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    Praise for The History of Us

    “Stewart is a wonderful observer of family relationships, and she adroitly weaves the stories of Eloise and the children she’s raised—their work, their loves, their disappointments and dreams—while focusing on what ties families together, and what ultimately keeps those ties from breaking.”

    — BookPage

    “A poignant exploration of the meaning of family.”

    — Booklist

    “Leah Stewart plunges deep into questions of home and heart. The History of Us is a lovely novel. Just lovely.”

    — Ann Hood, author of The Red Thread and The Knitting Circle

    “Domestic fiction fans favoring strong, intelligent characters will be intrigued by Stewart’s introspective examination of a family.”

    — Library Journal

    “Stewart’s novel is an intimate exploration of a family in crisis and the different ways in which people cope with grief.”

    — Publishers Weekly

    “A genuine and heartwarming story about the complicated thing we call family, and what it means to be home. I laughed. I cried. And I was very sorry to turn the last page.”

    — Meg Waite Clayton, author of The Wednesday Sisters

    “The History of Us stays the course and shows how a family negotiates through a particular crisis. Leah Stewart seems to love her characters even when they are not especially lovable, and gives them space and time enough to grow and change.”

    — BookReporter.com

    Praise for Leah Stewart

    “Leah Stewart’s brilliantly written novel Husband and Wife is a deeply human book: funny, tender, smart, self-aware. When you read it you will laugh, you will cry, you will recognize others, you will recognize yourself.”

    — Elin Hilderbrand, author of Summerland

    “Stewart in her guileless, plainspoken style, makes her protagonist neither an avenging woman scorned nor a blameless angel. Sarah’s pain . . . never for a moment feels untrue.”

    — Entertainment Weekly

    “This narrative voice is so alive and specific that it moves past the idea of ‘narrative voice’ to become a human woman speaking to you. Sarah Price tells the story of how her life cracks open one day and of how she has to consider each piece of it in order to know which parts of herself she wants to keep, which parts she wants to reclaim, and what to do next. I cherish this wry, funny, aching, intelligent character and this book!”

    — Marisa de los Santos, author of Falling Together

    “Stewart’s book does what real life doesn’t always allow: It gives the woman a voice.”

    — Raleigh News & Observer

    “Stewart creates a crisis of faith where adult reality collides with youthful dreams. The writing is tactile, elemental, even comical, providing readers with a situation that could so easily be their own.”

    — Library Journal (starred review)

    “An unflinching look at what happens when one’s identity is shattered, and ‘what-ifs’ and past choices come back to haunt the present. . . . Stewart’s graceful prose and easy storytelling pull the reader into caring about what happens to the struggling heroine while exploring the many gray areas of life and marriage.”

    — Publishers Weekly

    “Hilarious, heartbreaking, and wise, Husband and Wife is a novel to savor. Stewart’s bright heroine is faced with an impossible choice—and I couldn’t put the book down until I’d followed her story to the end.”

    — Amanda Eyre Ward, author of Close Your Eyes

    “Heartbreaking and darkly humorous . . . [Stewart] is an acute social observer.”

    — BookPage

    “The Myth of You and Me deftly exposes the passionate and particular bonds of female friendship, from adolescence to adulthood. Poignant, fierce, and compelling, this is a story all women will recognize, and one all too rarely told.”

    — Claire Messud, author of The Emperor’s Children

    “A smart, exceedingly well-written story about the mysteries at the heart of even the most intimate friendships between women. You’ll be reading into the wee hours.”

    — People

    “Leah Stewart captures, as few other writers do, the passions and pains and pleasures of friendship. Anyone who has ever lost or found a friend will respond to this beautifully written and suspenseful novel.”

    — Margot Livesey, author of The Flight of Gemma Hardy

    “The Myth of You and Me is an intricately constructed, heartfelt story about the death of an intense friendship.”

    — The Boston Globe

    “Stewart uses an honest and effective narrative style. . . . The Myth of You and Me is a bold and compassionate novel. Her utterly believable portrayal of friendship unflinchingly illustrates the harsh ugliness of betrayal and love’s power to transform and define us.”

    —The Journal-Standard

    “Full of genuine feeling—and gripping, too—this book about friendship between two women announces that Leah Stewart is a marvelous writer.”

    — Ann Packer, author of Songs Without Words

    “Stewart’s writing is sharp and observant, making this tale of the complexities of friendship affecting and genuine.”

    — Booklist (starred review)

    “Stewart’s spare, elegant prose . . . [captures] the bittersweet complexity of their mutual platonic devotion. . . . Stewart beautifully delineates this complex relationship.”

    —Kirkus Reviews
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For Eliza and Simon


The City is, indeed, justly styled the fair Queen of the West: distinguished for order, enterprise, public spirit, and liberality, she stands the wonder of an admiring world.

—B. Cooke, in the Inquisitor and Cincinnati Advertiser, May 4, 1819

“Why has he not done more?” said Dorothea, interested now in all who had slipped below their own intention.

—George Eliot, Middlemarch
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Then & There

1993

Eloise Hempel was running late. She was forever running late, addicted to the last-minute arrival, the under-the-wire delivery, the thrill of urgency. That morning, unable to find a parking spot less than half a mile away, she’d jogged most of the way to campus in her painful high heels, slowing as her building came into sight in hopes that her breathing would normalize, the sweat at her hairline somehow recede, before she took her place at the front of the classroom. She was the professor. For two months now, she’d been the professor, and still she found it hard to believe that anybody believed that. Couldn’t they see, these shiny young people who filled her classroom, how nervous she was? Couldn’t they hear her heart’s demented flutter? Hadn’t they noticed the time she misspelled hegemony on the board? Didn’t they think twenty-eight was ridiculously young to be teaching them anything?

No, because she was the professor, the one imbued with the mysterious authority of knowledge, the power to humiliate the students whispering in the back row. As she climbed the stairs inside her building students broke around her like water around a rock. Or maybe they were fish, spawning fish in casual but expensive clothes, and she was . . . what? She was the one trying to look older in a black blazer and a bun. Saying the word professor to herself made her smile in a way that people noticed, made them ask, “What are you thinking about?” and when that happened she had to concoct something amusing, something profound, because “I’m a professor at Harvard” would sound either arrogant or childish, depending on her audience.

She was hustling past the History Department office, her classroom visible, when she heard someone calling her name. She took a step back to stick her head inside the office door. Redhaired Kelly at the front desk was holding the phone, her hand over the mouthpiece. “This is actually for you,” she said. “I was just about to transfer the call when I saw you go by.”

Eloise hesitated, glancing at the clock on the wall behind Kelly’s head. Only two minutes left before class.

“I think it’s family-related,” Kelly said, and Eloise sighed and approached with her hand out, prepared to tell her mother that not only could she not talk now but she had to stop calling her at school, for God’s sake. Eloise lived nearly nine hundred miles away and couldn’t help her mother with her grandchildren, who were staying with her while their parents were on an anniversary trip to Hawaii. It was no surprise that her mother, who was best suited to life in a sensory deprivation chamber, couldn’t handle the three kids, even for a few days. But what did she expect Eloise to do about it?

She took the phone and flashed a pained smile at Kelly, who lifted the phone cord over her computer, adding length to Eloise’s leash. “Mom,” Eloise said, skipping hello, “I’ve got two minutes.” She rolled her eyes at Kelly. For some reason Kelly shook her head.

“Hi, Aunt Eloise,” a child’s voice said.

Surprised, and embarrassed by her mistake, Eloise raised her eyebrows at Kelly, who shrugged and then made a point of looking at her computer screen. “Theo?” Eloise asked. Theo—Theodora—was her sister Rachel’s oldest child.

“It’s me,” the girl said. “Francine asked me to call you.” Her voice was oddly flat.

Eloise frowned. It still irritated her that her mother had her grandchildren address her by her first name. Of course she didn’t want to be a grandmother; she’d barely wanted to be a mother. She was a woman for whom the word overwhelmed was equivalent to abracadabra. She said it, then she disappeared. “Why’d she have you call?” Eloise asked. “Not that I’m not happy to talk to you.” Theo was a remarkably adult eleven-year-old, but still it was a bit much to delegate the responsibility of complaining about the children to the children. Come on, Mom, Eloise thought. Keep it together for once in your life.

“My parents,” Theo said.

Eloise turned away from Kelly, hunching into the phone. Something in the child’s voice made her feel a need for privacy. “Your parents?”

“My parents,” Theo said again.

Eloise heard her swallow. “Theo?” she asked.

“I’m sorry,” Theo said. “I’m trying not to cry.”

“Why?”

“Francine’s in bed. Somebody has to look after Josh and Claire.”

“Theo, please,” Eloise said. “Tell me what’s happened.” Or don’t, she thought. Please don’t. The whole world had gone quiet. Her students were in her classroom. They waited in neat rows for her to arrive.

“My . . . ” Theo abandoned the phrase. She tried again. “They were in a crash. They were in a helicopter. It was a helicopter tour, and it crashed. It crashed into a cliff.”

In Eloise’s mind, a helicopter bounced off a cliff and kept on whirring. “Are they all right?”

“Aunt Eloise!” Theo’s voice was full of pained impatience. “They crashed into a cliff!”

The girl was trying not to say they were dead, that her parents were dead. Eloise understood that. But the fact that they were dead, that her sister, her sister—oh, Rachel! That she couldn’t understand. “What do you mean?” she asked.

Theo took a breath. “Francine wants you to come home,” she said.

Her sister was dead. No, no, no. Eloise couldn’t think about that. She would think about that later. Here was the thing to think about now: her mother, her selfish, helpless mother, and the burden she’d placed on this child. “How could she, Theo?” Eloise asked. “How could she make you be the one to call?”

Theo didn’t seem to understand the question. “Somebody had to,” she said.

Eloise closed her eyes. She took a deep breath. She gripped the phone hard. “All right, Theo,” she said. “Thank you for letting me know. I’ll be home as soon as I can get there.”

“Thanks, Aunt Eloise,” Theo said. Her voice shook just a little as she said goodbye.

Eloise hung up the phone. She tried to smile in the face of Kelly’s curiosity like nothing was wrong. “Family stuff,” she said. Then she went to class. Her feet just took her there. She walked in and said, “Sorry I’m late,” as usual, and she arranged her books on the desk at the front of the room and her notes on the podium, and then she smiled at them, her students, and said, “So.” They waited for her to begin. What was she supposed to talk about? Their faces were blinding. She dropped her gaze to the podium and noticed with detachment the way her hands gripped it, as if the room was shaking. How odd—her hands were beginning to recede. Were her arms getting longer?

“Professor Hempel?” someone said, and she looked up, startled to be called by that name.

Rachel had always been good in a crisis. Rachel had always taken care of her. Rachel would not have let her go to class. Rachel would not have chosen an eleven-year-old child to break the news, forcing Eloise to behave in this calm and unnatural way. Rachel would have let her go to pieces. Rachel would have expected her to. Instead Eloise taught her class, if not particularly well, and then when she got home she called the airline and booked a ticket for the last flight out that day, and then she packed. How long to pack for? She had no idea, so she took her biggest suitcase and stuffed it full. Then she made more calls—explaining, canceling classes. She used the phrase family emergency. All the while she watched herself with a bewildered combination of admiration and fear. She’d been possessed. Some other self controlled the movements of her body, the words that came out of her mouth, while her actual self trembled in a small and darkened corner of her mind. “You need to call a cab,” she said out loud to herself, and then she went to the phone and dialed.

Cincinnati sprang itself on you all at once. Eloise forgot that, in between trips home. As you headed up the interstate from the airport in Kentucky, the view was nothing but hills, and then you came around a bend and—ta da! There it was, place of your birth, past-its-prime Rust Belt queen of the Lower Midwest, with a skyline and everything, just like an actual city. And then the house—for a while it had looked smaller than she remembered, but now, coming straight from her tiny Cambridge apartment, she saw it as huge. Gargantuan. Obscene. She stood on the sidewalk with her bag for a few minutes after the cab pulled away, staring at the house, her house, feeling an old, familiar urge to flee. Her father was dead. Her mother was self-involved, self-justifying, selfish, any variation you could imagine of self, self, self. Her sister was the one she came home for. Her sister who’d married young, had children, bought her own house in her hometown. Her sister’s firm embrace, that shared look of amused recognition when their mother announced, after half an hour with the children, that she needed a drink. Her sister’s calm and soothing voice, her sister’s understanding and reassurance, her sister’s love of exotic skin products, her one real indulgence, the jars and bottles arrayed in her bathroom, the way she’d smooth cool, thick, sweetly scented cream over the circles under Eloise’s eyes. There. That will fix everything.

Eloise still had a key. Her rolling suitcase rattled over the front walk. She yanked it up the steps, bump, bump, bump, as reluctant as she was. The front door was ornate and beautiful and totally useless for keeping out the cold. Her mother talked every winter about having something done and then forgot her plans as soon as it was warm. Inside it was so quiet, Eloise closed the door as gently as she could, trying not to disturb. All the lights were off, all the blinds down. She started to call out, then thought better of it. She stood for what felt like a long time in the entryway, gazing up the grand staircase into the dimness of the second floor.

Even after all these years living elsewhere she knew where to step so the stairs wouldn’t creak. Her mother’s door was closed. Eloise knocked, heard a rustling from inside, and opened the door. Her mother lay on the bed, on her back, an arm thrown over her eyes though the room was dark. “Mom?” Eloise said from the doorway.

The arm came slowly away. Her mother blinked at her. “Eloise?”

“I’m here.”

“Oh, thank God,” her mother said. She didn’t sit up. “Thank God.” She pressed both her hands to her face. “The children need you.”

“They need you, too,” Eloise said, but her mother didn’t respond. Eloise could sense, trembling just on the edge of the moment, how good a tearful rage would feel. But none of this was her mother’s fault, was it? For once her mother had good cause to come undone. “Where are they?” Eloise asked.

“They’re upstairs. I don’t know what they’re doing. They pretty much stay up there all the time.”

“Even Claire?”

“She should be sleeping,” Francine said. “Theo said she’d put her down.”

Eloise said nothing.

“What?” her mother said. “She knows the routine. I don’t. I don’t know the routine.”

Eloise sighed. “I’ll go see them.” She moved to leave, her hand still on the doorknob.

“Why did she leave her children with me anyway?” Francine asked, her voice full of fretful complaint.

“She thought you would like it,” Eloise said. “She thought you’d be insulted if they went to Danny’s sister every time.”

“Oh,” Francine said, and then she began to cry.

Eloise listened to her mother’s weeping for a moment, wondering with detachment if the sound of it would make her cry. Then she closed the door.

Theo met her at the top of the stairs, her finger to her lips. Claire was in her arms, abandoned to sleep, her baby cheek plumping against Theo’s bony shoulder, her lips impossibly pink. At eleven, Theo was just over five feet, possibly as tall as she would ever get, certainly tall enough to be a grown woman holding a two-year-old. And yet with the weight of the sleeping child in her arms she looked so small. Eloise reached out automatically to take the baby. She wanted to hold that warm, heavy body, to let that plump cheek rest on her shoulder, to feel weighted by her, like a house given sandbags in a hurricane. But Theo stepped back and shook her head. “I’ll put her down,” she mouthed and then slipped through the half-open door into a darkened bedroom. Eloise just stood there and waited, like Theo was the one in charge. After a moment the girl emerged empty-handed and pulled the door gently closed. “Josh is asleep, too,” she whispered. She beckoned Eloise into an unused guest bedroom and carefully shut that door behind them. It was dark in here as well. Neither of them moved to turn on the light. Eloise reached out to hug Theo, but the child was already turning away, climbing onto one of the high twin beds, where she sat with her legs dangling, looking at her aunt with an air of patient expectation.

Theo was bright and capable, but also prone to dreaminess, or moodiness, depending on who was doing the describing. Thoughtful, Eloise would have said. Interior. The changeling, Rachel had called her, because Theo was so unlike her easygoing, one-day-at-a-time parents. She was always a little bit mystical, always only half there. Eloise identified with her, thought of this child as more hers than the sweet, obedient Josh or the big-eyed Claire with her solemn, unnerving appraisals. Eloise sat beside her on the bed, not touching her. Something about Theo’s bearing seemed to request distance. “How are Josh and Claire?” Eloise asked, because it seemed easier than asking how Theo herself was.

“Josh is having a hard time,” Theo said. “He can’t stop crying, except when he’s asleep. Claire doesn’t really understand. She’s lucky.” She moved her eyes to her own lap. “Have you cried?”

Eloise bit her lip. “No.”

“Me neither.” Theo frowned, and the lines that appeared in her forehead seemed too deep for a child her age. After a moment she said, “Is there something wrong with us?”

“I don’t know,” Eloise said. In the silence that followed she had a sharp, painful vision of Rachel jumping on this very bed, singing, “You can’t catch me! You can’t catch me!” while Eloise stood on the ground, in tears, watching her sister bounce higher and higher.

“What will happen now?” Theo asked.

I don’t know, Eloise wanted to say again, but perhaps she should be sparing the child such honesty. “We’ll have some kind of funeral.”

“I mean after that,” Theo said. “Will we go back to our house? Will we live here with Francine?”

“Oh,” Eloise said. How was it possible that this question had failed to occur to her? “What did Francine say?”

Theo shook her head. “I haven’t asked her.”

“Right,” Eloise said. She stared at the wall, on which there was a framed painting of a sailboat she seemed somehow to have never noticed before. What would happen now? Danny’s sister had three children of her own. His parents lived in a one-bedroom condo. Her mother was the logical choice for guardian, except for the fact of her personality, and now that Eloise thought about it, Rachel had mentioned, just last year, that she and Danny had finally made a will. “You’re leaving the children to me, right?” Eloise had asked, half-joking, and Rachel had said, “Actually, yes. Is that okay?”

“Of course,” Eloise had said. “Absolutely. But it’s not like we’ll ever have to worry about it.”

“Let’s hope not,” Rachel had said.

“You know,” Eloise said now, “I think I’m your guardian.”

Theo let out a breath. “Oh, good,” she said.

“But what should we do?” Eloise asked. Theo cocked her head, the considering expression on her face so adult it was impossible not to talk to her like she was one. “What do you want to do? You could come back to Boston with me. I’ll have to get a new place. Mine’s too small. And then we’ll have to figure out school. I don’t know anything about that. What time does school end for the day? I wonder. Sometimes I’m at work late. Do you want to come back with me? What about your friends?”

“I think maybe we should stay here,” Theo said. “For now anyway. So everything doesn’t change at once.”

“So you’ll stay here,” Eloise said. “For now anyway. Maybe just for a while. With Francine. But I wonder if she can handle that.”

“She doesn’t have to,” Theo said. “I’ll help. I can take care of myself. I can take care of Josh and Claire.”

“I just started at Harvard,” Eloise said. “I can’t get time off yet, I don’t think.”

Theo nodded as though such concerns were commonplace to her.

“I really like my job,” Eloise said. “I was lucky to get it.”

“Aunt Eloise,” Theo said. “I’m not asking you to move back here.”

Of course she wasn’t. But that was the logical choice, wasn’t it? The big house, the schools they already attended, their extracurricular activities, their relatives, their friends. If Eloise took them back to Boston, she would be all they had. And she wasn’t nearly enough. Eloise took a ragged breath. “I want my sister,” she said.

“I know,” Theo said. Her mouth was trembling.

Eloise tried to say something else, but the sorrow that seized her overrode her ability to speak. She sobbed like a heartbroken child, only dimly aware of the agonized sounds she made. Theo’s arms went around her neck. Theo was almost as tall as she was, but Eloise pulled the child into her lap, and then, as if Eloise’s tears had given her permission, Theo, too, began to cry. They stayed like that a long time, locked in a grief nobody else could witness, because the two of them—now they were the responsible ones.



Part One


Here & Now

2010



1

The house was on Clifton Avenue near the intersection with Lafayette. It, and the houses around it, had been built by men of note and wealth in the nineteenth century, when Cincinnati, Queen of the West, City of the Seven Hills, was as grand as its nicknames, when it meant something to be a river town. From the street the lawn sloped up to the house, so that the eye rose to it and then kept rising, drawn upward by decorative bricks to the gable with the half-moon window, the two high chimneys on either side. To the guests arriving for a party on a bright evening in late June, the house gave the impression of turning its face up to meet the sun. Even the people who’d been there before were struck again by the old-fashioned loveliness of the place. The way the arches of the porte cochere conjured images of the elegant necks of horses, the skirts of ladies alighting from carriages. The way the columned, semicircular portico and the bay windows above it resembled the top tiers of a wedding cake. As they grew close they noted the wrought-iron grille on the front door, the leaded-glass windows, and then inside they marveled at the chandelier in the entryway, the elaborately carved woodwork, the tiles around the fireplace with their raised seashells, the walls of the living room, upholstered in a faded pink damask with a pattern in gold.

Standing in the living room with a sweating gin and tonic in her hand, Eloise accepted compliments on these marvels, answered questions or directed the asker to Theo, who knew much more about the house than she did, and tried to resist saying anything she was thinking. Like for instance that she took little pride in the house, which she’d done nothing to earn, unless having lived there as a child counted as a kind of work. She couldn’t have afforded it even at Cincinnati prices, and certainly not in any city where she would actually have liked to live. She didn’t say, either, that she hated that stupid fabric on the wall, that to her its Victorian qualities were stultifying rather than charming, and made her feel like she’d been squeezed into a corset and offered a fainting couch. That fabric would be long gone if the house were actually hers rather than just hers to maintain. She understood the desire to make a romance of history, to see the work of long-dead artisans as proof of humanity’s capacity for beauty, as a graceful intrusion of the past upon the present, like a benevolent ghost drifting through the attic in a long white gown. You could touch the glinting gold thread and imagine the weaver who’d made it, the lady of the house who’d chosen it, the workers who’d tacked it to the walls and filled in cotton batting, the partygoers of a hundred and more years ago who’d gathered before it like you and your friends gathered now, and you could think of how the past and the present telescoped and yet stayed firmly apart, of how we imagine and yet fail to understand other lives in ways that are both beautiful and sad, of the awesome brevity of a human life. Or, if you were Eloise, you could look at the fabric, at the room, at the house and for that matter the city, and see reminder upon reminder of all that had been lost.

Eloise had lived in the house from birth to eighteen, and then again from twenty-eight to—when? There was still a blank for that answer, like the one left for the death year on the gravestone of a person still alive. She was forty-five now, and still there, complaining about the dust and the creaky floors and the way the cold blew through the rope windows, original to the house and, like the front door, both too beautiful and too expensive to replace. When the children were younger she used to joke that once she’d been a prisoner in the house, and now she was the warden. But in truth prisoner was still how she felt—not all the time, but on her bad days. Among the things Eloise didn’t say was that as soon as she could get Francine to—finally, finally—sign the house over, she planned to put it on the market and start wishing hard.

“I can’t imagine what it was like to grow up in a house like this,” said Marisa Li-Silva, who was the girlfriend of Eloise’s young colleague Noah Garcia, the one Eloise frequently worried would leave their department for a job on one of the coasts. He was standing there, too, reading the label on his local microbrew. He’d been to the house once before and was leaving the exclaiming to Marisa.

“I didn’t really know any better,” Eloise said.

“I mean, that chandelier!” Marisa said.

“I know,” Eloise said. “It’s sparkly.”

“You must have had a point when you realized that this wasn’t, you know, typical,” Marisa said. She was very pretty, and dressed like she expected the paparazzi, and Eloise felt a two-pronged pang of sympathy: for Theo, because Eloise suspected she had a crush on Noah, and for herself, because Marisa lived in L.A. and might compel Noah to move back there.

“I guess,” Eloise said. “I mean I had plenty of friends who didn’t live in houses like this. Though this is an old city, by American standards, and so most of the houses are old. Hardwood floors, stained-glass windows, fireplaces, plaster walls. For newer houses you have to go to the suburbs. That’s where you have to go if you want to be able to pull a nail out of your wall without leaving a two-inch hole.”

“But this isn’t just old, it’s a mansion,” Marisa said.

Noah glanced up from his beer to say, “Imagine what this place would cost in L.A.”

Marisa said, without looking at him, “It’s not like we could afford it here either,” and Noah said, “We could afford a lot more here than we could in L.A.”

“You know what I do remember?” Eloise said, as if stepping between them. “I remember seeing some old movie—something black and white, with the actress making a dramatic entrance down a grand staircase—and thinking, That looks like my house. I think that’s what made me realize the house was a mansion. Not life but the movies. After that my sister and I dressed up and took turns being the beautiful lady on the stairs and being the admirer below.”

“Rebecca,” Marisa said.

“What?” Eloise asked.

“I bet it was Rebecca,” Marisa said. “That’s a big scene in that movie.”

“Marisa knows everything about every movie ever,” Noah said.

“Well, you work in Hollywood, right?” Eloise asked.

“I do,” Marisa said. She hesitated and said nothing more, probably, Eloise deduced with a glance at Noah’s resolutely neutral expression, because her job and the separation it required was a source of conflict between them. Eloise knew from comments Noah had made that he’d tried and failed to get Marisa to move to Cincinnati with him a year ago, when he’d taken the job at Wyett College, where Eloise was the chair of the History Department. The subject needed changing, because Eloise sympathized with Marisa but couldn’t say so, because she wanted Marisa to lose this fight. If Noah moved to be with her it would leave Eloise’s department without a specialist in Latin America and her with one less colleague who wasn’t certifiably insane.

“Do you like that beer?” she asked Noah, and he said he did and asked where she’d gotten it, so, glad of the excuse, she called Josh’s name and waved him over. Josh, her sweet-natured, reliable nephew, ever ready to deploy his endless resources of charm. He walked up wearing a smile. He said, “Hi, Josh Clarke,” and shook their hands, and Eloise watched Noah and Marisa lift their heads to meet his eyes, wondering if she’d ever get used to how tall he was, when once upon a time he had been so small. She said, “Noah wants to know where you got the beer.”

“Jungle Jim’s,” Josh said. “Have you been there?”

Noah shook his head.

“You have to go,” Josh said. “It’s this huge grocery store about a half hour north of us. But grocery store doesn’t even begin to describe it. It’s a grocery amusement park. It’s an acre and a half of everything from Amish butter to candies from Thailand. They have this international section along one wall that’s made to look like shops in different countries—England, Italy, France. They have every kind of beer you could possibly imagine, and lots you’ve probably never heard of. Plus animatronic animals.”

Marisa looked at Noah. “How come you’ve never taken me there?”

Noah looked back in some surprise. “(A) You never want to go anywhere, and (B) I didn’t realize it was so awesome,” he said. He raised his beer to Josh. “Tell her more good things about Cincinnati,” he said.

Josh laughed. “Well,” he said. “We have a good ballet.”

“Oh, right,” Noah said. “Your sister.”

“His sister?” Marisa asked.

“Claire,” Eloise said. “She’s a ballerina. She started her training with the academy here. She’s actually about to leave for New York to dance in a company there. Her flight’s on Monday.”

“Wow,” Marisa said.

“I know, right?” Noah said. “There are a lot of artists here.”

“I meant, wow, she’s leaving for New York on Monday,” Marisa said. “Because that’s where you want to go if you’re a ballerina.”

“I guess they do think of New York as the big time,” Josh said, “but the company here is really good. One of the principal dancers is coming tonight. Claire’s former teacher. Or maybe she’s already here.”

“I don’t think so,” Eloise said. “But we’ll introduce you when she gets here. There’s also the symphony, and a good regional theater, and opera in the summer. Art-house theaters. Good music venues. Lots of bands come through.”

“You know the band the National?” Noah asked. “They’re from here.”

“That’s right,” Josh said.

“Have you been to Music Now?” Noah asked Josh. To Marisa he said, “That’s the festival the National guitarist curates. I told you about it.”

“I’ve been, but not to the last one,” Josh said.

“It was awesome, man, totally awesome. Joanna Newsom is a fucking angel. What kind of music are you into?”

“Oh, mostly that kind of stuff,” Josh said. He had reasons for changing the subject now, Eloise knew, but she wished she could have stopped him before he changed it back to Marisa’s job. She was, Eloise remembered as soon as Marisa said it, the assistant to a film producer—and though she answered Josh’s first few questions briefly and warily, with occasional glances at Noah, as soon as she got going on a script she’d just read it was all smooth sailing. The script had come in from a college friend of Anita—that was the producer-boss—and Anita had asked Marisa to read it and write a nice note, pretending to be her. Anita couldn’t bear to be the one to crush her old friend’s dreams, even if the note would be in her name, which was a point neither Eloise nor Josh understood but didn’t press. Anyway the script had turned out to be good! And now Anita was letting Marisa make notes on it. She was going to let Marisa talk to the writer. Maybe, maybe this would be the first film Marisa actually had a hand in getting made.

“You didn’t tell me any of this,” Noah said. He was obviously a little aggrieved but working at not sounding like it.

“Well,” Marisa said. “It just happened, you know.” She gave Noah a quick look and then turned back to Josh and smiled. How sad, Eloise thought, to be afraid to share good news with your partner because he’d just take it as one more win for your side. Josh wore a worried expression. He hated tension, confrontation, bad feelings of any kind. Eloise could see that he wanted to rescue them all.

“Here’s an idea,” he said to Noah. “Maybe she can get Joanna Newsom to play on the soundtrack and you can meet her.”

“That is an idea,” Noah said.

Marisa laughed. “Don’t even think it. I don’t want to compete with an angel.”

“You know you’d win,” Noah said, putting his arm around her, and Josh turned to Eloise with a smile of complicit pleasure.

She smiled back, if a little weakly. This party was taking so much effort. Other people wore her out, because—as her friend Heather was fond of pointing out—she felt compelled to entertain them. Well, she was used to everybody looking at her when she talked, wasn’t she? The older she got the clearer it became to her that she liked other people best when they were contained by the seats in her classroom. These days she had parties out of a sense of obligation more than an anticipation of pleasure. This particular party—a celebration of the house’s one hundred and twentieth birthday—she hadn’t wanted to have at all. It had been Theo’s idea. “Why?” Eloise had said. “Houses don’t have birthdays. People will think they have to bring gifts.”

“For the house?” Theo asked. “What do you give a house?”

“Furnace,” Eloise said. “Roof.” She ticked off the items on her fingers. “Water heater. New wiring. Paint. New pipes.”

“You’re afraid the guests will show up with new pipes?”

“I hope they do,” Eloise said. “We haven’t done any plumbing in a while.”

“It’s not just a birthday party for the house,” Theo said. “It’s a going-away party for Claire, since she won’t let us throw her one. We just won’t tell her that.”

Eloise still shook her head. “I think it’s weird to throw a going-away party for a house.”

“For Claire,” Theo corrected. “The house isn’t going anywhere, is it?” Eloise, startled to realize her slip of the tongue, agreed to the party rather than answer that question.

“Hey,” Josh said now, spotting something past Eloise. “Isn’t that Adelaide now?”

Eloise followed his gaze to see a dark-haired, long-necked woman being ushered inside by one of Eloise’s friends from book club. “I think so,” she said.

“Got to be,” Josh said. “Look at her. That woman is definitely a ballet dancer.”

“Will you go talk to her?” Eloise asked. “I’ll see if I can find Claire.”

Eloise moved through the crowd across the foyer to look into the dining room, where people gathered around the hors d’oeuvres laid out on the table. No Claire, but she did see Theo, talking to Josh’s boss, Ben. He was looking through the photo album Theo had made when she was supposed to be working on her dissertation, filled with every picture of the house she could locate, arranged in her best guess at chronological order. Now she was pointing out photos and narrating like a tour guide. Theo, with her mobile, expressive features, her tendency to gesture expansively, was the sort of person whose appearance seems to change with her mood. Happy and animated, as she was now, she was lovely. “This is about the time my grandparents bought the house, in 1958. Some of the woodwork had been painted”—she said this with a shudder—“but they restored it to how it would have looked when it was built.”

“When was it built?” Ben asked.

“Eighteen ninety,” she said. “It’s in the Colonial Revival style, although it has three stories instead of the usual two. Do you know how we came to call the floors of a building stories? Because of the murals on the different floors. So if you were on the third floor you were on the third story.”

“That’s a good fact,” Ben said.

“I know,” Theo said. “I like that one. It’s good to know where things come from.”

“Do you write about houses? Like, architectural history?”

“No,” Theo said. “Not at all. I’ve just researched this house, and the city, too, because I’m interested. I could tell you where the oldest house is, or where there used to be water—”

“Where there used to be water?”

“Yeah, like in Northside—one of the streets has newer houses than the others, because that area was water. Or, Over-the-Rhine used to be separated from downtown by a canal. Did you know that? That’s how it got that name, because German immigrants called the canal the Rhine. When they were taking the canal out, that’s when they got the idea to build a subway. But of course they never finished it.”

Listening to her niece, the pleasure in her voice as she imparted these facts, Eloise winced. She’d tried without success to break Theo of her fondness for their hometown. Theo had come back for graduate school four years before despite offers from more prestigious schools, and moved back into the room she shared with Claire as though she’d never left. She put an I LOVE CINCINNATI bumper sticker on her car and wore T-shirts that said MADE IN OHIO or showed photos of local landmarks under the words THIS IS WHERE I’M FROM. Local landmarks, plus a shot of police in riot gear and one of Pete Rose grabbing his balls with a fuck-you expression on his face. “It’s the complete picture,” Theo had said in answer to whatever wry comment Eloise had made. “Cincinnati’s gritty.”

In Cincinnati you could make a virtue of grittiness, take pride in not living in some cleaner, wealthier, wussier city, though that was a problematic stance if you lived in a house like theirs. Even if it was a six-minute walk from a hot spot of crime, even if a friend who lived two streets over once had to dive under a car to avoid getting caught in cross fire. Did Theo’s civic pride extend to the high crime rate? The conservative provinciality of the population, the intractable problems of the urban poor, the low self-esteem? To identify so strongly with a city like this—what did that say about you? In Cincinnati when locals asked where you went to school they meant what high school. In Cincinnati when locals met a newcomer they asked, “Why’d you move here?” It was a dying city, no matter how Theo winced and protested when Eloise used that term. One day the electricity would blink off, the shops would close their doors, the people would get in their cars and drive away. Abrupt as a cardiac arrest.

A hand slipped into Eloise’s and squeezed. She looked over to see Heather, who released her hand before Eloise could pull away. So careful of Eloise’s desire for secrecy, even as it clearly hurt and sometimes angered her, even as Eloise went on spending nights in Heather’s bed and then introducing her as her “friend.” Eloise wanted to reach out and push Heather’s dark hair back behind her ear, smooth it where the humid weather was starting to make it frizz, but she didn’t. Heather wore the necklace Eloise had bought her the week before at an art fair, a sparkly glass pendant on a black cord. The gold in the glass seemed to call forth gold in her brown eyes. “I really like how that looks on you,” Eloise said.

“Thanks,” Heather said, her fingers going to the pendant. “How are you doing?”

“I’m feeling guilty.” Eloise pointed her chin at Theo. “She loves this house.”

“I know, but she can’t stay here forever whether you sell it or not.”

Eloise sighed. She didn’t know how to make Theo understand that the house was, like many family legacies, as much a burden as a gift. Francine might have hung on to ownership of the house even after she moved to Tennessee, but she’d handed over its upkeep as if she were breaking a curse, or passing it on. Theo would say the place was more gift than burden, but she wasn’t the one who had to offer up a four-figure sum to Duke Energy every month. She could complain about the cold (because winters in Cincinnati were quite cold) or the heat (because summers in Cincinnati were quite hot) without immediately thinking of how much these vagaries of temperature would cost her. Cold winters and hot summers—this unfair combination was another of the grievances against Cincinnati on Eloise’s very long list.

“She’s twenty-eight years old,” Eloise said. “Why does she have to be told to move out? Why doesn’t she want to do it on her own? And Josh. He’s been back a year. He’s still not even talking about getting his own place.” She looked at Heather. “I stunted them somehow.”

“Don’t start that again,” Heather said. “You always encouraged them. They’re just broke. Times like this make you hesitate to spend money. And the house is really big.”

“I hope someone won’t hesitate to spend money on this place,” Eloise said. “Or I’ll never get rid of it.”

“Have you talked to your mother?”

“Not yet. I thought I’d call once Claire is gone.”

“You think she’ll actually do it this time?”

“That’s what she said, the last time I asked. She’d sign it over once Claire was grown.” Eloise made a face. “But who the hell knows. She lives to torment me.”

“You can just walk away,” Heather said. “Move in with me. You know I won’t charge you rent.”

“But then I have no savings. I have nothing to show for everything I’ve put into this place.” Eloise gave her a rueful smile. “I’m tiresome, I know. I repeat myself. Are you sure you want me in your house, saying the same things over and over?”

Heather pretended to consider. “Do I have to listen?”

“Some of the time,” Eloise said. “But we can bargain. We can work that out.” She looked back at Josh, checking on him, and saw him talking with apparent ease to Adelaide. “I have to go find Claire.”

“She went upstairs a while ago with a couple of her friends.”

Eloise nodded, took a step toward the kitchen, then stopped. “Heather,” she said, “am I wrong to want to sell this place? Does it mean too much to them?”

“You’re not wrong,” Heather said. “They love the house, I know, but they don’t pay the property taxes.”

Eloise found Claire in the den on the second floor, talking to two of her friends. They’d been dance majors together at the performing arts high school, but while Claire went on to a career in dance the other two were going to college, and perhaps because of that they treated Claire as if she were a little bit of a celebrity. It sometimes bothered Eloise that people were so careful with Claire, as if she were fragile, as if she were so special as not to be quite real. True, she was lovely, with her fairy-child eyes, her long, long neck. She looked so delicate, so ethereal, and yet she was anything but.

“Claire, move your butt,” Eloise said, startling the friends and making her niece smile. “Adelaide’s here.” Claire scrambled to her feet with less than her usual grace. She worshiped Adelaide. “She’s in the foyer talking to Josh,” Eloise called after Claire as she and her friends disappeared out the door. For a moment, Eloise lingered, reluctant to return to the fray. This room, repository for the television and the video games and the music in all its assorted formats from records to iPods, had been the playroom when she and Rachel were young, and then the TV room as they grew older, the place they spent much of their time, the more formal first floor being the domain of their mother. Eloise still felt like that part of the house didn’t quite belong to her.

Why didn’t she just move in with Heather, whether her mother gave her the house or not? Why was she dragging her feet? Maybe it was because she’d never imagined finally leaving this house only to move across town. But here was the truth: Eloise was forty-five and this was where she had a job and friends and a secret girlfriend and a house she might or might not be able to sell. This was, now and forever, where she was from.

In the first year or so after coming home for the children, and intermittently since, she’d lived with an intense awareness of elsewhere. In this land, which encompassed New York and Boston and other northeastern cities and towns, life went on at a higher volume, a more rapid pace. While she waited to cross the street, its people built bridges. Their sky was bright with city lights and philosophies. She had recurring dreams of being not just late but incapable of arriving—some party or meeting or class already under way while the minutes sped past on her clock and she stood stupefied at the bathroom mirror, unable to comprehend why she was still half-dressed, why she hadn’t yet brushed her hair. Elsewhere—once upon a time she’d been able to go there by car or by plane. Now she needed a tornado.
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When the party was finally over, Eloise went up to her room and lay down on top of her quilt with one arm flung in dramatic exhaustion over her eyes. She heaved an enormous sigh, and at that moment Theo came in, said, “That’s how I feel, too,” and lay down beside her. Then Claire, so silent on her dancer feet that Eloise didn’t notice her until the bed shifted under her weight. At times like this, when the girls came to her like children, warm and sleepy, seeking contact, it was easy to forget how old they were. It was easy to forget not to call them “the children.” At most she could get away with “the kids.” Certainly they were still kids to her, even at twenty-eight and twenty-six and nineteen. They were still her kids, even if it had taken her years to stop flinching when people called them that, as if in claiming them as hers she was stealing from Rachel.

“That was too many people,” Theo said.

“It was your idea,” Eloise said, feeling amused, annoyed, and a little sad. Theo was so like her—throwing herself into maniacal organization of a party she hadn’t actually enjoyed.

“So I don’t get to complain?”

“Yes,” Eloise said. “I believe that’s in the contract.”

“I had fun,” Claire said.

“That’s because you didn’t have to think of things to talk about,” Theo said. “You never have to think of things to talk about.”

“I wouldn’t say never,” Claire said. “It’s only because people have so many questions about ballet.”

Eloise took her arm off her eyes to look at her niece. “What do they ask you?”

“They ask what my favorite ballet is, and if I’ve done The Nutcracker. They tell me what ballets they’ve seen. Usually The Nutcracker.” Claire shrugged. “They ask if all the men are gay.”

Eloise laughed. “Haven’t they heard of Baryshnikov? Do women ask you that more, or men?”

“I don’t know,” Claire said. “I haven’t paid attention.”

From below they heard Josh’s footsteps on the stairs, then silence. “Shhhh,” Theo said, and she and Claire giggled childishly. “Where is everybody?” Josh called. “Why am I cleaning up by myself?”

“Up here!” Eloise shouted.

His footsteps resumed and Theo whispered, “Hide!” The girls giggled again.

“Now, children,” Eloise said. “Be nice to your brother.”

“We’re always nice to our brother,” Claire said, and it was true, they mostly were. Every so often two of the kids bonded in a way that excluded the third. Sometimes it was Theo who got left out, sometimes it was Josh, walking around with an aggrieved and mournful air. It was never Claire. Nor was she ever the one to instigate the excluding. She was the prize in a silent game of tug-of-war. For all Eloise could tell Claire didn’t even notice.

Josh came in the room slowly, nodding as if to say I see how it is. He stood over the bed and crossed his arms. Gazing up at him, Theo said, “Man, you’re tall.”

“Dude,” Claire said. “Dude, you’re tall,” and the girls giggled again.

Josh ignored them. “What do we have here?” he asked. “You guys snuggle like kittens in a basket while I pick up beer bottles?”

“We’re tired,” Theo said. “We’re not as naturally charming as you. We’ve been working hard.”

“Natural charm takes it out of you, too,” Josh said.

“I wouldn’t know,” Eloise said. “My charm is entirely unnatural.”

“You make it look easy, though,” Theo said. “Every time I looked at you, you had a circle of people around you, hanging on your every word.”

Eloise winced. “I talked too much,” she said. “You guys are supposed to stop me from holding forth like that.”

“People like to hear you talk,” Josh said. “You’re interesting.”

Eloise wanted to ask, “Am I really interesting? Or do I just coast on having once been interesting?” But for God’s sake, woman, spare the kids your self-pity. “Play something for us, would you?” she said to Josh.

“Oh, good idea,” Theo said. “I haven’t heard you play in ages.”

“Such demanding women,” Josh said.

“Come on, Joshy,” Claire said, and the nickname she’d used in her baby years worked on him, the way they’d all known it would. He shrugged in that agreeable way of his that sometimes drove Eloise mad—yes or no! she wanted to scream—and sometimes, like now, made her want to squeeze and kiss him like she had when he was a child, tousle his curls, bring out his sweet and joyful smile. He left the room to get one of his guitars, and Eloise said, “I’m surprised he’s willing to play.”

“It’s for Claire,” Theo said.

“It’s for all of us,” Claire said, and Theo said, “No, it’s not.”

Josh returned, sat in the chair at the end of the bed, and began to tune the guitar. “What should I play?”

“A lullaby,” Theo said and yawned.

“A lullaby,” Josh repeated. He strummed, strummed again, staring at the ceiling. Then he sang, his voice low and mournful, “Phone rings in the middle of the night. My father yells, what you gonna do with your life?”

Eloise laughed. Josh had started playing this melancholy version of the song—which at one point had been the girls’ favorite—years ago. He’d always loved taking familiar songs and changing the tone, making a sad song an upbeat jaunt, a happy song a dirge. Emotion for him was malleable, manageable, while for Claire it was a wave you rode, for Theo something you compartmentalized, analyzed, pretended you could control.

On the chorus they all sang. At the end of the song they clapped, but Josh wasn’t finished. “We had a party and now we’re tired. Oh, who is gonna clean up the house tonight? Oh, Theo dear, this party was your idea. You’d better go and pick up the beer. You’d better go and pick up the beer.”

“Everybody better stop saying the party was my idea in that resentful way,” Theo said. “The house will hear you and think you don’t like her.” She reached out to pat the wall. Eloise could remember her father doing the exact same thing, a million years ago. He’d loved the house like Theo did, told everybody who would listen how old it was, how sound its structure. “I love this house,” Theo said, with a little too much feeling. Oh, baby, Eloise thought, out of sympathy and guilt, even as she wished—heartily wished—that Theo would stop saying she loved the house, and what’s more would stop loving it. She reached down, circled her niece’s wrist with her finger and thumb. It was warm and bony, and though Eloise couldn’t have said what she meant by this, it felt much, much too small.

At her aunt’s touch, Theo wanted to cry. She felt as though Eloise had known her thoughts and wanted to comfort her, but of course no one knew her thoughts, and no one could comfort her. No one had noticed her absence from the party the half hour she spent hiding in the guest room on the third floor, before she steeled herself to face the happy couple. She didn’t want anyone to notice, her absence or anything else, but sometimes she wondered why she’d never taken Claire, at least, into her confidence, so that one person would understand the effort it took to hide her longing, and maybe help her admire herself for that effort, even as she hated herself for the feelings that made the effort necessary. Theo did not want to want what she wanted. Noah.

Fantastic! he’d written in the email saying he would come. Marisa will be in town.

Great! she’d written back. She’d considered adding a second exclamation point, to emphasize how very much she meant it, but decided in the end that enthusiasm too overt might reveal the extent of her disappointment.

Her disappointment was ridiculous and embarrassing. She knew damn well that Noah was devoted to his girlfriend, as he brought Marisa up practically every time Theo saw him, which, toward the end of the last school year, had been a little too often, as Theo had taken to dropping by his office on the pretext of looking for Eloise. She’d sworn off this habit sometime in April, after going by and finding his office door closed and locked. She hated how bereft this made her feel, how not seeing him when she’d hoped to see him ruined the rest of her day. Theo worked very hard to suppress her doomed romantic notions. She was successful enough in these efforts to have gained a reputation among her friends for a sharp-tongued, hilarious cynicism about love. Oh, she was tough. She was so tough that every time Noah spoke to her she had to fight a melting urge to giggle. Instead she would lean away, make wisecracks in a lower than usual voice. If only she smoked, those would be the perfect moments to light a cigarette. She was as smooth as a femme fatale, so cool she should have been filmed in black and white.

Noah, he was an excitable guy. The first time she met him, when Eloise had him over for a welcome dinner, he’d talked with such passion about the lifestyles of the ancient Americans that Theo had been as jazzed as you were after a good concert. He preached and she wanted to shout Amen! He made her want to clap and whoop, to give full rein to her enthusiasms. It made little sense to try to attract a guy like that with withdrawal and sarcasm, but she wasn’t trying to attract him, not at all. He had a girlfriend. Theo simply liked being around him. Or rather she just wanted to be around him. She didn’t exactly like it. Feeling jittery, and manic, and under pressure to utter the world’s most interesting remark—those weren’t things she liked. The whole thing was exhausting. She was an idiot.

Before the party she’d managed to focus on her to-do list rather than the fact that Noah would be coming, and that he was bringing his girlfriend. She threw herself into cleaning the house, because she’d told Eloise she would, and she had to buy wine and beer, because she’d taken that chore from Josh, and she had to make hors d’oeuvres, because she’d taken that one from Claire. She’d spent hours and hours on the photo album. She needed distractions, and she also felt guilty because she’d been the one insisting on the party, which no one else wanted to have, and like anyone used to being thought of as the good one, the capable one, the responsible one, she preferred feeling overwhelmed and overworked to feeling guilty. And in the end had they had a good time? She hoped they had all had a good time.

“I saw you talking to Adelaide, Josh,” she said. “You looked pretty happy.”

“Oh yeah.” Claire lifted herself up on her elbows to look at Josh. “What was going on there?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?”

“She is my teacher.”

“Was your teacher,” Eloise said. “Now she’s very nearly your peer.”

“She’s miles beyond me,” Claire said. Then, to Josh, “What were you talking about?”
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