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For Jay and Devon






PEGASUS


Definitely not the strangest situation, but somewhat unusual. Since February, Ginny has lived with her fiancé Darcy’s father, a lovely man, retired, a doctor. His profession alone didn’t explain how he’d assembled (as he put it) his “kingdom.” During Bill Clinton’s presidency, he began investing in real estate, as well as the stock market. He knew Clinton. Slightly. He still donated generously to the Democratic Party. He’d once held a fundraiser in support of Hillary at his home on Rugby Avenue. Actually, that was his former home. After his wife’s death he moved to Ivy, into a smaller, still rather grand house with a Juliet balcony off his bedroom and stained glass panels depicting the seasons hung in the den’s windows. Ginny didn’t know the doctor when he was more politically active, but he’d shown her photographs taken the day of the fundraiser for Hillary. At the last minute, though, Hillary had sent one of her personable assistants, so no one could be too cross with her. Ginny had scrutinized the photographs. The brass, oval ice bucket (no longer on display) was large enough to bathe the dog; that day, it was filled with champagne bottles (“Prosecco,” the doctor always corrected her). There’d apparently been two drink coolers, though one had been ruined when the doctor’s wife threw it at a possum nosing through their trash.

Ginny now knew many things about the couple’s life, because any question about where something came from turned into an occasion for the doctor to reminisce. (“She always reached for whatever was handy. One time she banged a picture hanger into the living room wall with a Le Creuset pan.”)

Of course, when Ginny met the doctor, she had no idea she’d ever live with him. They were introduced pre-Covid, after her third date with Darcy (though that date lasted for two days). Afterwards, she’d decided to leave Brooklyn and move to Charlottesville, into the apartment Darcy rented on Altamont Street. She’d questioned whether it was wise to start living together so soon, though she justified it by telling herself that she’d liked the town a lot, during the time she’d lived there previously (she agreed with Darcy that it was much changed), and she had a good friend in town. Darcy had convinced her the move wasn’t crazy because they’d had such an immediate connection, and (she had to agree) everything they did was fun. He’d persuaded her by doing a great imitation of Christopher Walken (he knew it was good, though in his opinion, everyone could do him). His impersonation had Walken saying things like “Young love was meant to be.” So they’d put her possessions in a van (they were now being stored in her friend Jeanette’s basement); she’d sold her books to the Strand; she’d donated most of her clothes to an organization one of her roommates worked for, which sent them to Haiti. The other roommate had called her selfish for walking out on them with no notice. The last few minutes in the living room, with one roommate crying and the other cursing her, as Darcy lowered his eyes and carried out her two suitcases, had been traumatic.

Then (sprinkle of Tinker Bell’s wand), she was elsewhere.

Darcy’s apartment occupied half a floor of a two-story 1920s house. The owner’s son and his teenage son lived on the ground floor; Mildred and her daughter lived next door on the second floor, on the flip side of the kitchen wall. Mil’s daughter, painfully shy, thin, with unruly hair no product could subdue, went out only to go to church. Soon after meeting Ginny, Mil hinted, more than once, that they should invite her daughter over for “sweet tea.” (They had. Once.) Mil’s age—her daughter must have been at least fifty—reinforced Ginny’s sense that she was living in a time warp. It didn’t seem like she was in the real world: no one rushed around; if anyone laid on their car horn, it was because they were dead; neighbors paused to talk to each other every time they met. Norman Rockwell couldn’t have invented a more neighborly place. On their street, there was even a special greeting: Instead of raising a hand, both men and women flapped one hand animatedly. She’d never seen anything like it. Her first day there, she’d discovered rosemary growing as a hedge! It was the scent that drew her attention. Soon afterwards, she’d stopped abruptly when she saw the size of the mint field that spread, untended (mint liked that), amid another neighbor’s scraggly rhododendrons and azaleas. Even Mil’s daughter hadn’t known it grew wild there (she liked mint, but rosemary “stank”). Ginny tried to remember to make excessive hand movements when she encountered someone.

But what paradise, however odd, lasts? Soon thereafter, Darcy decided not to renew his lease at the much higher rent. They should have known something was up when two men with ladders arrived early one morning and shutters were put on the house. Their parting gesture had been to sand, then paint the front door pale yellow, adding a pineapple-shaped brass knocker. Darcy’s mouth twisted as he read the letter from the landlord (he lived in Norfolk, but the son and his son had both averted their eyes when they encountered Ginny and Darcy, as soon as the renovations began). The neighborhood had become too noisy, Darcy complained. He no longer liked living downtown—and what was with raising the rent? What was Mil going to do? The whole area too often reminded him of the 2017 Unite the Right rally in what was then called Lee Park, just blocks away. Heather Heyer had died when a car driven by a twenty-year-old from Ohio plowed into the crowd of counterprotestors. Darcy hadn’t been there, but he spoke as if he had. He was a Yale graduate who’d majored in acting. When he returned from Japan—assuming the virus was ever brought under control—the two of them intended to go house hunting. Charlottesville real estate prices were rocketing skyward, with buyers bidding above asking price for houses in Belmont the day they were listed. Darcy and Ginny were considering Staunton, or perhaps Lexington. Meanwhile—though she still felt the loss of it—other people lived in the sunny, lovely old apartment, while she’d moved in with the doctor, and Darcy remained in Tokyo, acting the part of Brutus on YouTube, hoping the American Shakespeare Theater of Tokyo would reopen before he left the country, so that just once he could perform in front of a live audience.

Ginny hadn’t protested when Darcy was invited to become part of the just-assembled troupe, largely American, with one actor from Denmark and another from Berlin (the son of one of Darcy’s teachers at Yale, who’d helped get the whole thing going), as well as several Japanese actors—one of whom was featured in a full-page Bottega Veneta ad in the New York Times fashion magazine. Initially, the plan had been for Darcy to go to Tokyo and get settled (“What did he think that meant, buy two tatami mats?” the doctor asked Ginny); then she could sublet the apartment and join him. In that time before everyone began to sequester—now it seemed either like yesterday, or like long-ago life in a vanished world—Ginny had felt she couldn’t object, because they were both committed to working at things they loved. This was something the doctor grudgingly agreed with—grudging only in the sense that he thought inherited money rotted people’s souls, but there it was. His own father’s second wife had surprised the whole family: Though the old man had excluded all of them from inheriting anything in his will, opting instead to support his wife and his stepchildren, she’d nevertheless slipped Darcy fifty thousand dollars—and what a miracle it was that none of the doctor’s other children knew it. So, yes, okay, try out whatever it is that you love, but don’t overindulge just because you’ve got the means to do so, was the doctor’s attitude. (“My god, my father remarried at eighty-one—that’s unusual enough—but he found himself a woman with scruples. Maybe not a sense of fairness and equality, no, but it seemed she’d passed up a chance to go to the Royal Academy of Dramatic Arts herself, so she did make a generous gesture to one of her stepgrandsons.”)

Dr. Robert Boyd Anderson (Robbie, to friends) was nearly seventy, and had not practiced medicine for the last three years. He had one daughter, Cassie, a BoA bank officer in Memphis, who lived with her husband, a CPA. Cassie had been an only child until she was five, when the twins (whom she still resented) were born: red-haired, round-faced boys with a permanent blush. Next came handsome Darcy (yes, as in Mr. Darcy). Their mother had been a much beloved teacher of English at Tandem, though she left when she became pregnant with Darcy. Her final child, Dante (yes), was born two years, two months after Darcy. She’d nearly died when she developed gestational diabetes during the pregnancy, but she’d died instead from a heart attack during a game of croquet the summer before Dante entered fourth grade.

When Ginny first fell in love with Darcy, she’d been delighted to learn he had a sister. She’d always wanted a sister—though, as Darcy had warned her, “You might not want this one.” Cassie was as he’d described her: beautiful; energetic (a euphemism for manic, in the doctor’s opinion); self-assured; willful. She now kept a shrine to her mother in her guest bedroom where Darcy and Ginny had stayed on their Meet the Family visit to Memphis. (The tour had also ended there, as the twins were too busy to fly in, and Dante never answered his phone or returned messages.) It was during this time (“It’s our courtship!” Darcy said, channeling Christopher Walken) that Ginny learned of the doctor’s wife’s diary (on its cover, she’d neatly filled in her name: Anita Elizabeth Granger Anderson) which, when Cassie discovered it after her mother’s death, she had photocopied in its entirety, highlighting passages that she insisted made clear her mother’s love for other women before giving a copy to everyone in the family, including the doctor.

Ginny hadn’t known what to make of it when she’d seen Darcy’s copy: Anita had written such things as Shopping with Edith, such joy! or mentioned her first-ever dip in a hot tub, Naked, no doubt with more female observers than on the day I was born! This diary was one of the things Cassie was still discussing with her therapist. At her home in Memphis, her mother’s vanity table sat inside a shallow closet (“What about the significance of putting it in there, huh?” Ginny had asked Darcy). Anita’s Chanel No. 5 had been placed atop a white doily; the ebony-handled brush, bristles up, was thick with wisps of Anita’s dark hair. Cassie said she sniffed the brush before going to bed. Apparently, she ignored the perfume. Her mother’s wedding portrait, framed in cardboard, had been added to the display, as had her knitting needles, splayed in a vase like flowers—though it seemed likely those would have been kept elsewhere. Robbie very much hoped one of his children would bestow his late wife’s name on a child. So far his daughter had produced none. Neither had the others, with the exception of two girls sired by Dante, the first conceived during his third year of high school, the other by a flight attendant with whom he’d had a one-night stand in a Holiday Inn near Logan Airport, where he’d been bitten by bedbugs. He’d been given no say in the naming of either child, and his father had paid the flight attendant a lot of money to go away, as well as giving her his year-old BMW (“The better to make her exit”).

Topics always to be avoided with Robbie were: Dante’s first shrink, who’d temporarily converted him to the Bahá’i Faith, before he himself had a breakdown; Dante’s debts; Anita’s diary (“No respect for privacy! The children set upon those photocopies like they’d found the Holy Grail”); the beagle mix’s age; Cassie’s husband’s regrettable interest in illegal big-game hunting (“Covid put an end to that, since the Africans couldn’t”), and in paintball.

Some days, Robbie pretended Ginny was Anita. He liked to call her by his late wife’s name. He used her given name in public. He’d say, “Allow me to introduce Ginger Katherine ‘Ginny’ Worth, my lovely daughter-in-law”—he was rushing that, though it was only a technicality. He’d said this during the winter to old ladies in leggings, North Face fleece jackets in solemn shades of green or blue, and ballet flats, running, masked, in or out of Foods of All Nations. No doubt some of these women had been his wife’s friends. Anita might have sat among them at St. Paul’s on Sundays, or golfed with them at the country club, or—if you believed Cassie—had affairs with them. Ginny often asked about the things in the doctor’s house, but rarely inquired how he knew someone, though sometimes a woman would linger long enough for her to find out: “When Anita and I were at Hollins,” or, “Did you know my sister’s moving back to town, Dr. Anderson, and she’s missed your book group all these years, so you might ought expect a call!” (“I’m not much of a reader anymore, as my short-term memory isn’t what it used to be,” he’d replied, averting his eyes in that recognizable way, as if the prettiest girl had asked him to dance when he had a sprained ankle.)

With one notable exception, Ginny didn’t think his short-term memory was worse than anyone else’s his age, though he disagreed: “I’ll be lucky if I remember to come to your wedding.”

But he had gotten lost recently, just days before. Robbie had driven off to rendezvous with an intern at the hospital, but had gotten the day wrong. He’d driven to the parking lot of Foods—their café was serving takeout coffee, but metal tables were set up outside, now that the weather was mild, and they were very popular—then he must have walked out of the parking lot. He became confused because new, tall buildings near the underpass obscured familiar landmarks. He’d eventually gone inside one and found a Coke machine. He had enough change to buy a can, after which, refreshed, he’d asked someone for directions to the old hospital on Jefferson Park Avenue. Outside, he’d turned in the wrong direction again, then had no idea where to go, “other than avoiding the ramp to Route 250, which apparently has become a rocket launch.” A friend of Cassie’s who recognized him pulled to the side of Old Ivy Road to see if he was okay (“There are great advantages to small-town life, though this is hardly that, any longer”). Since he had no memory of where he’d left his car—that was bad—Cassie’s friend had driven him home and stayed until Ginny opened the door. She’d been painting her toenails. She’d hobbled to the peephole with cotton balls separating her toes. There she’d stood, at noon, wearing the sweatsuit she’d slept in, topped by her favorite sweater from Orvis, her drying hair coiled into two big waves, fastened with long bobby pins. She’d been aware that her present look conjured up Princess Leia.

“Anita,” he’d said contritely, “I’ve been away too long.”



TODAY SHE WAS INDULGING Robbie by helping him strategize about keeping his failing memory secret from the family. The family was extensive (at first he’d said “expensive,” which had made perfect sense to Ginny, before he corrected himself), though Ginny and he agreed that he needed only one slightly philosophical, bemused little set speech, that he should keep it simple. It was his opinion that all his children were perceptive, though otherwise lackadaisical. Dante was the only exception to his children’s being “tightly wound.” In no way could Robbie benefit from their worry, only suffer it.

She assured him she wouldn’t say anything to Darcy. She reminded him of what a helpful clue he’d provided, remembering that he’d parked just past “the lampshade store.” She’d gotten a ride to the Foods of All Nations parking lot when her friend Jeanette got off work. They’d ridden there, both double-masked, windows down. His Saab had been parked just about where she expected to find it, not easy to see at first, wedged between SUVs. What she’d taken to be a ticket clamped under the windshield wiper turned out to be a flyer advertising a “Carries Out Only” restaurant. (Later, she and Robbie had had a laugh about that.) She’d returned home, as proud to be returning his car as a child holding up her drawing. Ginny made light of his mistake by telling him that she’d once borrowed a car and gone grocery shopping and driven back to her Brooklyn apartment without putting the bag in the trunk. It had still been in the parking lot when she returned. A pigeon had pecked open a bag of beet chips (“Never heard of them. I’d like to give them a try”). The bird had almost been brave enough to continue eating when she coasted to a stop, but when she opened the car door it had flown off with a great beating of wings. She’d felt sure that if the pigeon had been dexterous enough, it would have flashed her the evil eye over its shoulder. (“A shoulder? I’m not an ornithologist, but I remember a bit about bird anatomy!”)

She liked talking to Robbie. She felt she could tell him almost anything. If she found something confusing, he enjoyed agreeing vociferously, before providing a reasonable, reassuring answer. Also, they often ended up laughing. She confessed to him that when she was a teenager, she’d shoplifted. (“Books about vengeful birds, was it?”) He said he routinely doubled the amount he actually dropped in the church collection plate when providing figures to his accountant. She told him that as a six-year-old, she’d discovered her Christmas present in November, then faked surprise on Christmas Day. He said he’d knowingly accepted another man’s raincoat from the coat check person at the Boar’s Head Inn on a windy, rainy night (two days later, “not the next day, mind you,” suffering remorse, he’d returned it). So many days, there was worrisome news about Covid. Winter dragged on. After dinner, it became their routine to watch Gabriel Byrne in In Treatment on the television in the den, with a screen no larger than the small antique mirror in the guest bathroom. Other times they watched Poirot, whose solutions she often had trouble understanding; afterwards, Robbie would patiently explain who’d killed whom and why. Her real interest was in hearing the theme song and seeing the same opening, night after night: David Suchet, one arm bent behind his back, walking mincingly in his dandyish shoes.

The twins, who worked for Microsoft in Seattle, were busy and rarely in touch with their father, though at Christmas one had sent a small LED light on an adjustable headband from Amazon, and the other had sent an arrangement from a local florist that consisted primarily of red anthurium and pinecones. His daughter sometimes typed brief letters and included photographs of her flowering trees and bushes, but rarely called. Darcy sent separate messages to his father and to Ginny (hers often included naked, priapic men he’d drawn with the help of some app—surely there weren’t emojis for that). To both Ginny and his father he embedded links showing the various approaches he took when enacting the role of Brutus. He had so many followers on YouTube! If Dante phoned at all, it was at odd hours. He tended to call his father Bobby (Robbie had summoned Ginny to the landline and handed her the phone, saying afterwards, “There’s nothing wrong with my hearing, do you believe me now?”).

Once—to be honest, twice—Robbie had told Ginny he’d received calls from his wife; naturally, she assumed he must have been dreaming, but he insisted that they’d been actual calls. Robbie felt sure that eventually she’d be able to listen in, since they were filled with long pauses on the other end; so far, no calls had come in when she was home (“She’s got good instincts about when you’re gone”). He swore her to silence because he knew his children would pity him for not accepting that their mother was gone. Ginny had tried to remain noncommittal (“I know what you’re thinking—that I’ve watched too much Alfred Hitchcock”). The doctor did not much like telling other people what was obvious, especially because he believed he was more intelligent than most. “Does Anita know about Covid?” Ginny had managed, after he mentioned the second call. She hadn’t exactly been kidding—she meant to imply that his anxiety might have led him to misinterpret whatever the calls were—but he’d taken her to task for joking. In the first call, Anita had spoken to him from a garden. Her voice had been faint, but insistent. “A request?” Ginny asked. He’d pondered: well, Anita had discussed the advantages of annuals versus perennials in a way that made him sure she was speaking, if not in code, metaphorically. Her wispy voice faded in and out, though he’d instantly understood that she could do no better. But, oh yes: she’d wanted to know who Ginny was. She’d also said—as she had when she was alive—that they should have stopped after having Cassie and the twins. (“I’m sorry if that’s distressing, Ginny; I realize that would mean you couldn’t be affianced to Darcy.”)

Anita had mocked him during the second call by saying that one’s spawn did not prove one’s virility. Maybe Dante wasn’t even his, she’d suggested. She’d never said that before. On this call, he’d heard what sounded like merry-go-round music in the background (“Relentless. Too fast”).

Ginny returned from her 8 p.m. Pilates class off the downtown mall (masked; skylights open; six feet between mats) only moments after he hung up from the third, most recent call. Anita had mentioned the garden again, then recited something (he searched for the right words) “poetically pretty”—she’d rhymed “rude” with “solitude.” Ginny Googled “poem, garden, rude, solitude” and found it immediately (“Yes! That’s it!”)—but what of it? Though Anita had taught literature. Darcy’s theory was that his father needed the calls, so he’d invented them. More likely (Darcy couldn’t resist snideness, which was not a good trait), it had been a telemarketer coming down with laryngitis. He couldn’t take it seriously. There was no afterlife (Darcy only attended church on Christmas Eve to keep the peace). But he didn’t dismiss Pascal’s wager, so if he might be wrong, why not assume his mother was in the afterlife, smoking her pastel Nat Sherman cigarettes through her cigarette holder inlaid with mother-of-pearl, their old dog, Sandy, curled at her feet instead of lolling her tongue while seated on bony haunches, like Blanche DuBois, the beagle. Darcy tried to change the subject: How was the dog? Leaving aside the old man’s delusion, how was his father doing, confined so much to the house?

“Okay,” she mumbled, sounding to herself like a reluctant teenager.

“Not a line of questioning you enjoy,” Darcy said. “Understood. How’s your job hunt—did the position at the library open up?”

“No one’s hiring,” she said. “Everything’s on hold.”

“That gives you time to work on your novel.”

“That tone of voice sounds very condescending, Darcy.”

Touchy, touchy! He tossed the ball back in her court: “If you won’t let me read even the first page, how can it seem real to me?”

He was giving her good advice, in the voice of Jack Nicholson, when the call dropped. She’d called Verizon twice about this problem. They weren’t scheduling any appointments; you couldn’t go to a store. She’d done everything the tech person had instructed her to do during their previous call: at the top of her screen, two bars out of four were darkened, which could have been better but should have been enough; they didn’t live in the boonies; the iPhone 11 had been her birthday present from Robbie. The doctor was quite right to have kept his reliable landline, even though he’d capitulated and now also had a cell phone.

Darcy didn’t call back. She hated the phone, she was thinking, as Robbie cleared his throat before tapping on the den’s doorframe. She’d left the door ajar. A streetlight had come on and illuminated two of the stained glass panels. One was of spring: stars glittered above willow trees as a woman in a wide-brimmed hat and apron carried her multicolored basket across a green lawn, the basket spilling branches of forsythia and what might have been peonies. The other was the least interesting panel, autumn: several women bent low in a field, gleaning. She’d never heard the word before, but she understood what the title meant, in a general sense, by its context. Robbie had explained to her that all the glasswork was based on famous paintings—the autumn panel, inspired by a painter named Millet.

Now, he cleared his voice histrionically.

“Yes, Robbie?”

“Did I get lost today?” he asked, peeking in, but remaining in the hallway.

“Not that I know of. Do you think you did?”

“Was that my wife?”

“Your son, but the call got dropped,” she said sulkily.

“Did you secretly get married before he went to Japan?”

Blanche, sighing deeply under the weight of too many chains and charms and a too-thick collar, appeared and plopped down at Robbie’s feet. She seemed to lose her balance, rather than intentionally settling herself there. It was her burden in life to accompany him everywhere.

“Why do you ask?”

“Because Will Carmody said he saw you back when everybody could still go out. You and Darcy were at Orzo, drinking champagne.”

“That wasn’t us,” she said. “No, we’re not married.”

“Because if you were, I’d like a dance with the bride. That’s a well-established ritual: to dance with your father-in-law.”

She softened. She rose from her favorite chair. “I don’t know why we have to wait. Let me put on some music.” (He still kept his LPs and his turntable in the den; he was always happy if she played an actual record.) “We’ll have a dance.”

“How about something by ‘Walk on By,’ you know, Dionne Warwick. How about my remembering that, huh? Let’s put on her other song, though: ‘Don’t Make Me Over.’ That was playing at the dentist’s the other day. Hygienist had never heard of it, let alone the upbeat, I guess you’d say ‘upbeat,’ Muzak version. ‘Now that I’d do an-y-thing for you,’ he sang in falsetto, planting his feet some distance apart, opening his arms as he hovered at her side. He often took her aback. In his own way, he was more uninhibited than his children—and, leaving aside Dante, that was saying something. “Oh, you don’t really want to dance. It’s, what is it”—he consulted his Swatch, on a neon-green band—“nearly eleven. My god, I used to turn in before now. Had to.”

“I don’t see Dionne Warwick,” she said, flipping. The records were kept in an old wooden box stamped Perry Brothers Seeds.

“I think it’s there,” he said, “but I think a lot of deranged things.”

“You aren’t deranged.”

“Oh, all you girls know how to flatter me.”

She picked up her phone and tapped the microphone icon. “Dionne Warwick, ‘Don’t Make Me Over,’ ” Ginny said.

There it was. She selected the first YouTube video, pressed the play arrow, and thumbed up the volume. Blanche DuBois scrambled up as the doctor walked toward Ginny, arms again extended. “I’m beggin’ you,” Dionne Warwick sang to the ceiling from her position on the chair cushion, where Ginny had tossed the phone.

On “Accept me for the things that I do,” Blanche tried to wedge herself between the doctor’s legs and Ginny’s. They’d been swaying, lost in the music. He smelled of Neutrogena. Ginny opened her eyes. “Do you want to get in on this, girl?” Robbie asked. “I’d scoop her up if I could,” he said, grinning.

“She’s jealous! Look at her!” Ginny said as the doctor bent to scratch Blanche’s ruff, setting her doggie information tinkling, as the song concluded.

“We saw Dionne Warwick sing that at the Rainbow Room with some famous fellow,” Robbie said. “Anita might not have gotten her diamond earrings soon enough, but never did I fail to celebrate an anniversary. Have you even heard of the Rainbow Room?”

“Of course I have. In Rockefeller Center. Look!” she said, picking up the phone. She turned it toward him so he could see the screen: dollhouse-sized Dionne Warwick and Burt Bacharach clasping hands, walking forward, smiling intensely, to the appreciative applause of the crowd.

“Will you look at that!” he said, the tip of his nose almost touching the screen. “Jeffrey Epstein!”

“What? Are you kidding? It’s Burt Bacharach.”

“It’s not the one who hung himself?”

“It’s pretty obvious he was murdered,” she said. “The cameras were—”

“Horrible. Every aspect of it,” Robbie said, slightly breathless. “Can’t imagine what will happen, with the queen’s favorite child—so they say—being sought by the authorities. Posing with that young girl. You have to wonder if the queen was spared that. Don’t think they can extradite a prince, or whatever he is, but you never know.” He was muttering either to her, or to Blanche; in either case, Blanche was much more receptive, wagging her tail. He leaned over to touch his beloved dog. When he stopped scrunching her fur, Blanche licked his hand.

“Well, thank you for this entire lockdown, I mean, dance,” she said.

“My pleasure,” he replied, bowing.

“Robbie, I know I shouldn’t bring it up again, but look at the things you remember. I really don’t think there’s anything wrong with your memory that isn’t”—she floundered—“expected, at your age.”

“I accept the compliment, as is age-appropriate to do,” he said. “Not only that, but I’m going to whisper in Darcy’s ear about the sort of bauble you should have while you’re still young, and I’m going to let the dog o-u-t.”

She picked up the Daily Progress from the footstool, folded it, and dropped it in the trash basket. She dropped her phone in her sweater’s deep pocket. At night, regardless of the weather, Robbie turned on the outdoor lights, opened the screen door, and surveyed the fenced yard before letting Blanche out. They’d recently called a trapper, who’d set a series of traps to catch what turned out to be a mother skunk and seven babies. They had apparently been living under the back porch. This had been done before they, or the dog, had any encounter with the skunk family—the doctor had only seen one skunk, several times, outside the living room window, near the still-dormant hydrangeas. One time he’d whispered for her to join him at the window, putting his finger to his lips, and she too had seen the skunk nosing around only a few feet away.

Now, from behind, Ginny noticed the doctor’s sloped shoulders, his carefully calibrated movements, turning just so, to retain his balance while holding back Blanche with one leg as he perused the yard. It was dense with periwinkle (his alternative to having so much grass that needed mowing; to Ginny, it looked like a field of plastic). It might have been a bright star she saw over his shoulder when he turned toward her, after letting Blanche proceed. Or it might have been light beamed from a tower, maybe even the flash of a car’s headlights. She didn’t often feel isolated, except in moments when she glimpsed some other reality outside the house: the white flash of a skunk’s tail; starlight; a beacon.

“Ginny,” he said, stone-faced, “did we just have a dance?”

She must have looked stricken. Then his expression crumpled and he said, “Gotcha!” and turned toward the staircase, proud of himself. Since Blanche so loved her late-night explorations of what Robbie called “the kingdom,” he left it to Ginny to lure her back in. She wasn’t sure how that routine had evolved, but it had, even during winter’s coldest nights. She wore no watch, but she checked her phone. Around eleven fifteen she’d begin whistling for Blanche, then do anything necessary to get the dog inside. It was the least she could do. He’d been more than gracious about her moving into his home, he’d been insistent: his house was spacious and safe; he was delighted at the prospect of her as the newest family member; she must “hibernate” with him. “A great pleasure,” he told her, and all of his children. To Darcy, he’d added (Darcy himself had told her his father had asked this more than once), “Why would a man go so far away and work for so little money, just when he’s found the love of his life? Don’t you think Fate might be sending you a message, Darcy, to take shelter with your loved one at this perilous moment, that’s sure to be far worse than the Spanish flu?”



GINNY’S RETURN TO Charlottesville had been just that, a return. Nine years earlier, she’d attended UVA’s MFA writing program. Her favorite teacher (a former model; she had gobs of shiny, deep-brown hair) had since received tenure. Jeanette was a thoughtful person; she never capitalized on her still riveting appearance. Knowing Ginny would be back in town, looking for a part-time job that would give her time to write, Jeanette had contacted a friend at the Albert and Shirley Small Special Collections Library, who’d written Ginny a nice, welcoming note—an actual note!—regretting that the position she might be suited for was currently on hold. Jeanette also volunteered to read the manuscript she’d been working on, accepted unquestioningly that Ginny did not yet wish to show anyone anything at all, then suggested Ginny sit in on her twice weekly Zoom classes with the MFA students (“I’d be bolstered by your presence, Ginny. You’re such a good reader. Please feel free to comment too”). It was wonderful to be able to interact with Jeanette again; that inevitable imbalance of power between teacher and student had somewhat inhibited them in the past, though now they could just be friends.

How did she look to the students? She felt like an interloper, regardless of what Jeanette said, and rarely spoke during the classes. As she remembered it from her year in the program, everything had been more intense, every detail of every story or novel overanalyzed; if you resisted, your classmates came back at you like green-headed flies. In retrospect, she’d been a little unstable back then, knowing she wanted to be nothing like her mother, but not sure whom she might model herself on. During her earlier time in Charlottesville, she’d left town before getting her degree, running off with a twenty-years-older cinematographer she’d met during Thanksgiving break in Aspen when she flew there to stay with the person who was then her best friend and the girl’s family. Ah, those days pre-Covid. After a wild few days with the man now known as The Narcissist, she and her friend had returned to UVA. Ginny’s friend had sulked a bit because she’d seen so little of her, once she met the cinematographer, but they’d patched things up by the time they returned to Virginia. At the end of the semester, Ginny and the cinematographer remained entirely sure they were soul mates and their relationship was meant to be; he’d landed a private plane on what was then the Kluge estate to pick her up and fly away with her.

But, believe it or not (some days she didn’t), she’d been more smitten with Darcy, from the moment they met. He was funnier. He didn’t seem full of himself. He certainly didn’t tell her what to wear, let alone try to change her mind about becoming a writer. Everything had seemed propitious: her roommate in Brooklyn would be moving in with her boyfriend, as soon as he got rid of his roommate; she’d be escaping the other roommate, a poli sci major who did tequila shots with doughnuts. Charlottesville was Southern enough but not too Southern, liberal, much approved of by the travel sections of glitzy magazines—a “bubble,” though of course the rally had put everyone on edge; and though she realized how lucky she was not to have to worry constantly about money, she still tried to put the subject entirely out of her mind, rather than admit how relieved she was to be getting an almost free ride.

And then Tinker Bell’s wand turned out to be sprinkling not stardust, but teeny-tiny particles of coronavirus.

Who, really, were the people in Jeanette’s class? Rich or poor? Admitting privilege or determined to write well enough to change their lives, if they had to? Several recent graduates had rather stunningly demonstrated the possibility of that working. The writing program was highly ranked, with good reason. A few New York agents still kept an eye on the program. Covid, though, made everything problematic. The graduate students could no longer count on augmenting their income by waiting tables. Part-time jobs had to be avoided, for fear of contracting the virus.

The faces of the new students on her screen were postage stamp–sized: the young woman from Sierra Leone; the tall boy—he really did look like an adolescent—whose exposition got tangled in the complex net of figurative language he’d cast; the twins, whose haughty manner made it obvious that they considered themselves the prose-writing equivalent of the starry Starn twin photographers, though to Ginny, each was horribly prosaic; the middle-aged woman writing about a fire she’d narrowly escaped by jumping three floors into a net, leaving her with only two broken ribs, a broken thumb, and a dislocated shoulder, who always joined the session late because of technical difficulties; the square-faced, muscular boy from Baton Rouge (Jeanette had told her he cut himself) with tattoos of the Joker and Batman on the backs of his hands, nails gnawed to the quick, who alternately wore a visor or an engineer’s cap, one wrist accessorized with a Slinky-high tower of bracelets made of hemp, silver, copper, plastic—all androgynous. It was rumored he had a drug problem. Jeanette would not confirm or deny this, or the rumor that the same student had had his car towed when he’d parked by a fire hydrant, and that later he’d gone to pick it up and had made such a scene, the police had been called and given him a Breathalyzer test he’d failed, so that when he managed to wheedle his way out of that situation, he nevertheless had to have a device installed in his car that he was required to breathe into before the car would start. But the virus was a bitch, everyone was stressed-out; life went on even when it didn’t much resemble what things had been before: people stole shopping carts from the Barracks Road Kroger; someone entered the closed university library and threw thirty books out of the second-story window, whose spines fractured and let go of their pages.

Back in her bedroom, after enduring the withering look Blanche gave her upon returning, Ginny climbed into bed to see that Darcy had forwarded a couple of Cassie’s emails. Even from Tokyo, Darcy had been having disagreements with his sister. This exchange had been precipitated by his writing a group message to his siblings saying that their father would need live-in help when Ginny left, to which Cassie had replied—Darcy thought, with particular insensitivity—that whoever came from Meals on Wheels would be able to make sure Robbie hadn’t fallen, and that he shouldn’t infantilize their father. Ginny herself thought his email had raised a false alarm. Darcy also seemed to be only half joking when he wrote to say that now that Ginny had discovered who the most interesting man in the family was, what must he do to win her back?

During the winter, Robbie had twice prepared what had been his signature dish, beef Stroganoff. She’d never had it before—she wasn’t vegetarian, though she tended to avoid red meat. She considered his stew the most delicious thing she’d ever tasted. He’d prepared dinner once a week; on weekends, they’d eaten takeout, or had pizza delivered. Far from being demanding, Robbie enjoyed a cheese omelet for dinner, or praised her for adding fresh snow peas and bean sprouts (with a slug of sake) to packaged ramen noodles. (“Thrifty!” he’d complimented her.) Their wine drinking went unmentioned, though from what she read, everyone was drinking more.

She leaned back against her pillows and clicked on the day’s newest video of Darcy as Brutus. His delivery of some lines was too adamant, almost a satire of a lesser actor, underestimating the audience: “Our hearts you see not; they are pitiful; and pity to the general wrong of Rome.…” His gestures, too, were odd. Off. Until she watched a second time and realized he was joking. It wasn’t a real performance, but something he’d done just for her, an imitation of—of course!—his father’s expansive gestures, the way the doctor resembled a showman about to begin a transparently manipulative pitch (though, in the den, she’d walked so happily into his arms, and she really had liked their little dance).

LOL she texted Darcy.

Ping! (It was thirteen hours later in Tokyo. He was responding at two forty in the morning.)

hey amazing you got it right away

No u got me thought you

were having off night

i’d [image: ] to have any night with you

Who told you to take

job in Tokyo???!!!

you told me not to just like

dear dad, but its been amazing

He says you should buy

me jewels. Bring back jade.

we’re back to lol

x

phone sex?

x bye

She waited for his reply, but no dots appeared. That left no excuse for not opening the most recent attachment from the older woman whose manuscript would be discussed the next day. The title was “Fifty Ways to Jump,” though who could say if she’d keep decreasing the number downward; she’d been unable to revise two jumps to please her classmates, and had finally deleted them, as well as the one she disliked that had impressed everyone else. Of twenty jumps written so far, she was down to seventeen.

But first, Ginny hoped to get an energy hit from Gene Kelly in Singin’ in the Rain. She’d watched that with Robbie and Darcy, the night he introduced them. That great moment, when Gene Kelly stands under the gushing downspout, then whips off his hat! The policeman’s sudden appearance, arms folded across his chest, so that Kelly stops, closes his umbrella, then walks off, almost colliding with an extra who’d always be able to say, I’m the person in the rain Gene Kelly almost ran into!

She took a deep, calming breath, then exhaled. She opened the attachment and read:


[REVISION, PART 1] Most nights in my dreams I jump. People with sleep disorders jump out of bed in the middle of the night; we disapprove of people “jumping to conclusions.” Let’s take it out of the human realm. A horse jumps a hurdle and we think, “Good horse, good jump.” If you say the word “jump” aloud, some of you will jerk your chin back as you say it, the same way many of you will raise an arm as you say “tall.” But what does “jump” really mean? Does it mean you have a death wish? What if it means you’re destined to become a writer. Should I “jump” to the end of this story, when ending it is the thing I most fear because what it will really mean is that it’s over and I’m still alive? [HEY, NO WORRIES, DON’T CALL STUDENT HEALTH. 100% NO DANGER TO MYSELF, JUST TRYING NEW APPROACH TO BEGINNING.]



Ginny felt irritated. Her impression might have been different if the caps had been omitted, but the writer wanted it both ways: to startle, and to soothe. It was total self-absorption. Or: it put the reader in the position of the skeptical, drenched cop, standing with folded arms, the bad cop ruining someone else’s big moment, exhibiting what her former boyfriend (Narcissus, Jeanette called him) had said about the self-inflating power of judging others under the guise of offering helpful criticism. He’d flunked out of two colleges before winning an award for his first movie, made before they met, a success never repeated, as far as she knew. When last she heard, he was living in a container house, flying people around Utah in his Cessna—rich people from the East who were suddenly desperate to buy land, even if they were surrounded by Mormons. His actress girlfriend threw him out for spending his days “playing Snoopy in the cockpit.” A surprise to Ginny that, years after ghosting her, he’d forwarded the actress’s kiss-off. Ever since—even though she’d made no response—those times he popped into her mind at all, she’d envision the black tip of his snout, his geeky helmet, and his dashingly flipped-back scarf, which made her stifle a laugh. Or not.

When she got up to go downstairs, she nearly scraped the bedroom door against Blanche; the dog yelped as she scrambled up. What was this? The dog kept guard outside the doctor’s bedroom, not hers. Ginny cooed an apology and worked her fingers gently over a pad of matted fur under Blanche’s ear. She did have soulful eyes. “Do you miss Anita?” she asked the dog, who did not perk up her ears. “Do you wish Darcy was here?” Even though she said “Darcy” with special emphasis, the dog made no response to that name either. Was she perhaps going deaf? “Robbie?” she crooned, and the dog became instantly alert, turning her head to see if it was true. “Daaaaarcy?” Ginny said again, under her breath. As she suspected, the name Robbie got the only reaction. Well, she herself was put out with Darcy. But so what? Wouldn’t they be together soon and take up where they left off? If only some job would materialize. If only she had a backup plan, in case he called and said he was in love with someone else. That was the first time she’d wondered about that. Not all late-night thoughts were wrong; it was just that, in her experience, they tended to be very right or very wrong. If you tried to deny them in the morning and couldn’t, they were probably very right. He’d said, some months ago, that one of the Japanese actresses squealed with joy when she saw his impersonations, even though she had to be told who Christopher Walken was. Why didn’t Darcy at least adopt the persona of someone more recent, like… well, Louis C.K. was out, but maybe it would be amusing to see Anderson Cooper morph into Brutus; Anderson Cooper signing off with the person he was interviewing, saying, “Be patient till the last.” Or couldn’t Darcy do a version of Brutus by stonewalling, speaking his lines officiously, like Mark Zuckerberg testifying before Congress. Both of those people were a much better idea—it was certainly more interesting not to pick a stand-up comic, because part of what actual stand-up comics were up against was the audience’s awareness that they were stand-up comics.

She closed her eyes and tried to imagine who would throw half a shelf of books out a library window. The same people who drowned litters of kittens? Or had the person had one motivation initially—Take that, Schopenhauer!—then another, and another after that, as number three thudded down, number eleven, the twenty-fifth, the final book. An early morning jogger had found them.

Ginny tiptoed downstairs to get a glass of water, followed by a secret nip of sake. To her surprise, Robbie sat at the kitchen table in the velvet dress shoes he now used as house slippers, wearing his pajamas and Barbour jacket. It was not the ides of March—they’d gotten past that without even knowing; it was April, though the nights were still very chilly.

“Ah! I am joined by another noctambulator,” Robbie said, from where he sat at the kitchen table, eating peanut butter on a toasted Bodo’s bagel.

“A what?”

“A noctambulator. A person who walks around at night.”

She nodded. Robbie loved crossword puzzles. He reveled in finding the perfect word. He’d once sat in on a game of anagrams in Key West with James Merrill and Richard Wilbur, and other men—all men—whose names she didn’t remember. But no game was going on now, Robbie seemed sleepy, it was late, and she was tired. “Smells delicious,” she said.

“May I make you one?”

“No, thanks. Just came down for a drink of water.”

“Like a quick waltz around the kitchen?”

He could be so sweetly amusing. “Too tired,” she said. “We can be Fred and Ginger tomorrow.”

She took a clean glass from the dish drainer. She flipped up the tiny lever on the faucet’s side to filter the water. As she drank, she noticed, in her peripheral vision, the doctor lowering his hand to feed the dog a bit of bagel. Blanche had descended so quietly, she hadn’t heard her above the sound of the running water.

“How many times did you and your wife run into each other down here late at night?”

“Well, back then I didn’t live in this house. But in answer to your question, often enough. Of course, she slept beside me, so I was never too surprised because I sensed that she was gone.”

She nodded. She opened the liquor cabinet, removed the sake, unscrewed the top, and poured some into a small juice glass delicately painted with tiny oranges the size of raisins. She sat across from him, curious to see if he’d react. He continued eating. Blanche walked away and returned carrying Monkey, her favorite toy. It no longer squeaked. Monkey’s banana was missing the tip. Blanche carried it delicately between her teeth, disappearing under the table.

“How come you’re not wearing your robe, Robbie?” Ginny asked.

“Because if the queen comes in to have a snort, I’ll be dressed and ready to suggest a bit of midnight pheasant hunting,” he replied. He pulled a paper napkin out of the plastic dispenser and gently patted his lips.

“You’re even funny at midnight,” she said. “I was reading… a vignette, I guess you’d call it, written by one of the people in the class, who jumped from a burning building at the last minute and lived.”

“Then I guess it wasn’t the World Trade Center,” he said.

“Jesus, Robbie!”

His eyes were red-rimmed. He looked quite different without his glasses. His beard had already started to grow in. On the table in front of him was the headlamp he’d received for Christmas, its bright light aimed at the wall. He saw that she noticed it lying there. “It won’t turn off. Switch is defective,” he said.

“But why is it even there?”

“Heard something I thought might be an animal, another damn thing that might have taken up residence to procreate and cost me a fortune. Didn’t have my glasses, so I thought I could see better with that stupid thing. Like a surgical laser! Extremely unpleasant.” He opened a magazine and folded it over the top of it. A tiny glint of light escaped and shot back onto the wall. She wondered where the headlamp had been since Christmas. She thought of how much time had elapsed since their opening their presents, with the “Hallelujah Chorus” playing, the two of them drinking green tea from Sri Lanka, sent by a grateful patient.

“Would you pour that same amount in a glass for me?” he asked.

She got up immediately to get the bottle and a glass. She set the glass down and poured.

“Thank you. A good idea. Lighter than brandy.” He took a small sip and set the glass on the table.

“Were you hungry? Are you feeling all right?”

“Fine,” he said. “I had a hunch. You know how it is, when your subconscious tells you something? Of course you do. That’s what it was, I knew I was going to turn out my light—my normal bedside lamp, not that damned thing—then Anita would call. Though I realize the greater consolation is that she didn’t, so you can be reassured I’m not losing my mind.”

“I’ve never thought you were losing your mind.”

“All the girls…” he said, letting the sentence drift.

“Before I came down, I was thinking about my former boyfriend. Jeanette calls him Narcissus. Did I tell you he was a director?”

“Darcy did. Said he flew his own plane.”

“Years ago, and it was a rented plane, but yes. I don’t know whether he owns a plane or not now. He flies people around Utah, looking for land.”

“Must be a fair amount of it to discover.”

“People are moving there. I mean, the way they’re moving everywhere.”

“Kind of envy that. This is the kitchen where I’m taking my last stand.”

“Oh, please,” she said. “You’re not even seventy.”

“Memory problems set in,” he said. “But were you going to tell me something else about this fellow?”

“Oh. That he sent me the snarky message his actress girlfriend wrote him, breaking things off, telling him he was a cartoon character. We’d been out of contact long before Covid. He just forwarded it without comment.”

“Fishing,” he said.

“Fishing?”

“I don’t mean criminals on the internet. I mean fishing, as in—back in the day, we called something like that a fishing expedition. Putting out a feeler, to see if you caught anything.”

“Oh. Sorry. I thought you might have meant p-h-i-s-h-i-n-g.”

“You don’t have to spell it. Don’t have to spell anything but o-u-t, so as not to excite you-know-who.”

Blanche was aware that she was also called you-know-who. Her tail beat the floor under the table: slap, slap, slap.

Ginny smiled. Drained her glass. After one sip, he’d ignored his sake. He blotted up the last few bagel seeds. He put them in his mouth, savored them, and swallowed. He said, “None of my business, but was there any one reason why you and this pilot broke up?”

“I was young, I romanticized him. The movie he got an award for was shown at Sundance. He knew Robert Redford.”

“One time Anita and I took a car trip out west—last trip we took—but we never made it to Utah. Bryce Canyon—I always wanted to see those hoodoos. We went to Billings, Montana, where Anita’s favorite cousin lived. A taxidermist. Anita did most of the driving. Beautiful out there. A lot of people asked about her Southern accent.”

“Robbie—you don’t have an accent, I just realized.”

“Educated out of me. El-o-cu-tion, I should say. Before I got married, I had an affair with a speech therapist. Where I ended up practicing, it wouldn’t have been any real disadvantage, ironically. My dream had been to start out in New York, at Sinai, or maybe New York–Presbyterian. In any case, very little works out the way you expect it to, I’ve learned by now. And as for rapport with the patients, I guess for some of them, you’re not tall enough to seem authoritative, or you’re too tall, so you’re intimidating. Maybe you don’t draw a picture of what will happen during their gallbladder surgery that makes any sense to them, or they just don’t like you on first sight, like that writer said: Malcolm Gladwell. He said that people form an impression of you in the first six seconds after you walk into a room, or something. Could make you wary of entering a room for the rest of your life. If they don’t like you, they don’t. Nothing to be done.”

“What was her name?”

“Whose name?”

“The speech therapist.”

“Clara Huddleson. She got hit in a crosswalk in New York City. Couldn’t have been forty.”

“Awful.” She shuddered.

“I’m glad I never kept a diary, because if I had, Cassie would have unscrewed the lock and taken it off to Kinko’s and assumed that all the years of our marriage, my real love was Clara Huddleson. Though in my experience, I can’t think of one man I ever knew who did keep any sort of diary. But I guess these days, if they’ve got a memoir in them, they write it. That Running with Scissors fellow was certainly talented. And I was impressed by that book about the firefighters, that was one amazing book, written by that lady married to my friend Francis Steegmuller.”

“You knew him?” At Cornell, she’d read a book Steegmuller had written about Flaubert. It had been assigned by her favorite professor, Alison Lurie, who was lucky enough to spend winters in Key West. She’d probably known the anagrams players. Robbie actually knew the biographer? How amazing.

“Friend of Peter Taylor’s. Our local Charlottesville writer—those times he wasn’t off at Harvard. You know Peter Taylor’s work?”

“My friend Jeanette’s a big admirer, but—”

“Well, get on it! He won the Pulitzer. Wrote about how the folks in Memphis didn’t understand the folks in Nashville, and vice versa. His wife was a brilliant poet, though she never got her due. They lived in Faulkner’s house on Rugby Road. Very convivial people. His real name was Matthew, but when he was a baby, somebody gave him the nickname Pete, and Pete stuck. Convivial, there’s a word you don’t hear anymore.”

He got up, unsteadily. His hand brushed the magazine on top of the light. He resettled it, this time taking care that no light escaped. “If you’re hiding your light under a bushel, then do it right, by god,” he said to her. She’d heard the expression before, but didn’t know what it meant. If he’d been kidding, though, he’d have smiled. He left his jacket on, and left his chair pulled out, the empty plate on the table. She thought about washing it when she washed her glass, but the cleaning person would be coming the next day, and she was tired. Was Robbie leaving without saying good night?

“Sleep well,” she called as she stood, pushing in his chair as well as hers.

“And to all a good night,” Robbie called.

She waited for him to ascend the stairs, Blanche silently joining her, minus Monkey. They looked up to see him on the landing, turning toward his bedroom with its en suite bathroom. For some reason, it very much amused him that the bathroom had this designation. Blanche glanced at the front door more out of habit than need, Ginny felt sure. It occurred to her, suddenly, that she missed so many people: her roommate at Cornell; Alison Lurie; Alison’s painter friend, Gillian; and Alison’s writer husband, Edward. And, of course, now she missed Darcy. She hoped he wasn’t involved with the Japanese actress. Was that even possible, or was she being paranoid? But if she and Darcy married, how could she leave Robbie and Blanche? It would have to be an outdoor wedding so Blanche could attend, beribboned. Did fathers-in-law ever give the bride away? She didn’t think so, though perhaps, yet again, she was a deficient feminist. Who’d have thought that she’d feel she almost always understood anything Robbie was saying, whether or not he spoke the words? In spite of his age, in some ways she felt closer to him than she did to Darcy. She and Robbie had watched, hands clasped, as Trump preened outside the White House, after his release from Walter Reed. She felt as though she and Robbie had endured things together, that they’d weathered times she and Darcy hadn’t, however privileged she and Robbie were, how disgusting, in some people’s eyes: Robbie would be the man who’d stayed far away from Lee Park during the Unite the Right rally; he belonged to the country club; there was a cleaning person.

Robbie was not hopelessly forgetful; he’d remember, he’d be front-and-center at their wedding—if ever there could be such a gathering again: if only the virus would disappear. Like Robbie, she felt sure it wouldn’t.

It had to mean something that Blanche curled beside her bed and beat her tail, as Ginny was plugging in her phone to charge it, loosening her hair from the scrunchie, lowering the blind, then climbing carefully over the dog to get into bed with its puffy duvet atop it, with no intention of giving any more thought to someone else’s fifty possibilities about anything. It was really a relief to just tune out. Without wanting to admit it, she’d known for some time, even if only subconsciously, that she had two possibilities: either to marry Darcy, or not. If she dwelt within Pride and Prejudice, things would eventually become clear, but Jane Austen wasn’t orchestrating her life. This was Charlottesville, Virginia, mid-April 2021, and while her Darcy really was something of a cad (talk about old-fashioned words!) for putting his acting career first, no one could have imagined the whole winter under lockdown, the chaos with the airlines, if they flew at all, the desperate wait to get the vaccine, everyone fearing Trump’s reelection. Any intelligent person had been driven half mad. Robbie had gone to a dinner near where Ginny had first lived with Darcy, at Queen Anne Square, a gathering of Yellow Dog Democrats, double-masked, furious, others Zooming in. Back in January, the former owner of Robbie’s house—someone who worked at the Pentagon, who’d used the house in Ivy as his weekend place—had called and offered Robbie half again as much as he’d paid for it, if he’d sell it back to him. He said he missed the backyard where their son had once jumped on a trampoline, the smell of the air; his wife missed the stained glass panes she’d commissioned her friend at the McGuffey to make (though he still had his doubts about the downbeat autumn panel, which lacked the instant recognition you felt when viewing the original painting it copied, in its dreary colors). “I didn’t press the point, but, you know, his reaction might have been for the same reason people didn’t take to that painting that glass fellow—glass artist, I mean—meant to copy: Who wants to see laborers, even if they are women? That was pretty much the reaction when the painting was first shown. The painter, Millet, sold it for a pittance. Today it hangs in the Musée d’Orsay. Joke’s on us. Not that I’m likely to get to Paris again, to see it up close with my evolved perspective.” That had been the same conversation in which she’d found out that Robbie’s favorite course in college had been art history. Robbie’s grandfather and father had been doctors. His father had told Robbie he’d disinherit him if he didn’t follow in their footsteps. (“Just what I needed to hear, to go off on my Wanderjahr. Always intended to return to Planet Earth, though.”)



THE JUMPER NEVER LOGGED ON the next day, though one of the twins, wearing an ESPN jacket, had written a 309-word humor piece he wanted to send to “Shouts and Murmurs” at the New Yorker and volunteered to send it and to read it aloud on the Zoom call (“Yeah!” the student from Sierra Leone cheered; Jeanette had mentioned that they were an item). In the moment, though, flustered, Jeanette hadn’t managed to say no fast enough. From the den, Ginny watched as her face, and the other tiny faces, adopted expressions ranging from bored to chagrined, though the tattooed student from Baton Rouge twice exploded in laughter that greatly delighted the writer. The piece was about the difficulty of booking a mani-pedi during Covid.

“Very amusing,” Jeanette said, at the conclusion. “But as you know, I find it difficult to take in what I’m hearing, rather than having the opportunity to read it. We all appreciate your filling in, though. If anyone hears from Justine, please let me know. We’re clear about who’s on for Thursday? Oh, and Douglas,” she said to the other twin, “many congratulations on your story being accepted by Sewanee Review. I assume everyone’s heard, but if not, there’s the day’s good news. Kudos.”

“I’ve got another one!” his twin volunteered, though Jeanette wasn’t having it. It wasn’t her job to train them for Comedy Central. Some days, she viewed it as a liability that the brilliant Tina Fey had graduated from the university.

Jeanette called Ginny fifteen minutes after the class ended: “Well, if she jumped, UVA Hospital doesn’t know about it, Martha Jeff doesn’t, and neither do the cops.” She sighed. “What’s so hard? If you want to be a writer and write about your life, you have to accept feedback. Why wasn’t Justine there today? Some of them really are snowflakes.”

“She’s a little old to be a snowflake,” was all Ginny could manage.

“Where’s it snowing?” Robbie asked, walking into the room the minute she hung up. He picked up an old Daily Progress from the trash and scanned the front page below the fold. Ginny knew that in his opinion, this was where the really interesting stuff appeared; they were obliged to go with the flashiest headline.
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