythes, water sluicing over her muscles, covering her with a silvery wet skin, salt stinging her eyes.


Maybe, she thought, today would be the day she’d make it all the way there.










VANISHING ISLAND IN THE CROOKED BAY


Ash Everley entered the building at East 88th, nodding to Bobby as he went in, feeling strangely proud that Candice Cressman’s doorman knew him by sight. This was followed by the reflexive thought: What other men did the TV star’s doorman know by sight?


Ash pushed the idea out of his head. What did he care anyway? He was married, he didn’t need these petty jealousies.


He took the elevator up to her floor. It was the kind of set-up where the elevator opened right into the apartment. If he ever got another place in the city—well, a real place, not the pied-à-terre on the Upper East Side—this would be what he’d want. He pushed that thought out of his head, too. He was married, and besides, Candice had never said whether she’d want him. They never talked about Miller, or about divorce. They lived in the present. And if Ash were a betting man, he’d bet she’d be—at a minimum—ambivalent if he showed up with his suitcase at her fancy uptown apartment.


“Oh, hi,” Candice said, when he walked into the living room, as if she were surprised to see him, before turning her back on him.


“Expecting someone else?” The minute he said it, Ash hated himself. It sounded weak and whiny and desperate.


“No. I’m just distracted.” She took a big gulp from an oversized glass of what he guessed to be Chardonnay. It was her drink of choice. Unless she was on a diet, then she drank spritzers.


“I can’t stay long,” Ash began. “I’ve got to go to Wonderland . . .”


“Fucking Clark Dennis. Dickweed pervert,” she muttered. Then spun around to face Ash. “He’s trying to push me out, I just know he is. But I’m not going down like that, not like poor dumb-dumb Susan.” Pacing the chintz living room in her electric-blue aerobics gear, Candice looked like an exotic and dangerous animal.


“What?” Ash said, tearing his gaze away from her slippery Lycra, trying to focus. “He’s trying to push you out? Already? You just got the job. Are you sure you’re not being paranoid?”


Candice looked at him, her blue eyes hardening.


Ash held up his hands. “Sorry.”


“No, I’m not being paranoid, Ash. How do you think I got the job in the first place; why do you think Susan got fired? She wouldn’t blow him wearing a shower cap and holding a Twinkie in her cooch, or whatever that loser’s into. So he pushed her out. I mean, good for her and her morals and everything, but I’m not going to be roadkill for some sicko creepo. Goddamn it.”


Ash walked over and took her in his arms. Her hair roughed his cheek, that familiar, crunchy texture that came with the enormous amount of Aqua Net the network insisted on shellacking her with.


She let herself be held, her glass of Chardonnay pushed close to her chest. Then: “I need to come up with a game plan,” she said, trying to pull away.


“Hey, hey. You’ll figure it out. You’re Candice Cressman, you’ve just landed one of the most coveted jobs in morning television. You’re beautiful. You’re talented.” He felt, foolishly, a little breathless. “And I, for one, can’t get enough.” He tightened his arms around her.


“Oh, I don’t know.” She cocked her head, looked at him thoughtfully. “Will sex help?” This was rhetorical, or at least not directed at him, so Ash kept his mouth shut. “I suppose we could try,” she said, sighing.


She led him to the bedroom, bathed in that blue New York May light. She made him sit on the bed while she pulled and slid and yanked off every stitch. Then she ambled over with her smooth skin and her long limbs and blonde helmet-hair, smelling like Opium and money and ambition, and spread her legs and sat on his face.


 


Ash didn’t make it to Wonderland until the following day. But then again, he hadn’t really shared Miller’s sense of urgency. In his experience, places like Starry Acres were rarely anxious to get the authorities involved in their business.


So, it wasn’t until around three o’clock in the afternoon that he found himself nearing home, Aunt Tassie safely strapped into the family Volvo. The car was fragrant with the once-familiar perfume of the hair powder responsible for the startling white cloud puffed out on top of her head.


Aunt Tassie had said very little from the moment he’d picked her up, only whispering once that something was happening, which seemed to Ash a sensible thing to say, seeing as something was indeed happening. The rest of the journey she’d just spent staring at her hands like it was the first time she was seeing them, and looking out the window.


It wasn’t a great time to be undertaking this mission—work was insane at the moment, and there was Candice. But he’d offered to do it for a few reasons, all of them self-interested: the thought of Olly looming up again in their lives, even if it was from a pretty safe distance of 3,000 miles, unsettled him, and he’d wanted to see Nate. And, frankly, he’d wanted to come home; he didn’t like feeling like he was banished.


But after his visit to Starry Acres, he saw that his intervention amounted to an emergency rescue, and he congratulated himself on having effected it so efficiently. After all, Aunt Tassie had saved his life once, it was only right he should return the favor.


Ash’s first feeling upon arriving at Starry Acres had been one of surprise. Miller’s panic had made him imagine a kind of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest-type place, but the nursing home had looked more like a Cape Cod vacation community: clapboard bungalow-style buildings, the usual box hedge and hydrangea shrubbery, gravel pathways. Though he’d had to laugh when he saw the names given to the residential bungalows: The Shangri-La Shanty, The Nirvana Nook, Paradise Place, Canaan Corner, Elysium Escape, suggesting that the residents’ imminent death would be swiftly followed by a homey, almost corny afterlife. It was genius, really, the idea that all these mysteries everyone was forced to negotiate and ponder and fear could be boiled down to a marketing ploy.


Inside, he’d been trapped into a boring argument with a woman with a face like a suburban Debbie Harry—one Carol Dinkus, judging by a brass nameplate at the reception desk—over his right to collect Aunt Tassie.


“It says here that Miss Shaw is only to be released to Mr. Lane.”


“Right. But I think you said on the phone . . .”


“I didn’t say.”


“Okay. Well, someone said—the person who called my wife—they said that they were going to release Mrs. Shaw to social services if someone didn’t come get her.”


“Un-hunh.”


“Well, as you can see: here I am—a person—come to get her.” He’d smiled. At forty-two, Ash had become what people referred to as distinguished: his brown hair prematurely graying at the temples, his skinny frame filling out a bit—but not too much—and his posture ramrod straight. He’d found that in the past few years he had an effect on women that he could have only dreamed about in his twenties.


Carol Dinkus, however, had been unmoved.


But she did call for the director, who didn’t share Carol Dinkus’s reservations. She’d quickly delivered Aunt Tassie and one sad, battered suitcase in return for his signature, and a little spitefulness.


“You know,” she’d said, “you’re lucky the other resident and his family don’t want to press charges.”


When Ash had laughed, she’d replied: “Well, actually, Mr. Everley, it’s no laughing matter. It was quite a vicious attack. Claggart Morris is a lovely man and we absolutely do not condone violence of any kind at Starry Acres. Miss Shaw has not been the easiest of residents. Despite appearances.”


Ash had just shaken his head in disbelief and steered Aunt Tassie out to the car.


“Tell you what, Aunt Tassie,” he’d said, hustling her into the passenger seat, “I think you’ve dodged a bullet there.”


As they neared the bridge to Wonderland, Ash pressed play on the tape deck. The Talking Heads greeted him. He immediately shut it off. He’d never been a huge fan. His taste in music was more pedestrian, he knew that; he was unashamed. He fiddled with the radio dial until he found a perky little tune, and he hummed along. He couldn’t catch all the lyrics, but he did get that nothing was gonna break the guy’s stride.


The grass was green and lush around town, the trees pushing their new leaves out. But against this fresh springiness, the sky was a leaden gray, the kind of depressing sky that out-of-season beach towns always seemed to have.


By tidal-island standards, Wonderland was huge; in reality it was a small, small town. They’d been connected to the mainland since the ’30s by a bridge built with federal money. Before that, though, the only way across had been either by boat or by the sandbar that appeared at very low tide, only to vanish again a few hours later.


When they were young, Aunt Tassie had told them stories about people she’d known in the olden days—generally some bad-intentioned youth, some rapscallion—who’d miscalculated the tide and found themselves trapped on the causeway as the water came rushing back in, picking them up and washing them out to sea, never to be seen again. Those stories had scared the living bejesus out of them. Though it hadn’t stopped them from trying it once themselves.


The town had been given its unusual moniker by English settlers who’d mistranslated the Wampanoag name for the place—apparently “Vanishing Island in the Crooked Bay,” or something like that—and had declared it Wonderland. Which, of course, was the name that’d stuck.


Now, in the glorious future of 1984 they had a high school, and a small airport (well, airstrip, really), an A&P, a post office, a couple of churches, three restaurants, a hotel, two bars, and a movie theater, not to mention the usual bric-a-brac: hardware store, shoe store, thrift store, library, etc. And in the summer, even a local radio station.


He passed Annie Oakley High, still the same: a red-brick building with a large central window, two stories high, revealing the staircase that he and Olly used to loiter beneath, watching the girls’ young, strong legs climb upwards, the whites of their bobby socks disappearing into their two-toned saddle shoes. And their sweaters. God, those sweaters.


He’d had a promotional photo of Janet Leigh from Jet Pilot that he’d treasured when he was around fourteen, fifteen. In it, she had her arms over her head and was lifting her tight white sweater, revealing skin and a slice of brassiere. He’d kept it tucked into one of his Hardy Boys books, and would take it out at night and gently jerk off to it. Ash still loved a woman in a tight sweater, he couldn’t lie.


When they arrived, the house was empty; a note on the kitchen counter read: Gone swimming—M. He hadn’t seen Miller since February, the last time being an uncomfortable meeting at their place in the city where she’d confronted him about Candice and told him he couldn’t come home. But he did remember that she’d looked nice: a white tank top, jeans, her curly blonde hair loose, sunglasses on, which was a bit weird since it hadn’t been sunny, but hey. Anyway, Miller always looked nice. But these days, it was more like the way a painting in a museum looked nice: he could appreciate it, but it wasn’t much to do with him.


Ash led Aunt Tassie upstairs to one of the back bedrooms on the second floor, the one with the big brass bed, and the rosebud wallpaper that Miller had insisted on when they’d first moved back to Wonderland from the city in ’72. He could remember how happy they’d been, buying the house, doing it up. Nate, five years old, running around wildly, astonished at having stairs in his own home after the New York apartment. That kid could spend hours just running up and down them, counting them, sitting on them, playing Blind Man’s Bluff at the top of them, giving his mother a heart attack.


Ash cracked the window and the room filled with the grassy smell of the back lawn. Above the privet hedge, he could see their neighbor’s daughter, Suki, standing next to the Pfeiffers’ swimming pool in her tennis gear, tying her red hair into a ponytail, arms reaching up high, the muscles working under the taut skin.


He turned back to Aunt Tassie. “Is this all right?”


Aunt Tassie stood stock-still in the doorway next to her suitcase, watching Ash with her startlingly pale blue eyes; she’d apparently been one of Wonderland’s great beauties in her day. Eventually, she walked over and sat on the bed. She removed her shoes and lay down, closing her eyes. It seemed she was asleep in seconds.


“Right. Okay,” Ash said. “Well, make yourself comfortable. I’ll just . . . I’ll be downstairs if you need anything.”


In the kitchen, Ash realized he was hungry; he’d missed lunch. He opened the fridge. It was full of cans of Tab, a grapefruit, a couple of tomatoes, some other detritus. When he looked in the cupboard, it was almonds, as far as the eye could see, interspersed with a couple of tins of soup.


“Jesus, Miller,” he said aloud to the empty kitchen.


He managed to scrounge up an old Pop-Tart, probably Nate’s, which he put in the toaster, and some Folger’s Crystals. He found himself humming the TV jingle as he poured boiling water over the coffee—The best part of waking up is Folger’s in your cup!


He had to admit, it was catchy. These days he never listened to an ad without weighing it up, judging its merits, wondering if he could do better—a side-effect of working almost fifteen years in the business. After he and Miller had left L.A., left Lay Down, Ash had sort of fallen into it, parlaying his “experience” with music production into advertising. He now worked for a firm that handled political campaigns. They hadn’t been tapped for Reagan’s re-election, but they’d recently scooped up Walter Mondale and they were all scrambling ahead of the Democratic convention in a couple of months. Still, he’d been disappointed about the Reagan campaign, though it was probably for the best. Miller had said she’d never forgive him if he got Reagan re-elected. They’d argued, half-heartedly: he’d told her she didn’t understand business, she’d said he didn’t understand anything.


Taking his Pop-Tart and coffee over to the table, he sat thinking about his wife, and not for the first time since that early morning phone call, Ash wondered what she was up to. She didn’t need his permission to bring Aunt Tassie back to the house, so why the phone call? Did she miss him? Did she want a divorce? If there was one thing he knew about his wife it was that she could be a slippery fish. She could drown in indecision, and then one day just make some insane, snap resolution.


Ash took another bite of the Pop-Tart: strawberry, definitely the best flavor. He wasn’t sorry about the affair, but it made Ash sad to think that he was hurting her. Still, things changed. And if she was being honest with herself, Miller would have been able to admit that it hadn’t started with him.


He thought about Aunt Tassie upstairs, and wondered what had happened to her old place, the house on Foster Street that Olly had grown up in. The last time he’d passed by, it had been shuttered. Had Olly sold it? Or was he hanging on to it for some unfathomable reason?


Ash smiled now, thinking of how after football practice he and Olly would go back there and Aunt Tassie would feed them bologna sandwich after bologna sandwich. He’d loved those sandwiches—mayo, French’s mustard, iceberg lettuce—Aunt Tassie manning a production line on the old stone counter. “I should have bought stock in Wonder Bread,” she’d always say. “I’d be rich as Croesus by now.”


Outside the big kitchen windows, the leaves would be changing color, orange and red burning out the gray sky. How their gear used to turn stiff when their sweat froze, how their lockers stank, how they stank. Even after their showers somehow their clothes still smelled faintly mildewed.


Those were the moments when Ash had been able to love Olly without reservation, without feeling like somehow Olly always got more, got the better end of the stick.


When something had happened, had changed between Olly and Miller, in the summer after the junior year in high school, Ash had known immediately. Just from one day to the next, it had gone from being the three of them, to being Olly and Miller plus Ash. All that Ash could do was to stay close, so that he didn’t lose either one of them. But that had left him with a desperate, anxious feeling, like always being hungry; no matter how much he ate, he could never be full.


He could remember drinking beer with Olly and Miller on the Annie Oakley football field the night before they all left for L.A., after Aunt Tassie had made her fateful trip to the local draft board, and Olly had made up his mind that the only place far enough away from her was California.


Miller had been lying on her back, beer bottle in one hand, and he remembered watching as Olly leaned over her and—almost, but not quite, casually—kissed her. Watching Olly’s hand sliding under the edge of her peasant blouse a little, touching what must have been warm skin. And he could remember that the feelings of desire and envy were so strong in him that he had to look away so that he wouldn’t hate his friends.


Ash exhaled. He needed to get some air. He didn’t want to think about these things. He didn’t want to be reminded of the past, he only wanted to be in the present. The present was the only thing that mattered. He put his dish and cup in the sink, and stepped through the kitchen door into the warm spring day.


He took a few deep breaths, eyes closed, as Candice had taught him to do, trying to breathe from his diaphragm. On the third breath, he felt something—that pulling feeling that tells your body, but not your brain, that you’re being watched—and he opened his eyes to see their neighbor, Cricket Pfeiffer, trimming the roses climbing the waist-high fence that divided their properties.


Over the years, her name—calling to mind some chirpy, lithe girl—had become increasingly incongruous with the woman before him. On the heavier side, quiet, always wearing these kind of nurse-y shoes below her muscular calves, Cricket seemed to want to be invisible. It was like crossing paths with a ghost. Her husband bullied her—they could hear the shouting, the fighting from next door. Maybe he hit her. So there was that.


He and Miller had called the cops a couple of times in the early days, anonymously of course (though in a town with a police force of four, nothing was exactly anonymous), but the police were always turned away from the Pfeiffer house, making Ash and Miller feel like they were the problem. So at some point, they’d just stopped, and turned the radio up in the house when they heard anything disturbing. It wasn’t very often, but it happened.
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