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It was an uncertain spring.”


I had read the book a long time ago, and, except for this sentence, I remembered almost nothing about it. I could not have told you about the people who appeared in the book or what happened to them. I could not have told you (until later, after I’d looked it up) that the book began in the year 1880. Not that it mattered. Only when I was young did I believe that it was important to remember what happened in every novel I read. Now I know the truth: what matters is what you experience while reading, the states of feeling that the story evokes, the questions that rise to your mind, rather than the fictional events described. They should teach you this in school, but they don’t. Always instead the emphasis is on what you remembered. Otherwise, how could you write a critique? How could you pass an exam? How could you ever get a degree in literature?


I like the novelist who confessed that the only thing to have stayed with him after reading Anna Karenina was the detail of a picnic basket holding a jar of honey.


What stayed with me all this time after reading The Years was how it opened, with that first sentence, followed by a description of the weather.


Never open a book with the weather is one of the first rules of writing. I have never understood why not.


“Implacable November weather” is the third sentence of Bleak House. After which Dickens famously goes on a lot about fog.


“It was a dark and stormy night.” I have never understood why this phrase has been universally acknowledged to be the worst way for (I forget who: something else to look up) to begin a novel. Scorned for being both unexciting and, at the same time, too melodramatic.


(Edward Bulwer-Lytton, originally. In a book called Paul Clifford, in 1830. Others thereafter, in mockery, most memorably Ray Bradbury, Madeleine L’Engle, and Snoopy.)


Unimaginative was the word Oscar Wilde used to describe people for whom weather is a topic of conversation. Of course, in his day, weather—English weather in particular—was boring. Not the far more erratic, often apocalyptic event people all over the world obsess about today.


Important to point out, however, that it wasn’t normal fog—condensed vapor, a low cloud—that Dickens was talking about, but a miasma caused by London’s appalling industrial pollution.


IT WAS an uncertain spring.


Early each morning I went for a walk. It was my chief pleasure in a dearth of pleasures, observing day by day the arrival of a new season: the magnolias putting out their petals and—so poignantly soon, as it seemed to me every year, but never more so than the spring of 2020—shedding their petals. The cherry blossoms, even lovelier—loveliest, agreed—but likewise short-lived. The daffodils and the narcissus—narcisusses? narcissi?—and the gaudy tulips that seemed almost like wild mouths screaming for attention. “Too excitable” is how Sylvia Plath once saw a vase of “too red” ones. Like Rilke’s frightened flowers “rising up to say: Red.” To Elizabeth Bishop, the spots on the tips of the dogwood petals were like burns from a cigarette butt. Poets.


Can it be accidental that the names for flowers are also always beautiful words? Rose. Violet. Lily. Names so appealing that people choose them for their baby girls. Jasmine. Camellia. I once knew a bulldog named Petunia. A cat named Mimosa.


So many other beautiful ones I can think of: anemone, lilac, azalea. Of course, there must be an exception. There are always exceptions. But though I’m not so keen about phlox, I can’t come up with a single really ugly flower name, can you?


There are other plants, though, like weeds and herbs, with hideous names, like vetch. We’re thinking of naming the baby Vetch. Meet the twins: Mugwort and Milkvetch. Horehound. Bugbane. Wormwood: the name C. S. Lewis gave the devil apprentice in The Screwtape Letters.


Snapdragon! Not for a baby girl, never, but a good name for a cat.


There were days when I stayed out a long time—up to three or four hours. I made a loop. I went from park to park. That’s where the flowers were. Early on, before the playgrounds were closed, I took comfort in watching the young children, or even just hearing their trilling voices as I sat on a bench nearby. (Not reading, as I would have been doing in ordinary times. I had lost the ability to concentrate. It was only the news that gripped my attention, the one thing I wished I could ignore.) I enjoyed watching the dogs play, too, before the dog runs were closed. Weren’t we all reduced to the state of children now. These were the rules: break them and you’ll be punished, your happy-making privileges taken away. For the good of all: understood. But the dogs—what had they done?


Of course, I still saw plenty of dogs being walked. But it seemed to me there was something different about them. They knew something was up. The somber way they plodded along, brows furrowed, heads low. Now what have they gotten themselves into, those brows seemed to say.


A young friend of mine disapproved of my spending so much time outdoors.


You’re allowed to get a breath of air, she said. But that doesn’t mean wandering about the streets for hours.


But why put it like that, wandering about, as if I were some dotty, driftless old lady.


A quick turn around the block, a trip to the grocery store, get in, get out, no dawdling. Stay home. That’s the rule.


Don’t play dumb, she said. You’re breaking the rules, and you know it.


A vulnerable, she called me. You’re a vulnerable, she said. And you need to act like one.


The governor of New York, the man making the rules, agreed.


Social media fanned a tale of quarantined women masturbating while watching his daily press briefings.




. . .


THIS MORNING an email from a stranger, a woman angry about something I wrote. It is trash, she says. Every word of it.


Which could mean only one thing: I must be trash myself.


Like that other woman, many years ago, who wrote to express her disgust with me for writing about two characters apparently based on my parents. English was not her first language.


Only sick person do mother and father so wrong, she wrote. For this I hope you punish.


I like this true story, about a writer who wanted to base a fictional character on someone he knew. He disguised her, for example giving his character close-cropped hair instead of the pageboy the real-life model had worn since high school, and a pair of eyeglasses with striking cat-eye tortoiseshell frames. Though in real life the woman was childless, in the book she has a twenty- something- year- old son.


Some weeks before the book came out, the woman developed a bad case of dry eye and could no longer tolerate wearing her contact lenses. For her new glasses, needless to say, she chose cat-eye tortoiseshell frames. Now that she was no longer young and her hair was thinning and fading, at her stylist’s suggestion she got a pixie cut. Neither the writer nor anyone else in the woman’s life at the time knew that, as a teenager, she’d had a baby that she’d given up for adoption. It was just now, having reached his twenties, that her son chose to seek out his birth mother.


I have heard that Chekhov wanted to write a novel that he was going to call Stories from the Lives of My Friends. Probably his friends did not want him to write it.


Another angry message, earlier this week, from a person who hadn’t read, but happened to know about, something I wrote. As he understood it—better say misunderstood it—I had attacked a professor for sexually harassing young women.


Where were YOU, this person wrote, when an OLDER WOMAN took advantage of ME? Where were YOU?


Where was I? Where was I? Why does his question pierce me? When I tell people I am tempted to write him back, every one of them jumps to say, Don’t.


But not every stranger getting in touch with me these days is angry. There is the woman writing from Albania who thinks I’m a Dear Gentleman and offers to be my wife. She will love me good, she promises. She will make me feel like Real Man. (Which reminds me: What stopped all the many emails I used to get with offers for ways to enlarge my penis?) And about once a week, a voicemail from some woman identifying herself as a volunteer who is calling just to check on me. The same message each time: God loves you. Followed by a Bible verse.


Thus from different points of the cosmos do good wishes and bad wishes blow my way. Love and hate.


Meanwhile, I have been working on a survey for a literary symposium, trying to answer a question I am asked all the time.


I know of research studies of twins, including some whose co-twin did not survive birth. For many of the survivors, the result has been lifelong feelings of loss, pain, emptiness, and guilt. In one case, a man who was not told about his stillborn twin until he was well into adulthood described experiencing huge relief. At last he had an explanation for the aching void he had always known; why through every joy in his life, no matter how rich, ran a seam of grief.


I never had a twin—so why did this man’s story strike a chord in me? Why did it feel like a revelation? Something is missing. Something has been lost. I believe this is at the heart of why I write.


For a while, during the same time I found myself unable to read, I wasn’t sure whether I’d be able to write again—just one of the many uncertainties of that spring. (Not a writer I know who didn’t experience the same.) But the feeling has survived and will not go away: I want to know why I feel as though I have been mourning all my life. 
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Every story worth telling is a love story, said someone I used to love very much.


But this is not that story.


I remember a boy. His name was Charles. Blond hair raked sideways. Cowlick. Small for his age (twelve, thirteen) and his ears stuck out, which, with the cowlick, gave him a somewhat comical look. Could have been the model for Dennis the Menace.


A boy, an ordinary boy, one day possessed. One ordinary Saturday afternoon, he calls, this classmate I hardly know. What does he want? Why can’t he speak? It sounds as if he’s being smothered.


Speak!


I want to see you, he blurts out at last. He wants to know if he can come to my house.


I say no and hang up.


My mother is there (she is always there: no privacy, ever, from that woman). She wants to know who called, and when I explain she goes back to what she was doing, staring out the window of our third-floor apartment. (I’ve never known anyone who spent as much time at the window as she did, watching the neighborhood for hours, like television, now and then commenting on how fat Mrs. Prysock was getting, say, or alerting us to a sight to bring us all running: a fight—there were lots of fights—or a tenant being evicted, or once, most memorably, a body: a jumper, dead on the ground.)


What does this boy look like? she asks. Does he have blond hair?


He must have called from a phone booth. How he learned where I lived I don’t know, but he had come on his bike, and now, for the rest of the afternoon, he will ride up and down the block, under my mother’s watchful, sympathetic, and even admiring eye (it took guts for a stranger—a pint-sized blond white boy no less—to ride alone into that neighborhood).


From time to time he stopped to phone and plead with me again.


I remember that I had no pity. Something had possessed me, too. I was not flattered. I was like the princess in the story, casting appalled glances over her shoulder at the frog that was following her home and that she could not outrun. But she had made a promise: to be the frog’s BFF if it got back the golden ball she’d stupidly dropped down a well.


As it grew late and he would not be gone, my mother wrung her hands—He shouldn’t be here after dark!—and I began to cry. Such drama on an otherwise ordinary Saturday afternoon. It was spring, and I can still summon my humiliation at the sight of his small, pathetic figure pedaling slowly along the privet hedge.


The more sympathy my mother expressed—he’d come all this way, the least I could do was talk to him—the more I despised him.


Later, she ordered me not to tell anyone—meaning, of course, the other kids at school. Her anxiety irked me. Like many women, she would always find it easier to feel for a male (except, of course, her husband, against whom she bore innumerable, lifelong, deadly grudges) than for any female. But what was it in her manner that suggested that I was somehow to blame? That even though I’d done nothing to encourage him, I did in fact owe this frog something, maybe even a lot.


Tenderness for a boy she’d never met, harshness toward her own daughter. Beholding me as if she were seeing something new in me. Something she did not like.


At school that Monday, he would not meet my eye. He met no one’s eye. He sat with his head down and his face like stone, as if one of his grandparents had died. When I passed the word in homeroom, my friends were as indignant as I was.


I remember his ears: sized and shaped to catch every whisper and titter. He sat in one of the front rows, hunched and absolutely still. Prey-still. You could see the blush creeping up the back of his neck, darkly, steadily, as if red paint were being poured into a hole in his skull, and then his ears, seeming to grow even larger as they engorged with blood. It was this that set everyone off—Look at his ears! Look at his ears!—until the teacher had to shout to quiet us down.


Bad of me, yes. But I take issue with the gods for making me pay for it not just once but so many times.


He never bothered me again. In fact, he forgot all about me. Not that he turned his attention to some other girl. He’d lost all interest in girls. It was as if, having tried and failed, he’d learned all he needed to know about love, and moved on.


I forgot to say that he was a new boy; his family had just arrived in our town. But he was a good kid, he fit in right away, making friends with the other kids—including me. We became friends and we stayed friends, as if there’d never been any trouble between us. Children forgive and forget more readily than do grown-ups—or gods—and I remember it felt perfectly natural; it would have been strange if Charlie had held a grudge.


. . .


I REMEMBER playing Estella in a school performance based on scenes from Great Expectations.


Remember how, despite the way she mistreats him, Pip goes on loving her—always. Remember the teacher-writer-director and what an oddball she was (one of those teachers whom children find it almost a duty to torment), and how one of the oddest things about her was how much this junior high school playlet meant to her. At rehearsals, she kicked off her shoes and tore around the stage, demonstrating, cajoling, moving so energetically that her skirt waistband twisted askew and the sweat shone on her skin (while we shivered: it was cold in the auditorium after school). It is her voice I hear animating the lines:


Don’t loiter, boy.


I think she is very pretty.


Why, he is a common laboring-boy!


Well? You can break his heart.


I hear an accent, too, and unless memory has invented it, she was from the South. I remember her disappointment with Pip, who would not get into the spirit; her frustration with me for not being able to project; and how she wrested from another girl the likeness of a witchy old British spinster that was truly uncanny.


In another class, we read an abridged David Copperfield.


I am called on to describe Steerforth. The good and the bad.


Steerforth is handsome, he is clever and rich, Steer-forth is charming, romantic, and popular. Steerforth is selfish, he is dishonest, he is bad to Little Em’ly and mean to the poor.


And do I think there are many people in the world like Steerforth? asks Mr. Rosenberg.


Quite sure of the answer, I say there are not.


Really? asks Mr. Rosenberg, giving me another chance. And when I nod he says, Then I think you are very naïve.


The world is full of Steerforths, he says, looking straight into my eyes.


I had been warned.


ANOTHER BOY: his name was Larry. Though he went to a different school, a Catholic school, he lived near our junior high and often hung out with kids from there. He fell for a girl named Jill, and as was the ritual in that place at that time, he offered her his engraved ID bracelet. She turned him down, and then, almost immediately, she changed her mind. Or maybe, in fact, she’d never really meant to reject him—you know how these things can happen.


But now, though almost no time at all had passed, Larry changed his mind. Maybe it was just a question of pride. In any case, all was lost. He did nothing cruel; he was a nice boy, more Copperfield than Steerforth, who lived with his single mother (a rare type of household back then). He did not gloat. He did not torment our Jill. But for sure her heart was broken. How all the life went out of her, as if she had some wasting disease. She sat through the school day with a stunned expression on her pale face—Helen Keller, one boy teased—oblivious.


Sometimes she wept, silently, discreetly, but at least once that I recall she broke into a violent fit of raucous sobbing that brought the class to a halt. I remember that, without asking what was wrong, the teacher tried to make a joke of it: Good God, has someone died?


I remember that she would not talk about it with us, her girlfriends, though we shared most things with one another, especially anything having to do with boys. And this silence scared us, seeming to put her suffering on a level with other crises that no one would talk about: a molested altar boy, a father who beat a mother so badly she had to call in sick to work, a mother with cancer of the breast, a girl or woman who’d been raped.


Although there was nothing theatrical (in the sense of phony) about her suffering, there was something of the tragedienne about her. She had always been a pretty girl, but now her ordeal transformed her, aging her into someone large and serious. She sat among us school-children, large and serious. Silent, regal, and very beautiful.


It didn’t last forever—but surely it must have marked her for the rest of her life? I, a mere witness, never thought about love in the same way again. It was in all the songs, but here was proof that those songs were no exaggeration. A thing that could come on you and devour you like an illness. An ordinary boy who had nothing against you could take you down, could make it so that, even with your whole life ahead of you, you could want not to live anymore.


Most frightening of all, perhaps, was that she had only herself to blame, for having spurned her admirer in the first place. Love as punishment, as mockery and cruelty. The horror of that.


In Dickens, of course, where this kind of thing happened all the time, it would all have been brought right in the end. There would have been heaps of suffering, heaps of trouble and misunderstanding. But even as you wept over those parts, you knew you were on your way to a happy ending, and you felt soothed.


No wonder I loved Dickens then. No wonder I can’t read him today.


Long out of school, I decide to read Our Mutual Friend for the first time. Anticipating the old rapture, I am crushed to feel—boredom. But that happens: writers who once meant everything don’t always thrill in the same way anymore.


Or did the trouble have something to do with knowing what I hadn’t known before: his son Charley’s doleful revelation that the child characters his father invented were at times much more real to him than his flesh-and-blood ones. His famous cruelty toward his wife, whom he continued to abuse even after he’d dumped her for a teenage actress.


The world is full of Dickenses.


And what about my Charles? What sort of man did he grow up to be? Kind? Mean? And what, if anything, does he remember about that time?


The last I heard about Larry was that he’d enlisted, like so many other boys I knew back then. (How his ID bracelet came into my possession is a different story, another love story, though not what you think.) My mother is five years dead. The old neighborhood. Called a slum, though it wasn’t a slum. Called a ghetto, though it wasn’t a ghetto.


On a whim, I google the neighborhood where I lived until I was seventeen. Under the heading “Are You Thinking of Living in . . . ?,” these “official statistics”:


Transportation: Poor. Daily Life: Poor. Safety: Poor. Health: Poor. Sports and Leisure: Poor. Entertainment: Poor. Demographics: Poor.
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Among the last to bloom were the hydrangeas. Also known as hortensia: of the garden. Hardier than the other flowers and lasting much longer—almost all summer. The ones I saw were mostly blue—baby blue—but there were also some white ones, and cream-colored ones, there were pink ones, and some that were a blend of pink and blue—lavender, or lilac (is there a difference?)—depending on the park.


But, because lilac and lavender are also kinds of flowers, you can’t say, The hydrangea is lilac, or The hydrangea is lavender. It would be like saying, That cat is sick as a dog, or His eyes are his Achilles’ heel. (I did not make those up, I read them somewhere.)


Old-lady flowers. I grew up hearing them called that, but I never knew why. Could it have been the color, like the blue rinse many women used back then to cover their white hair? Though, given that blue hair was a sure sign of old age, every bit as much a sign as is white hair, how it was supposed to disguise the fact was a mystery to me.


By the way, what do you smell when you hear “old-lady perfume”? I would guess something cloyingly floral. Thinking about those old-lady hugs that can bring a child close to suffocation.


Another mystery: Why do so many people dislike hydrangeas? You may have seen the video, or at least heard the story: what happened when a fan offered a bloom to Madonna. Later speculation had it that her extreme response—I absolutely loathe hydrangeas, immediately placing the flower out of her sight—might have had something to do with its association with crone-hood. An aging sex symbol’s reflexive horror. (She was fifty- three at the time.)


I too once disliked them. I remember seeing them growing all around houses and the borders of lawns, like grape clusters, or fat corsages on bosomy bushes, and I thought if I had that house, that lawn, or a garden of my own, I wouldn’t want them. I would replace them all with peonies.


But now, in park after park, the sight of hydrangeas lifted me up, and I had to wonder how I could have failed to appreciate their great beauty before. (A friend who has had the same experience gives this explanation: It happened to me the year I retired. You reach a certain age, and it all kicks in: Social Security, Medicare, and a fondness for hydrangeas.)


“A Fondness for Hydrangeas” sounds like an old-fashioned book title. And Hortensia, of course, sounds like an old lady’s name. Like Myrtle. Or Matilda. Or Henrietta. (Heard recently that giving babies old-lady names was back in style.)


Another friend of mine says that, where she grew up, it was rhododendrons that were known as old-lady flowers.


Apparently there is a difference: lavender is purple on the blue side, lilac is purple on the pink side.


“Blue Hydrangea,” “Pink Hydrangea.” Two poems by Rilke.


I once wrote something in which I made a reference to Madonna, though I no longer remember the context. The editor took it out, saying it would not be long before readers would have forgotten who Madonna was. The same editor who, upon hearing that Jonathan Franzen’s novel in progress was called The Corrections, said, That’s a terrible title. It will sell three copies.


That hog farm is a pigsty. He uses his wheelchair as a crutch.


She absolutely loathed hydrangeas!


Peonies are still my favorite flower.


. . .


DURING THE time I was wandering about locked- down Manhattan, Colm Tóibín was wandering about Venice—the most beautiful city in the world now become the most beautiful ghost town—where this thought occurred to him: “One of the subjects to muse on as old age begins is how unfair life is.”


Indeed. He got to be in Venice.


WHAT COMES in late life to many writers, according to J. M. Coetzee: “an ideal of a simple, subdued, unornamented language and a concentration on questions of real import, even questions of life and death.”


T. S. ELIOT, on listening to Beethoven’s late string quartets: “There is a sort of heavenly, or at least more than human, gaiety about some of his later things which one imagines might come to oneself as the fruit of reconciliation and relief after immense suffering; I should like to get some of that into verse once before I die.”


Note that Beethoven, though at the end of his life, was only in his mid-fifties when he wrote the music that inspired Eliot, who was around the same age when he composed Four Quartets, but who lived to be seventy-six.
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Icould call her Rose, or Violet, or Lily.


The first one of us to get married. The first to have a baby. The first to die.


Lily.


For us, her funeral would also be a reunion. As I suppose most funerals are.


At the gathering following the burial, in the home where he now lived alone, her husband told us how, for some time, she’d been convinced that something was happening to her. Not something bad, he said, but something strange.


She was superstitious. She had always been superstitious, she believed in signs. Why were people she hadn’t been in touch with for years seeking her out just now? In one day, messages from two different men, her husband said, boyfriends of her youth. I had a dream about you, said one. Your face just swam into my head, said the other. A handwritten letter from a childhood friend she barely recalled. All these years it’s been weighing on me, this person wrote. I let you take the blame when in fact I was to blame. This, over some petty incident of which his wife had not even the slightest recollection, her husband said. She remembered very well, though, the old acquaintance who’d borrowed fifty dollars, then vanished without paying it back. And now that man, too, had popped up, sending deepest apologies along with a check!


Dreams, Lily’s husband said. She had stopped remembering her dreams long ago. Except for rare instances, she had no memory ever of what she had dreamed, not even fragments, her nights might as well have been without dreams at all. If she woke up in the night, she’d know for sure that she had been in the midst of some dream landscape or event, but no mental effort could bring it back.


This worried her, he said. It wasn’t just a sign of growing older—it didn’t happen to everyone—but what if it was some age-related impairment? What if it was an early sign of Alzheimer’s?


Now this changed, her husband said. Every morning, without exception, she woke up with a clear memory of certain dreams. It wasn’t the content of the dreams that interested her. They were the same sort of dreams she’d always had, that everyone has, mostly incoherent nonsense that, fascinating as it might seem to the dreamers themselves, when narrated at breakfast only bores anyone listening.


She had no interest in hidden meanings, her husband said. The interpretation of dreams as a clinical tool had always struck her as a questionable, if not disreputable, practice. So it was not what she dreamed about but the clarity and vividness of what she later recalled, her husband explained. Not just one or two elements, but elaborate scenes, little one-act plays, rich in detail. And whatever the reason could have been for this change—this was what she would have liked to have known.


And then, in the last week, she started smelling things, he said. You don’t smell that? she’d ask, sniffing the air. Always the same type of smell, something cooking. Like French toast, she described it. She smelled cinnamon and brown butter. And now, struggling not only with his loss but with the many regrets that so often torment the bereaved, he marveled that, at the time, he had made so little of this. Would he—would they both—have been more alarmed had the smell been something bad, something sickening?


It would not have made a difference, he’d been told; by then, nothing could have been done.


It would have made an enormous difference! he said, unthinkingly balling his fists. We would at least have had some time to prepare. We would have had time to say goodbye.


He looked disheveled in spite of his pressed black suit, white shirt, and black tie. Earlier, he had spoken at the service, and though it was into that dense silence that is characteristic of funeral homes, his voice was so frail that we had to strain to hear.


None of us knew him well. The children we never knew at all. The elder, the son, was threading his way through the crowded living room, his own young son on his hip, thanking people for having come. The daughter sat with us, her chair pulled close to her father’s. They were all still in the state of shock that the sudden death of a loved one brings. It was as though, while she was walking around, while she was doing whatever needed to be done, she were actually unconscious, Lily’s daughter said.


The last time I was here was for the holidays, she said, and I did notice some changes in Mother’s behavior. Much as she loved them, Mother always found the holidays stressful, and the turn of yet another year tended to make her melancholy. But this year it was different, she did not seem stressed or melancholy at all, on the contrary, she seemed—carefree.


There were times, though, when I’d catch her looking around as if she were surprised to find herself where she was, though it was her home of thirty years. But those moments were rare and so brief that I thought maybe I was misinterpreting or even imagining them, she said. Also, I was distracted. My youngest had started doing poorly at school, and an employee at my company was suing us for discrimination, so I was more than a little stressed myself.


Whenever I came to visit, we usually took an afternoon walk, and that’s when I noticed something else, Lily’s daughter said. Mother kept stopping to point things out—Christmas lights on a neighbor’s house, clouds, squirrels scampering—as if she had never seen such things before. It reminded me of going out with the kids when they were small and all the world, even the most ordinary things, made them gape.


Another thing was the way she laughed, Lily’s daughter said. I don’t mean her normal laugh, but the way she laughed for no reason, or at least none that we could tell. Someone would make a remark that had nothing funny about it and Mother would nod her head and chuckle. It wasn’t that she had no sense of humor, but she was never one to laugh easily. She wasn’t what you’d call a jolly person, her humor was always on the sardonic side.


Dad noticed it, too, she said, patting his hand.


But neither of us brought it up, he said. We just didn’t think to make a big deal of it.


A silence fell, during which each could be sensed acknowledging and seeking to assuage the other’s feelings of guilt.


Lily’s husband said, It was odd, her behavior, but it was also harmless, even charming, some of it. And if it hadn’t been that way, if she hadn’t seemed perfectly happy—not to mention, according to the results of her last physical, in good health—


She was fine! his daughter broke in. She was still going to work every day, no sign of trouble there, she said, glancing across the room at a large, shaggy-gray-haired man helping himself to tea sandwiches and poppy seed cake: the head of the textbook firm where Lily had worked for much of her life (and with whom, I recalled, in his shaggy-black-haired days, she had once had a secret affair). She was still meeting with her book group, she still volunteered as a docent for the local zoo.


But something must have happened, her husband said. Because it was she who finally announced that she should see the doctor. She wouldn’t say why except that she was not herself. I am not myself, she said. I can’t explain it, but I am not myself.


She made an appointment for the following morning.


I was downstairs waiting, he told us. I had taken the day off, I was planning to go with her.


When the time came for them to leave the house and she hadn’t appeared, he went upstairs. He paused now, shaking his head. He covered his eyes with his hand.


She was not ready to go, she was not even dressed, she was still in her robe. She was holding her arms up, he said, lifting his own arms into the position of someone dancing with a partner. She was waltzing around the room. Her eyes were open, but it was obvious she didn’t see me. She was in another place altogether. And she was singing a little, under her breath.


She didn’t seem to be in any kind of distress, he said. Her face was relaxed, with a dreamy smile.


It could only have been seconds between the time he saw her and the time he said her name.


It was as if I’d shot her, he said.


She didn’t crumple, the way a person usually does when they faint. She went down like a chopped tree.





[image: Illustration]


I am not superstitious. I don’t believe they were signs. (I was talking about the people from the past who’d gotten in touch with Lily out of the blue.) They were just coincidences, I said.


Can’t a coincidence be a sign? said Rose.


Three of us were in the bar of the inn where we’d each booked a room for the night. Live music every weekend. Fridays, folk music; Saturdays, jazz. It was a Friday, and so it happened, by poignant coincidence, that the background to our conversation included some songs that Lily herself used to sing, in the days of her youth—our youth, when we had all first known one another—and her dream was to be the next Joan Baez or Judy Collins.


If you miss the train I’m on . . .


I didn’t mind this, Rose didn’t mind, but Violet did. If we weren’t in a strange town, she said, I’d insist we go somewhere else.


Violet and Lily had been freshman roommates.


In fact, she said, that’s often how I see her when I think back. Sitting on her bed hunched over her guitar, all that hair rippling over her like a waterfall. (It was one of Lily’s distinctions: she hadn’t cut her hair since she was ten, a look that regularly turned heads, but also caused problems for the dorm’s shower drains.)


She had a beautiful voice, but she could hardly play at all, Violet said. I always wanted to scream at her to stop. Sometimes I did ask her to stop—in a nice way—and she would be hurt. You know how she could make you feel like a monster, with that big-eyed waif look of hers and that motherless childhood we’d all heard so much about always in the air.


It was true. It was like a rain cloud following wherever she went. Not that she was literally motherless, but her mother had been criminally—literally—neglectful, having been, also literally, if only periodically, mentally ill. And it was true: if you didn’t treat Lily like a sensitive child, you felt like a brute.


Do you think her husband ever knew about all the other men? Rose asked.


All the other men, said Violet. You make her sound like a whore. There were, like, two or three. Maybe four.


But that’s kind of a lot for one marriage, isn’t it? said Rose. At least for a woman? A wife?


Violet said she had no idea what Lily’s husband knew. She had no idea what kind of a lot for one marriage meant, either.


I wonder who she was dancing with, said Rose.


Oh, Rose, said Violet.


Danse macabre. That’s what had come to my own mind when her husband described the scene. Skeletons dancing people to their graves. Death appearing, taking a bow: May I have this waltz?


By the way, said Violet, he lied. Lily wasn’t wearing a robe. She wasn’t wearing anything.


This she had learned from another friend of hers who was close to Lily’s family.


I thought of how her husband had covered his eyes with his hand before telling the story, and I wanted to weep.


Violet’s husband was a neurologist. He had explained to her—and she to us—how it could have happened: the unsuspected tumor, the idiosyncratic symptoms, the explosion in Lily’s head.


Do you remember when she first got pregnant, said Rose, and how upset she was because she couldn’t be absolutely sure he was the father?


We sure did. But then the baby had turned out to look just like him.


And her daughter, I pointed out, was the spit and image of her mother.


Why do you say that? Violet asked.


Because it’s true, don’t you think?


No, I mean, why do you say spit and image?


Because that’s the expression.


Yes, I know. But nobody says that. Nobody says spit and image. Everyone says spitting image.


Well, that’s wrong.


It is not wrong. It’s a modernization, which is not wrong. Spit and image sounds wrong now. In fact, it sounds idiotic. Why don’t you catch up with the rest of us here in the modern age?


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Part one



		Interlude



		Part two



		Acknowledgements













Guide





		Cover



		Title



		Start















		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250











OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘Ijust adore
Sigrid Nunez’
PAULA N3
HAWKINS R S

sigrid nunez





OEBPS/images/common.png





OEBPS/images/pub.png
¢

virago





