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This happened to me when I was still in college. It was winter, dark, a new semester. Valentine’s Day, no less.


I remember that night, in the aftermath, I put on my coat and walked the four blocks between my dorm and Tom’s, in the extreme cold, to relate the events as they had transpired. Tom said, That is shocking, and sat me on his dorm-room twin bed. He produced blue Kleenex after blue Kleenex until I had somewhat calmed down.


I said to Tom, Maybe if the scones had not been heart-shaped? I would not feel so, I don’t know.


A few days later, my friend Charlotte came across a red, heart-shaped cookie cutter. She’d been digging around for a packet of instant hot chocolate in the kitchen of the campus literary house where she and I were roommates. She found the heart-shape jumbled in a drawer of various utensils, and she brought it to the dining room to peer at me through its empty center. I was sitting with my homework and hers fanned around me on the table, and she said, with a blurted, wry laugh: Margaret, do you know what this cookie cutter would be great for making?


Shh, I said, looking around—because he lived there, too. But Charlotte could not stop laughing. She had the kind of laugh you wanted to be part of. People in the living room looked over at us.


At the time, I thought I understood the lesson in this story: namely, if you decide to end things with someone on the grounds you are too busy to see her, then materializing to say so with a plateful of heart-shaped scones you’ve spent the entirety of an afternoon preparing may fail to suggest the fullness of your schedule.


I was in a literature class that semester called Self and Others, which is how I’d met Tom, who was a poet. I loved walking with Tom across the quad after class, trying on his snarky opinions, the sun on our faces. Tom said, Let us begin a collaboration of mournful lyric essays, compiled from incidents like this one of yours, and each one will conclude that is shocking! He added, I wasn’t going to say so in case it all worked out, but honestly, he’s marginally shorter than you, and definitely going a little bald at the age of nineteen. So let’s not proceed as if he were a loss.


I thought this was unkind and very funny. But I said how it was not about loss, rather about humiliation, about being treated as disposable, about human decency, and also how it isn’t fair to tell a person that you’re “breaking up” in those words precisely when you have not, in fact, really been dating—you have only done things like make out in the back stairwell of the literary society dorm, the stairwell where we kept the communal vacuum cleaner, a stairwell, he told me, “no one ever uses,” which did not even turn out to be true. Natalie from the third floor had appeared, descending, on her way to make oatmeal cookies in the kitchen. I had been unable to disentangle my feet from the hose of the vacuum.


It is such a stupid story, of course—but it is one of those that stays with you, I could not let it go. Frenetic, intent, I was known in those years for being tightly wound. Calm down, people would say to me. There is still, at this college I went to, a hole in the wall of an obscure corner of the English department, kicked there by me. That’s unrelated to this particular story, but illustrative of how I was then. What got me about the heart scones is how I had not anticipated it—was unable to stop it.


Whereas other people seemed able to end their romantic things more skillfully, more tidily.


Take Charlotte: she’d been sort of seeing this friend of ours, Jamey, and though they were no longer really together, they were still friends, and he still came around. No problem. She was always telling me how they felt very cool, at ease, and on the same page about things. In fact on this same infamous Valentine’s Day I had seen them together in our kitchen, boiling water for pasta, heating marinara on the stovetop, and it had seemed to me impressively—enviably—normal and fine.


Stretched next to Tom on his bed, looking up at the ceiling, I remember saying how the worst part was this: after the text that said Happy Valentine’s, can I come over, I have a present for you, and my text back Oh thanks sure, see you soon, I spent the intervening half hour feeling guilty, not having any Valentine to give in return. The sun was going down outside my window. Shadows lengthened on the parking lot. I remember I contemplated running to the college bookstore, in falling darkness, for a chocolate bar.


After we cleaned up my wrinkled clumps of tissue, strewn all around Tom’s floor and bed, he said surely I had at least earned a bowl of chocolate soft-serve for my humiliation. So we crossed the quad to the dining hall where, under the high ceiling and fluorescent lights, we encountered Charlotte making a quesadilla in the Tastes of the World line. I always loved running into Charlotte, finding her in places outside our room where I had not expected her. She said, What’s wrong, why do you look so sad? I said, I’m not sad, these are tears of indignation and rage, not tears of sadness. I am, sad-wise, unaffected.


The next time I ran into him, I said: I have your plate. But he said to me, with his warm smile, his backpack slung from one shoulder, Oh I just took that from the dining hall once. The plate is not so important to me, you can have it. I said, I am not really interested in keeping your plate, you are absolutely taking it home. So he obliged, and came down the hall, and waited in my open doorway for me to give it back.


Tom disapproved of my living in the literary house to begin with. I write poems, he said. I don’t need to be in some club that confirms it, and neither do you. I remember he was sitting cross-legged on top of the washing machine, open notebook in his lap, and I was on the floor, trying to feed a handful of quarters to a jammed dryer. He started to compose some lines, saying: I’m writing an ode to a beautiful old house, where everyone living inside it is weird. Don’t worry, he said. You’re exempt. I laughed; I had the bright sense of being singled out.


Listen, I remember saying to Charlotte, one night in our room. Using the term “breakup” when you are explicitly not dating is like saying you’re abandoning your career in the ballet definitively when actually you’ve only been to class two to four times ever in your life, and all those times you just talked about how you really weren’t sure about ballet. Charlotte peeled back the covers of her bed. She said, You said this to me yesterday. I said, I did? She said, There are worse things in life than your scones, you know.


Of course I know that, I said. Of course I know.


It was like I could not stop telling the story. Reactions tended to divide: Many agreed that the scones were tainted, a betrayal. Others would say, But perfectly good scones, Margaret! And you didn’t even eat them? On the night when Charlotte found the heart-shaped cookie cutter, our friend Jamey was there again—the one Charlotte had sort of been dating, though now they were only friends. He was working on his honors thesis in French translation at the far end of the table, and he said, one elbow planted in the spread-open spine of a book, pen slid behind his ear: One question, were they good scones? Charlotte slung the cookie cutter across the tabletop at him. She said, Margaret threw the scones in the garbage, of course, she threw them all away.


Jamey, contemplative, said, I don’t know. Perfectly good scones? I might have eaten them.


Charlotte looked darkly into her cup of hot chocolate as Jamey asked me to clarify: What flavor were the scones? Which, of course, I couldn’t say. He was partial to cranberry himself, he told us. I didn’t take much offense to this compared to Charlotte, who made an excuse to go to the kitchen. Admittedly, I had always had sort of a thing for Jamey, so maybe I was forgiving. He had cut his hair and shaved his beard during a trip home over Presidents’ Day. At the far end of the table, he frowned his new, clean-shaven frown over his French–English dictionary. I remember I lifted the heart-shape and looked at him through it.


Sometimes in retrospect I can’t make sense of myself. Like how in the moments the scones were being foisted on me—one lamp lit on my desk, and the sun setting red outside my window behind the dark, bare trees lined up on the far side of the parking lot, branching like veins against the sky—I kept picking up the plate while he was talking and trying to give the scones back, then thinking this was petulant and setting them back down. I was at one end of the bed and he sat at the other, close to the door. He still wore his coat. He had one hand easily grasping the bedpost. The whole room was lit beautifully, warm and aglow. Outside, the dusky sky shaded soft, electric blue, and I was like a puppet with this plate, just lifting it off the dresser and returning it to the dresser, again and again and again and again.


I remember him saying to me once with merry concern, taking his hands out of my hair: I’m not looking to be with someone, like in a dating sense. We were just inside the doorway to the abandoned common room. Late January, 3 a.m.—in one corner the artificial Christmas tree still stood, plugged in and blinking. My cardigan flung, heaped and shadowy, on the floor.


But surely, said Tom, all this merits inclusion in the collected That Is Shocking. He also wanted to include my story about Robbie from the second floor, who used to lend me this soft crew-team sweatshirt of his I loved, who was always leaving notes on the whiteboard by my door, and who once took me on a much-anticipated date during which he talked mostly of an ex-girlfriend still in high school. That’s icky, I remember saying to him then, pushing sushi around the dregs of my soy sauce—picturing this girl who did not yet have a driver’s license, thinking that now I would have to give back the sweatshirt. Robbie said, It isn’t, you don’t even know her. He said, You don’t know.


At one point, again putting down the scones, I said, You’re too busy to keep seeing me? I was cognizant of being a little fixated on his fingers, washed in yellow lamplight where they held the bedpost. That semester he was chairman of Waffle Sundays at our literary house and a member of the Ultimate Frisbee team. I said, You’re aware I’m busy, too? He said, in his friendly way, so benevolent, thoughtful: No, that’s how busy I’ve been. Too busy to notice that you’re busy.


Fuck that, said Tom, writing joyfully, as the dryer, finally, started to rumble. He said, I’m actually allotting a whole stanza for this guy.


I kept having to see him, because we both lived in that house. One morning, for example, I encountered him in the kitchen. It had snowed all night, and now it was sunny—a blinding, sparkly day. Light streaked in across the littered countertops: none of us washed our dishes here. He said, Oh Margaret, hey, I’ve been wanting to give you something. I refrained from saying, Whatever it is, please let it be shaped like a heart. He knelt and rooted in his backpack, and I watched the noon winter sun catch the bald part of his scalp, glow rosy in the soft rounds of his earlobes. Finally, he turned back and offered up to me, in his cupped hands, an ugly tangle of hairpins. Taken one by one from my hair, the night I’d stayed. Tenderly? They looked like bugs, clinging together this way. Ungracefully, I clawed them from his palms. Then he re-zipped his backpack while I considered that these hairpins had once been the source of an actual nice moment. How many of these do you wear? he’d said, incredulous, awed. So many, I said. He kissed my neck hungrily, affectionately, in the exquisite darkness of his room. I remember I felt a funny small thrill that we even knew each other, that we’d come from different places to meet at this place, in this time.


The fact is that within a few years, Jamey and I would end up living together in New York.


By then—for related reasons—Charlotte and I were no longer in touch.


On the day Jamey broke up with me in the kitchen of the apartment we’d shared for almost a year, I threw a glass into our sink, where it broke into pieces. Jamey looked disconcerted, highly embarrassed, as he picked the larger shards from the drain. The bright overhead lamp caught the broken points, the profusion of glittering fragments. I said, Tom and I swore years ago we’d write a book about terrible endings. I want you to know when I put you in it, I will be unforgiving.


Jamey had this big piece of glass pinched between his thumb and forefinger, his shirtsleeve rolled up. He said, Tom? I said, Unforgivable.


Tom had gone on to do sort of well, writing-wise. I would go see him do readings at bars. He won an obscure award for a chapbook he did, and a prize for a late revision of the old-house-weird-people poem. Drunk at a reading on the Lower East Side, not long after Jamey moved out, I pressed my hand to Tom’s forearm and said, Remember our collaboration? He said he remembered the title being important, but that it escaped him now.


I put my empty beer glass down on the bar and said, That is shocking.


Holy shit, Tom said, That’s amazing. He said, I really forgot.


We determined we would actually write it. We started meeting at my half-empty apartment on weekends. We would lie around on my bed drinking coffee, and he would write, and I would write, and we would compare our notes. Once, after I read a bit aloud about it being shocking that I’d started dating my best friend Charlotte’s boyfriend Jamey in the first place, Tom said, face pressed to one of my pillows, Whatever happened to her? Are you still friends?


I said, You don’t remember?


I felt humiliated and betrayed, is what I used to say about the scones—which is the kind of thing I imagined Charlotte might say to me now, if we ever ran into each other. Internet photos implied she, too, had moved to New York, like pretty much everyone we ever knew in college. Prior to my breakup with Jamey, I had invested significant mental energy inventing numberless unexpected, excruciating ways we might run into her—as, for example, we once encountered Robbie from the second floor on a Brooklyn-bound L. Pleasantries having been exchanged, Robbie had detailed his revived relationship with the girl from high school, now twenty-two.


Per our arrangement, Jamey came for his share of our belongings while I was not at home. He took the nightstand, the big plant, the most light-giving lamp. The blue ceramic French press that was actually mine. Most of what was hanging on our walls, though not the picture hooks, of course, which stayed behind: floating above the sofa, over the toilet, next to my nightstand. Dead center on the expanse of wall dividing living room from bedroom. Four of them, vertically, on the narrow strip of wall between kitchen and bathroom. One Sunday, Tom picked through all my bracelets and necklaces, which I was keeping in a bowl on the floor where the nightstand had been. He went around the apartment, draping his favorites from picture hooks—I’m trying to fill up all these weird gaps, he told me.


He moved some of my books into the spot where the plant had been.


One Sunday, at dusk, the sky turning red in the apartment windows, we needed more coffee. Tom brewed some and we watched it rise in the glass carafe of the inferior drip coffeemaker. I sat on the kitchen counter, in the shadow of the refrigerator, kicking my heels, one-two one-two, against the lower cabinets. I said, I should have known about Jamey the moment the words “perfectly good scones” passed his lips. I said, My litmus test going forward will be, anyone I’m inviting into my life in any way gets told the story—and only people who would not ever eat the scones are permitted anywhere near me. Friends, lovers, colleagues, I mean it.


Holy shit, I forgot about Scone Guy, said Tom, washing out a mug for himself. He said, I totally forgot.


He said, Do you ever feel weird this still bothers you?


He said, Where even is he these days?


I said, Let’s pretend I’m the sort of person who wouldn’t keep track of him.


It is possible by then I was crying. I took out my phone to text Jamey that the French press was mine, and I wanted it back. I wrote, I can’t wait until tomorrow. Bring it here now. He wrote, I’ve been drinking too much coffee Margaret, the French press is not so important to me. He texted, It’s fine. He said, You can have it.


Of course I can have it, I told him. It’s mine! I said this last part out loud, too, and Tom’s eyes widened, he looked at the floor. When Jamey didn’t text back I dialed his number, which rang and rang and went to voicemail. I called a second time, a third time, the trill of the phone repeating in my ear. Just have some coffee, said Tom, and I ignored him. I paced the ransacked rooms of my apartment. Outside the windows, the sky grew dark, its color drained. I thought I might burst into flames.


I can’t pick up the phone, Jamey texted finally. Now’s not a good time. I’m not going to come over there now, he said. Just calm down, okay?


He said: Take it easy.










This Is the Way
Things Are Now
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1. Catherine and Helen: In high school they would sleep over in the same bed on weekends, watch old movies, sleep too late. Catherine would comment on Helen’s sleep-talking in the mornings, and Helen would cover her ears and say: Don’t tell me, don’t tell me, I don’t want to know.


2. Years later: Now they’re twenty-two, and Catherine has this boyfriend she more or less lives with. So she is saying things like, Thank you for coming for the weekend, Helen, and here is your air mattress on the living-room floor.


3. Christmas she is twenty-two: Every year, their parents give Helen and Evan and Grace each a tree ornament, meant to commemorate some accomplishment in the past year. What will mine be this time, says Helen, Congratulations, you’re having a meltdown? Evan suggests, Congratulations, you work at a coffee shop, as a possible alternative.


4. Amends: Helen calls Catherine on a morning in December that is strangely warm and sort of raining. She stands with her back to the shut-off fountain in Washington Square Park, looking down at her reflection spread around her in a murky slick of puddle. Catherine is glad to hear from her. Catherine appreciates that she’s sorry for being a shitty, selfish friend—sorry for hating Catherine’s boyfriend, for indulging how it feels to have a strong opinion. Please also tell Alexander I’m sorry, Helen says, Please tell him I’m sure he’s actually a nice person. And though Catherine surely won’t, she promises she will.


5. Catherine makes tentative conversation: She says, How is New York, how is living with your parents? I still can’t believe they sold your house in Rye, I loved your house. On the other side of the fountain, a child falls in a puddle and lets out a whimper. Helen says, My father didn’t want to keep commuting into the city from the suburbs. He said it was not worth his time.


6. Catherine says she and Alexander agree: When they have children, they won’t raise them in the suburbs. And Helen really hates the way it feels to compare herself—e.g. My best friend Catherine lived much of her childhood in Prague; I for comparison grew up entirely in the suburbs of fucking Westchester—as if this is the whole point of Catherine, to stand in contrast. Nevertheless the fact remains, Helen has no idea where she will raise her children, if she ever has them. She may not even want them.


7. Catherine, standing in contrast: She seems possessed of a striking certainty with regards to her theoretical children, especially for someone who used to say in high school, I mostly just hope I have many, many affairs.


8. All-consuming: Catherine, age fifteen, twirls the spoon around her coffee mug and says, In at least one of my affairs, I’ll throw a glass of water in his face, and that will be it, the end—I’ll be gone. Privately Helen finds this enthralling, but she makes a face to imply it sounds silly. Catherine looks out the window and says: I’d also like one to happen somewhere on the Mediterranean Sea.


9. For old times’ sake: In their hometown in the suburbs north of New York, there are sprinklers set to timers on the athletic fields behind the high school. It is Catherine who suggests they run through them, on a night in May when they are seventeen, and it is Catherine who wants to do it again when they are twenty-one, though these days they are talking less and less. Helen from the passenger seat says, No way definitely not, because Catherine in the car has just said this thing about wanting to have eventual babies with Alexander, and Helen is not at all interested in acting out some pretense of frolic on a football field. Anyway, then it starts to rain.


10. What Helen’s mother says about her: You were always very set in your ways.


11. What Helen’s mother says about Evan: Why does it matter that we always said he was better at acting than you? Couldn’t we let him have one thing to be better at?


12. Evan and Grace and Helen’s tree ornaments, respectively: The Eiffel Tower, for studying abroad; a squash racquet, self-explanatory; and a coffee cup. You’re working very hard there, says her father. We want to recognize that.


13. Catherine’s bed, in high school: It’s worn and beautiful like an old cloth doll, and her sheets have a pattern of fading pink vines. She keeps black-and-white postcards taped to her wall, and when she shuts off the lamp, the light through the window from next door falls over both Catherine and Helen’s long hair on their pillows. In the mornings, they eat toast in Catherine’s bed.


14. On a napkin during a slow day at Caffeine, Helen writes: The tension between the past and present will ruin you. Then she throws it away, because how prosaic. She doesn’t know what else to do, so she cleans the espresso machine.


15. On the walk home from Caffeine: Helen always cries. This is a main feature of the meltdown she’s had, is having, along with this bombed-out sensation in her chest all the time. I think I’m failing at everything and probably deserve to, she tells her parents one night. You’re being far too hard on yourself, says her father. Her mother says, You’re smart and you’ve had a lot of advantages in your life. We’re hopeful you will find your way out of this somehow. (Which feels like saying, You have no reason to be sad.)


16. While the Gilmore Girls are fighting on television: Helen says, I’ve been thinking about my behavior and I’m sorry I have sometimes been a horrible, aloof sister. It is Grace’s first night back and they are watching Netflix with the volume up too high. Grace says, I think you haven’t really been horrible per se but thank you. She says, I really hate to see you this way. Helen turns her face into the cushions of the couch and starts crying, again. Can you move over please, says Grace.


17. Adjustment Disorder: It does sound like something you would have, the whole family agrees.


18. Grace’s ex: They are making Christmas cookies when Grace says, I called him yesterday. Helen looks up from frosting a reindeer to ask, Why? Grace shakes green sprinkles on a wreath and says, While you were crying on the couch that one night, I was thinking about how difficult it is for me to be here for you. And that made me feel like I should thank him, for how he helped when I was going through my thing. Helen says, Wait what thing? Casually Grace replies, Oh—after Mom and Dad sold our house and moved back to the city, I was always walking around campus, just crying and crying. Just missing our house, the way things used to be. I was really crazy.


19. What their mother says about that: I always liked him. (Grace says, Thanks, we know actually.)


20. What Helen says: Why didn’t you tell me? (Grace shrugs and says, I just didn’t.)


21. What Catherine says on the phone: Poor Grace, that’s sad.


22. Catherine’s bed now: Is it as comfortable as the old one? Helen has no way of knowing.


23. Terrible fight on Christmas: You are always paddling against the fucking stream and it’s exhausting for the rest of us, I mean get over yourself, says Evan, not even looking at Helen, and he throws the wooden spoon into the sink and huffs off to the living room. If this family doesn’t stop fighting, says their father, sadly, and doesn’t finish the sentence.


24. Their mother, not having this, says: Helen, put that spoon back where it goes please, now.


25. One thing to be better at: Evan is only going to be home for twelve days of his winter break anyway, after which he is going back to Middlebury to start rehearsals for a play—he has the leading role. Before the terrible fight, he and Helen both agree he should spend the whole time at Caffeine, learning his lines and letting her ply him with espresso drinks. One day he actually shows up. She makes him a macchiato, then another.


26. Meet-cute: Catherine drops her commuter pass getting off the Metro. Alexander dashes after her, up the stairs and down the block and into the stationery store in Dupont Circle, where she is looking for a birthday card. They go out for a glass of wine. He asks for her phone number.


27. What Helen never got that year: A birthday card. But how petulant to hold that particular grudge.


28. Birthdays: Catherine’s is October 3 and Helen’s is May 14. When Catherine turns seventeen, Helen brings cupcakes, and they sit on the front steps of school, and around them the air is just slightly too brisk. They drink coffee from the cafeteria, the sun warming the stone steps, the wind making the leaves bristle down the driveway. One day this will all seem very far away, says Catherine, while Helen is trying to light a candle and not succeeding. Helen smirks because how misty and all-knowing Catherine can make herself sound. In the end they leave a dozen dead matches piled on the steps and go back to class, Helen carrying their leftover cupcakes and Catherine bestowing them on passing classmates in the halls, the ones she likes. Actually, I just liked that last one’s earrings, she confides as they’re going into English class, I don’t even know her at all.


29. Evan’s play: Twelfth Night, he replies. I don’t know why I didn’t ask you earlier, Helen says, feeling sheepish. They are drinking beer on Christmas Eve with most of the lights off, after their parents have gone upstairs. Across the room, Grace has fallen asleep, hair streaming down over the side of her face and the edge of the couch, nearly touching the floor. Evan says, And what about you? I mean, are you enjoying your life here?


30. Catherine’s text: Feeling spontaneous . . . A and I are going to come down to NYC next week for New Year’s . . . let’s meet up?


31. Contrition: And Helen really is sorry for being the way she’s been about Alexander. But the fact remains she doesn’t like him, and once she reads the text she realizes the problem hasn’t gone away. She isn’t going to be mean about it, isn’t going to be vocal, but it doesn’t change the fact that she doesn’t want to see him, not at all. And this is maybe the way it will always be.


32. Evan says, opening another beer: Helen what could possibly be in that text message that is making you cry.


33. Prague, wasted on Catherine: She always says, Honestly I can’t say I remember that much about it.


34. Helen’s text: Yes! Let’s do New Year’s! So happy!


35. Cover your ears: In their childhood, if their parents are fighting, they go to Evan’s room and Helen and Grace will sit on the floor. Then Evan climbs up on the bed and performs the argument with extraordinary flourish. He has a pair of glasses he wears to be their mother and an Oxford shirt he wears to be their father. Evan is going to be famous famous famous, says Grace, and Helen says, Now be me! When Evan is being Grace, he wears pink, and when he’s being Helen, he wears a headband. If things get especially loud downstairs, he belts out pop songs at a desperate volume. If that fails they just say, Grace, cover your ears, and Grace will put her head down in Helen’s lap.


36. Their mother says (and it feels like a curse): One day you will be married and you will see, you will see. This is how it is, couples fight, they simply do.


37. Beginning of the terrible fight: Evan says, while they wash the dishes after Christmas dinner, Don’t take this the wrong way, Helen, but as for me I never intend to move back in with Mom and Dad. I plan on being more self-sufficient.


38. Helen surprises herself by saying: Self-sufficiency is fictional. Everyone is in some way dependent on other people. And Evan says, When you say things like that, it only makes me want to prove you wrong.


39. Practice: Grace reactivates her membership at the Park Avenue and 23rd Street New York Health & Racquet Club. Grace does not want to go to the movies with Helen and Evan and their parents on the day after Christmas because she needs to practice. Helen and Evan go to the movies with their parents but do not speak to each other, because of the fight.


40. Practice: Evan paces around the living room doing this one monologue over and over and over and over again, always messing up in the same place and then swearing. And Helen knows the line herself actually, but she just keeps sitting there on the couch with her legs crossed, eating her bowl of cereal, not looking up.


41. Practice: She is getting to be very skillful with her latte art. (You’re becoming very glib about yourself, says her father.)


42. Adjustment disorder: For paperwork purposes you know we need to say something, says the therapist her parents ask her to see before Christmas—because the meltdown seems less and less likely to resolve itself, and they are concerned. The therapist clarifies: It just means you’re having an intense emotional reaction. And in a way that’s just how life can be.


43. The therapist says about Catherine: It’s okay to miss her. Why don’t we just take a moment and miss her?


44. Helen says: I think I have significantly overshared.


45. Their father says: I never wanted to go to therapy myself.


46. Their mother says: Nor did I.


47. Grace says: At school they give you all the sessions you want, for free. I think it’s great.


48. Evan says: I don’t need therapy, I’m a performer and I’m perilously in touch with my own emotions; there is nothing a therapist could reveal to me that I don’t know; my heart is on my sleeve.


49. Catherine texts: Well I’m glad to know you’re taking care of yourself, that’s important.


50. Just you wait: When Helen turns seventeen, Catherine calls up to say, Wear a bathing suit under your school uniform, don’t forget. Helen makes some insinuation that this sounds juvenile, but in the end she promises she will. She’s on the landline, the dog is barking, and Grace is in the background saying, I need the phone, Helen, can you please get off right now? The next day after school Catherine says, Okay so did you ever know about the sprinklers? Then, with a faint and glamorous smile, Oh you’ll love this, just you wait. After play rehearsal, the pair of them sit together on the bleachers until dusk settles in, until the lawn goes up, all at once, in rows of long and waving plumes. Later, out there in her bathing suit under the darkening swoop of sky, bare feet in wet grass, Helen tips her head back to watch this one particular spout reach its height and start to fall.


51. Catherine, from several sprinklers away: You’re supposed to run through them, Helen, not stand there considering them. Run! Frolic!


52. New Year’s Eve: Alexander says, Hey, how’s it going. Catherine says, I really love your earrings—those are gorgeous.


53. Helen, drunk, later: I’m sorry Alexander, did Catherine even tell you that, I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry. It’s only this is the thing, I have never wanted to lose her.


54. Happy New Year: Their father says to sit here on the couch please, and so they do—Evan in his ratty Middlebury sweatshirt, not looking at Helen. He displays a careful expression of defiance. She is terrifically hungover. Their father before them is looking from one to the other and back again; he says something about new year, new leaf, let’s resolve to get along here. Then Grace comes clattering from the upstairs floor of the apartment, dragging the squash racquet at her side so it thunks dully down the stairs, the thunks reverberating thunk thunk thunk. Can you not please, Helen snarls, head pounding. I thought you were trying to be less spiteful in the new year, Grace says, and with showy indolence drops the racquet to the floor. From the kitchen their mother says, Grace you will break that and then you’ll be sorry—and Evan snorts, because for as long as any of them can remember, their mother has been telling them X is going to break and it’s going to be your fault, you were careless, you were trying to make a point, and now you’ll be sorry. In this moment, Helen catches Evan’s eye.


55. Could I also: Helen is six and Evan is four and Grace is three, and because of the sandwiches, which Helen and Evan insist they’ve finished but have actually conspired to throw away, their father shuts the trash can abruptly and says, Come into the living room right now please, I want to have a talk with both of you. Interlude: a stern seminar, somewhere offstage, on the subject of how lying is wrong. Eventually, glumly, they rejoin Grace at the kitchen table, the dog nosing for crumbs around their chairs. Grace looks up from her half-eaten sandwich. She says, Dad? He says, Yes? She says, Do you think you could also talk to me in the living room? Could I also get to do that?


56. Their mother imposes herself on their terrible fight: You have always been this way, the three of you, always. Coming home after school, complaining, bickering, I mean when are you ever going to start emphasizing what’s going well for you instead of what’s going wrong? And Grace—silent until now, just drying the dishes, saying nothing—flares up from nowhere, slams a saucepan to the countertop. She says, Don’t you think we might all ask the same of you?


57. This is the year it finally occurs to Helen to ask: What did you even say that day in the living room? This is a famous story in their family and her father always loves to tell it, but he seems for a moment lost in the question. Then he says: I think I asked her how her day was going. And she said it was going pretty well.


58. Helen, drunk, still: She seizes Catherine lovingly by the wrist and leans in close to her ear. On the television, blurry in the background, the Times Square Ball shimmers and descends. Alexander is at the bar ordering an IPA and Helen wishes they could leave without him. Take my glass of water, she murmurs to Catherine. Look at Alexander. Remember what you always used to say?


59. What she used to say, remember?: I’ll throw a glass of water in his face, and that will be it, I’ll be gone.


60. Consider the emphasis: Helen says, You’re meant to say “crownèd,” not “crowned,” you know. Evan says, Of course I know, I just sometimes forget. There is no one else there, and they regard each other from either side of this impasse, and in the silence between them the espresso machine hums. Finally she says, More? But he pushes the empty cup towards her; he says, I’ve already had far too much.


61. Because we are your parents and we say so: Grace, age eight, starts to cry. She says, But all three of us really want popcorn. We really just want it so much. So you’re just making us really sad right now. Don’t you care that we’re so sad because of you?


62. Moment of crisis: Catherine says, You exhaust me, and twists her arm away from Helen’s fingers.


63. Three, Two, One, Happy: The new year arrives, and as it does, Helen swings at the glass of water with the back of her hand so that it spills all over the tabletop and the floor, spills into Catherine’s purse, spills over her stockings and the knees of Alexander’s stupid-looking pants, spills everywhere. I can’t believe I came here tonight with the two of you, says Helen, rising. She says, I must be insane. Catherine is saying, Jesus Christ, Helen, and shaking the contents of her purse out on the bar. And all around them everyone is singing, as Alexander puts his hand on the sequined back of Catherine’s dress.


64. Remember: When she lets herself into her parents’ apartment in the early hours of this year, still wearing her celebratory paper hat and crying freely (as she figures just goes without saying by now), she finds her father sitting up. Remember, she says from the doorway, how angry I got if you waited up for me in high school? How I felt over-supervised? Do you remember that it made me feel like I was your science experiment, and not your child? Do you remember the way I used to scream at you?
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