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Jane had to remind herself it was February. There had been no winter this year, not even the mild wet days they called winter out here. Just blazing dry heat for months on end.


Last night she and Lenny had watched Soylent Green together in bed. Movies were the new sex. The movie was supposed to be set in New York City but seemed to Jane to be set in Los Angeles. Every story about the apocalypse was really about Los Angeles. Jane had no urge to return to the East Coast, not anymore—but on days like this, she did miss it, the drama of the seasons, the changing mood ring of the sky, even the statues of old white men, something solid she could rail against.


She’d noticed recently that LA had two faces. By day it was as hopeful and effervescent as a hummingbird, by night it was terrifying, doomed. The flowers could fool you in the daytime. They could make you believe you weren’t floating in outer space. But at night, you knew.


The brightness of the sky stared back at her now, unrelenting. Neither she nor Finn were wearing sunblock. But could she stop pushing him? Finn was most calm when he was swinging or jumping. This was, according to the doctors, a symptom of the problem.


The pediatrician they met with last spring, that terrible spring, had told her she needed to “face the elephant in the room.” She would have preferred a less hackneyed metaphor, but she had to take what she could get these days. Jane had accepted his referral and called the special clinic, which, astoundingly, had no openings for many weeks. Apparently, she wasn’t the only parent trying to get some answers here. She would have to wait in line to learn what her son was, exactly. Who he was. She would have to wait to learn what they would become.


Jane had been given a form to fill out before the appointment. It asked if Finn liked to swing. She was supposed to rate how much he liked to swing. She filled in the third circle: The problem is severe in degree. She’d never thought of his swinging as a problem, just something he liked to do, the way he liked books about bugs, YouTube videos about baking, whirlpools, and tunnels.


The doctor had not exactly blamed her and Lenny for Finn’s problem, but he had suggested that their many moves had not helped. He said all that displacement had encouraged Finn to become best friends with the contours of his own mind.


Jane had been pushing Finn for what felt like an hour. She found weekends unbearable. They interrupted her momentum, so come Monday she would have to reacquaint herself with the story she was trying to tell. Weekends were when she and Lenny fought the most too. During the week, when they had hours with the kids at school to hide away from each other, they were happy to reunite at the end of the day. But on weekends they kept tabs on who was getting time to look at a book, who was scrolling on a phone and only pretending to be going to the bathroom, who had gotten an hour in their studio while the other cooked dinner.


There had been a particularly rough patch the previous year when they were fighting over money and Jane’s not getting her book finished and Lenny’s continuing to create art that he could not sell. And Finn too. They were fighting over Finn. Lenny refused to embrace the diagnostic language. He called it another system of capitalist thought they had to resist. It had been Jane’s idea to go see a couple’s therapist. They’d charged her to Jane’s credit card, then, when that maxed out, to Lenny’s.


In the second session, Heidi had told them she didn’t think they were incompatible, they were both just too rigid and self-absorbed. They needed to learn how to compromise in the ways that were necessary to sustain a marriage. She’d given them a series of assignments that were supposed to help them accomplish this.


But they’d stopped seeing Heidi months ago before they’d completed the homework. In fact, doing the homework had made them realize that they hated her, which had been convenient, given that they could not afford her. Jane had seen their mutual hatred as a good sign, really—a remaining strength in their marriage. Together they still hated so much.


“I have to stop pushing,” Jane said to Finn now. “My arms hurt.”


“No, keep pushing,” Finn said. “I want to reach the top.”


“There is no top,” Jane said, still pushing.


Someone was watching them from across the playground. A lone white woman in the park full of Latina nannies. The woman sat on the other side of the structure. Beside her was a bright, modernist stroller—the expensive kind with the thick tires as if meant for going off road. She moved it back and forth with one hand as she watched Jane and Finn. Jane wondered if the woman could tell from looking that Finn had been assessed—that he’d shown risk factors according to the doctor. Could she see he liked to swing too much?


“Let’s agree on a number of pushes,” she said to Finn now, remembering how one of the books she’d read in the aftermath of the assessment had told her to forecast everything for her child. She couldn’t just stop pushing because her arms hurt. She had to tell him she was going to stop long before she stopped. He needed things broken down. She had to act like a computer or a wire mother out of an experiment. “How many more pushes should we do?” she said.


“Infinity,” Finn said.


“That’s too much for Mommy. Ten.”


“Twenty,” he said.


“Okay, twenty.”


He was silent, peaceful, a little absent then, enjoying his last twenty pushes. He understood the logic of numbers.


In the distance, Jane saw that the white woman had taken her baby out of the stroller. The baby—in a pink onesie—had dark brown skin and a sprouting of curly black hair. She did not look biracial, Jane noted—she did not look like she could have come out of the mother’s pale body. She had to be adopted, Jane decided. A child carried from another land to assuage this woman’s desire to experience mother love.


On one of their first dates, Jane and Lenny had teased each other about their various strains of Blackness. Jane said Lenny was Caviar Black, which meant, she explained, riffing on Steve Martin’s line in The Jerk, that he was born a rich black child. Lenny said Jane was Pinky Black. As in the kind of Black you can’t see unless you’re squinting. This baby, the one in her mother’s pale arms, Lenny would have deemed Motherland Black. As in untainted. As in, she had come on an airplane just a few months ago, not once upon a time across the sea on a ship, stacked on top of others like herself.


It seemed like a long-gone era, when she and Lenny had joked like that, obsessed like that about color. She sometimes thought she was losing Lenny, or that he was losing her, she couldn’t say which. They used to play a game they called Forensics. They would read strangers, guess everything about them just by looking. She could hear Lenny’s read on the woman over there. Rich lesbian, Ethiopian baby, Bugaboo stroller, home in Silver Lake, film editor, Design Within Reach.


Watching the woman give the baby a bottle, Jane recalled an old photograph, a tintype she’d seen in a book many years ago, of a Black wet nurse with a white baby. The enslaved woman sat with her breasts exposed, staring out at the camera with a harrowing kind of sadness. Before Jane now was a new kind of daguerreotype: the white woman smiling brightly, the pampered dark baby nestled in her arms. It was a detail she could include in her novel, the one she was still trying to finish. She’d been writing it for so long.


Jane finished counting to twenty and pulled the swing to a stop. She lifted Finn off the seat, trying to meet his gaze. He looked away, toward the slide. She tried to hug him, but he squirmed out of her arms and began to bunny hop across the playground.


AT THE ASSESSMENT in the spring, the specialist had brought out a family of dolls for Finn—a mother, a father, a baby boy, and a little girl—along with some toy furniture and a toy truck. She’d also brought out a small flat disc that she announced to Finn was supposed to be a pizza.


“Would you like to play with me, Finn?” the specialist had asked in a singsongy voice.


Finn had not answered. He’d been too busy spinning the tires on the truck, watching the way they moved. Jane had found it interesting, which now she wondered was maybe the problem. That she could see his point. Whirlpools and tunnels were interesting. Cooking shows on YouTube were fun to watch. Maybe not two hours of them in a row, but still, she could see his point.


The specialist had begun to play in an animated fashion with the dolls. She pretended to be the mother doll speaking to the father doll. “Baby looks hungry. Shall we have some pizza together?” She placed the disc on the tiny table.


Finn picked up the little girl doll and turned her to the side so he was staring at her profile. Her blonde hair fell down her back. “Her hair makes a tunnel against her neck,” he said.


The specialist glanced at Jane. “Does he notice shapes like that very often?” Jane shrugged, swallowed against the tightness in her throat. He did. She’d admitted that he did. Tunnels were everywhere if you knew how to look.


JANE TURNED ONTO the narrow winding road toward the house where they were staying this year. She and Lenny had lived in a lot of different spaces in the greater Los Angeles area since the kids were born. Lenny joked that Ruby and Finn were growing up like Jason Bourne, with no identity. It hadn’t really been a choice, to raise them this way. They had simply discovered at some point that they were living in a city they couldn’t afford. And so they had moved—from Venice Beach to Mid-City to Eagle Rock they had wandered, dragging their children behind them. A few times over the years they’d rented from actual landlords, with actual leases, but the places they could afford were not just overpriced but ugly, smelly, and dark. So they’d learned to find more temporary arrangements. They’d lived in the dank apartment in Silver Lake with the stash of female-oriented porn on the bookshelves beside the Judith Butler and Gayatri Spivak. They’d lived in the one-room back house in Venice behind the Rwandan genocide scholar who made Jane watch reality dating shows with her at night.


Jane had discovered somewhere along the way that if you did not have money there were benefits to hanging around with people who did. Rich friends got divorced, or they got restless; they went away on sabbaticals and film shoots and retreats. They didn’t stay in one place, and they needed people to watch their possessions or pets or plants. Jane and Lenny and the kids were those people. They were those friends.


The current house belonged to Brett, who had been Jane’s friend since graduate school. He and his wife, Piper, and their son, Max, had all gone to Australia for the year so Brett could be on set for a show he’d written. “It would be just for the school year, from August until June,” he’d told Jane over tacos last spring. “To be honest, it’s mostly to keep Max’s bearded dragon alive. They don’t have kennels for lizards.”


They had been living at Brett’s for six months now—long enough that every time Jane drove up its long winding driveway, she felt a surge of house pride, as if she owned the place.


To be sure, there were oddities about the house—for example, the fact that it had no windows overlooking what would have been a spectacular view. It sat at the peak of a mountain above the city, and yet the architect who had designed it, sometime in the sixties, had mysteriously decided to make the exterior a semicircle of unbroken wood, like a blind face. Only when you came into the junglelike courtyard, where lizards flitted across your path, did you discover that inside the semicircle the house was all glass, staring into its own navel.


Despite this strange design choice, or maybe because of it, Jane loved the house. It was a special house, witty and whimsical, historically significant in the architecture world. Inside, the kitchen was so stocked with gadgets and fancy Scandinavian pans and gleaming counters, it almost made Jane want to cook. Brett and Piper even had a wine refrigerator, with separate temperature-controlled zones, that they’d left stocked with wine. It hadn’t taken Jane and Lenny long to start dipping into the assortment. At first, Jane had justified the uncorking of each new bottle with the vague sense that she’d replace them before Brett came back, and she had kept the empties apart from the rest of the recycling in that determination. But, of course, the wines were expensive. Or at least they tasted expensive. She had drawn the line at opening any of the next level of wine bottles, the dust-covered ones in their own special room, a glass-encased, temperature-controlled wine pantry off the dining room. At least she and Lenny had not opened any of those.


AN OPAQUE FILM hung over the basin of the city. Lenny would be bringing Ruby back from dance class. Or maybe they were there already, fixing dinner, doing homework, playing jazz.


Ruby was almost eight, two years older than Finn. When she was born, Jane and Lenny had vowed to keep her protected from the toxins of the world, cultural and otherwise. For the first few years, they’d shown her only a handful of television shows and movies, each of them educational and socially aware, parsed out carefully. They’d fed her only the purest of foods—kale chips and dried mango for snacks, nothing but water to drink. Her T-shirts had no corporate logos, and her dolls were all brown-skinned and curly haired, like herself.


Then came Finn. He cried all the time. The tiny apartment they were living in then was filled with the sound of his screams. Jane had paced back and forth, jostling his writhing body in her arms, whispering a goofy mantra: “Finnegan begin again.” He seemed like a computer with a virus—something that needed to be rebooted. But he’d already been started, and she didn’t know how to begin again.


One afternoon when they’d finally gotten Finn down for a rare nap, Ruby had approached Jane and Lenny where they lay on the bed, staring up at the ceiling in a kind of shock at the momentary calm. “Mama, Papa,” Ruby had said in a small voice. “Can I watch a movie?” Jane had been about to say no, it wasn’t screen time, but Lenny spoke first. “Sweetie,” he said. “You can watch twelve.”


These days, Ruby liked to change into her Elsa costume as soon as she got back from school—Elsa from Frozen—complete with the platinum blonde wig. It was Lenny, not Jane, who had taken her to see the movie, so Jane could at least say that in her own defense if it ever came down to a trial. But she hadn’t brought Ruby anywhere special in months, so who was she to say what was toxic and what was not?


Jane eyed Finn now in the rearview mirror. His lips were moving. He was whispering something to himself. He caught her gaze in the mirror.


“On the Finn planet,” he said, “they have a machine that can turn glass back into sand. Did you know that already, Mama? Have you ever been there?”


She shook her head no.


There was this picture Finn drew everywhere, a character he drew on any paper he could find. A stick figure with a big head he called Baby Blue. In the drawings, Baby Blue was always in a situation of danger—standing tiny beneath a dinosaur or at the edge of a cliff—but no matter what, his expression never changed. He wore the same invisible flat smile in every image no matter what terrible thing was about to happen.


The doctor had said that the drawings were another symptom of the problem.


Everything that she had once found charming or special about their child was, it turned out, a symptom of something else.


Finn had another explanation for his behaviors. He told Jane about it when she was stroking his back late at night, in the darkness of Max’s bedroom, surrounded by Max’s toys, with Max’s star stickers glowing above them, that he was from another planet. Finn told her he remembered his home planet so clearly. One day he’d fallen asleep, and the next he woke to find himself living in a strange, bright place, being held by strangers who called him by the wrong name. His name was not Finn. It was We. He wanted them to call him We. He said the people in this new land spoke a language he could not understand. He said the ground in this new land felt like spikes cutting into his feet, and this was why he walked on his tiptoes.


JANE’S FIRST NOVEL had not been a bestseller, but it had received high praise from the critics. Its young protagonist became the pawn in her seventies-era parents’ social experiment. One reviewer said that it was as if the main character had been born not of parents but of the American soil itself, with all its varied and tangled roots. It had come out nine years ago—back when Jane seemed poised to be deemed a major American author. Her agent, Honor, had advised her to produce another novel as soon as possible. “Don’t make it too ambitious,” she’d told Jane over drinks. “Just bang it out and get it over with. Second novels are always a disappointment. You just have to move past them.”


Jane had not followed Honor’s advice. She’d tried. The book she was writing hadn’t started out so sprawling. It had originally been the story of a 1950s actress who was passing as white, loosely inspired by the life of Carol Channing. But over the past eight years it had swelled and swelled, and she’d somehow ended up writing a four-hundred-year history of mulatto people in fictional form. There were five interwoven story lines from different historical moments. The 1950s actress had been joined by Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings, then by an ongoing thread on the Melungeons of Appalachia, who were believed to be the first tribe of triracial Americans to self-isolate and procreate, creating generations of future Benetton models. There were sections on Booker T. Washington and Slash from Guns N’ Roses. The latest addition was a family of modern-day mulattos living in a town Jane called Multicultural Mayberry. The throughline was that all the characters were racial nomads and they were all related to one another through various strains in their ancestry. Lenny called it her “mulatto War and Peace.” It had been so long in the making, but here in Brett’s house, with its peace and calm and space, it had suddenly come into focus. For the first time, she was working with steadiness and conviction.


Lenny didn’t have problems working with steadiness and conviction. He was a painter who made abstract paintings that didn’t sell. He made paintings that steadfastly refused to depict Black bodies, Black faces, Black suffering.


Jane had half joked over the years that adding a little emblem of Blackness—anything really—in the corner of his paintings would go a long way. They’d sell like hotcakes! But Lenny wasn’t that kind of artist. He wasn’t that kind of person.


Like Jane, Lenny taught—and like Jane, he didn’t have tenure. But unlike Jane, he had no possibility of tenure because he’d managed to teach at one of those art schools that didn’t offer tenure. Which meant that only trust-fund babies with a cushion to fall back on could afford to work there for any length of time, and apart from Lenny, the school was unrepentantly white. A white hipster playground, as Lenny put it. But Lenny was stuck there because he was a Black painter who didn’t paint Black themes. Or, as one bewildered reviewer put it, “You’d never know the painter was Black.”


The review had been of a group show downtown. Lenny’s piece, the only painting included in the show, had sat couched between an inflatable penis and a hologram of a mammy. He’d painted series of shapes and colors colliding and intersecting. You could see a second painting creeping out beneath the surface, a more figurative painting, like faces emerging from a calamity. It was the only piece in the show that hadn’t sold.


Over the years, Lenny had become obsessed with the idea that his art would be better embraced outside the United States. For a long time, as for countless Black artists before him, it had been France that held his imagination. But the few times he’d visited, he had been put off by the French fetishization of Black Americans, along with their hatred of the Arabs in their midst.


So his focus had turned to Japan. His work was taken seriously there, and he had a solo show in Tokyo coming up in the fall. He had sabbatical this year, and he was spending all his time preparing. Which had turned out to mean not only working on the paintings but also learning Japanese, and not only fantasizing about living in Japan but also embarking on a long, strange correspondence with the Japanese embassy—excruciatingly formal and polite on both sides—in which he was requesting asylum from American racism, as if that were something on offer.


Jane had no such urge to leave the country. In her decidedly unscientific sampling, all the Black people who left the country in their desperate quest to “escape the American obsession with race” only became more obsessed with race themselves. Or rather, became obsessed with not being obsessed with race. Once you declared you didn’t believe in race, it seemed, you had to declare this rather banal idea everywhere you went—so it became a way of believing in race even as you pretended not to believe in race. It was an “out damn spot” situation—the more you tried to wash your hands of race, the more the bloody spots emerged. Jane knew better. And Lenny knew better too, deep down. He wasn’t one of those neoconservative Negroes they dragged out every few years to make white people feel good. They’d be richer if he was. So Jane pretty much ignored his Japan fixation, the same way he ignored her Intervention fixation (she was on season eighteen). The most successful couples, she knew, learn how to ignore each other’s obsessions most of the time. And they had children to raise.


So they weren’t leaving the country. Not yet, anyway. Jane was on sabbatical too, and she had promised Professor Mischling, the chair of her tenure committee, that she would finish her book. Which meant that Brett’s offer couldn’t have come at a better moment. Even Lenny could see the advantages. The kids could attend the blue-ribbon public school up the street, the one with the chicken coop. They could live cheaply and glamorously, and maybe even make a dent in the massive credit card debt they’d been dragging behind them all these years. Their last living situation, an accessory dwelling unit—really a converted garage—behind the mansion of a retired actress named Linda had grown untenable. Linda’s demands on them had progressed from Lenny’s doing odd bits of “men’s work”—tightening cabinet doors and killing bugs—to middle-of-the-night calls for Jane to talk her down from her panic attacks. Lenny said Jane was becoming Linda’s mammy—that he felt like Benson, or worse, Kunta Kinte. Moving to Brett’s would get them out from under Linda’s antebellum thumb. And best of all, it would let them live as working artists together, the way Lenny had always dreamed—Jane in one space, Lenny in another, creating.


In their wedding vows so many years earlier, Lenny had quoted Rilke: “I hold this to be the highest task of a bond between two people: that each should stand guard over the solitude of the other.” On Brett’s property, there were two separate work studios—Brett’s writing space, a converted garage, which was the perfect place for Jane to finish her novel; and Piper’s architectural studio, where Lenny could paint. Lenny said yes.


So Jane and Lenny had put all their belongings in a storage facility in Koreatown, trash bags filled with stained cotton sheets and towels, boxes crammed with old letters and photographs, Jane’s notebooks, scratched-up pots and pans, stainless steel silverware from Target, a Melitta coffee maker, a tank for the goldfish who had eaten each other alive, the keyboard for the piano lessons the kids had stopped taking, three lumpy mattresses, a stained pleather sofa, paintings and more paintings, books and more books. An IKEA Billy bookcase they’d dismantled and would, Jane suspected, never put back together again.


This was the year they were living in Brett’s house. Eating off Brett’s plates. Shitting in all five of Brett’s special water-conserving toilets. Jane hadn’t been about to miss out on the opportunity to pretend they were rich Black artists who lived in the hills. She had been determined to be that couple this year. She wanted it, and Lenny knew how badly she wanted it.


This was the year she would finish the book she’d been writing for so long. She’d publish it and get tenure, and they’d be middle class and maybe even have the money to buy a house of their very own. Lenny had played up the martyrdom, but she could see he was enjoying the use of Piper’s studio at the far end of the lawn. He was plainly enjoying all of it. He just wouldn’t admit it to her.


That first day in Brett’s office, Jane had made herself dizzy swiveling circles in his Herman Miller Aeron chair. Then she’d taken a La Croix from the mini fridge, enjoying the crack and sizzle as she popped it open, imagining this would be how she’d start every day. A writer’s call to prayer.


Brett had once been, like Jane, a writer of that most doomed of genres, literary fiction. He had written and published just one book, a pithy short story collection called Lemon Rock. He had also, like Jane, been the product of an unsuccessful interracial marriage that had ended in divorce. In the graduate workshop where they met, they had been the only two people of color. The white kids in their cohort used to say that he and Jane looked like siblings. It wasn’t true—their hair textures and features were quite different—but to the untrained Caucasoid eye, light brown equaled beige, 3B hair texture was identical to 2B curls. Potato, potahto, mulatto, mulatta. But it was true that in that room of white faces they had developed a fierce, almost sibling bond, and the connection had held even as their lives had gone in such different directions.


When Brett shifted to television, his career leapt ahead. He specialized in supernatural phenomena, mostly zombies. It was as if the same blankness that had made his fiction writing fall flat became a superpower in television. He worked his way up in the bright, glittering industry that had hovered behind Jane for years while she stubbornly hunched over her novel, pretending not to notice it. By the time he was thirty-nine, he was a showrunner. Now he was beginning to direct.


Was Brett happy with his success? Did the money make up for what seemed to Jane rather mind-numbing work? She wasn’t sure. Brett sometimes spoke about wanting to make a different sort of show, something more personal, a show, he said, about people like him and Jane—a show with two halfie leads. He’d said he wanted the fact of them being biracial to be not the subject of the show, exactly, but just something they happened to be—when race came up at all, it would be more an impetus for humor than something tortured and heavy. In other words, it would be a comedy, not a tragedy, something so punchy and funny that people wouldn’t remember all those old-timey tragedies of yore—the Douglas Sirk of it all—and would only see the future of mulattos, the whole sunshiny vista that lay ahead. He called it his vanity project and usually ended his musings by saying he’d never get the time to do it, he had too much else on his plate. Jane always encouraged him to find the time if he really wanted to make it, but secretly she hoped he would never attempt his race comedy. For one thing, he’d make a mess of the subject. He lacked the invisible thing that she possessed, that thing nobody talked about anymore: Black consciousness. If you did not get it as a child, as she had, it would not come to you later, not really. You couldn’t pick it up in a college AfAm seminar after the fact. She thought it best, given Brett’s childhood, that he stick to zombies and Thor and giant arachnids.


Once, at a bar, Brett had told Jane, drunkenly, that the older he got the more he valued friends who had been his friends through all his life changes. People who were witnesses to the whole arc of it. He told her that night that he loved her. Not in a creepy way but in an intense way that surprised her, his eyes burning. She got the sense that she was a thread he was trying to hold on to, a tenuous tie to both the starving artist he’d never become and the Blackness that was always just out of his reach.


She’d been pleased to discover that Brett still had a copy of her first novel on his office bookshelves. She could not remember having written the inscription though. Fuck these pale-faced motherfuckers, it read. Let’s burn this house down. Love, Jane.


For the past six months, Jane had been following the advice she gave her students. She woke each morning before dawn, when Lenny and the kids were still asleep, and walked barefoot across the yard to the studio, not pausing to make coffee or check email or brush her teeth. She wasn’t even fully awake when she sat down at the desk in the semidarkness and began to write.


She worked through those early morning hours with energy and purpose, the kind she had never had before. Brett’s office had been the key. She’d needed this space of her very own. On the walls she’d hung all her inspirations, all the faces of her characters, real and imagined. She taped up archival documents, including Thomas Jefferson’s famous letter from Paris, where he came up with the mathematical equation showing how many generations it takes to make a mulatto white. Let the 3d crossing be of q. and C. their offspring will be q/2 + C/2 = a/8 + A/8 + B/4 + C/2. call this e. (eighth) who having less than 1/4 of a. or of pure negro blood, to wit 1/8 only, is no longer a mulatto. She put up a picture of O. J. and Nicole with their children, Sydney and Justin, the interracial family in happier times. She put up a photograph of some free people of color she’d copied from a library book, a family of sepia-toned mountain mulattos from the turn of the century standing on the steps of a porch, the father holding a shotgun. They looked like she imagined the family in her book. She put up a picture of Carol Channing grinning like a Cheshire cat. She used Brett’s whiteboard—where he’d no doubt storyboarded many a hit show—to draw a time line showing the progression of her novel. It moved from 1813, the first recorded mention of the mysterious Melungeon people in a church in Virginia (where a white parishioner had been accused of “harborin’ them melungins”) to the 1950s, the life of the actress, that sad, drifting quadroon girl wandering that big old house wondering how to get rid of the baby, that dreaded baby, growing inside of her, to the vague present-day story, a racially indeterminate family living in a Craftsman house in a beige dreamworld that could only be California.


Every morning for six months she had worked like a demon. She was like a mammal that is preparing to give birth, that hides under the porch, waiting for the litter to come. She worked until the voices of her family floated out to her, the children calling to her that they were hungry, so hungry. Then and only then would she shut her computer and head back across the courtyard to fix them breakfast. And the closer she came to finishing, the harder she found it to return to the main house, to her children’s frenzied demands, to Lenny’s grumbling about the news. Even as she went through the motions of frying eggs and pouring cereal, she would look back across the courtyard at the little studio and imagine that another her was still sitting there, working.


ONCE, YEARS AGO, Lenny and Jane had attended a party at Brett’s house in celebration of one of his successes—a series that had gotten green-lit or a pilot he’d just sold, Jane couldn’t remember which. She did remember Piper walking around the party in a silver dress serving drinks and how all the other guests had bronze skin and blazing white teeth. Lenny and Jane were the only nonindustry people in attendance. They had stood together in a corner feeling out of place, equal parts superior and ashamed. At one point, Jane had glimpsed their reflection in a gilded floor mirror and thought they looked like a pair of peasants who had wandered in off the street to beg for bread. On their way out, Lenny had grabbed a few cookies off a silver platter, wrapped them in a napkin, and put them in his pocket.


On the drive home, he had made his usual snide comments about Brett and Piper, the art on their walls. He called Brett a sellout, a tragic mulatto, though Jane argued he wasn’t as interesting as all that. He was just another hack cranking out zombie shows.


She wondered aloud what it must be like to have such a white-looking child as Max. “I mean, does one even consider him mixed race? Hasn’t all the Blackness been washed out?”


“It has, for certain,” Lenny said, “but when it comes time to apply for college, you just know Brett’s gonna tell him to claim he’s some kind of Black kid. He’ll drag out the old bylaws—the one-drop rule—to make Max seem more interesting. That’s how they do it. These wily mulattos be blending into the furniture until Blackness seems like it might get you something.”


“God, are mulattos just awful people?” Jane said.


“Not you. You’re the last good mulatto. Brett’s from that Tiger Woods school of cluelessness.”


Jane laughed. But silently, secretly, she had already been imagining what it would be like to live in a house like Brett’s someday. She could see Lenny’s art on the walls. She could see Lenny standing beside one of his paintings, discussing his work with a curator from Gagosian who wanted to give him a show. In her mind’s eye, he was dressed in painter chic, an Oxford shirt and cargo pants like those he was wearing but of infinitely better quality. His artwork was the same as his artwork now, splashes of color overlaid on some image you couldn’t quite make out but knew was there, the shape of a body lurking beneath a surface of color—but now the world understood what he was doing, they saw his brilliance, finally. Jane was there in the fantasy, standing before a table that held copies of her new novel. The book was an object, a real thing, alive, outside of her—born. And her children were in the vision too, up past their bedtime. Ruby flitted among the guests in a pink frock with another little girl—because in this dream she’d finally lived in one place long enough to have a real best friend. And Finn was there, standing on the steps in a camel-colored blazer, holding forth like a tiny professor, lecturing a charmed cluster of guests on the history of the solar system.


THERE WAS A framed photo of the family that Jane had brought with them to Brett’s. She liked to hang it up in each new house they occupied, hoping its presence would make the children feel that wherever they were, no matter how unfamiliar, was home.


The portrait had been taken years ago when the kids were still babies. In it, Jane appeared heavier, softer, more maternal than she did now. Her breasts were round, her stomach still swollen from recent pregnancy. She was holding Finn in her arms and Lenny was holding Ruby, and none of them were smiling.


The man who took the picture was a friend of Lenny’s, a Serbian war photographer he’d known back in art school. The photographer was passing through town on his way to some new war zone and had stopped by the apartment they were living in at the time, the one on Rossmore Avenue, where he’d sat for hours at their kitchen table drinking cup upon cup of coffee and laughing in a secret way with Lenny about their life before wives. Just before he headed out to the airport, he’d insisted on taking a photo of Lenny and Jane and the kids on the rooftop of the building.


Jane had forgotten about the photo until a print arrived in the mail several months later. The image was not what she’d expected. When she showed it to Lenny, he looked pleased by what he saw. He stared at the portrait for a long time, smiling, then said they looked like a family of Palestinians in the West Bank. Jane could see what he meant. In the picture, they didn’t look as American as they did in real life. They looked like a family from some other place. And the city that stretched out behind them didn’t look like Los Angeles. It looked grim, battered, ancient.


The sky appeared cloudy, low hanging, not wide and blue the way it really was. Finn, still an infant, stared out as if startled by something he’d seen or heard, a bomb exploding in the distance. Ruby, her head resting on Lenny’s shoulder, wore an expression of deep melancholy, as if already, at three, she knew war and occupation. They looked like they’d witnessed something terrible, though they hadn’t, not really. And if you looked closely, you could make out, in the distant hills behind them, the corner of the Hollywood sign.
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Jane had first met Lenny at a house party in Brooklyn. He’d come on the arm of another woman. Jane had come alone. She’d been just emerging from a bad breakup, the latest in a string of them. She was not usually the sort of woman to go after another woman’s man, and she might not have done so had it not been for the psychic. Not that she believed in psychics, not now, not then. But the first session had been an early birthday gift from her sister, who had a long relationship with the occult. Jane found the psychic’s soothing voice over the phone comforting.


His name was Wesley Brown. On his website, he had not actually used the word psychic. Instead, he’d called himself an “intuitive psychodynamic counselor with a specialty in racial alchemy.” In their first session, he told Jane that her future husband was on his way, nearly there. The way he said it, with a kind of bemused certainty, made Jane understand why her sister liked him so much. He was more fun than a therapist.


Across the room at the party, a Black man was standing at the chip table alone, shoveling corn chips with salsa into his mouth. He was wearing Vans sneakers and a T-shirt that said PART OF THE PROBLEM. What was it that the psychic had predicted? He’d said Jane was about to meet a Black man who was funny—a Black man who would be wearing “West Coast shoes.” The Vans were definitely West Coast. And the T-shirt was funny. Pretty funny.


She sidled over, drink in hand.


“Do you live around here?” she asked.


“Brooklyn? No. I hate Brooklyn. People here are pigs.”


She asked him where he lived instead.


“Nowhere, really.” He wiped the chip grease off his mouth with a cocktail napkin. “I’m staying in LA for now. I hate it there too. Different breed of pigs.”


They introduced themselves. They got into a strange, joking discussion—she didn’t remember how—about ice cream. Lenny said a person’s choice in ice cream was influenced by their race. He said that Chinese people tended to like pistachio; white people liked sloppy flavors, like Rocky Road or anything with a lot of chunks in it; and Black people liked clean and tidy flavors, like mint chocolate chip. Were they flirting? She couldn’t tell. His eyes roamed the room occasionally, as if he were looking for someone else.


Jane was trying to think what else to say to interest this man when a woman appeared beside him. She slid her arm through his, kissed his cheek territorially, gave Jane a cutting look, then whispered something in his ear. So—he was taken. Jane found herself surprised by the presence of the woman, who had not been in the psychic’s prediction. She found herself scanning the room for a different Black man, a second funny Black man in West Coast shoes, but there was nobody—only miles of white writers and a few racially ambiguous mystery-meat types like herself. When she looked back at Lenny and the woman, they were speaking to each other in low lover tones, as if she weren’t there, and she felt her throat catch. She felt as if she were already involved with this guy, as if she were already his mistress.


Jane had been in New York for ten years at that point. She’d moved there after college, still believing that her life would unfold in a certain order. First, she would launch her career, then, after a series of difficult but teachable-moment love affairs, she would meet The One—her future mate—and settle down somewhere outside the city where they would spawn beautiful, gifted children. Later, when said children grew up and went to college at a school that looked exceptionally good on a bumper sticker on her Audi, Jane would spend the rest of her days writing novels and tending to her yard in Eileen Fisher clothes, her face set in deep thought like a kind of Pema Chödrön for the biracial set. She would age gracefully as a rich Buddhist.


But it had not happened that way. The night she met Lenny, she’d already reached that Didionesque moment when her life in the city began to feel repetitive, stunted.


As her thirty-third birthday loomed, she found she’d lost interest in dating altogether. The parties all began to look alike. She was no longer able to remember why she’d broken up with her previous boyfriends. She’d gotten to the part of the story where she began to circle back, calling exes late at night to see if they wanted to get back together.


By then she had quite a number of ex-boyfriends, a spate of them—some boys, some men, relationships that had each lasted long enough for them to take off the condom. Her married sister always said serial monogamy was like being a slow-cooker ho. And Jane had the medical records to think maybe her sister was right. A few infections, nothing fatal or permanent. A malformed cell on her cervix that had needed to be burned off. Something else that required a tube of antibiotic cream squeezed inside of her. The perils of the journey. Many of the men had wanted to settle down with Jane, but she hadn’t been ready. In her twenties, she had wanted nothing to do with domesticity. And this not-wanting had made her the target of several good men. Looking back, it seemed she’d spent the decade dodging engagement rings flung at her across taxi seats. She’d wanted to stay a precocious girl-woman, to tend to her own needs forever. She’d been satisfied with the performance of marriage without the ring, the rising action of discontent, the falling action of the breaking up, the escape to freedom before the story started all over again. For so long she’d found her own foibles interesting.


But now, on the cusp of thirty-three, everything had started to look different. The suitors had stopped throwing the rings at her for one thing. When she called them late at night, one by one over the course of the year, she’d learned that somebody else had caught those flying rings. Kamau told her, with delight, that he was expecting his first baby with a filmmaker named Shari. Chino told her that he was in love with an Irish girl and moving to Dublin. Farouk told her he was now happily living with somebody named Gavin. Benjamin told her that he was still in love with her but that his therapist had helped him to see all the ways she was a narcissist. He said he needed to “go no contact.” She’d even called Colton, the last of the white boys, the one with the scratchy lumberjack beard, who told her he had moved upstate with someone named Susan.


Jane wished them all well. After she hung up, she stared at the dried-flower arrangement on her mantel that looked like kindling for a fire—a design trick she’d learned from domino magazine. She wanted what the exes had or were about to get: a child on the way, a mortgage to pay, a Volvo, a pile of laundry that needed washing.


That same year, a catalog showed up in her mailbox for Hanna Andersson, a Swedish-inspired clothing company out of Oregon she’d never heard of before. They mostly sold children’s clothes, but there was sleepwear for adults too. The catalog was addressed to the roommate who had moved out a long time ago. Jane was about to throw it in the trash when the picture on the cover caught her eye. A family of four were wearing matching striped pajamas and laughing—a medium-brown-skinned Black man and a beautiful brown-skinned Black woman with high cheekbones, the two of them flanked by a perfectly adorable boy and girl of the same skin tone. Jane went to the couch and began flipping through the catalog. The same kids modeled the clothes inside. In a few images, they appeared with their quasi parents too. Jane’s mouth watered as she stared at the shots of them lounging around a swimming pool in matching bathing suits. In another photo, the mother and daughter walked on the beach, holding hands in matching mother-daughter sundresses. They were all of them always smiling, perpetually on the verge of laughter. What was so funny? Jane wanted to know.


She kept the catalog beside her bed for months, and when she was not looking at it, she’d think of the family inside with a peculiarly intense longing. She thought of them when she was standing shivering on the subway platform in Brooklyn in her combat boots, or on her way to a party in her giant parka, or even while at a party, staring at the faces of her drunken, bellowing friends, or when she was out on a date with that white hedge fund guy who had Tourette’s syndrome and between courses erupted with dirty cunt—words he didn’t mean, of course. (She’d been prewarned about his tic by the friends who had set them up.) She perused the catalog at night, alone in bed, when she was tired, so tired, gazing unblinking at the Black family who were exploding together with joy.


She called her mother one night and confessed something shameful: she wanted to settle down, have a few kids, live in the suburbs. Her mother, the aging beatnik, perpetually single, said that she couldn’t believe she’d raised a daughter who had such bourgeois Restoration Hardware fantasies. Wasn’t it ironic, she said, how women spent their twenties trying to catch a man and have his babies, then spent the next decade wishing they could escape through a bathtub drain? Settling down was just a euphemism for inching toward death. Death was the ultimate form of settling down. She said Jane should pine to create great art instead because, in the end, men were letdowns and kids were disappointments who grew up—like Jane and her sister—to blame their mothers for everything. Only art and friendship remained.


Jane hung up and called her sister, who told her their mother was full of white feminist second-wave claptrap, that she’d always cared more about feeding her own ego than feeding her half-caste children. “Don’t you remember how awful it was for us growing up, Jane? Don’t you remember what we went through? Don’t listen to her, Jane. She’s toxic.”


That was when her sister said that what Jane needed was a psychic. There was this guy—a friend of a friend from college—who had predicted her own husband in a roundabout way. Now he was a psychic to the stars. He’d set Jane straight.


THAT NIGHT OF the party in Brooklyn, Jane had wanted to expel her mother’s voice, her sister’s voice, even Wesley Brown’s voice from her head. She wanted to be just Jane for once—Jane at a party, letting her life unfold. But they were all in there, a coven of witches, whispering to her as she stood across from this Black man and the white girlfriend she’d learned over the last fifteen minutes was an ecopoet named Lilith.


Jane reminded herself that Lenny was just some random guy she was standing across from, a random guy who was in a relationship. But when Lilith said she was going to get a drink and Lenny called out to her to get him a whiskey “on the rocks,” the words had a funny echo, and Jane remembered something else Wesley had said. He’d described the guy she was going to meet as “tall, dark, handsome . . . funny, wearing West Coast shoes, on the rocks.”


“Random question,” Jane said to him now. “Have you ever seen a psychic?”


She wasn’t sure where she was going with it. She just needed to keep him looking at her.


But he was looking at the snack table, searching for something. “I don’t believe in that shit,” he said.


“I do.” It was Lilith, back with his drink. She handed it to him, then linked her arm in his. “I guess what I mean is I used to believe in them,” Lilith said. “I used to go to psychics all the time. Palm readers. Tarot card readers. Reiki. Energy healers. You name it.” She gave Jane a wincing smile full of pity. “The thing is,” she said, “people only go to psychics while they’re single. Have you noticed that?” She laughed and kissed Lenny. He kissed her back—stiffly. She thought she caught a glimpse of trappedness in his eyes. Jane wasn’t letting up. She forged on with aggressive small talk.


“What do you do for a living?” Jane asked him.


“I’m a painter. And you?”


“I’m a writer. A fiction writer.”


Lilith was still stroking him, pouting a little, trying to get him to look at her. But he kept his eyes on Jane. “What world do you write about?”


Jane liked his question. What world? He was clearly somebody who understood how this worked.


“Mulattos,” she said. “I write about mulattos.”


“Isn’t that an offensive term?” Lilith said.


Lenny smirked at Jane. “I’ve always liked it. Better than biracial, right?”


“Definitely better,” Jane said, feeling a real flicker between them now. “Biracial could be any old thing. Korean and Panamanian or Chinese and Egyptian. But a mulatto is always specifically a mulatto.”


Lenny nodded, eyed her. “That’s for sure.”


Lilith was watching Jane now with interest, taking in her features one by one. “If we had a baby,” she said to Lenny, “would she look like her? Sorry, what’s your name again?”


“Jane.”


“Would it look like Jane?” Jane was almost impressed by the subtle way the woman had neutered her, reducing her to a baby, and at the same time, in the same sentence, had conjured up her own interracial sex life and future family with Lenny.


Lenny didn’t answer, just gave Jane an awkward, maybe apologetic, look.


Lilith whispered something in Lenny’s ear then, and it was as if Jane disappeared. He smiled and nodded, and Lilith started kissing him slowly on the neck. Lenny tried to wriggle out of Lilith’s grasp, but she pulled his face toward her. Then he submitted and they were kissing for real, tongues and all, and Jane was standing there before them, her face burning.


“If you’ll excuse me,” she said to nobody, and wandered off.


In the kitchen, she fixed herself a large icy glass of rum and Coke, then she stood in the doorway trying not to watch them but watching them. Lilith was the lover, and Lenny was the beloved. She could see it in the way she tilted into him, eyes fixed on his face, and in the way he leaned back slightly, his tense smile.


Now Lilith was stroking Lenny’s face, saying something that made him shake his head no, laughing. Jane took another gulp of her drink, bilious thoughts crowding her brain. What did he see in her? Lilith was so thin, so frail, with pale, almost translucent skin and a giant mane of blonde hair. Was he necromantic? Did he have a thing for cadavers? Why would an educated, sane Black man choose to be with a woman like that, in this century? Did he not realize that once he married white he would never get to talk unremitting shit about white people again? He’d always have to worry about hurting Lilith’s feelings. And he couldn’t bring her out in public with his friends, could he? Unless all his friends were white, which she doubted. He wasn’t giving off miscellaneous vibes.


Though, what did she really know about Lenny? He was a stranger—someone she’d just met. And, she reminded herself, Wesley Brown was just a charlatan with a fancy website. Maybe this couple she was watching tongue-wrestle across the room were actually a good match. Jane tried to think generous, postracial thoughts. Maybe Lilith was kind, or funny. Maybe Lenny loved her for her kindness. Jane could already tell that she was not kind.


Jane came from a union like the one that Lilith and Lenny were about to embark on—ebony and ivory, together in disharmony—and yet, perhaps because it was her origin story, she could not bear the sight of interracial love. Well, she could, but not when the man was Black and the woman was white. Of course she didn’t express this opinion often, and not in mixed company. She knew it wasn’t a good look. When you hated the same thing Strom Thurmond did—albeit for different reasons—you knew you were in problematic territory. She took comfort in the fact that it wasn’t white womanhood she was trying to protect. It was Black manhood she wanted to save from the clutches of white womanhood. That was different, right?


“Why the long face?” It was Stu, their host. Stu shared an office with Jane at the college up in the Bronx where they were adjuncts. He was one of those goofy oversize white guys who somehow cobbled his middling novels into a career—that mediocre white guy they kept hiring year after year out of nostalgia. Stu was self-deprecating in the extreme. He knew he was living on borrowed time. He understood his own obsolescence, and that made him bearable, even lovable.


The party tonight was to celebrate Stu’s engagement to Priya, an Indian social science professor who was writing a book about the caste system.


“Do you believe in psychics?” Jane asked Stu.


“Hell no.” He threw an arm around her. “Okay, so listen, Priya has a cousin here tonight. He thinks you’re cute. Will you let me play matchmaker?” He pointed to a guy standing in a circle of other guests. The guy was shyly smiling at Jane. He wasn’t bad. Not bad at all.


Jane looked back at Lenny, who had Lilith’s tongue in his mouth again.


“That’s okay,” she said. “I’m sort of involved with someone else already.” Somewhere between the chip table and the kitchen, she realized, she had fully committed to Wesley’s story.


“Damn,” Stu said. “I was hoping we could be cousins. Or whatever it is we’d be if you married Vijay. Siblings?”


“I’m touched.” She looked at him with a welling of drunken affection. “Stu, you’re the last white man I can stand to be around. Have I ever told you that?”


“Thanks, Jane.”


She looked again toward Lenny and Lilith. “What’s with those two?”


“Ha. They’re really going at it. That’s the guy Lilith has been telling me about. You know Lilith, right? From the Moth?”


Jane glanced at Stu. “Sure, I know her. I thought old Lilith would never settle down.” She rolled an ice cube around in her mouth.
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