



[image: image]











[image: image]












Copyright


Published by arrangement with Mariner Books,


an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers LLC.


First published in the United States in 2023 by Mariner Books


First published in Great Britain in 2023 by


[image: images]


Quercus Editions Ltd


Carmelite House 50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © 2023 Thao Thai


The moral right of Thao Thai to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library


EBOOK ISBN 978 1 52943 200 8


This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.


www.quercusbooks.co.uk









To my daughter and my mother,


both of whom bookend every story I hope to tell









Chapter 1


1998


At first, there was no sign of the red tide, except for a tightness in their throats as they picked their way through dune grass that bristled against their legs. Three shades of brown, three sets of stalks, wild as the vegetation prowling along the coast. Ann, seven years old and dying to run down to the surf, reached down to scratch her ankle, but her mother, Hương, pulled her up, in a silent hurry, though there was no appointment to make, no work to rush to that day. A rare day of repose for the Tran women, and one that each measured with her own internal expectation, none of which overlapped. The morning was still, if portentous.


“You’re so slow, con,” Hương said. “Little lost turtle.”


It was hard to tell if she was teasing. Hương’s voice shouldered an edge, something related to sarcasm, though Ann will never be able to pinpoint exactly what, even years later when she is an adult.


Ann peered up at her mother until she saw the shadow of a smile. Really just a pull of Hương’s lips, drawn out like a concession. Ann let herself relax when her mother took her hand, smoothing her thumb over Ann’s knuckles.


As the three of them tracked through the shell-pebbled gray sand, their noses began to twitch, an unfamiliar push of sinuses against their skulls. The red tide hit them then. They coughed, then hid their coughs from each other, trying to smile against the thrash of a March wind, a product of the unseasonable cold front this time of year.


Ann’s grandmother Minh, Hương’s mother, led the way. Her gait was purposeful, but pinched. There was something dry and dangerous about her, like flint meeting flint. She wore wide-legged trousers in eggplant and a button-down shirt that covered her arms entirely, except for a sliver of wrist, shaded exactly like sun-warmed hay. All that morning, she couldn’t shake a faint prickle of dissatisfaction, though she could not name its source. It was her way to listen for signs.


“The water looks like a sunset,” Ann cried, pointing.


The red tide shook out in front of them like a scarf. Delicately, a fuchsia-mixed-with-orange bloom spread from the edge of the shoreline, into the deep blue of the Gulf of Mexico. The dance of colors was manic, hallucinatory. Each wondered, privately, what it would be like to bathe in the algae-dredged water, to feel the sunset on your limbs, washing through you. No one else was on the shoreline that day.


“Not a good day for the beach,” Minh observed.


“I didn’t know about the tide,” Hương said, a touch of whine in her voice. “How could I have known?”


“It’s okay, con,” Minh told her daughter. An awkward pat on the shoulder.


Hương threw up her hands. “Should we leave, then?”


Ann scrunched her face, the beginning of her temper showing through. Most of the time, she was obedient, but when she roared, they listened. Her power was quiet and sure, as yet unclaimed but wedged deep nonetheless. It unnerved them all, to see her face darken so, especially Hương, who saw in it a shadow of warning.


Minh laughed, a sound scraped from the pit of her belly. “Okay, my lion cub. We’ll stay for a little bit.”


Hương laid down their makeshift blanket, an old dirty-blue bedsheet they had found in one of the many linen closets of the Banyan House. She sat sullenly, watching as Minh spread sunscreen on Ann’s bony arms, up onto the ridge of her nose and in the shallow dips under her dark, watching eyes. The day had not gone the way Hương intended, starting that morning, when she woke and found Ann in Minh’s room, the two of them gasping over one of the ridiculous Vietnamese folktales Minh liked to tell, the ones that made Ann squirm against reality for days afterward, unable to resettle in their life. Those stories were too scary for a young child, but Minh never listened.


“We learn nothing without our legends,” she said to Hương.


Hương didn’t tell her mother this, but she had wanted to be the one to wake her daughter and reveal the surprise— that the three of them were playing hooky, for the first time ever. Hương had traded shifts at the restaurant with a friend, and Minh had postponed her cleaning clients, feigning illness. Hương had even called the school and told them Ann had a dentist appointment. She didn’t know what had possessed her to arrange the drive to the beach.


Perhaps it was seeing that family of three trooping into the Chinese restaurant where she worked a few days earlier. A man in Bermuda shorts, his wife in a sarong that clung tightly to her middle, and a girl around Ann’s age, but tow-headed, her hair twisted in salt-crusted locks. They’d smelled of coconut and conviviality. When the father had turned to toss a fried wonton strip into the daughter’s mouth, the mother had reached over and snagged it, popping it into her own mouth with a grin. The sight had hurt Hương deeply. Another reminder of the life she could not make for her child.


But the beach was free; the beach was for everyone. Hương wanted a day with her daughter, amid the languishing palms and the baking sand. A storybook day, the kind Ann used to read about in her picture books. She felt Ann was growing apart from her lately, her babyish features lengthening, the shadow of adulthood flickering across her brow. It was happening too fast.


But of course, Minh had decided to join them, and how could Hương say no, after everything her mother had done for them?


Then there was the fuss over the bathing suit. Ann wanted to wear her old orange suit, the neon one-piece with black piping, rubbed raw at the bottom from scraping herself along the concrete steps of the public pool, but Hương had gotten her a new one as a gift, pink and ruffled, fit for a princess. More expensive than she could afford, really. But Ann’s brows had lowered when she held the suit. She did not consider herself a pink girl. Minh had finally stepped in, telling Hương that life was too short to fight over bathing suits. That’s how it always went at the Banyan House. Minh decided what was worth caring about.


At the beach, Ann coughed, then found a stick. She wrote her name. She drew a bird in the sand. Hương noticed that it was a surprisingly good drawing for a kid— she’d captured the midmotion rise of the wings. Then Ann wrote her mother’s and grandmother’s names in a row. Their whole family, a chain in the sand. The wind blew over the uneven letters.


“Can I swim?” Ann asked.


Hương’s breath caught. The ocean. So beautiful and unpredictable. It reminded her, in some ways, of Ann’s father. In her mind, she saw the flash of an ashtray flying through the air. A muslin blanket falling too rapidly to the ground. There was no safety in the ocean, or in love. She wanted to keep her daughter on land. Plus, Ann didn’t really swim. None of them did. They only waded in gingerly, hoping that gravity and common sense could keep their feet tucked into the undulating seafloor.


“No, con, the water is poisoned,” Minh answered, saving Hương from having to reply.


“How do you know?” Ann asked.


“Just wait. The fish will start to wash up on the shore. Their rot will stink it up. We’re lucky we got here before the tide got really bad.”


“Ew,” Ann squealed, delighted. “Rotting fish here, rotting fish there, rotting fish everywhere.”


Hương hated to admit that sometimes her daughter annoyed her. There was such energy in her, and Hương was so tired.


They sat to eat bánh mì Minh had packed tight in layers of plastic cling wrap. Headcheese and pâté with sticks of carrot and daikon for the adults, and shredded chicken with sweet soy sauce for Ann. In a cleaned-out old yogurt container were thick slices of mango, dripping sweet and sticky. Ann went to feed her leftover crusts to the gulls, laughing as they tossed their heads to catch the missiles she threw at them.


Somewhere after the sandwiches, Hương’s mood shifted, and she began to settle into Ann’s reflected glee. She smiled at the sight of Ann prancing in the sand, her gangly body silhouetted by the hazy sun behind her. Something about that joy— unselfconscious and spontaneous— whispered a half-cogent sense of familiarity to Hương. Maybe she had once been that girl too.


“It’s a nice day,” Minh said, placatingly. “This was a good idea.”


Hương was pleased at the compliment from her mother.


Ann tucked herself on the mat, and Hương, flushed with shyness, said, “Tell me about school, Ann.”


And to Hương’s surprise, Ann released a flurry of words that reminded Hương of a piñata breaking open, scattering the ground with the choicest sweets. It was nice to sit alongside her daughter, hearing her babble about school and friends, the plot of a chapter book about teenagers abandoned on an island. At the Banyan House, there were so many rooms that sometimes she felt she saw little of her daughter. They could too easily escape into their own corners. Time sifted quickly through her day. At night, before Hương knew it, Ann was asleep, and she was alone again, hearing the odd chime of the grandfather clock, staring at the ornate flowers pressed into the wallpaper. Nighttime was when she felt most alone.


Now, watching Ann, Hương was forced to admit she did not quite know her daughter. It wasn’t a surprising thought, but it did trouble her. She had made a lot of mistakes in her life. “Mistakes” was an understatement. She couldn’t afford to make another one.


“Come here, Ann,” she said, beckoning.


She sat Ann in front of her, then splayed her legs open, making a moat around her daughter. With deft hands, she French braided Ann’s long, shiny hair, looping it around and around into impossible twists. She didn’t have a hair band, so she left the ends loose.


“You are a mermaid,” Hương said.


“Again!” Ann demanded. She toed the sand.


So Hương took apart the braid and did it again, and again, pausing every now and then to tuck a strand behind her daughter’s ear. Little Ann with the rosebud lips and long lashes, the upturned eyes that were an unexpected light brown, the color of crema on top of espresso. So gorgeous that even as a baby, strangers would gasp over her. They would tell Hương to enter her in baby beauty pageants. “For the exotic factor,” they’d smile, as if bestowing a great compliment.


“You have such soft hair,” Hương said.


“It’s the same color as yours, Mẹ,” Ann answered.


Minh, her own hair short and well threaded with iron, looked them over, gently and tenderly. For once, it was as it should have been. Hương and her daughter, wrapped up in each other, and Minh in the background, watching. Doting from a distance, as a grandmother should.


Minh broke the spell by standing and brushing the sand from her lap. “I’m going to go find a bathroom.”


After the last braid, Hương let Ann’s hair fall over her shoulder. There was a slight flush to Ann’s cheeks. She coughed again.


Hương said, “Should we go home? The red tide is getting stronger.”


“Five more minutes,” Ann pleaded.


Hương sat back on the blanket and closed her eyes, listening to Ann humming a lullaby, something odd and anachronistic, the off-key notes slowly dulling against the pounding of the surf.




Let the birds sing, dilly, dilly


And the lambs play


We shall be safe, dilly, dilly


Out of harm’s way





Hương was drifting into the water, at one with the algae bloom, her skin darkening to fuchsia, her hair falling in great big clumps. She was a neon whale, sluggish yet spectacular, the only one of her kind. For once, she felt calm, swept up in inevitability.


Then she opened her eyes. There was no humming. There was no Ann.


She pushed up from the blanket and began to cough hard. It felt like there were two iron rods in her nose, thrust up behind her eyes. Her throat was on fire. She called her daughter’s name.


“Ann! Ann!”


When her feet hit the sand, she slipped a little, and reached out a hand to catch her fall. Her wrist ached. The gulls were so loud, their cries drowning out hers. She scanned the beach, but there was no one. How far could a little girl go? How long had she been sleeping?


“Come out, Ann. Right now. I will spank you!” she said. She’d never hit Ann before, but thought, wildly, that the mention of violence might pull someone closer. As if it ever could.


She looked to the red-tide-scummed ocean. No, Ann wouldn’t. Ann was only ever allowed to wade in to her ankles. Hương took a breath and moved close to the water’s surface, looking for a break in the waves. She took her shoes off, ready to dive in.


Once more, with despair this time: “Ann! Please.”


“What’s wrong now?” Minh asked, emerging onto the sand, though her quick eyes took in everything.


“Ann is lost.”


“You lost her?” Minh asked. The rephrasing was not lost on Hương. “We don’t have time for this, Mẹ!”


They resumed calling Ann’s name, running down to the water to scan the waves, now dark and opaque. The red tide made their throats hoarse. Hương wished she had never suggested they drive to the beach. They should have stayed in the Banyan House, cloaked in that stifling silence, but safe. At least safe.


When Hương thought her heart might combust, when she felt the hot push of tears at the edges of her eyes, when she wanted to dive into the ocean, sweep its floor with her bare hands to find her daughter, she heard a small giggle in the distance. Minh started toward the sound, but Hương was faster. She sprinted to her daughter and hauled her out from behind a thick fan of dune grass. At first, Ann was grinning, but when she saw her mother’s face, her smile dropped. Her eyes widened.


“What the hell is wrong with you?” Hương demanded.


“Hương,” Minh said warningly.


“Are you stupid, Ann? Scaring me like that?” Hương’s voice was deadly and quiet; no longer panicked, but cold, colder than the sea.


Her hand tightened around Ann’s arm, like one of those Velcroed bands for taking blood pressure. She didn’t realize how hard she was squeezing until Ann cried out.


“That hurts,” she said.


“Let go of her,” Minh said. She was beside them, extricating Ann. Rubbing her arm, where Hương’s grip had left red ladyfinger marks. “Are you okay, con?”


Hương laughed, humorlessly. “Is she okay?”


“Enough,” Minh said sharply.


Ann was crying outright now against her grandmother’s shoulder. Hiccupping her explanation. She’d seen the hiding place in the dune grass, and it had reminded her of a castle, where you could see everything through the gaps between the fronds, but no one could see you. A secret place. She thought she would play a trick on them. She was just about to hop out. Surprise! she would say.


“I’m sorry, Bà Ngoại,” she sobbed. “I didn’t mean to be bad.”


“I know, con, I know,” Minh whispered, her brusque voice softening in the way it only did for Ann. “You did scare us, though. The world isn’t a safe place.”


Hương breathed deeply, but the red tide got into her lungs, and she choked, pulling Ann’s reproachful attention to her. She started toward her daughter, but when she saw Ann flinch, her hand dropped. She felt like crying, too.


“Let’s go home,” she said instead, turning away from them so they couldn’t see her biting her own hand, trying not to weep in front of them. Motherhood was so lonely sometimes.


In Minh’s Oldsmobile, Hương got in the back seat next to her daughter. Maybe she thought their proximity could ease the tension between them. She started to open her mouth to say that she was sorry, that her barbed words only emerged from worry, that she loved Ann more than anything, couldn’t she see it?


But Ann moved far away from her, to the opposite side of the car. She pressed her face to the car window. And so Hương turned away, too, sighing into the silence. They stayed that way until the car rumbled up the drive toward the Banyan House, which would once again keep them all safely caged.









Chapter 2


Ann


Dusk has always been my favorite time of day. That in-between space where the warmth of the sun begins to give way to the squeeze of night. Stars scatter on a purple sky, reminding me of spilt sugar on a Formica counter. I think if I can fly to them, swipe one with my fingertip, it would taste cold and sweet on my tongue.


But then Noah says, with the tiniest hint of impatience in his voice, “Coming, Ann?” and I turn from the stars.


Two men in black tuxes open the double doors to the two-story B and B in the woods, with its wraparound porch and white Adirondacks out front. Before I step inside the too-warm ballroom to meet the opulence and expectations of Noah’s world, I peer up at the glow of lights through the curtained windows, behind which I can see shapely shadows clad in undeniable luxury. A light breeze wafts past my legs, skin goose-pimpled underneath thin stockings that offer hardly any shelter against the late-winter weather.


“Will they be announcing us?” I whisper to Noah.


“Mr. and Mrs. Fabulous,” he quips.


His arm is draped around my waist, but he’s not looking down at me. Instead, I see his eyes run over the room, snagging on all the details that are slightly awry— the less-than-resplendent flower arrangements (baby’s breath, by God!); the cake we had to substitute at the last minute because the genius baker Alice favored had gone on a breakup-induced bender; a server hurriedly scrubbing cocktail sauce from her starched shirt. Noah frowns.


“Do you think it looks okay?” he asks.


“It’s perfect.”


“The flowers are kind of droopy, aren’t they? I’m pretty sure I said no carnations.”


“What’s a word that’s better than ‘perfect’? Your parents will be delighted.”


Noah is the youngest of the Winthorpe clan, and he’s been tasked with throwing his parents’ thirtieth anniversary party. It was supposed to be a surprise, but someone— probably his brother, Mitchell— blabbed the secret at one of their Sunday brunches, so now the expectations are higher than ever. No doubt Alice wishes she had been planning the whole thing all along.


“You are better than perfect,” he says to me, glancing down at last.


“Thanks. But I feel . . . off,” I admit. I did not want to come tonight, that much is clear to us both, but it would have offended Noah’s parents for me to beg off at such a late hour.


“That headache again?”


I nod, though it’s not just the headache. Over the past few days, there’s been a new alienation of my body, a sense of clumsiness, nausea. I think it’s because I’ve been working too hard, leaning over my sketches deep into the night to meet all the many deadlines that wedge into the tiny boxes of my calendar, like rainbow Lincoln Logs, carefully color coded to announce urgency.


Or perhaps it’s this very party, the stress of which has infiltrated our normally calm household. I think about how once, when I was young, another kid had spun me around the merry-go-round so hard and viciously that when I got off, I felt my brain would never settle back into my skull the same way.


Noah asks, “Can you make it for just a little bit? Then I’ll call you a cab?”


As I look at his concerned face, with its even planes, sand-colored hair, and deep blue eyes, I try not to be offended that he doesn’t offer to go with me. After all, it’s his night.


He kisses me, lightly. “You don’t look ill, though.”


“I’m wearing your favorite dress.”


He runs his hand over my hip, across the ocean-blue silk of my one-shouldered gown, modest yet bold. My hair is twisted into a complicated hairdo I saw online, and it doesn’t suit me at all. But Noah tells me it’s elegant. Usually, my hair drapes to my waist, swishing a trail in our house.


Tonight, I’m feeling detached from myself. There is a low, pressing discomfort in my stomach I can’t shake, even with the antacid I popped on the way here. Nerves. Just before I left, I had retched in our toilet, but my stomach is empty. My appetite has fled.


I can’t help feeling that there’s something a little dreamlike about this night. But it’s the kind of dream that feels just left of normal, the sort that discombobulates more than a nightmare.


Stop it, I think. This is perfect. Noah is perfect.


Inside, we run into Mitchell first, who gives me an assessing look, measuring me as always against his wife, Tina, who is tall and lovely and dull. She’s adjusting the straps of her fire-engine-red gown. It lines up beautifully on her, but she seems uncomfortable in it. The candlelight on the tables around us sparkles, reflecting all the jewels and gold in the room. Someone in the distance laughs, a tinkling Champagne laugh that pulls everyone’s eyes to her. It’s such a wildly fabulous bunch of people.


“You’re gorgeous, honey,” Tina says, wrapping her arm around my waist.


“You too,” I tell her, feeling my body instinctively draw away from hers.


“How’s the drawing going?” Mitchell asks me.


He’s fascinated by my illustrating career, having always wanted to be an artist himself, though I often get the impression he’s laughing at me for having done something adults are categorically not supposed to do. I haven’t a clue what he does for a living.


He continues, “Is it casseroles with faces this time? Dogs wearing snowsuits?”


Editorial assignments aren’t always groundbreaking, but they pay well. Currently, I’m working on a spread about a French fragrance house run by a woman in her seventies. It’s a late-in-life career pivot for her. I’m supposed to convey dignity and glamour.


At Mitchell’s words, there’s something stuck between my chest and my throat. A tiny ball of anger.


“I’m considering a new illustration. Maybe a party full of people who are too self-satisfied to relate to anyone outside of their silver-spoon circle?” I answer sweetly, causing Noah to raise his eyebrows in alarm.


“How about that,” Mitchell says, his eyes glazed.


“And the girls?” I ask, chastened by his unwillingness to engage. I know it’s low of me to trade barbs with him.


Mitchell pulls out his cell phone to show me a video of twins Shiloh and MacKenzie at their last recital, in sequined purple gowns with outrageously big hair bows that peek out from behind their buns like cat ears. They’re on a big, spotlighted stage with a dozen other girls, sashaying to “Girls Just Want to Have Fun.” At the end of the routine, they jut their hips out, such an adult gesture for such tiny bodies. I don’t have to pretend to be delighted. Children are not abundant in my life, but I’ve always liked the thought of them— anthropologically, as a species with its own customs and rituals. Nothing more ritualistic than six-year-olds cartwheeling across a stage in smudge-proof makeup while their parents wring their hands nervously, calculating all the steps toward international stardom.


I hold the phone to Noah so he can see, but his eyes are elsewhere, scanning the servers to make sure their bow ties are just the right shade of blue, looking to confirm there is no cilantro on the canapés, because Brandon absolutely hates cilantro.


“Sweet kids,” Noah says absently.


Mitchell grins. “Always too busy, our man Noah. It’s okay. You’re excused from perfunctory gushing. Just wait until you have your own— you’ll be as boring as the rest of us.”


Noah’s face freezes into a grin. He reaches for a glass of Champagne. I feel something brushing against my mind at Mitchell’s words, like a hot breath, and it’s so close I can almost grasp it, but then Noah sweeps me away and I forget again.


We waft through the party, Noah accepting congratulations on his parents’ behalf and sycophantic praise from people he grew up with. They are always so impressed by him, so excited to hear about the tenure process. Noah’s publishing his first book, one that is already touted as the next exciting thing in the classics, if there is such a thing. I once peeked at the manuscript and couldn’t quite understand the revelations that make Noah’s breath hitch, his voice rising to match his excitement. These days, he thinks only of Spartan mating customs. I live in fear of him suggesting some kind of Peloponnesian War role-play in bed. But I trust in his greatness. It is one of the truths of our lives, the foundation of a future I can almost taste.


“Dr. Winthorpe,” his family friends say, shaking their heads, so pleased. Once in a while, they turn to me, forgetful smiles plastered across their faces.


“Tran, is it?” one woman asks. I’ve met her half a dozen times.


“Ann,” I say. My dress feels tight and I take a sip of my soda water. The bubbles break onto the underside of my nose. “Tran is my last name.”


“Of course, dear. I’m getting old.”


Alice and Brandon, Noah’s parents, soon descend on us like lightning bugs, billion-watt smiles stretched across their faces. Brandon is remarkably good-looking for his age, his face frozen by affluence, timeless in a way that always appears cruel to me for its very unnaturalness. He leans over me, an imitation of a hug, and reaches to muss Noah’s hair with the enthusiasm of a man greeting his best hound. He spills just a bit of whiskey on his son.


Brandon says, “All hail the professor. My youngest, and my brainiest— no offense to old Mitch. Noah gets his smarts from his mother. Fortunately for us all.”


The room chuckles at him appreciatively, though he’s said nothing funny. Noah is trying to hide how pleased his father’s words make him. Brandon has always taken pride in his possessions. Once, he took me to his library to show me a mounted rhino head, a souvenir from a trip to Africa for big-game hunting. They’d spent thousands of dollars to have it shipped back in a wooden crate. The rhino was cast in bronze, its eyes black pinpricks in its skull, horn polished and formidable. Standing beneath it, Brandon looked like a conqueror, though I’m almost sure he didn’t even do the shooting himself, just pointed out the rhino to a khaki-clad guide who willingly cocked his rifle.


“Dad, come on.”


Noah disentangles himself from his father. Alice reaches over to wipe the whiskey off Noah’s jacket with a cocktail napkin. For all their lives, she’s been their family’s center, their glowing little sun. Alice and her men. She has that cherished look about her. Tonight, she’s wearing an unusual dress for her: pink chiffon in a swingy pattern, the color of a shell’s pearlescent interior, a direct affront to the white-and-blue theme. Of course, her pale, shoulder-length blond hair is perfectly blown out. She wears youth like an accessory, something purchased with good WASP money. Her kiss on my cheek feels light, the quick flutter of a moth’s wing.


“Look at them, acting like a bunch of boys,” she whispers, threading her arm through mine.


She pulls me closer to the window, where the chill brushes against my bare back. In this position, Noah and his father look like a well-heeled theater troupe, performing gaiety for an open audience. I feel separate from him, and I don’t like it.


But seeing that Alice expects me to reply, I say, in a poor imitation of her weary affection, “Noah does love the attention.”


She doesn’t like that. A small frown mars her face.


“Of course, it is a very exciting time for him.”


“And for you,” I say, trying to smile. “Congratulations on your anniversary, Alice.”


“It’s hard to believe. Thirty years. Just the other day, he was picking me up for our first date,” she says girlishly. Charmingly. There is no shortage of charm in this family.


“To many more years to come,” I say, raising my glass.


Her perfume is heavy with English rose (what makes it English versus anything else?), and something underneath, like acetone. Alice always insists on standing too close, using her physicality, limited as it is, as a form of control. I would rather not be touched, especially in such a crush of people, and especially not right now. But she presses her fingers into my arm, their little ridges indenting my skin.


“What a pretty dress, dear,” she says. “Young people should wear pastels, or bold, flashy colors. In my day, we just screamed color; couldn’t get enough. You’re in the flower of your youth.”


“My grandma calls me an old soul.”


“Why’s that?”


“Well, I suppose it’s being an only child. They say we tend to observe more.”


“Ah yes. Well, perhaps that’s better. Women just mature so much faster, you know. Noah is still a boy. He needs someone wiser.”


Alice seems like she’d want to muss his hair, too, but I can’t shake the feeling that she regards me as a dowdy governess of sorts. Someone to facilitate Noah’s life, unseemly as I may be.


“Well,” she says, turning to me. “How have things been with you, dear?”


“Wonderful. Marvelous. We got a new espresso maker. What about you?”


I can tell it annoys Alice that I don’t confide in her. Maybe she’s right that I’m aloof, though I don’t mean to be. I genuinely want to be more conversational, but she and Brandon make me turn inward, an instinct of self-protection. I’m afraid of saying the wrong thing. I didn’t grow up around people like them.


Her eyes flick away from me. “Oh, you know how it is. We’re going to Vermont in the fall. Is there anything we haven’t seen? But I think we’ll peep the leaves like the senior citizens we are,” she says.


“You’re hardly senior, Alice,” I tell her.


“Of course we are. Ancient. And someday, we’ll be grandparents again. Before long, it’ll be a whole brood of Winthorpes!” Her hand on my arm withdraws. “Of course, we can wait for that.”


“Oh?”


“You know, I had children when I was thirty, downright elderly in my day! Doesn’t that seem like ages ago. I can still remember the way they’d wail all night. I honestly thought I was dying. That’s how real the sleep deprivation is. And their tiny violence. I still have a scar on my breast from where Noah bit me, the ridiculous child.”


“How awful.”


My eyes involuntarily flicker to the front of Alice’s dress. I imagine a bloodstain in the fabric, blossoming outward.


Alice turns to her husband. “It’s just the price of motherhood. That, and the horrific morning sickness. Wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy. You start to feel trapped in your own body.”


I watch her turning away from me, and it is then that my mind shuffles to take in her words. The knowing flutters gently inside me at first, a bird brushing against a screen window. And then, it hammers, thumping insistently, begging to be let in. I lose my breath. Vaguely, I feel my hand reaching toward someone, something solid. But there’s only air.


“The price,” I murmur. Alice gives me an odd look.


“Well, ooh- kay. I better see—” She calls, “Brandon, darling, these shoes are just killing me.”


“You insisted on them,” he says tolerantly.


“Well, we will have to cut that cake soon. I wonder if Noah used a different bakery. It’s gaudy, isn’t it?” she says to me, apologetically. “Let’s get this show on the road.”


Pulled from a circle of admirers, Brandon protests a little, but not much. Alice flutters her fingers at us. They drift away. The room spins.


Someone pours me a glass of Champagne, which I sip absentmindedly. At some point, there’s a toast and everyone cheers wildly, like we’re at a soccer game instead of a sedate anniversary party. Everyone is so very glad that all that money, all that time, has landed someplace tidy and safe, in the hands of these gorgeous people who will continue the legacies expected of them, including my own boyfriend, who carries the weight of his parents’ trust so ably. The only unexpected thing he’s done is fall in love with me.


At dinner, I’m served steak, which I ordered a long time ago, back when the RSVPs were first sent. The meat is red in the middle, juices pooling like Kool-Aid on my plate, darkening the edges of the mashed potatoes. I remember the way I’d dip my fingers into Kool-Aid powder as a kid and paint my lips until they turned a vampy crimson, the sweet grit making its way into my teeth. It took forever to wash off, but I never lost my taste for it, carrying around plastic cans like it was snuff for a tobacco addict. Later, a friend in college told me that Kool-Aid was a trash drink, and even though I hadn’t exactly known what that meant, I felt ashamed anyway.


I swallow hard, then press my napkin to my lips. For some reason I think of Noah as a baby, biting his mother’s breast.


Noah sees my face, and without a word, he gestures to a server and whispers something into his ear. In a flash, the server takes my plate away and brings back a neutral-looking cod fillet glistening in a butter sauce, with translucent slices of lemon placed on top.


“Thank you,” I say, squeezing Noah’s hand under the table. “I didn’t even know they had fish on the menu.”


“You like fish,” he says.


“I love fish. It’s the only thing I’ll ever eat again.”


Of course, they do not have fish on the menu, but somehow Noah makes things happen by wanting them hard enough. I should be grateful, I think, that he wants me. His smile is a little sappy, wet. The goodwill has filled him up like a hurricane glass. He’s going to spill over soon.


Tina, who’s seated on my other side, sees the exchange. “You don’t like steak, Ann?”


“Not today,” I say, trying for a smile. It falls quickly, so I shovel in a bite of cod.


“And Noah was right there to rescue you. You two are a dream couple,” she says, twisting the stem of her wineglass. “Opposites attract.”


“Opposites?”


“I just mean. His hair and yours. He’s this serious professor with this important job and you’re— well, I suppose you’re both very successful. Ignore me, dear.”


The butter slicks my tongue and I press my lips together so I won’t say anything I’ll regret.


Tina’s sloppy at this point in the night, as she usually is, but also very affable. She says that they have to get home to the babysitter soon, and I get the feeling she’s pounding down as much of her wine as she can before reality sets in. There’s nothing I dislike about Tina, except perhaps a little viciousness that makes its way into conversation at unexpected moments. A buried rage spiking through. She gestures with her wineglass and a drop spills on her delicate, diamond-clad wrist. She licks it off like a cat.


“Back in the day,” she says, “Mitch and I would have partied into the night. But now we have to leave just when things get interesting. And to do what? Pay the babysitter. Learn about whether Shiloh shat in the toilet or not. Here’s my secret: I don’t care if she did or not. We’re so very boring.”


“I don’t think anything more interesting than this”— I gesture to the group, chewing like cows on cud— “will happen tonight.”


“Well, probably not.” She sighs. “But sometimes I wonder, when will we get our lives back? You just wait until it’s you.”


I don’t know what to say to that, so I look at her until she waves a hand in front of her face, a gesture of dismissal. I’m outside their club of beleaguered parenthood, and she wonders why she’s confiding in me about this.


But it’s too late— the seed is planted. I can’t help imagining what it would be like to open the door to a nursery, step inside to watch a sleeping child. My sleeping child. Oak-colored curls and fists that tuck against his chest. Something sweet and quiet moves through me. But where is Noah in this fantasy? I can’t see him, and that thought makes me blink away the image, as if I’ve somehow betrayed him.


“You know we’re just waiting for your engagement announcement,” Tina continues. The wineglass seems like an appendage for her, so trusty and present. “Why aren’t you engaged, Ann?”


My laugh sounds creaky. “Haven’t been asked.”


“And why not?” she demands.


I’m desperate to pivot out of this conversation.


“We haven’t really talked about it. It’s such a busy time for Noah.”


“Oh, tell me about it. Mitchell is only half there, even when he is. The other day, he put a shoe in the fridge. Can you imagine? What’s the point of all this work if your man is going to put a shoe in the fridge at the end of the day!”


“At least it wasn’t underwear,” I observe.


She gives me a surprised look and then laughs, a loud guffaw that pulls everyone’s attention to her. “I would have left him for that. Well, we are just dying for Noah to make it official. You two are so beautiful together. It makes a person sick.”


“No higher compliment.”


“But of course,” Tina says knowingly, conspiratorially, “there are his parents to consider. But don’t worry about a thing. They’re more bark than bite. Trust me, I’d know. Alice is a lioness with her boys.”


“His parents? Alice?” I ask. The room tips some more.


She stares at me for a beat or two. Then, quick as anything, her eyes dart to Noah and back to me. Her face is a little ashen and she laughs self-consciously.


“Everyone has them.”


“But what— ”


I try to press her, but she’s already turned around, talking to someone across the table about the latest thriller in their book club. They are speculating on the murder weapon with an eagerness that strikes me as indecent. The conversation puffs and moves away from me. I catch sight of Alice and Brandon across the room, sitting at the head table with their friends, their sly smiles and pleasantly smothering manner.


When I first met them, at a lovely terrace downtown for lunch, Alice and Brandon had asked questions about my degree and my job and my family. Brandon, with a heaving magnanimity, had said that I should order anything I wanted from the menu, even the lobster rolls, and had I ever eaten lobster before? He was generous, I told myself, if a little glutted on braggadocio. Alice asked for recommendations for the best places to eat in Florida, for their winter snowbirding, and when I mentioned some of the oyster shack dives I used to work in as a teenager, she blinked, repeating the words “oyster shack” as if they were in a whole other language.


She said repeatedly, “What a cute thing you are, Ann!” I didn’t think of “cute” as a diminishment then.


But now, taking a swallow of water, I remember the way Alice’s icy eyes often held mine, like she was solving a puzzle that was just beyond her. Brandon’s all-too-booming laugh that covered awkward silences, even when no one had made a joke at all. Noah has always insisted that they adore me. Without clear reason to believe otherwise, I had relaxed into his assurance. Some things could be as easy as that, I had told myself.


I turn away from Tina, to Noah. I whisper, “Noah, do your parents have something against me?”


He looks quickly at Tina, who has her back to us, then back at me. His eyes are stormy, in a way I rarely see. “What kind of question is that, Ann?”


“I want to know if they talk about me to you.”


“You already know they love you.”


“But why can’t you answer?”


He folds his napkin in his lap, his hands lean and fingers long, stretched out from years of practicing piano with private teachers on the family Steinway.


In a firm, slow way that makes me crazy, he says, “This is not the time.”


I leave the table for the ladies’ room. The room pinches and expands, as if reflected in a fun house mirror. Suddenly, I rush to the nearest stall. I retch and retch. It feels like I’m expelling more than Champagne and cod— I’m leaving the remains of the night behind.


More than anything, I want Bà Ngoại. She wouldn’t have advice; that isn’t her way. But she’d know to sit next to me, holding my hands tight in her gnarled ones until her strength bled into my bones. Until I’m able to face what I know to be ahead.


I rinse my mouth and the last of my lipstick away. My reflection in the bathroom mirror is composed, if a little wan, lips leeched of color.


Some of Noah’s old friends barge through the doors in a tangle of silk and microbladed brows. They simper toward me.


“Ann! It’s so good to see you,” says a redhead with perfect teeth and a silvery dress. She looks familiar. “I’ve been telling Noah we just don’t see him around enough anymore.”


I try to smile back. “Join the club. All he can think about is the book.”


The redhead says, “It’s amazing, isn’t it? I don’t know a thing about classics, but he makes it fascinating. You’d know more than me, of course.”


One of her friends raises an eyebrow at her. “Didn’t you two have lunch a few weeks ago?”


She blushes. “Oh yes, we may have.”


I can’t remember her name, but it discomfits me that she and Noah talk. They are the “we” in her story, and I’m somewhere outside that.


“Alexis,” she supplies. She smooths a lock of hair behind her ear. “From St. Andrews. Noah and I went to school together for years.”


One of her friends says, “They dated in high school— and into college. The golden couple.”


Alexis is quick to add, “But that’s all in the past, of course.”


“Prehistoric,” I say.


“It’s good to see you both here. Together. I didn’t know if— well, I’m glad to see you.”


“Delighted,” I agree.


Alexis studies me. She looks like she wants to pat my shoulder or— horrors— hug me. But instead she just nods and leaves with her friends.


Over her shoulder, she says, almost sadly, “You look beautiful, Ann.”


This veiled wonderland, where nothing is what it seems and everyone is just atrociously polite. I feel that I will never be able to grasp the undercurrents beneath those pretty words. Not for the first time, I miss my grandmother’s frankness; even my mother’s curtness, which I understood— or at least felt prepared for. I wonder if living in Noah’s world would feel like a constant battle. Me in a loincloth, a spear in my hand. Jabbing at hidden predators until I’m so tired I sink into a mud pit, asking to be left for dead.


When the women leave, I pivot and peer at myself in profile. One hand rests on my stomach; I don’t remember putting it there, but the gesture is a natural one. I am certain. My grandmother’s courage rises in me, like a sleeping dragon.


When I was six, my uncle Phước gave me a baby doll with tightly wound brown curls and wide hazel eyes that, for all their synthetic long lashes, looked severe and disapproving. I didn’t really like dolls— they scared me— and after a day outside, I left this one in the rain. Maybe it wasn’t an accident. Cậu Phước said I was ungrateful, that I’d never get another gift from him again. He told me that little girls were supposed to take care of their dolls, and what was wrong with me, I had no womanly impulses. Bà Ngoại laughed about it afterward, tossing the moldy doll right in the trash. She said it was a cheap thing, not worth another thought. But still. Are good mothers born that way? Is the DNA strand an invisible one, winding through the others?


Later, I see Alexis leaning toward Noah by the big French doors, flipping her waves over one shoulder. She looks like starlight in that dress. Soon, Noah’s parents join them, and the quartet stands together under the chandelier, each tipping their heads forward to laugh at a joke Brandon has told. Alexis places one hand on Noah’s arm, and he’s smiling down at her, easily. It’s the least distracted I’ve seen him all night. Alice beams. I’m watching them, and I feel something unfurl inside me, a sense of dread or knowing. It’s like I’m watching another family in the making.


“Oh, don’t worry about that,” Tina says. She hiccups faintly from my shoulder, where she has appeared out of nowhere, a drunk sprite about to vanish from the fete. “Alexis and Noah go way back.”


“So I hear.”


“His parents are just comfortable around her, you know. She’s not ambitious or anything, like you, just wants a nice life with a good husband. They thought Noah and Alexis would get married someday. Or if not her, a girl like her.”


“A girl like you,” I say.


She seems surprised. “Yes, I guess we all kind of grew up together. It’s incestuous that way. We talk about all the same little arguments and sagas, over and over again. It’s all the same. Comfortable, but not terribly interesting. Which is why we’re dying for new blood like yours.”


My stomach turns a little, imagining a circle of ball gown–and tuxclad cannibals staring hungrily at my flesh. I’m about to reply when Tina brandishes her phone.


“Whoops, there’s the babysitter,” she says. “You’d think we were hours late instead of just a few minutes, hardly an hour, and everyone knows that time is just a suggestion with these parties. Teenagers these days get so panicked. Mitchell!” And she’s off, carrying her sandaled heels in one hand, kissing Alice on both cheeks.


I sit on a bench outside, counting stars. I think about how I’d sneak out to lie in the grass as a kid, staring at the twinkling sky through the spindles of the banyan tree. I imagine I’m counting the cells of a child’s body. How many cells need to combine before it’s a real, live person? I understand, vaguely, the science of it. But how much of life is hope? Starlight turned into bones and skin, into eyelids creased in sleep, blue veins etched behind them like branches.


At a hundred, I know Noah’s not coming to get me, and I make my way back inside, tucking myself into the crook of his arm.


“There you are.” He smiles down at me and I know I’m forgiven.


My own smile ricks into place.


But toward the end of the night, Noah seems distant again. He slides tips into the hands of the head servers, gives a few instructions for cleanup, and leads me out to a waiting SUV. He makes idle conversation with the driver, who brandishes a caddy of water bottles and snacks at us, the consummate car host. Noah’s starting to wind down, the light in his eyes fading, but he still makes time to be polite. He compliments the driver on the cleanliness of his car.


“Some party.” The driver whistles, staring up at the fairy-light-strung building, the yawning pines and that faint sheen of light pollution that reminds me of illustrations of the Milky Way. “I always wonder what it’d be like to hang with those folks. Is it like The Great Gatsby?”


“Hardly. Maybe a paunchy version,” Noah jokes. “Still. I bet it’s a time. The top-shelf booze alone.”


“You didn’t miss much. Fun is not one of the hallmarks of these parties. Or self-awareness,” I say suddenly.


The driver laughs, but Noah gives me a leveling look, and I know I’ve said something wrong. It’s okay, apparently, for him to joke, because it’s his world, his people. I’m still an outsider, bathed in empty gratitude.


It’s only after we change out of our clothes and wash our faces that Noah meets me on our bed. He folds his hands in his lap. I think there’s resignation in his pose. I turn toward him, my beloved, the golden boy with the sea-blue eyes. The culmination of my wildest romantic fantasies. The old blood to my new.


“I have something to tell you,” he says finally.


And then, when it all comes out— Alexis, the afternoons spent at hotels together, the pressures of his world, so gleaming bright and wondrous and full of treachery I never fully grasped— I can’t help it. I throw up at his feet, right on top of his favorite black wingtips. For a second, the sight of my vomit on his shoes gives me a feeling akin to triumph. At last, I’ve managed to shock one of the mighty Winthorpes into silence.









Chapter 3


Minh


The stereotype is true: hospital coffee tastes like shit. It’s as if some cruel bureaucrat decided that the dying need to be reminded why life on earth isn’t all that great. I think of my favorite medical soaps, with their bustling, capable staff, but there’s no resemblance between those well-lit studio halls and these dingy ones. It’s not a bad hospital, and I don’t begrudge anyone doing their job, but what I can’t forgive is the lack of George Clooney.


I find myself longing for the taste of good coffee, the terrifically strong kind that hollows out your throat— even though for most of my life, I drank jasmine tea. In Việt Nam, I bought leaves from the boy who came to the door, though I knew he charged too much. But I liked him and the company, especially after Xuân died, so I continued to buy bags of leaves that molded in monsoon season. I’d throw them in the river, where they floated like puffer fish.


“Where’s your family?” I asked the boy once.


He leaned on one foot, then the other, eager to continue his route. “Don’t have any, Bác. They are gone, long gone.”


“Ah, dead,” I repeated. “I’m sorry, cháu. It’s a sad thing to lose family.”


He gave me a surprised look. “Not dead. They just left. Sometimes people do that.”


I think of that boy now, the purposeful way he’d push his cart of random goods through the stray animals yapping by the side of the road, the rivulets of mud running down the center of the village. That wide, cocky smile. I was charmed by him, as I always was by audacious boys. When he’d left, I’d take my tea inside and work on my books, running through long columns of figures until they all made sense to me. I was a terrible student, but when it came time for me to learn how to run a business, after opening the jewelry shop, I did my best. Xuân would lean over my shoulder, pointing out my mistakes with such a sweet, hopeful air that I could forgive him for seeing my stupidity.


“You’re not stupid, em,” he’d say, his breath tender on my cheek. “It just takes you a while to learn. But once you get it. Watch out.”


Later, I found out the boy was taken during the war amid a skirmish in the paddies, another young soldier riddled with bullet wounds. A tragedy. I wondered if his mother, somewhere far away, felt that loss.


When I began to drink coffee, much later, after we’d moved to the States and were firmly enmeshed in the Banyan House, the taste tugged at me like a memory: the fullness of it. Dirt and sweetness, a potion that sang into my veins. I couldn’t get enough.


My daughter, Hương, tells me, in that shrill voice she uses when she forgets her place, that caffeine isn’t good for someone my age. “Your heart, Mẹ!” She says it’s because she wants me to live longer, but I’ve lived long enough to know that you hold on to your joys, small as they are. You wring them out like laundry, until all that’s left is the residue, scenting the very last bits of your memory.


Hương is more impatient with me than usual lately, and it makes me snappish toward her, too. We’re like two old tortoises, nudging our heads out of our shells for the sake of quarreling alone.


If Hương’s father were alive, he would have understood how to placate her worries. They only make me feel itchy, like a coat I would rather not be forced to wear.


I wish Ann were here to drink a cup with me, though now she tells me she drinks espresso, drawing out the sinuous consonants. Even when she was a child, she snuck sips from her mother’s glass, winking at me when she did. Mouth open when she realized how hot it was, pantomiming a fan with her hands. After she went to college, in the rare times she visited, we drank coffee outside under the banyan tree, sitting in silence before the full weight of the day’s heat descended. We swatted mosquitoes off each other, laughing when we caught a bloody carcass in our palms.


“Bà Ngoại, this is the happiest place in the world,” she’d say, in the days before she decided otherwise. “This house. With you.”


The Banyan House could be ghastly at times, grime-speckled and overcrowded with other people’s furniture, but I agreed with her. Love can cast a light like no other. Afternoon heat shimmered in her hair, making it wave like a crow’s wing. She’d always seemed more miracle than human to me. I think of her hair now, the way it fell through my fingers as I braided it in the morning before school, how it spread on her pillow at night, a midnight fan.


That is, like so many things, a sense fast slipping from my fingers.


“Are you comfortable?” a nurse asks, ducking her head in my room, her brow furrowed in sympathy.


I want to tell her to save her sympathy for people who haven’t lived. I’m not a pleasant woman to be around these days, but I just want to be left alone, and no one seems to be able to do that. In Việt Nam, I would have been relegated to some attic, waiting it out while my children spooned bone soup into my mouth. The old way. Now I’m in a place that smells like cotton balls, where women flutter around me like moths, trying to prolong the inevitable.


Death is sterile here, as clean as new laundry.


“Comfortable enough for a dying old woman,” I rasp.


“You’re not dying, Minh.” The way she says my name sounds like the trill of a dove.


“Shows how much you know.”


The nurse’s downturned smile, that familiar mimic of grief, falters as she shuts the door with a decisive click. They like their dying meek, something I haven’t been in decades.


They don’t know exactly what I’m dying of, or they won’t tell me. I fainted the other day on the way to the bathroom. I remember reaching for the counter as I fell, the cool lip of the porcelain sink bracing on my fingertips but, in the end, not enough for me to hold on to. Hương found me that day, erupted into hysterics, then hauled me here to this sanitized hell. I’ve broken a hip, it seems, and it hurts like a motherfucker. The slow drip of morphine helps, though the visions come faster with the drugs. They say I must be careful— my heart, my lungs, my very soul is teetering on a precipice.


“You’ve got to fight to get better,” Hương says. She has that wild, determined look in her eye.


I love her and I’m impatient with her. It doesn’t pain me to say that now. “I’ll do no such thing. Go get me another pillow, con.”


She scurries off, this daughter of mine, her hair bouncing as she moves, so quick and capable. Serving at others’ pleasure. I have wanted so many things for her, but I’m no witch. She has to claim them for herself. Perhaps Ann is the only one of us to seize her own fate, to lead with will, rather than by another man’s promise.


Once, when Ann was five or six, after watching a movie about an abducted princess who finds her prince in disguise, she wondered, “Why doesn’t she just move into the castle by herself? Then she can dance with the teacups all day long.”


“Maybe she wants to have company,” I suggested. “Castles get lonely.”


“Well, she doesn’t need him for that,” she said with a huff. So used to the company of women, in a kingdom without princes, that she never thought to question her absolute insularity. When had that changed for her? For any of us?


In the corner of the room, I see the outline of a faintly stooped man. Then it shimmers, and I think he’s translucent. A shadow-being. A trick of the light. Even in my drugged state, I know the vision is not real. But still, I wonder. Is he my father? My dead husband?


“Don’t rush me,” I say into the corner of the room.


The shadow glimmers. “I’m not ready,” I say.


The shadow moves a little closer and I think it sighs, perhaps in impatience, or perhaps in sadness. An old woman, clinging to the last of her life, even as all signs point to an ending. Even the spirits are bored of this story.


I’m so very tired. But for me, tired does not, will never, mean defeated.


“One more year,” I bargain with the shadow. “I’ll get things in order. Make sure my children will be okay. You know what that’s like, right? To exist for others?”


The shadow stretches out, like a grin on a child’s face, and then pops into a gust of air. Particles float in the sunlight. That feels like an agreement to me.


“Just a little more time,” I say aloud, alone now. “A little more living.”


I stir sugar into my coffee with a spoon, scratching the edges of the Styrofoam as I do, blooming the dark liquid into something more palatable. There are unbearable things about dying, but sometimes, the things that pull out the most longing are the quiet rituals you never thought you’d miss.









Chapter 4


Hương


I go to the beach to escape my mother. There, in the first glimmers of dawn, I’m myself again. It’s Valentine’s Day, which means the beach will be particularly bare, though it often is this time of year. February is chilly for us Floridians. The waves swell like cresting blue hills, though on the Gulf, hardly anyone finds them impressive enough for surfing. It’s not good swimming weather, either. The snowbirds may power walk in their cardigans, the sprightlier among them jogging with huffing terriers, but they like to sleep in, congratulating themselves on the cushy life they’ve earned. It’s just me and the water.


Except it’s not. Out there, I see a speck making its way outward, then back in toward the sand. A swimmer. From this distance, he looks like a struggling mantis. I stand, ready to call for help, even though there’s no one at all, but the mantis looks like he knows what he’s doing after all. I sit back down, drawing the hood of my sweater over my head. The sky casts a pink wash on the sand, and beyond, there’s a strip of omelet yellow near the horizon.


A stray breeze makes me think of Ann in Michigan, where she walks along the sparkling snow, her boots crunching against the ground. I’ve never seen snow before. Have never left Florida, though sometimes when I’m particularly low, I imagine hopping on a plane to surprise Ann. I’d bring her a jar of seashells, an offering from sea to lake. But then, in my fantasy, Ann shuts the door on me, refusing to let me into her home. This ending, I know.


I watch the swimmer for half an hour, wondering when his energy will deflate. Then, just as I stand, he emerges from the sea and shakes the water from his wet suit, like a dog after a run in the sprinklers. His shaggy hair is threaded with gray, but his body is lean and— from what I can tell— toned. He raises a hand at me.


“Thought I was alone,” he calls.


“Sorry to disappoint,” I answer. I wanted to be alone, too, I nearly say.


“Come on in next time. The water’s not so bad once you get used to it,” he says, with a friendliness that assures me he’s not from around here. He likely comes from one of those safe Midwest neighborhoods where people bring each other muffins and water their neighbors’ plants when they’re vacationing.


“Can’t swim,” I say, surprising myself with the confession.


Mẹ never made it a priority for us to learn as children, and once I grew older, there was Ann and a million other things to think about. And, of course, my own terror at the thought of open water. Ann learned to swim, though I don’t know how she did it. Another thing I forgot to teach her.
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