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For Tommaso and Leandro

No Ordinary Matter

This was a very innocent planet, except for those great big brains.

—KURT VONNEGUT, Galápagos

Truth is stranger than fiction, but it is because Fiction is obliged to stick to possibilities; Truth isn’t.

—MARK TWAIN

The Brain—is wider than the Sky—For—put them side by side—The one the other will contain With ease—and You—beside.

—EMILY DICKINSON
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I



Veronica sat in the back of the Hungarian Pastry Shop waiting for her older sister, Lillian. She surveyed the compact room, while contemplating a dash outside for a smoke. The café’s clientele were mostly regulars who came laden with dog-eared, beverage-stained reading materials and stayed for hours sharing a table with fellow bohemian throwbacks while consuming innumerable cups of coffee. A laptop was as rare a sight in the Hungarian Pastry Shop as was a pencil in Silicon Valley. In keeping with the times, however, the patrons had been forced to give up smoking, at least while inside the café. When Veronica was a student, smoking Lucky Strikes or Gitanes with your coffee was de rigueur. Now smoking was permitted only at the tables on the sidewalk out front, which lay in the formidable shadow of the Cathedral of St. John the Divine.

As she waited for Lillian, Veronica sipped a cup of Viennese coffee and ate a hamantasch, a triangular pastry with poppy-seed, prune, and walnut filling. For nearly fourteen years, since Veronica was a freshman at Barnard and Lillian had just started in the M.D./Ph.D. program in neuroscience at Columbia, the two sisters had met more or less consistently the first Monday of every month at 9:00 A.M. in the dusky but warm and sweet-smelling hangout.

Veronica, a half-pack-a-day smoker, hated being told she couldn’t smoke, because it reminded her that she shouldn’t smoke, which made her defensive and angry, a state of being she found very uncomfortable. But perhaps it was better under the pastry-shop rules that she wasn’t allowed to smoke on these Monday mornings with her sister, since she was then spared Lillian’s medically detailed descriptions of the long and painful death that awaited her if she continued to smoke. Veronica, however, wasn’t in the habit of thinking quite that far into the future and, besides, she just loved to smoke—she loved the taste, the smell, the way she looked with a cigarette in her hand, and most of all she loved feeling, even if just for the duration of the cigarette, defiant. What exactly she was defying—death, her sister, the surgeon general—she wasn’t at all sure.

Veronica wished desperately for a cigarette to go with her coffee as she strained her eyes in the dim light shed by the bluebell-shaped wall lamp just above her table. She was reading over the script she had written for an episode of Ordinary Matters. Later that morning, the draft was due to be delivered to a head writer for his review, which would lead to inevitable rewrites before final approval by the associate producer, Jane Lust. Not once, in the five years Veronica had been a sub-writer for Ordinary Matters, had the head writer flat out accepted what she’d turned in. Veronica believed the head writers returned each and every script for rewrites, regardless of its merit, to ensure that none of the sub-writers got big ideas about moving up. They needn’t have worried about Veronica. She had no desire whatsoever to become a head writer. Such a promotion would mean more money, benefits, and perks, but it also would mean joining the office corps, which would seriously curtail the pursuit of her greater ambition to write musicals. When Veronica was hired, Jane Lust had told her that if she had any sense she wouldn’t take the job, that writers shouldn’t write as a sideline, that she would end her days as a soap opera writer. She said that statistically Veronica would have a greater chance of breaking into a writing career if she were an actor on the show, that the names of sub-writers who ever went on to write anything, much less get published or produced, could be easily scribbled on the inside cover of a pack of matches.

Veronica closed the script and pushed it away. Soap operas, she decided, were even more implausible than musicals. Her eyes were wandering over this month’s art exhibit on the pastry shop’s walls—watercolor landscapes of industrial New Jersey—when she felt a stir go through the café . Whenever Lillian entered a room, heads visibly turned. Both men and women did double takes, repeatedly sneaking glances to discern which famous movie star or supermodel they had spotted on her day off. And there she was, placing her order at the counter, six feet tall, blond, gorgeous. Years of living with her sister’s beauty had not made Veronica’s pangs of jealousy any less sharp, but what had evolved was this: Veronica’s desire to be Lillian was now only a desire to know what it was like to be Lillian. Taken on its own, Veronica’s beauty was quietly arresting, but her average height, dark eyes, short dark hair, became mothlike beside Lillian’s flame.

“So who is Dr. White’s wife going to sleep with this week?” Lillian asked, gesturing at the script. Veronica knew Lillian was just winging it with this question—she never watched the show. Even when Veronica had arranged for her to become the show’s consultant on neurological issues, Lillian still never watched. Since Lillian was a neurologist at St. Luke’s Hospital and a researcher in Berlin Hoshi’s lab at Columbia’s Center for the Neurobiology of the Mind, Jane Lust was eager to hire her. Amnesia was a staple on Ordinary Matters, but now and again narcolepsy or Alzheimer’s disease would turn up and Lillian would give the writers the appropriate medical jargon.

Professionally, Lillian was something of a renegade. Her Ph.D. was in neuropsychology and her medical specialization was neuro-rehabilitation after head injury. While some of her colleagues thought she was a genius, “a scientist before her time,” most thought she wasn’t serious enough about her work. She was employed by a hospital that had no neurology department to speak of, she was an associate in a notorious eccentric’s lab, her publications were all over the place in terms of subject, and, worst of all, she hired herself out to lowbrow ventures such as soap operas and insurance companies. In Veronica’s opinion, by far the most deplorable thing said about Lillian was that she owed the continuous publication of her work and her position in Berlin Hoshi’s lab entirely to her exceptional beauty. Some of this Veronica had learned from Lillian and some of it she got from her own boyfriend, Nick, whose childhood friend had gone to medical school with Lillian. Veronica told Nick not to pass along his friend’s gossip to her, but she secretly loved to hear about her sister from another source.

“This week’s candidate,” Veronica said, “is Dr. Roger Norman, the psychiatrist who is trying to cure her nymphomania.” Eve White had already slept her way through the entire Paramount Medical Center staff—in fact, the scriptwriters had to keep writing in new doctors, orderlies, male nurses, and patients for her to seduce. “I doubt it will get by the head writer, though, since Dr. Norman is Eve’s only hope. If they have sex, she either has to be killed off or cured. And those options are unlikely, since this nympho thing has been a ratings bonanza.” Veronica ate the last bite of her hamantasch. “I think they’ll want to milk it a few more months, but we’re just about out of men for Eve.”

“How can you eat that thing? Poppy seed and prune?” Lillian said. Even with her face smooshed up in a sour look, she was ravishing.

“Lillian, you’ve been watching me eat these pastries for years,” Veronica said. “What’s different about it today?” Her sister loathed the sugar-drenched pastries from Eastern Europe which, she had once said, suggested the added ingredient of the sweat from the brow of a fat, sharp-tongued housewife.

“Nothing. I’m pregnant. I home-tested positive this morning.”

“Lillian,” a waitress called out, then delivered a cup of black American coffee.

“That was quick,” Veronica said, referring to the conception, not the coffee.

A few months earlier Lillian had announced to Veronica that she had decided to have a baby. She was thirty-five, she explained, and it was time. There was no man she was particularly interested in and certainly no one she wanted to share the experience with. As for raising the child, men didn’t seem do that much anyway unless, as in the case of widowers and househusbands, they did it all. She would just have to rely on Margaret Mead’s dictum: Fatherhood was a social invention.

“It’s a new millennium and an election year. That should fill up your newness quotient for a while without your having to go and have a baby,” Veronica had said at the time, and then swiftly repressed Lillian’s plan. Veronica now realized that she had refused to believe her sister because she dreaded the possibility of being replaced. She knew she should be experiencing joy and elation at Lillian’s good news, which she was, but she was also, unreasonably, irrationally, jealous.

“Is there a father?” Veronica asked. She looked around the room to make sure no one was listening. The only person nearby was wearing headphones. He seemed thoroughly engrossed in his heavily highlighted copy of Ulysses. Of course, she thought, there had to be some sort of father—even if he was just a sperm donor—but Veronica could imagine her sister devising some way even more incredible than divine intervention.

“Alex Drake, a patient at the hospital,” Lillian said, sipping her coffee. “He came to the ER. He’d fallen into a mirror while doing a headstand in yoga and had lacerations on his shins and thighs. The nurse at reception heard ‘head injury’ instead of ‘headstand’ and I was called. When I got there, I was told I wasn’t needed, but I caught a glimpse of him. His physical beauty indicated a solid gene pool, so I got hold of a blood sample and did some tests.” She sipped her coffee. “I obtained his address, waited until I was ready, then followed him into a juice bar. I’ll spare you the rest.”

“How—” Veronica had to ask.

“Doctored condom.” Lillian shrugged.

“Jesus, Lillian, the guy doesn’t know?” Veronica asked.

“Of course not. He’s an out-of-work actor with an apartment full of aromatic candles.” She rolled her eyes. “If this zygote has any luck, the new-age genes will be regressive. I did ask him all about his family, trying to get a better sense of his gene pool. His mother and father are both doctors, which I found encouraging. I started probing deeper into the origins of his surname—was he descended from Sir Francis Drake?—when he told me he had been adopted and was currently in the process of trying to locate his birth parents.” She laughed and rolled her eyes again. “What he doesn’t know can’t hurt him. Just think how many men willfully don’t know who their children are.”

“Still,” Veronica said, “I’m not sure it’s fair.”

“If this world were fair, we would be sea anemones—self-fertilizing hermaphrodites. How’s Nick?”

Lillian did not like Nick. In the four years he and Veronica had been together she had met him only a few times and yet her negative opinion of him was solid. She was the only person in the world Veronica knew who wasn’t completely seduced by Nick’s boyish charm, sophisticated intelligence, and quick wit. When Veronica had asked Lillian why she didn’t like him, she had explained, “Neither he nor his paintings suspend my powers of disbelief.” Since then, Veronica had rarely mentioned him and Lillian used him only to change the subject.

“His next opening is in April. You’re invited of course.” Veronica’s eye landed on a brightly colored painting of the bridge over the Delaware River in Trenton. Written in large red lettering across the trusses was the slogan TRENTON MAKES THE WORLD TAKES. Growing up in a nearby town, Veronica had crossed that bridge many times and had always felt sorry for Trenton not being able to keep what it made. “Lillian, it’s Valentine’s Day. Do you know what that means?”

“A lot of people will pretend they love each other. Flower shops, chocolate shops, card shops, and restaurants will make a mean profit.” She sighed, pushed her hair behind her ears. “And our father died exactly twenty-five years ago today.”

In the course of Veronica’s life, the impact of that fact ebbed more than it flowed, but somehow Lillian’s simple statement just then made Veronica feel as if sorrow might drown her. Perhaps it was her sister’s tone, so full of muted anger and disappointment and, Veronica was sure, the hint of accusation. She wished she would never think again about being the only other person in the car when the accident happened. She remembered the button on her father’s shirt. It had been unbuttoned. Just before the crash she had reached over to fix it. Veronica, however—out of habit, disposition, perhaps even self-discipline—never stayed long on the brink of despair. She forged ahead, sure that the moment would right itself soon enough.

“Yes, but Lillian, isn’t it a remarkable coincidence that you found out you were pregnant today?” she said.

“I don’t believe in coincidence.”

“Did you ever blame me?” Veronica blurted out. She and Lillian spoke about the past even less than they discussed Nick. Every so often they would talk about their mother, Agnes, when she called from New Zealand—but even those conversations were short.

“For what?”

“Dad’s death?” The guy with the headphones had fallen asleep, Ulysses his pillow.

“Probably,” Lillian said, then drained her coffee. “But mostly I was jealous that you were in the car. I still want to know where he was taking you. I always had the sense from Agnes that she believed he was taking you to meet his other family. I just want to know why he chose you to go with him and not me, wherever he was headed.”

Veronica’s memory of the accident was very muddled, but she was pretty sure they had no specific destination. “We weren’t going anywhere. He just felt like getting out of the house, going for a drive.” For a while after his death, her mother would ask, “Where was he taking you, Veronica? It’s okay to tell me. It’s over. You can tell me now.” Veronica remembered her father singing to her in the car. She remembered reaching over to button his shirt. And she remembered believing she had been the cause of the accident, even though her mother assured her that her father had suffered an aneurysm, that there was absolutely nothing that anyone could have done.

Veronica wanted to ask Lillian what she meant about being jealous of her as the one who was in the car, especially since Veronica had spent her life since the accident wishing that this one fact were not true, wishing for it, much to her own horror, even more than wishing her father hadn’t died. But Lillian looked at her watch and stood up to leave.

“So which would you prefer,” Veronica asked, “a boy or a girl?”

“Oh, I don’t care,” Lillian said, putting on her jacket. “My zygote is doomed either way.” And she left the Hungarian Pastry Shop to the requisite swivel of a head or two.


II



Veronica and her father were home alone on a Saturday. Her mother and Lillian had gone out to buy a chocolate cake for Valentine’s Day dessert. Veronica, who was eight years old, had decided to stay home with her father at the last minute. Their father was rarely home—he traveled on business three to four days of every week and sometimes would stay away for a couple of weeks straight. When he was home, Veronica and Lillian, and to some extent Agnes, competed for his attention, but as far as Veronica was concerned, it wasn’t really a competition since Lillian usually won. Veronica now wished she had gone with Lillian and her mother to the store. She felt very awkward sitting on the living-room floor drawing while her father lay on the couch with a headache, chain-smoking and staring at the ceiling. She glanced in his direction repeatedly but never looked straight at him, afraid that if she did, he might disappear, or worse, might have never been there in the first place. Instead she remembered him. He had short silky brown hair, dimples, a wide smile, and very blue eyes that had a way of looking right at you without seeing you.

After overcoming her shyness, she decided to use this time alone with her father to its fullest potential. She needed to get him to notice her, but she didn’t want to say something stupid so she wondered what she might ask him that would make her appear smart—like Lillian. She could ask him to help her with her homework, but that would be boring for him. She could ask him about his job, but he and her mother were always fighting about it. Death could be a good subject. Veronica noticed that whenever a child mentioned the word, a hush would go around the room and the adults would stop their conversation, listen, and ask questions.

“Are you going to die?” she asked.

He stubbed out his cigarette and sat up. “Not any time soon.”

It worked.

“When then?” she followed up.

“Not until I’m very, very old, Nica, with white hair and a crooked back.”

He was using her baby name, treating her as if she were little.

“Will it be scary or interesting?” she persisted.

Her father looked at her with curiosity and surprise, as if he had discovered a secret treasure or had made a new and unexpected friend. The distant look in his eyes was gone.

“I have a feeling,” he said, “it will be the most interesting thing I have ever done. C’mon. “ He stood up. “Let’s go.”

“Where?” Veronica asked.

“Somewhere, anywhere, let’s just kill some time,” he said, rising from the couch. He stopped, stared at her a moment, then added, “No, actually, there’s someone I want you to meet. You should know the truth, Veronica. Let’s go.”

“What about Mom and Lillian?” Veronica asked, not so sure “the truth” would be fun.

“They will find us, sooner or later, wherever we are.”

Veronica had to stretch her neck to see over the dashboard and out the front windshield of her father’s turtle-green Dodge Charger. For as long as she could remember her father had driven that car, and like a turtle’s shell it was in many ways his home. The backseat was strewn with books, shirts, files, socks, T-shirts, newspapers, a large leather toiletry bag, and two red coolers on the floor. Her father’s arms were resting lazily on the steering wheel. She noticed he had forgotten to button the third button on his shirt. She began to tell him about it and then decided not to. The novelty of it made her feel close to him. He lit a cigarette.

After a while he said, “Nica, don’t ever believe a word they tell you, okay?”

“A word who tells me, Daddy?”

“Anyone, anyone at all. Your mother, your sister, your teachers, your doctors. It doesn’t mean they’re all liars, it just means they’re blind even if they can see. But you can look at a situation from all sorts of different angles. Always explore the angles, baby. Will you promise to do that for me, no matter what anyone tells you, no matter what happens?”

“Of course,” she said, looking away from him.

“That’s my good girl. They will tell you things about me that aren’t true, but you won’t believe them, now, will you? No, you won’t, because you are a good girl, a girl who knows how to explore all the angles.”

Veronica’s palms began to sweat. His tone of voice had become unfamiliar, falsely enthusiastic like a TV car salesman or a game show host, and she knew there was something wrong about what he was asking her to do. It was as if she had mistaken a stranger for her father and had agreed to get into his car. She wished Lillian were there. He put out his cigarette and they rode for a while in silence. Then, much to Veronica’s relief, he began to sing his favorite Beatles song: “When I get older, losing my hair …”

Veronica loved it when her father sang. His voice was deep and smooth, and it was as if there were nothing else in the world but the two of them and the song. He almost never sang when Lillian was around because if he did she would leave the room. Once he had followed her around, serenading her while she yelled at him to stop. Agnes had told him to quit it, that he was embarrassing Lillian. Veronica found that hard to believe because nothing embarrassed Lillian. Eventually he had given in, saying, “You’re a tough nut, Lillian. Every once in a while, you have to give in to the things you love.” Since then, he sang almost exclusively to Veronica.

“Will you still be sending me a Valentine …”

Veronica reached over to button the undone button on his shirt, and that little white circle was the last thing she remembered seeing. Then nothing. She heard things. Distant sounds, clicks, tinklings, at once sharp and hollow like the noises she heard coming from the radiator in her bedroom late at night. She heard a siren, at first faint and disturbing, like a scratched record, then loud, vertiginous. A horrible metallic crunching made her open her eyes. An upside-down man holding a crowbar was prying open the car door. Behind him she saw flashing lights.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

She didn’t say anything. She saw that the windshield was smashed through on the driver’s side. She saw blood. She didn’t see her father.

She thought: He’s dead, then entered the black velvet of unconsciousness.

When she woke in the hospital, she smelled her mother’s lilac perfume. She tried to roll over and bury herself in her pillow, but the effort made her feel as if she were being stabbed in the chest with a knife. She felt someone squeeze her hand very lightly. She opened her eyes. The skin on her mother’s face was creased and blotchy and her shoulder-length auburn hair unbrushed. Her lips were chapped and without their usual dark shade of lipstick. Her brown eyes were bright and blurred, the way they became when she drank wine. A muscle in her cheek twitched.

“Oh, Nica,” her mother whispered.

Lillian was standing at the end of the bed with that angry look she got when Veronica borrowed something without asking.

“He’s not dead yet,” Lillian said. “He’s in a coma. Agnes says it doesn’t look good.”

“Lillian,” Agnes said sharply. “Do you always have to be so insensitive? She just woke up. Let her be.”

“You broke your collarbone and a few ribs,” Lillian went on, “and you hit your head hard enough to get a concussion. They want to run some tests, but they think you’ll be fine in a couple of weeks.”

“That’s enough, Lillian,” Agnes said. “Leave your sister alone now.”

Veronica tried again to turn away, but she felt a sharp jab in her shoulder and stopped. Instead, she stared up at the ceiling. Was it really possible that she had caused the accident?

Over the next couple of days, nurses came and went, taking her temperature, giving her pills, helping her to the toilet. Doctors pushed and pinched every limb and organ. She was taken by wheelchair to be X-rayed. Lillian came to the hospital after school and stayed with Veronica. Agnes, a nurse at the hospital, stopped by often during the day and came at the end of her shift to have dinner with the girls before taking Lillian home for the night. During these visits Agnes never failed to find an opportunity to ask her the same questions.

“Veronica, where were you going with your father? Where was he taking you? What did he say to you?”

Veronica would see the white button. She would look into her mother’s tear-stained face and tell her everything she could remember.

“We weren’t going anywhere, just for a drive, to kill time. He didn’t tell me anything. He just sang to me.”

Two days after the crash, she woke up to Lillian and Agnes standing at the foot of her bed.

“He’s dead,” Lillian announced. “The funeral is tomorrow, but Agnes says we’re not allowed to go.”

Veronica started crying. Through her tears she looked at Lillian, who was staring out the hospital window.

“I’m so sorry,” Veronica sobbed.

“At least you were there,” Lillian said.

Veronica pulled the covers over her head, causing a good deal of pain in her chest. She couldn’t understand why her sister was so cruel—she had to know that the last place Veronica wished she had been that day was in the car with their father.


III



From the window of Veronica’s office in her apartment she could see the Empire State Building, the Chrysler Building, a sliver of the Hudson River, and a billboard across the street that displayed a photograph of a padded coffin. Under the coffin a slogan read, CIGARETTES WILL KILL YOU. The phone rang and Veronica lit a Marlboro Light. The sound of the telephone was a huge relief. She had spent most of the morning staring at her computer, typing nothing. Hours had gone by in which she waffled over the title of her musical about Boss Tweed and Tammany Hall, the corrupt political machine that dominated every aspect of post—Civil War New York City life. It was a bad sign when she spent hours mulling over the title of a project she wasn’t at all sure she would finish. Nevertheless, she now had a working title: Quid Pro Quo.

She picked up the phone.

“Hello?”

“Hello, darling.”

Veronica took a long drag on her cigarette, exhaling a soft pillow of smoke into the room. On the other end of the line was Jane Lust, thirty-year veteran head writer for five soap operas. She’d been with Ordinary Matters as associate producer for the last six seasons. For a long while “real-life” dramas as seen on the talk shows were in and the totally unrealistic fantasy world of soap operas was out. Ordinary Matters was on the verge of cancellation when Jane took over. Knowing her career was finished if something radical didn’t take place, she somehow convinced the network to give the soap its last gasp on prime time. She refused to tell Veronica exactly how she had done it. Whether it failed or succeeded, it would be big, Jane had argued. She had gambled well, and not since Mary Hartman, Mary Hartman had a soap hit it so big. Nowadays there was nothing more chic than Ordinary Matters, nothing more socially acceptable than the lowbrow plots. Its stars received endless invitations to Park Avenue salons. Dinner party conversations among the elite and the literati centered around dissecting the show’s characters. Speculation on future plots could last deep into the night. Once upon a time, among Nick’s avant-garde artist friends, Veronica had felt the need to explain that she wrote for the soaps only for the money to support her true artistic endeavors. Now when she told Nick’s set what she did they were in awe of her ability to reach such a wide audience using the ultimate-in-kitsch material—melodramatic, stilted, 1950s’ etiquette-riddled language.

“Your work is superlative, Vera,” said Jane. “It worries me.”

Jane had decided to make Veronica her pet project, which was both flattering and disturbing. Jane had wanted to be a novelist in her youth and now decided that she would relive her life through Veronica. She had invited Veronica to her house for several tête-à têtes, trying to convince her to quit writing for a soap opera while she was still young and capable of producing a subtle sentence. When Veronica would bring up the fact that she needed the money, Jane would say, “Starve.” When Veronica would tell Jane that even with her job she was managing to work quite a bit on her musical, Jane would look at her skeptically and say, “Well, then, why isn’t it finished?”

“So, how much rewriting is there?” Veronica asked. The head writer had evidently passed the script on to Jane, which either meant he thought it very good or very bad. As predicted, Veronica had a feeling that the nymphomaniac-sleeping-with-her-psychiatrist subplot hadn’t flown.

“Just a dab here and there, “ Jane said diplomatically. “It won’t take you more than a few hours.”

At least she’d said “hours” and not “minutes,” Veronica thought. If she’d said “minutes,” that would have meant “days.” As it was, hours was probably a straightforward estimate.

“I appreciate your plot suggestion, but Eve White will never have sex with Dr. Roger Norman,” Jane said decisively. “Some lines just aren’t crossed, even in soap opera. A rapist and his victim can fall in love and get married, but a psychiatrist simply isn’t allowed to have sex with his patient. It’s strong taboo as opposed to weak taboo, which is the stuff we trade in. Strong taboo—things like infanticide, sex with children, and incest—is to us as a wooden stake is to a vampire. You’ll have to leave those story lines to the tabloids or to literature.”

This kind of talk was what made Jane a producer. But it didn’t solve the problem of finding someone for Eve White to screw.

“By the way,” Jane went on, “we’ve finally hired an actor to play the new doctor at Paramount Medical Center. Why don’t you start writing him in as Laralee’s latest quarry?”

Laralee Lamore was the name of the actress who played Eve White. She was in the middle of high-profile divorce proceedings with her onscreen and offscreen husband Nigel Thorpe, a.k.a. Dr. Trent White, chief of neurosurgery at Paramount Medical Center. Nigel was accusing his wife in court and to the press of multiple acts of adultery. Laralee was having a hard time defending herself because the character she played on Ordinary Matters was a nymphomaniac. Everyone just assumed she was a slut in real life, too. Both Nigel and Laralee’s contracts were up for renewal.

“I’ll see what I can do,” Veronica said, staring out her window at the coffin billboard.

“We’ve named him Dr. Night Wesley and made him a neurosurgeon. He’s to start appearing right away, even if initially just in walk-ons.” It struck Veronica as curious that almost all doctors on soap operas were neurosurgeons.

“Night? That was daring.” They always chose the blandest, most standard-issue names for the characters under the assumption that Middle America would find it easier to identify with a Tom than with a Tobias. As a result most of the actors on Ordinary Matters had boring, forgettable screen names while their real names were unusual, even exotic. There was Tripp Jones (Dr. Grant Monroe, an incorrigible playboy), who was gay but never seen publicly without a blonde on each arm. Bianca McGee (Faith York, Eve White’s sister), married to a network executive, had been having an affair with Nigel Thorpe for more than a decade. Ashley Diamond (Crystal Clear, the head nurse and Dr. Grant Monroe’s barbiturate-addicted ex-girlfriend) was leaving Ordinary Matters to pursue a career in reality TV. And Melody Weaver (Lily White, the date-rape by-product and teenage daughter of Trent and Eve) was having an affair with Bianca McGee’s network-executive husband. Jane Lust regularly plagiarized plot lines from the actors’ real lives.

“We went a little wild on the first name since the actor’s real name, Alex Drake, sounds as if he had been born on the show.”

Veronica smiled. The name did sound familiar. They probably had used it on the show a few seasons back. “Night Wesley. I like it. It sounds sophisticated. Is he supposed to be sophisticated?”

“Honey, you can do with him whatever you like.”

“Sure,” Veronica said, laughing, “whatever I like, just as I always do.” Veronica had almost no direct input on plot and character. She was given a very rigid outline and was supposed simply to connect the dots with stilted, morally conscious dialogue. Very gradually, over the several years Veronica had been filling in the lines for Ordinary Matters, Jane gave her a little leeway, but inevitably she was reined in.

“So what else is wrong with my script?” she asked, drawing hard on her cigarette and thinking there was indeed something very familiar about the name Alex Drake.

“Nothing else much,” Jane said. “Shall we get tickets to see Patrick Stewart in Arthur Miller’s The Ride Down Mt. Morgan?”

Periodically, Jane and Veronica went out and had fun. Probably thirty years separated them, though it was hard to tell exactly how old Jane was. All she would ever say about age was that, much to her surprise, each decade was better than the last. Veronica never would have predicted such a strong friendship, but there was something about Jane that allowed Veronica to relax. With her own crowd, which was really Nick’s crowd, she felt so self-conscious that even going to the movies was exhausting. Was eating popcorn in or out? Was she supposed to like the movie or not? Comment on it afterward or not? Comment on it during the movie or not? There was a very strict set of rules of comportment with their friends that was, though exacting, constantly changing. Who exactly was making these rules was unclear, but the rules themselves were incontrovertible as long as they lasted. Jane wanted nothing more from Veronica than for her to be who she was, which meant a certain amount of pressure on the musical-writing front but for the most part Veronica appreciated that about Jane, too.

“I’d rather see a musical even if I do love Patrick Stewart. Hey, do you know if he can sing? Anyway, Jane, quit stalling. Let’s have the full damage report on the script,” Veronica said, stubbing out her cigarette. Hadn’t Lillian mentioned Sir Francis Drake the other Monday at the Hungarian Pastry Shop?

“Again, nothing that a few minutes won’t fix.”

Ugh, Veronica thought, minutes.

“The Lily White subplot is much too small—you’ve got to draw it out for several more pages.”

“Jane, mine is not to reason why,” she complained, “but Lily’s work with the elderly and underprivileged children is a total snooze. There’s not much more I can wring out of that one. Can’t we give her kleptomania or maybe a biker boyfriend? I mean, with that mother of hers the girl couldn’t be so—how shall I put it—lily white.”

“Just do it. The order comes from on high.” Rumor had it that the twenty-year-old actress Melody Weaver, who played the sixteen-year-old Lily, was putting pressure on her fifty-five-year-old executive producer-lover for more air time. Yet she didn’t want her character to do anything unseemly, in order not to offend her real-life parents, who were Mormons and regular watchers of the show.

“Okay then, back to the orphanage I go.”

Alex Drake, Veronica suddenly realized, was the name of Lillian’s sperm donor. “Jane, did you say the new actor’s name is Alex Drake?”

“Yes, why? Do you know him?”

“No, no. My sister knows someone with that name, but I’m sure it’s not the same guy.” She dismissed the possibility that the Alex Drake who was about to become Paramount’s latest recruit to the corps of neurosurgeons was the father of her unborn niece or nephew.

“If you want to meet him, we’ll be having our usual welcome-to-the-show party for him at Tavern on the Green. How is Lillian? Does she still fancy having a baby on her own?”

Ice skating at Chelsea Piers a month before, Veronica had told Jane about Lillian’s idea, thinking it was a notion that would pass. Jane, who found Lillian’s willful abrasiveness tiresome, had been duly impressed. “I’ll always root for a sperm bandit,” she had said. As Veronica and Jane were gliding around the rink, arms linked and in synchronized step, Jane had told her that if she had a chance to do things over she would have had a kid, with a husband or without one. (Jane had been divorced twice and was presently widowed, a state she described as “much easier than divorce.” ) “Of course, I’d do anything in retrospect,” she’d said.

Veronica had always just assumed that sometime in her thirties she’d have children. Now she was thirty-two, and, to be honest, she wasn’t at all certain Nick would be the father of her children. She was in love with him. He was successful, handsome, adored by all. But if a child was in the room, a child to whom even one adult was paying any notice, Nick would vie with the kid for attention. Even that rather immature trait Nick somehow managed to make charming and endearing, but Veronica really did want a father for her children, not a competitor. Besides, it was hard to imagine their having a child when, after five years, they had never seriously discussed moving in together—the excuse being that they each had impossible-to-give-up rent-controlled apartments.

“Does Lillian still fancy having a baby?” Jane asked.

“She’s pregnant.” Veronica tried to remember how Lillian had described the father of her baby: handsome in a positive-gene-pool kind of way, into yoga, candles, new-age stuff. He actually sounded rather pleasant. And what did he do for a living? Artist? No, Veronica would have remembered that because of Nick. Musician? No, she would have remembered that, too, since she was in search of one to write the score for her musical. Doctor? No, Lillian scorned other doctors. Writer, no. Electrician? Maybe.

“Nothing if not efficient, that sister of yours. Who’s the father?”

“A sperm donor,” Veronica said, remembering with a jolt Alex Drake’s profession: out-of-work actor. Apparently, he had found a job.


IV



A long line of tourists was standing on a red carpet waiting for the elevator to the observation deck on the top of the Empire State Building. Veronica had last been there with her sister and parents when she was six years old. The only thing she remembered about the trip was Lillian showing her, before they left home, an old photograph from Life magazine she had found in the library. In it a woman lay on the smashed roof of a car. Lillian explained that the woman had jumped off the top of the Empire State Building, and though her body looked intact all 206 of her bones had probably been reduced to dust on impact.

This time Veronica and Lillian had an appointment with Bryan Byrd, private investigator, in his office on the seventy-ninth floor. It had been Veronica’s idea to hire someone to look into their father’s past and she was shocked that Lillian had said okay. Their knowledge of him had stopped abruptly when they were eight and eleven years old and that knowledge was shrouded in mystery. Their mother had rarely talked about him after his death and if pressed would become angry or develop a migraine or simply get in her car and drive off, leaving the girls to wonder if she would come back. After Agnes moved to New Zealand, the subject of their father had been closed. At the very least, Veronica argued, they should know where his body was buried, if there was a grave somewhere. And the detective could resolve once and for all if their father did have another family and was taking Veronica to meet them when the accident happened. Second families were, in fact, quite common. On Ordinary Matters the phenomenon had occurred already twice in the five seasons Veronica had been writing for them.

A security guard—a tall black man with a football player’s build, who manned the reception desk for non-tourists—asked them where they were headed.

“The seventy-ninth floor?” he repeated, looking first at Veronica, then Lillian. “Going to see the Byrd? Well, it’s his lucky day.”

Veronica was thinking it was a positive sign that their potential detective was on such intimate terms with the security guard when she noticed a miniature television set on a shelf behind the desk. Eve White and the newly hired Dr. Night Wesley were on the screen, falling passionately, and convincingly, onto a bed, and Veronica realized the guard was watching a daytime rerun of Ordinary Matters. As they waited for the elevator, Veronica stepped between Lillian and her line of sight to the television. She was ignoring every moral bone in her body urging her to tell her sister about Alex Drake and his doppelganger. For Veronica it was an entirely new sensation and she found it thrilling.

The elevator doors closed and Veronica was relieved to be out of the lobby, even if it meant traveling in a metal box with several people she didn’t know to nosebleed altitudes. If he turned out to be a different Alex Drake, then why worry Lillian? Veronica reasoned. Of course, Lillian never worried about anything, so Veronica had to admit that her logic was paper thin. The elevator ride was so smooth, Veronica had to check the number panel to assure herself that they were actually moving. The truth was, in a world where her sister had exclusively the upper hand throughout their history, Veronica was savoring, delighting in the frisson of power this potential knowledge gave her. It was like mainlining a massive dose of Nick’s school friend’s gossip.

The elevator stopped at several floors along the way, the doors opening and closing with a neutral electronic tone. Veronica wasn’t particularly proud of the fact that she was indulging in this silly fantasy, but she didn’t see the harm in it yet. In fact, once she knew that the two Alex Drakes were not actually the same person, it would even make a funny story to tell Lillian. Gold-leaf logic, Veronica knew. Anecdotes were to Lillian as chocolates to a diabetic—they just didn’t go over all that well. From the fifty-seventh to the seventy-ninth floor Veronica and Lillian rode alone. Veronica made a point of thinking about what she and Nick were going to eat for dinner, just in case Lillian, as Veronica once had believed she could do, was listening in on her thoughts.

A black sign with white lettering listed the businesses on the seventy-ninth floor: Apples and Oranges Film Production Co.; Bryan Byrd, Private Investigator; East West Furniture Imports; Fabulous Fashion Designs; Galleria Benevento; Buena Vista Photographer; Singh Singh Travel. A small white arrow next to Bryan Byrd’s name pointed down the corridor to the right. Veronica and Lillian stood in the hallway in front of the sign, not moving. The elevator doors had long since closed behind them.

“We don’t have to do this,” Veronica finally said. “We can turn around and call the elevator back and that can be the end of it.” Now that they had come this far, leaving was the last thing Veronica wanted to do, but she knew that if she offered her sister the option of backing out Lillian would never take it.

Lillian flashed her a look that said “Don’t think that I am not fully aware of the fact that you are manipulating me,” then followed the little white arrow. The floors were covered with green-and-brown-speckled linoleum, and the air smelled faintly of cigars. Veronica would have liked to have a cigarette but knew that little gift to herself was a long way off.

“I’m not at all sure what we’re up to here,” Lillian said. “It feels dangerous, which leads me to believe we are doing the right thing. On the other hand, this could be an exercise in boredom.” She stopped walking and pushed her long blond hair back over her shoulders. A loose strand was left behind, out of place and alone down the front of her sister’s black jacket. Veronica was tempted to push it back along with its mates but knew better.

“What is it exactly that we want to know that we don’t know already and why do we want to know it?” Lillian asked.

Veronica ignored her better judgment and adjusted her sister’s hair.

“You’re the doctor,” she said gently.

“You’re the writer,” Lillian shot back. “You specialize in motivations. I don’t look at why, I look at how.” She took a step backward, away from Veronica, toward the elevator. The cigar odor became stronger and Veronica saw that they were standing in front of Fabulous Fashion Designs. She wondered if it was Bryan Byrd who smoked cigars and if the Fabulous people complained bitterly. The fluorescent lighting in the corridor made Lillian’s skin glow.

“Hold on,” Veronica said, trying to save the situation before it deteriorated. “Let’s just think about what we’re afraid of finding out about our father.” She counted out the possibilities on her fingers. “He was having an affair; he had another family; he was a member of a religious cult. Are any of those really so bad?”

Lillian said, “He was in the KGB, CIA, American Militia, Ku Klux Klan. He was a serial killer. I would be quite interested to know if he was up to any of those things, but, Veronica, I’m afraid our dear dead father was simply a frustrated businessman from New Jersey whose time came a bit prematurely.”

“One way or another, I think I would rather know.” Veronica imagined a lit cigarette dangling from her fingers just waiting to be sucked upon. She put her hand lightly on Lillian’s arm. Lillian hated to be touched, but years of experience had taught Veronica that the right brief touch at the right moment could be persuasive.

“Oh, fine,” Lillian sighed, turning on her heel. “Let’s go talk to the guy.”

At a desk in the waiting room outside Bryan Byrd’s office, a secretary was painting her toenails black.

“Lillian and Veronica Moore?” she asked. Her short hair was blue and a large silver tongue stud flashed as she spoke. She couldn’t have been more than twenty years old. “Have a seat, he’s on the phone. Excuse the nail polish. We don’t get many clients in the office.” There was a slight whistle in her speech. She put the nailbrush back in the polish, rose from her desk, and walked barefoot into Bryan Byrd’s office. She was wearing a pink polyester pantsuit. “I’ll tell him you’re here,” she said. Veronica wondered if this secretary-boss relationship was in keeping with every last one on Ordinary Matters.

In Bryan Byrd’s office there was not a trace of the smell of cigar smoke. By his desk sat a shiny light brass tuba, like a dutiful pet, its case lying open on the floor. And like a pet, the instrument, in an impressionistic way, resembled its master. He was a large man, though not fat, and he had a surprisingly handsome face—surprising because each of his features was odd. His hazel-green eyes slanted upward, his nose was large, his mouth wide and curvy. He was almost entirely bald. What little hair he did have was in a halo and as blond as Lillian’s. He wore a marble-white linen suit (and this was February) that fell over him loosely like a toga, contributing to an overall impression of his being a man out of time. Roman, Raj, Jazz Age, Martian. He was talking on a cell phone while pacing in front of a set of windows with a spectacular northeast view—the Chrysler Building, the East River, the Triborough Bridge. On his desk was an amaryllis in full bloom, four red-and-white flowers at the top of two long stems, like medieval trumpets blaring the arrival of something or someone spectacular.

“Still no sign of her, Mrs. Goodwin; New York is a big city,” Bryan Byrd said. “But don’t worry, she’ll turn up sooner or later.” He winked at his secretary, who left the room, closing the door behind her. He motioned to Veronica and Lillian to sit down in the two black wooden armchairs in front of his desk, and he sat down also. His words to the woman on the phone had not been exactly reassuring. The office was neat but by no means spare. The oversize desk and filing cabinets were made of dark mahogany. A teak and rattan coffee table and chairs were over to one side in a sitting area. The two standing lamps with milk-white glass shades and a silver desk lamp were all on even though the room was flooded with daylight. The maple blades on the overhead fan spun lazily. The whole package, Veronica mused, might well have come from East West Furniture Imports down the hall.

After nodding into the phone for a while, Bryan Byrd finally said good-bye to Mrs. Goodwin and hung up. He clasped his perfectly manicured hands together in front of him on the desk.

“How can I be of service?”

“Our father died in a car crash in 1976,” Veronica began. “I was in the car with him. Our mother always believed he was taking me somewhere, perhaps even to meet his other family.” She paused, looked at the detective’s face for an indication of shock, or humor, or confirmation. Instead, he seemed distracted. He was staring straight at her but even so he seemed to be observing Lillian with some sort of alternate vision. “Our grandparents died before we were born and both our parents were only children,” she went on. “Our mother lives in New Zealand and won’t talk to us about him. We don’t know where his grave is and we’re not even sure what he did for a living. We were always told he was a businessman. Lillian thinks he sold insurance.”
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