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The real hell of life is that everyone has their reasons.


JEAN RENOIR










I









In the distance, boys sweep across sharp, neatly cut grass. The ball predicts their turns; sweat spreads like moss on their shirts. Eventually they will stop and come up the hill, their smiles brilliant, exhausted. One pushes another. The group receives him, this act of love.


It’s he Amos studies, the boy pushed, whose brown eyes accept the campus like something owned, whose legs toss his feet forward in loping, comfortable steps. He hasn’t spoken much, but his silence doesn’t diminish him. His presence seems, to the rest, so inevitable it needn’t be noted.


As they ate, bent like soldiers over their trays, someone had thrown him an apple. Ford, they called out. The boy plucked it from the air, took a clean, violent bite, and, with a pat, set it down. Others laughed. The meat glistened like bone.


On the field he’d moved with the lazy grace of a prodigy, natural and untended. Amos was better, and at the time had been glad. But walking beside him now, he feels ashamed of his effort. The summer hours spent sweating grow needful and unsightly.


Around them, the college lies stilled by August sun. Empty paths vein its lawns. Only athletes have returned; they move in small clusters, their voices distant and soft.


“This is me,” the boy says.


The rest nod and walk on. Then Amos remembers it’s his dorm as well. He turns, jogging back.


“You live here?” the boy asks.


“Aye.” Amos squints like an old man surveying his farm. “Ever since this morning.”


The boy laughs gently. He offers a warm hand, tanned as a glove.


“Emerson.”


“Not Ford?”


“Either is fine.”


“Amos.”


“So you’re the guy who brought lamps.”


“We’re roommates?”


The boy gestures with his arm.


“Aye,” he says. “Ever since this morning.”
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They had left on schedule and were making good time. The sky, taut as a sheet, stretched overhead. The roads were clear, the light a cool, cathedral blue. Amos didn’t drive much, but he liked it: the way the car enclosed them within tasteful curves, how it leapt forward under his foot.


The land dashed by—trees, trees, an interruption of rock. He watched a barn approach and snap past. Faded shingles, stacks of wood on the porch. It was early October. The summer had been defeated, the chill of winter wasn’t yet at the eaves. Things seemed amenable, open. There were still good days left.


Claire sighed and shut her book. Amos turned, touching her knee. She smiled wordlessly and lay her head against the window. From the back, Anna watched.


“If it rains,” she said, “can we see a movie?”


She could tell her father had been trying to think of something to say.


“Is it supposed to?” he asked.


Claire looked up. “How unprepared will you be if it does?”


Her chiding wasn’t without affection. She did rather enjoy the loose calm with which it would dawn on him that he’d neglected to pack something important. And yet there were also times when carelessness left him wrongly dressed that she felt a startling anger. Then she wanted almost to slap him, as if he were a child, a drunk who refused to stop talking. He seemed, in some crucial sense, an unserious person.


Amos waved this away.


“Is it?”


Anna shrugged.


“Regardless,” Claire said. “No hard candy. Doctor’s orders.”


Amos snorted.


“What?” Anna asked.


“Your dad had a toothache and thought he was dying.”


Amos let this pass without comment. He looked at Anna in the mirror. She looked back. He screwed up his face and frowned, as though someone had asked for the music to be turned down. Claire’s gaze alighted like heat on his cheek.


“It won’t rain,” he said. “Not on his birthday. Emerson would never allow it.”


THAT MORNING, Amos had sat on the edge of the chair while an assistant went in search of the dentist. Blood in the sink had brought him, a small swell at the back of his jaw. Swell—that’s how he’d described it over the phone. Like a little hill. What had he not wanted to say? Lump, of course. Because everyone knew what came next when you found a lump, and spitting blood was a sure sign that someone in the movie was going to die.


Claire had assured him it was nothing.


“I’m a doctor,” she said.


“Who’s also my wife,” he replied. “I need an impartial opinion.”


“The more reason to trust me. Shouldn’t I be biased in favor of alarm?”


At the time it had seemed like a fair point, but as Amos listened to the chair squeak beneath him, he realized how quiet the room was, how empty. Yes, he thought, she should’ve been.


“Amos,” Dr. Phillips said, coming through the door. He gestured toward the counter. “Floss?”


Amos shook his head. “Better you know the real me.”


“Right,” the man said flatly. “Let’s have a look.”


Amos sat back. It was an odd joke, he allowed. Was it funny? Yes, sort of, not terribly, but enough. Funny enough for a dentist’s office certainly. What did he expect? Were people making better jokes than this? To whom was he explaining himself? Why not simply say nothing at all?


Here his mind went, scurrying in search of thoughts and tasks, observations and quips. It groped like the hungry, desperate fingers of a boy fumbling with the clasp of a dress. He knew what he was doing—smiling, laughing, offering up wry asides. Look at me, the show was meant to say, how easy, how casual. It was all hope, fearful and empty.


After a moment, the man withdrew and swiveled away.


“You’ve got nothing to worry about.”


Amos felt newly aware of wanting his expression to appear calm, but in spite of himself he shuddered with adrenaline and relief.


“Nothing?” he asked.


“Never had your wisdom teeth out, I see,” the man said, tossing his gloves into a bin by the door.


“No,” he replied, “my mother . . .”


But Amos had stopped listening, even to his own words. The room seemed suddenly bright, almost friendly. It became routine once again.


He was no longer needed. He would go back to work. He would call Emerson. He would tell him that everything was fine and would be OK.


ANNA INSPECTED A small mole on her knee, then sat back. To her right was the sketchbook she’d lately taken to carrying, its pages thick and expensive and mostly empty. She touched the cover. She wasn’t ashamed of it yet. She still believed it might play a role in who she’d become.


Trees poured along the sides of the road. The car seemed to swim through them. At some point, the city had dropped away. Now there was land—green, sprawling, delicious as sips. The thought of blunt streets became harder; the click of pigeons faded, was gone.


Anna opened the window.


Claire looked up from her book. “Must you?”


“But it smells so good.”


Her mother said nothing. After a moment Anna shut it again. The rumple of wind continued outside the glass.


“How long were you scared?” she asked.


“What?” Claire replied.


“Not you. Dad. About your tooth.”


“Oh, muskrat. I wasn’t scared. I just—”


A flash of his father’s gangrenous leg.


“I just wanted to be sure.”


She seemed unconvinced and Amos imagined going on, adding to what she already knew—that her grandfather had died before she was born—details about the way he’d looked, lying there in the living room, his bones run through with tumors, his calf like a squash left to rot in the sun. Maybe he’d continue, describing how they’d stood around the cheapest pine casket, a casket which wouldn’t have moved him one way or another had his mother not screamed that of course there was no money for that, of course he’d not taken care of one goddamn thing.


It could be quick. With the right details Amos might manage a picture that captured some truth. My dad: a man of tragic, annihilating neglect; twice divorced, smoking and drinking and eating himself to death. He was sixty-two at the end. His sallow eyes like embers left to burn out overnight; in his closet, a box of unopened bills. And me? A small laugh. I turned twenty that spring. When we threw out his bed, the mattress was full of ants.


He could picture Anna’s face as he laid all this out. Earnest, a little confused. He could picture Claire’s, too, its quizzical bemusement inflected with irritation. She had heard it before—not in decades, not since the days when, propped on elbows, they’d dumped their histories into the tangle of sheets. But that was so long ago; there was no need for it now. Why, her expression would say, was he telling her this?


It was a question to which Amos had no answer. He just felt it sometimes: that a thing must be shared with their daughter. And when he did, it came strong as the need to confess.


But then again, it was such a lovely afternoon. They were quiet and together and on their way to celebrate his best friend. And though there was an occasion, it could just as easily have been a weekend of no consequence. Because this was the world he had fashioned, the one he had gone out and made. So what was to be gained by exhuming some piece of fetid past? Nothing. Very little at most. He set it aside, smiling instead—to himself, to the trees, to the cool, composed car.


Amos felt Claire looking at him.


“It’s good we’re going,” she said. “He pretends he doesn’t care. But . . .”


He grinned and nodded. A proper party would follow next week, something befitting the idea of fifty-two. Friends, colleagues, their legs sheathed in practical pants; oysters, pickled onions by the bar. It didn’t matter. Sunday was the day itself, whatever might be remembered would happen then. Noisemakers, hats, a candle stuck through the crown of a soft-boiled egg.


From the back seat, Anna yawned. Claire stretched her arms forward and drummed on the dash. The silence of families is never really complete. The roots speak, the breath.


Each in their own way will think of this drive. They will marvel at its ordinariness, they will search it for signs. Was it already broken? Was it already lost? They will wonder. They will have no idea.


Claire turned to him.


“Thanks for manning the ship.”


He put a hand on her leg and she shifted in order to pin it between her knees. The car flew on. Amos felt himself move with it—this smooth, edgeless life.
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Emerson had kissed his wife when he came in, which was the right thing to do. Even though she’d been sitting at the kitchen table, empty bowl before her, with the spaceless look in her eyes that made him think he could slap her and she might not even notice. She started at the sound of his voice. His lips grazed her hair.


“Making headway on the human condition?”


Retsy gave him a look—the kind he respected and, in a way, loved. One of idle disdain. He didn’t think she held him entirely in contempt, but that she could express the moments she did with such a lack of restraint appealed to him on a primitive, sexual level. So he kissed her again, this time with feeling, and told her about the crash.


Upstairs, he stripped off his sweater and pants, the belt buckle sounding faintly against the floor. There was no need for the change of clothes: though he had come from the city, he’d not worn a suit to the office and what he was about to put on would hardly be different from what he’d removed. Still, after an ordeal like that, he wanted something new.


Emerson preferred to receive visitors having spent at least a day or two in the house. Being there beforehand ensured that when he opened the door, clapped them on the shoulder, and lifted their children, it was clear that he belonged in some essential way, that they were his guests, that long after they’d gone he would stay. Perhaps, then, the unnecessary change in attire was an attempt to achieve some version of this effect.


He dressed as one would expect. He entered clothes like opinions, with the graceful assurance of someone who has not questioned their choices. Legs, arms. The small leaping of muscles, the suggestion of strength. Any broader and his mouth might have been too large. Instead, his smile held like an embrace. Dazzling teeth, lips like folds of rich fabric, a smile in which one wants to believe. It was the kind that can only belong to a man: it had no sense of history; it seemed unaware of the world.


He was not smiling now, however. He was pulling on his slacks and wishing Amos were already there so he could figure out how he felt about what had happened. Which was that he’d hit a woman with his car. True, she hadn’t died, and the consensus was that she’d be fine—but still, it was something, wasn’t it? Plus, the details which emerged after had raised big-feeling questions, questions he didn’t want to think through on his own.


Retsy had said the right things, the ones to be expected, but there was a limit to how far she could go. When it came to thinking, she was like someone who tidied but never cleaned. He laughed to himself. That was a clever way to put it. A little mean, yes, but so the truth tended to go. He could even imagine it slipping out one day as something he actually said.


Anyway, Amos. The thought of his friend made Emerson pause and look toward the barn. His mood brightened. His chest lifted with a pleasant, deliberate breath. Something about his friend seemed to promise a purging. Time spent with Amos was like taking a damp cloth to dusty windows: in its wake, the world of nuance sprang forth. He should tell him, Emerson thought. Why not say it exactly like that?


Oh, but Amos already knew. Decades now, their friendship. Since college, since the first day of college. They confided in one another, they hugged. Not like men, but like friends. Real, loving hugs, clutches without irony. People envied them; they measured their own lives against what they had. He’s my Amos, one might say. It wasn’t true, of course. But Emerson allowed them their hope.


THROUGH THE WALL he heard Sophie call to Retsy. He smiled at the tone. They weren’t fighting, but it had an edge. Sophie was newly sixteen, and the word itself—Mom—had become a soiled rag, one she uttered as if holding at arm’s length.


She’s awful to me, Retsy had complained recently. Oh, stop, he said, patting her knee. Amos says Anna’s the same with Claire. Then he kept reading—a history of great battles. Turning the page, Emerson wondered whether, had circumstance demanded, he might’ve been shown to possess a similar genius.


Sophie was going downstairs. A quick, sock-footed patter described her descent. He could picture the way she’d trace the railing with the tips of her fingers. He pulled at his cuffs and inspected his palms, brushing them clean of nothing. He had not once looked in the mirror. He was vain, of course, but it was a powerful kind. He did not stop to wonder. He did not need to be reminded.


He would go down and make sure they weren’t at each other’s throats. Or, if they were, he’d break it up and lighten the mood. He was still strong enough to heave Sophie over his shoulder. She claimed to hate it, but he wasn’t sure. Besides, it was his birthday, he loved her and it was fun.
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Their car plunged through the woods, borne along by the road. The yellow paint had begun to crack, but the pavement was smooth; it unfurled itself across the land. On either side, the earth sprawled in the languid stupor of a storm which has passed. Overfull, bleary and content.


Occasionally the trees dropped away. Then the great river emerged. Slick, gray, it shimmered like the scales of a fish. A town approached. A town of sheds where vegetables were stacked—nearby, prices scrawled in chalk, a cup left for money that no one guards.


The road ran on, dipped, then climbed a bluff. There, a sharp bend—the one directions warn newcomers about, otherwise the driveway is easily missed. The ground creaked under the tires, roots jostled the bags in the trunk. Hearing them, the neighbor’s dog came bounding out. He followed alongside, barking, wagging his tail. Birds fled the bushes and freckled the sky.


“I feel relaxed already,” said Claire.


“Good,” Anna said. “I like you better that way.”


Amos clicked his tongue.


“Ladies, your destination is on our right.”


The house sat waiting—like a verdict, like the last line in a book. Gray stones climbed to the eaves. The door was green, the windows had many panes. Toward the edge of the wood was a barn, both sides drawn open so that a square of forest shown through. The grass in the yard had been allowed to grow long. A ball, thrown for the dog, disappeared in the tangle. He rooted around, turned, rooted some more.


Inside, the smell of years. Certain rooms felt as if they were underground. The dark air was cool, almost damp. In others the light poured in, washing the walls and warming the latches. A grandfather clock sat by the base of the stairs. A contented breeze came through the window, a breeze like the chatter of friends. There was a certainty in everything. The days lush, smooth as pebbles.


EMERSON ACCEPTED THE WINE as Claire embraced him. He handed it to Retsy who made an expression, as though asking whether it should be served with dinner. Claire shook her head.


Everything—the light, the hour—was familiar. Five. Five thirty. The hour of excitement and calm confidence, when the things that will happen have not yet begun. The sound of glasses taken down from the shelf, of bodies arriving, coming in from the dusk.


Sophie looked at Anna and shrugged with a familiar confusion, as though confirming a happy bafflement at having once again found themselves in this position. Wordlessly, they climbed the stairs. Amos was the last to enter.


“Hi, hi,” he said. He turned to the dog. “Hi.”


Retsy held him by the shoulder as she kissed his cheek.


“Oh, I’m sorry—you hurt your mouth?”


“No, not really.” Amos felt Claire’s presence beside him. “It’s nothing.”


“Well, that’s good,” Retsy replied.


Claire pinched the back of his leg.


“But thank you for treading with caution,” she added.


“Speaking of which,” Retsy began.


“Wait till we’re sitting,” Emerson said.


He was standing behind her and for a moment Retsy seemed extraordinarily small—like a doll, a thing he had made.


“OK,” he added, as though they could get down to business. He clutched Claire’s shoulder with the roughness of cousins, then turned to Amos.


“Easy drive?”


“Oh,” Retsy cried in a small, useless voice. A moment later, the floor glistened. The pieces were everywhere, the label was torn. She had bent and was leaning toward one.


“Stop,” Emerson said. He swept her aside like a curtain. “You’ll cut yourself.”


Retsy stumbled slightly, then stood. She offered Claire a wide, unconvincing smile.


“I thought it would be nice, starting things with a splash. Besides,” she added, “he’s always telling me to make my presence felt.”


“Am I?” Emerson said. His broad back was filling his shirt.


“I’m sorry, though,” she went on. “It did look good. And your shoes . . .”


“That’s why we only gift white,” Claire grinned pleasantly. The way he’d moved Retsy was too much, even a little bit cruel; and yet, she allowed, also somehow appealing, correct, a way of punishing and protecting at the same time.


Amos returned, his hands full of tea towels.


“A lot less dry than advertised,” he observed.


They looked at him. Emerson was smiling as he shook his head.


Watching them both—one gathering shards in quick, confident reaches, the other swabbing damp spots—the arrangement struck Claire as fitting somehow; and, having thought it, she found this to be an idea with some edge. Then it was gone and she was laughing a little. What her husband had said was funny, after all, so why shouldn’t she?


“You know what I want for my birthday?” Emerson stood. He was brushing his hands on his pants. “A dustpan. Maybe even a broom.”


Before she disappeared, Retsy gestured toward their bags.


“Come, come. You know the deal.”


When she was gone, Emerson touched his tongue to the spot between two knuckles where a run of blood had appeared.


“Hey, Tooth Fairy,” he said. He reached toward Amos and stroked his cheek. “Fuck you for getting us worried.”
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Amos stood watching as Emerson prepared their drinks. His back was turned. Music was playing. Strings, a woman’s voice. He held a bottle up, showing the label.


“Great,” Amos said.


“Ice?”


“No.”


“Water?”


“No. Yes. Just a little.”


Emerson had done this when they were students, too. These gestures, these questions. Amos remembered feeling that he’d been witnessing a kind of straddling—that of a boy, filling his father’s tumblers with his father’s liquor, somewhere between playing the thing and having fully become it. Now, here they were: this was the room his friend had always been meant to inhabit. Scalloped frames on the walls, the furniture dark, smooth as pews.


“What’s this?” Amos asked.


He was talking about a canvas that stood wrapped against the desk.


Emerson shrugged.


Amos smiled. “Long week?”


“Not really.”


They both laughed.


“Hey.” Emerson held out a glass.


Amos took it and sat.


“God, it’s good to be here.” He let out a little breath after he swallowed. “Any news since Paula?”


Emerson made a noise of mild entertainment. They’d already spoken at lunch, when he called to relate, a little sheepishly, how he’d asked his assistant to rewrite a check for the woman who cleaned, his own handwriting having proven too illegible for the bank to accept. Amos had mocked him—as Emerson expected, as, in a sense, he had wanted. Because to be ridiculed by his friend was a benediction of sorts: it allowed him to go forward absolved.


“Actually, some.”


“Oh?”


“Not really, but I got in an accident on my way up.”


His reluctance surprised him. Emerson had thought he wanted to discuss it, but the idea of doing so now made him tired. The truth was that Amos’s mind could demand a certain rigor toward which it was possible to feel not only annoyance but exhaustion and boredom. Sometimes things were just things. It wasn’t all so symbolic. You really could do stuff without needing to worry what it implied about who you might be.


Take the time he’d brought Amos to the firm’s Christmas party. They were young still, twenty-six or -seven, and, having recently discovered that he really was good at the job, Emerson had been excited, hopeful even, that a partner might say something in front of them both about what a lawyer he made. Instead, however, they’d talked mostly to another associate whom Amos had insisted on needling for his suggestion that the homeless’s poor English was the cause of their plight.


The point wasn’t whether Amos had been right, or if the man deserved contempt. He was a placeholder, a cutout, someone in the shape of a person who was to be allowed his comments without challenge. Not because anyone agreed, but because what he said didn’t matter. Plus, one day he might be of use; there could come a time when something was needed that he’d give or do. And when it arrived, the rules—the way things were done—would reveal their patient logic. The cost was so small: just let some things go.


“I’m fine,” Emerson said, looking around as though in search of another topic.


“Well, good. What happened?”


He sighed. “It’s . . . I don’t know. I’m not in the mood.”


A faint confusion played on Amos’s face.


“You think this could be a symptom of something internal?”


Emerson patted his sides.


“Ask your wife.”


Amos smiled. The drink had made its way into his chest. He stretched out his legs.


“How’s . . . what is it, Shields?”


“We’ll settle.”


“Oh, good. You seemed worried before.”


“Did I?” Emerson was inspecting a thread on the arm of his sweater. “What news from the couch?”


“Parents, et cetera. An affair, or several.”


Emerson nodded. “All else aside, I do admire the energy those must demand.” He paused. “How often do people actually take your advice?”


Amos touched his chin. “How often do people take yours?”


Emerson frowned to acknowledge the suitable retort.


“Not often enough to rid themselves of the need to come back.”


“I suppose we’re both counting on that.”


They each smiled. Amos lifted his glass. It had passed, whatever that was.


“I read a good line the other day,” he went on. “‘We look at the world once, in childhood. The rest is memory.’”


Emerson shrugged. “I don’t buy it.”


“OK.”


“Where?”


“A poem.”


Emerson’s eyes were still cast toward his sleeve, but on his face a slight smile emerged. A vindicated smile, Amos thought, meant to impugn his life.


“I mean, sure.” Emerson lifted the toe of one shoe and squinted at it. “But who cares?”


“I don’t think it’s supposed to change how you live,” Amos said. “It’s just interesting.”


He stood, a little current of anger running through him, and went to the wall inlaid with shelves. He leaned forward, inspecting their titles.


“Reading anything good?”


This question always felt like a bit of a dare. Predictably, Amos thought, Emerson preferred historical tomes, accounts of war and theories of civilization. It wasn’t that Amos couldn’t see their appeal: he was fascinated by the way speeches or storms or the collapse of a bridge might ripple across history. But why they appealed to Emerson was less clear, and though Amos could hardly have defended such a claim, there seemed something bankrupt, almost sinister about his taste. After all, wasn’t it rather inhuman—parceling time into periods during which this or that method of farming was used? Didn’t it do more to obscure than reveal the essence of how people were?


But then again, wasn’t this the same person who’d expressed surprise when Amos mentioned his trip to the dentist, saying he thought things were fine; and who, after Amos explained that, no, it was just Claire who felt certain, said, “She’s the worst” in a way that made Amos think he might cry. Because it was something only he could say—he who’d known Claire longer than Amos, who had introduced them, no less, and who, being bound up in her history and her family and the idea of what she was, had the power to reach out and give Amos permission. Which was something. Which, when you thought about it, was really quite something. So who cared what kind of books he liked to read?


“Know it?” Emerson asked. He’d lifted one from his desk.


Amos squinted.


“I don’t think so. How many people died?”


“The perfect amount.”


Amos laughed, then sat again. He watched his friend. Emerson’s face wore its age lightly, like dust. Amos could look across now and see the same restrained grin that greeted him late one night as he returned to their first apartment; he could remember—it took no trouble at all—how Emerson perched cross-legged atop the checked tablecloth beside a small plate of palmiers. They were both twenty-three. Their spoons did not match. Where had this come from, and why. Emerson dismissed these questions with a lazy gesture. “I knocked on a few doors,” he’d said. “What else is a father to do while he waits for his son to get home?”


Amos leaned forward. The ice on the sideboard was melting, the tacks in the sofa were catching the light. Affection and concern—these were what he felt, were all he ever wanted to feel.


“A car accident,” he marveled, releasing a breath. “Jesus. Shouldn’t Claire at least touch your ribs?”


Emerson gave him a chastening look. “You of all people . . .”


He finished his drink with a single, handsome swallow.


“OK,” he said. “I need to get started, assuming you want to eat.”


Amos sat for a minute after he’d gone. He could picture him at work. The large knife flashing, the dish towel over one shoulder; his face growing serious for moments, then calm, impassive. He’d handle herbs gently, the garlic exploding under the heel of his palm.
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They were standing in the kitchen, the women. Not uncomfortably, but not without a sense of what brought them together. Copper pots hung overhead. Along the shelves were spices, tea, jars with dates written on tape. A basin sink, porcelain, deep enough to wash fruit. The floor was made of wide boards painted white. Through socks, one could still feel their grain.


Retsy nodded toward the library. “He’s been waiting all week.”


“And it’s been at least lunch since they spoke,” Claire replied.


Retsy laughed. Her dark hair was drawn up, her neck bare. She was smiling in the broad, dissolute way that could make her legs not feel like the achievement they were. She stroked the back of one hand. That her fingers were wider at the knuckles made her feel safe.


“Are you hungry?” she asked. “We have cheese. And I think melon, too.”


“What about a Pernod?”


“That sounds much better,” she agreed.


Claire didn’t intimidate her, but people in medicine had a certain way about them—capable, inured, they seemed always to be waiting for the point. It was why, in anticipation of visits like these, Retsy often found herself grateful to come upon some worthwhile anecdote. Like what the clerk in the bookstore had said. Would Claire already know that the same doctor—he was a charlatan, really—had been responsible for the death of Beethoven and Handel? Perhaps, but that was less important. What mattered was that it was precisely the right kind of fact. Or, Retsy thought now, she could tell her about firing Raymond. He’d overseen the set crew for a theater on whose board she sat, and Claire enjoyed knowing the forms failure could take. Plus, Retsy didn’t mind the thought of her realizing there was a part of the world in which people looked to her, where they said, Retsina, can you take care of this?


And yet, as the two stood, she found that having dropped the wine made such a thing impossible to say. I know I seem clumsy, but last week I took away a man’s job. It would appear like the fumbling rejoinder it was: flimsy, irrelevant, protesting too much and so on.


Retsy knew she was being foolish. This was the worst part of herself. But still: she faltered. She set her chin in her palm.


“Do you think he’d forgive me if I hung streamers?” she said finally.


“Now?” Claire crossed her legs. Her expression was flat and a touch withholding. “Or on Sunday?”


“I suppose I could wait,” Retsy allowed.


“That way you’d have the element of surprise.”


“A thing he famously loves.”


They smiled at each other. Yes, this man. They both knew him; about him they could speak. The girls entered. Sophie lifted herself onto the counter and began peeling an orange.


Machinations aside, it was a comfort to Retsy, having them there. She loved Claire, and Anna of course—not only as people but for what they seemed to mean. Because they existed, she made sense. They affirmed her bracelets, the shirts in her drawers.


“How’s school?” she asked.


“I’m bad at math,” Anna said.


“Good. That’s the least important one.”


“Everyone acts like the opposite.”


“Precisely.”


Anna smiled. More with her eyes than her mouth. It was grateful, but also restrained. She opened a cupboard, then shut it again.


Watching this, Claire felt an angry little tremor. Her mind filled with an image, some years from now, of Anna in an apartment. Wearing only a shirt and slim briefs, she sat at a table. Her skin clung to the wood of the chair, the windows were thrown open to the city’s thick heat. There was a man, too. On his plate lay slices of fruit. Claire didn’t know who he was and could not see his face. But he was real. Or would be. That was the point.


“Hungry?” she asked. Her tone was sharp, intentional.


Anna looked back at the cabinet and shrugged. She turned to Retsy.


“You look pretty,” she said.


Sophie laughed—a small, surprised noise to declare the novelty of this.


Retsy touched Anna’s shoulder. “Well, thank you.” A glance toward her own daughter. “It’s nice to feel seen.”


Sophie sighed and dropped to the floor.


“We’re going upstairs.”


As Claire watched them leave, she had the strange impulse to reach out and yank Anna by the hair or the hem of her shirt. Because “You look pretty” wasn’t something her daughter said—or, if it was, it never sounded like that. Claire knew she hadn’t been trying to imply her own mother wasn’t: it was less catty, but more daring—an attempt to claim a peer’s kind of space, a way of saying, I’m one of you now.


And, partly, it was true. Recently Anna had changed, beyond the obvious bodily stuff. How she looked at things had become possessive, almost sexual; she moved with the arrogance of an appraiser, one who thinks themself fit to decide something’s worth. It could leave Claire feeling that she’d given her something important and now changed her mind. It was being misused. It must be taken back.


When they were gone, Retsy sat. Emerson had come in. He stood, trying to make sense of the room’s atmosphere.


“God,” Retsy sighed. “They’re awful at this age.”


Claire smiled appreciatively. “Hadn’t we meant to make drinks?”


Emerson began washing his hands.


“Oh, please,” he laughed, “you’re both lucky. Boys would be even worse.”
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My dad hit someone with his car,” Sophie said from where she’d thrown herself across the bed.


Anna turned. “What?”


“Yeah,” she said to the ceiling, “she was depressed or something. There was a letter in her pocket.”


“Is she OK?”


“They said she’d live, but apparently it was bad.”


“What was in the letter?”


“I’m not sure,” Sophie replied. “My dad knows. It was to her husband, or her boyfriend.” She paused. “I hope someday somebody loves me that much.”


Anna let out a single shocked cackle.


“Don’t you?” Sophie asked.


Anna shrugged.


“Any boys?”


“No one good.”


“Me neither.”


“Makes you wonder what class is even for,” Anna said.


They both laughed. There’d been a point when this might’ve come with some prickly undercurrent. They attended different schools now, and for a time Anna seemed to believe that whatever discomfort Sophie might feel over not having been offered a place at hers would be alleviated by crudely deployed scorn. Of course, such methods achieved nothing and only reeked of the arrogance they professed to deny. But that was over, or seemed so. This, Sophie could tell, had been without pretense.


Anna lay next to her and looked up at the beams.


“Do you think they’ll let us have wine?”


“Not if you ask like that,” Sophie replied.


“Like what?”


“Like a child.”


Anna allowed this to pass without comment. She rolled over and raised herself onto her elbows.


“Do you remember Crime Stoppers?”


Sophie smiled. It was a game they had played, weaving intricate plots for neighbors, bellhops, the woman seen trailed by two loping Great Danes. What do you think, they wondered. What were they plotting? Maybe a heist at the Frick or the bank on Third Ave. The mailman might be a guy gangsters call when they want someone dead.


“I probably still have our logs at home.”


“Good,” Anna said. “Though in fairness, we never did make any arrests.”


Sophie wagged a finger.


“That’s the power of deterrence.”


Anna’s real laugh, the one she gave now, was round and authentic; it could only be earned. Hearing it, Sophie felt a rush of happiness. She wasn’t thinking too much, she was just talking; she was being the way she wanted to be.


It was a welcome departure from how she acted sometimes—which, to put it plainly, was like a bitch. And though Sophie would not have denied this, few things left her as confused as when people called her mean. On one hand, she felt glad. Even when it came from classmates she’d hurt—their faces cowed and skittish, their voices like bruised fruit—she couldn’t help hearing it as a kind of compliment. Smart, powerful, clever, funny. Wasn’t that what they meant? Wasn’t that what they’d really said? But a part of her also felt misunderstood. It was as though she were sorry and that she’d been falsely accused.


Anna heightened all this. Fairly or not, Sophie felt goaded by her presence, at once glad for the nearness of someone who seemed so self-possessed and yet also enraged by what such a demeanor implied.


Take the afternoon they’d been walking near the reservoir and Sophie had spotted a man in the bushes. His hair hung in filthy coils. His eyes darted about with fearful aggression.


“Oh my god,” she said. She grabbed Anna’s arm. “Oh my god, he’s taking a shit.”


Anna frowned and wrinkled her nose.


“Some people are animals,” Sophie went on, feeling a touch of shame at having tried to sound like her father.


Anna said nothing. After a moment, she let out a sigh.


“I bet he really didn’t want to.”


How typical, Sophie had thought. How like Anna that was—making one feel at ease and then, when it suited, drawing back, disclaiming everything in favor of her safe, superior perch. This was the reason Sophie poked at her friend. Just to keep things even, just to know that she could. Like what she’d said about the wine and Anna’s having asked like a child. It was exactly the sort of swipe she might take and then quickly regret. On some level she knew meanness ate its way out from the inside, but the power to wound was better than nothing. At least Sophie had that. At least she could remind Anna she would always have that.


She tossed her a pillow.


“Do you think we’ll be friends like them, in thirty years or whatever?”


“Why not?” Anna said.


Sophie shrugged to hide her disappointment. She’d hoped for more than an absence of doubt: she wanted Anna to want to be friends. It would mean something if she did—not so much to her but, she felt, about who she was.


“Is there any candy downstairs?” Anna asked, not noticing. “I’m craving a sweet.”


“Candy?” Sophie scoffed. “Have you seen my mother?”
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Having asked to help and been dismissed with a wave, Amos climbed the stairs. His thoughts returned to how the day had begun—rising early to shave before his appointment, the gray office with its smell of sterile rubber. And yet, it had been nothing. Nothing: the word itself like the whooshing relief of a long-held breath. What had the dentist said? Just a case of good news. Amos smiled. It was, he allowed, the faintest bit clever. He took the steps two at a time. He was going in search of his wife.


“What a look,” Claire said.


Amos set his drink on the dresser. Her eyes followed him in the mirror as he approached.


She stood over her suitcase. He held her shoulders and watched as she lifted her neat, precise things. Linens, wools, slacks of deep blue. The sight made him feel safe in a sprawling, impenetrable way.


Downstairs, Emerson called to Retsy, asking her to taste the broth. Ten more minutes, she said, maybe fifteen. Amos let his lip curl into the hint of a smile. He traced Claire’s necklace, sliding his finger under her shirt like the edge of a letter.


“Don’t be absurd.”


“But that’s my way.”
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