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To Billy, who will never read this,
and to Marly, Melisse, and Miles, who did.









Yes, the scenery is magical—the illusion so complete.… But every night when the curtain falls, truth comes in with darkness. No light shows from the mountain. To and fro I walk the piazza deck, haunted by Marianna’s face, and many as real a story.


—Herman Melville, “The Piazza”





THE PROMISED WORLD





CHAPTER ONE


While millions of people watched her brother die, Lila sat in her quiet office at the university, working on a paper about Herman Melville’s later years. Someone else might have found it ironic that, on that very afternoon, she’d been thinking about Melville’s son, who shot himself. Lila herself didn’t make the connection until much later, and by then, she was so lost she could only see it as an obvious sign that she should have known, that she’d failed Billy when he needed her most.


Though Billy didn’t shoot himself, his death was considered a suicide. Patrick, Lila’s husband, had to explain it to her twice before she realized what he was saying. Her mind was working so slowly, but she finally understood that “suicide by police” happened enough that it had its own label. Billy had holed himself up inside a Center City Philadelphia hotel with a rifle, unloaded but aimed at an elementary school, so a SWAT team would have to do what he couldn’t or wouldn’t do to himself. As far as Lila knew, Billy had never owned a gun, but she hadn’t talked to her twin much in the last two years, since he’d moved with his family to central Pennsylvania. Still, everyone knew Lila was a twin, because she talked about her brother constantly. And many of those people were probably watching as Lila’s brother closed down an entire city block and sent parents and teachers and children into a terrified panic. As one of the fathers told the reporters, after the threat had been “nullified”: “Of course parents are afraid of violence these days. Seems like every week, there’s another nut job with an ax to grind.”


Her beautiful, sensitive brother Billy—the most intelligent person she’d ever known, who taught her to climb trees and read her stories when she couldn’t sleep and told her flowers were the only proof we needed that God loved us—reduced to a nut job. She wanted to scream at this father, this stranger, but the only sound she could make was a muffled cry.


Patrick hadn’t wanted Lila to watch the eleven o’clock news, but she had insisted. They both knew this would still be the top story, though the city undoubtedly had murders and rapes and robberies to report that day. The elementary school was an upscale, private place, where lawyers and executives and professors like Lila dropped their children off on the way to work. Except Lila didn’t have any children because, though she and Patrick were in their mid-thirties now and had been married for more than a decade, she kept begging him to wait just a little longer to start their family. What she was waiting for, Lila could never explain. She honestly didn’t know.


Her brother certainly hadn’t waited. When Billy showed up at her college graduation, Lila hadn’t seen him in almost a year and she was giddy with the thrill of reunion. He said he was there to give her a present and handed her a large, brown box with nothing on it except a cluster of FRAGILE stickers. He told her to open it later, in her room. She thought it might be pot, since Billy always had pot, no matter how poor he was. They were both poor then (because they’d refused to take any of their stepfather’s money), but Lila had gotten a full scholarship to a prestigious school while Billy had embarked on his adventure to see America, funded by a string of jobs he hated.


She took the box to the room that she was being kicked out of the next day. The dorms were already closed—classes had ended weeks ago—but Lila had gotten special permission to remain until her summer camp teaching job began. Every year it was like that: piecing together a place to stay by begging favors from people who liked Lila and sympathized with her circumstances. Her parents were dead (Billy had forged the death certificates way back, when Lila first started applying for college) and her only relative, a brother, was traveling full-time for his company. “That’s true, too,” Billy had said. “I’m going to be traveling for my own company—and to avoid the company of the undead.”


Lila opened the box. On top, she found a baggie with three perfectly rolled joints and a note that said, “Do this in memory of me.” Below that, a copy of Highlights for Children magazine, which Billy had probably ripped off from a doctor’s office. On page twelve, at the top of the cartoon, he’d written “Billy = Gallant, Lila = Goofus.” It was an old joke between them: Lila, the rule follower, had always been Gallant, and Billy, the rebel, Goofus. But in this particular comic strip, Gallant had brought a present to someone and Goofus was empty-handed.


Touché, bro, Lila thought, and smiled.


Finally, underneath an insane number of foam peanuts was a large shoe box, which he’d made into a diorama. It was so intricate, worthy of any grade school prize, except Lila and Billy had never made dioramas in grade school, not that she could remember anyway. Her memories of her childhood were so fragmented that she sometimes felt those years had disappeared from her mind even as she’d lived them. Of course, she could always ask Billy what really happened. He remembered everything.


Inside the shoe box, there were two houses made of broken Popsicle sticks in front of a multicolored landscape, complete with purple clouds and a blue sky and a pink and yellow sun. The houses had tiny toothpick mailboxes to identify them: the one on the left was Lila’s, the one on the right, Billy’s. In Lila’s house, a clay man and woman stood watch over a clay baby inside a lumpy clay crib. In Billy’s house, a clay man and woman were sitting on the floor, smoking an obscenely large joint, but a clay baby was asleep in another room, on a mattress. Billy’s house was dirtier, with straw floors and very little furniture, but it was still a house and, most important, it was still next door to Lila’s. They’d always planned on living next to each other when they were grown. Of course whoever Billy married would love Lila and whoever Lila married would love Billy. How could it be any other way?


Lila knew something was wrong when she saw the note Billy had attached to the bottom of the diorama: “Don’t worry, I haven’t lost the plot. This won’t change anything.” She knew what the first sentence meant since Billy had been saying this for years, but the second one was too cryptic to understand. Stranger still was how short the note was. Billy had been writing long letters from the time he could hold a crayon. He was a born writer. He’d already written dozens of stories when they were kids and he was planning to start his novel on the road trip. Lila liked to imagine him writing in seedy hotels while she learned how to interpret novels in her English courses.


She found out what he was telling her only a few days later, when he called to invite her to his wedding. He’d gotten a woman pregnant. Her name was Ashley and she was twenty-nine—eight years older than Lila and Billy. She was a waitress in a bar in Los Lunas, New Mexico. She didn’t write novels or read them, but she claimed to think it was “cool” that Billy did. “He’s got himself a real imagination, that boy,” Ashley said, and laughed. She and Lila were sitting on barstools, waiting to drive to the justice of the peace with Billy and one of Ashley’s friends. Lila tried not to hate her for that laugh, but from that point on, she couldn’t help thinking of her as Trashley, though she never shared that fact with anyone, not even Patrick.


Fifteen years later, she’d forgotten about the diorama—until that night, watching Billy die on television. Then it came back to her, and she felt tears spring to her eyes because she didn’t even know where it was. She told Patrick that she was going to the storage space in the basement of their building to find Billy’s diorama first thing tomorrow. He gripped her hand more tightly. No doubt he thought she was in shock. Maybe she was.


The news reporter had started by announcing that the gunman, William “Billy” Cole, was in the middle of being divorced by his wife, Ashley. Patrick hadn’t shared this fact with her, maybe because he didn’t know it, as he’d only heard about Billy’s death on the radio driving home, or maybe because he’d intuited it would upset her more. It stunned Lila, but it was the end of the broadcast that made her feel like her throat was closing up and it was becoming difficult to breathe. “Cole was thought to be depressed from the divorce and from his recent loss of visitation with his children after his wife’s allegation that he’d abused their middle child, an eight-year-old boy whose name is being withheld. Earlier in the week, the district attorney had decided to bring charges against Cole for several counts of child endangerment. A warrant for his arrest had been expected today.”


While Lila watched, Patrick held her tight, trying to quiet her shaking, but when she shouted an obscenity at a close-up of Trashley, he looked very surprised, and Lila heard herself barking out a hysterical laugh. It was true she never cursed and certainly never shouted. The walls of their apartment were so thin they could hear the old lady next door coughing. Normally Lila worried about this, but now she longed to hear screaming or sirens or even the room exploding: something, anything, to match the turmoil inside her mind. She repeated the obscenity she’d used, louder than before, adding, “And I don’t care who hears me!”


She stormed into their bedroom, slammed the door, and collapsed to her knees. The sound that came from her was less a cry than a wail, too airless for anyone to recognize the sentences she kept moaning over and over. “It isn’t real, Lila. It can’t be real unless you decide that it is.”


How many times had Billy said this to her? Fifty? A hundred? How could she have forgotten?


She desperately wanted to believe this, but she couldn’t remember ever making any decisions about what was real and what wasn’t. Billy was the one who’d told her the nightmares weren’t real, the one who knew what had really happened in their past. It was Billy, too, who’d convinced her that their future would be beautiful with second chances, and then described that future so vividly it became more real to Lila than her sorrow and lost innocence. All she’d ever had to do was trust her brother, but that was the easiest thing in the world. It didn’t require imagination. It didn’t even require faith. Love was the only necessity. Her love for Billy, which had always been the truest thing in her life.


She used to think that without her brother she would simply cease to exist. But now, as she heard her lungs gasping for air and felt the ache of her knees against the hardwood floor, she knew her body was stubborn; it would insist on remaining alive, even if her life no longer made sense to her. Even if she couldn’t comprehend the world in which she’d found herself. It was frankly impossible, and yet this was her reality now: a world without Billy.





CHAPTER TWO


There were no words for what it was like for him, watching his wife grieve the loss of her brother. Torture wasn’t strong enough, as he would have willingly undergone enormous physical pain if only Lila could have had even a few hours of relief. Though they had been married longer than most of their friends, his feelings for her hadn’t diminished over the years. He loved his wife with his whole heart, in that desperate way of a man who never quite believes he deserves the love of the woman he can’t live without.


Sometimes he still caught himself wondering why Lila was with him. From the first time they met, he thought she was incredibly beautiful and stunningly elegant, both soft-spoken and sharply intelligent—and completely out of his league.


It was early in the fall, at a School of Arts and Sciences mixer for graduate students preparing to go on the job market. Over wine and cheese and some gnarly meat lumps that were supposed to be sausage, everyone was talking about their fears: that they wouldn’t finish their dissertations, that their advisors were out to get them, and that they would never find a teaching position anyway in this awful market. Lila was on the other side of the room, with the humanities people, but Patrick noticed her because she was standing a little apart from the fray, as though she, too, felt shy. When he screwed up the courage to walk over to her, he held up a toothpick with one of the sausages and said, “Do you think this is some kind of alien life-form?”


Lila stared at him for several uncomfortable seconds before she laughed. She confessed she’d been daydreaming, but when he asked her what about, she said Jim’s return to slavery. “It’s just so disturbing, and no matter how many times I teach the book, I can’t get over it.”


“I’m in math,” Patrick said. “Sorry.” And he was sorry at that moment, though being a mathematician had been his dream since he was a kid. But if only he knew what this woman was talking about, he wouldn’t have to wander back to the science people, huddled over by the windows.


“Wait,” she said. “I’m sure you know Huckleberry Finn.” When he nodded—though he didn’t remember the book that well, since he’d read it years ago, in middle school—she said, “Then I can explain it to you.” She looked at the wall behind him. “If you’re interested, that is.”


Of course he was. He loved listening to her airy voice as she explained the critical controversy about the end of Twain’s novel: why Twain spent so much time sending Jim and Huck down the river, to freedom, only to have Jim freely decide to return to his owner. “I don’t believe he was trying to undermine his own book,” she said. “That’s such a cynical way to look at it, don’t you think?” She paused. “I suppose I sound too excited. I’m a great believer in stories. I used to tell Billy I was afraid we loved stories more than real life, but he said, ‘What is life but a story we don’t know the meaning of yet?’ “


Patrick stood up straighter. So there was a boyfriend already. Of course. By the last year of grad school, most people had paired off with someone—if they hadn’t arrived with someone they’d met as an undergraduate. Why he hadn’t was simple, though most people didn’t understand. His mother had gotten sick. For three years, he’d spent all of his free time flying back and forth from Princeton to St. Louis to take care of her. His father was there, but his father had always ignored Patrick’s mother, favoring his golf buddies and drinking buddies over his wife. At the funeral that previous summer, Patrick had decided he would never speak to his father again, though he’d already broken that vow several times. Whenever his father would call late at night, drunk, lonely, filled with regret, Patrick would soften enough to hang on the phone and listen. If he couldn’t offer the forgiveness the old man wanted—this was still his father. He had to give him something.


Back at school, getting over his grief, no question he was lonely. He’d made a few friends in the math department, but he hadn’t had a real girlfriend since his mom had fallen ill. The weekends were particularly hard because he wasn’t teaching, though at least he always had plenty of work to get done.


Now he noticed Lila Cole’s ring. It wasn’t a diamond, but it was on the third finger of her left hand, probably an engagement ring. She must have seen him looking at it, because she said, “It’s very unusual, isn’t it?”


He nodded. “Your boyfriend must have unusual taste.”


“Oh, it’s not from a boyfriend. It’s what Billy calls a ‘twin ring.’ “ She held out her lovely white hand. “See the two snakes entwined together?” She laughed softly. “I told him that I’d prefer something less hostile than snakes, but he said they don’t make rings with two teddy bears.”


“You’re a twin?” Patrick said. Trying to imagine a man who could look like this woman with pale yellow hair, eyebrows so light you could barely see them, a frame so small it seemed not only delicate but fragile, as though you could break her wrist if you grabbed it too quickly.


Another reason she was out of his league. Though she was very slight, she was also a good two inches taller than he was. He’d thought it was the shoes she was wearing, but now he saw she had on flat black shoes like ballet dancers wear. He would have to lean up to kiss her, which wouldn’t have bothered him in the slightest—her bottom lip was fatter than the top and it looked so plump and kissable—but he knew it would probably bother her. He was five feet nine, not that short, but he’d been rejected by several girls in college for not being tall enough. Or so he assumed. He was never really sure why his first dates didn’t lead to second dates, or why his handful of relationships just hadn’t worked out. Whenever he tried to apply his mind to the problem, he never got anywhere, though at least it proved he wasn’t a total geek like some of his friends. He did want to meet a woman on her own terms, even if he couldn’t understand how to do that.


Obviously, he had his issues in the romance department. And sometimes when he was afraid of disappointment, he said things that were a bit stupid, as when he admitted to Lila that he was having a hard time conjuring up a male version of her.


“We don’t look alike.” She blinked, no doubt wondering how someone so uneducated could be at Princeton, even if he was in math. “Fraternal twins?”


He could feel himself blushing as he said, “Oh, right. Sorry,” but Lila Cole waved her hand, the one with the twin ring, and said she’d just remembered something else that bothered her about Jim’s return to slavery. Before he could say he’d like to hear it, she was telling him about it. As the room started to empty, she was still talking, and he decided to ask her if she wanted to get coffee.


She nodded nonchalantly, but he was as nervous as if she’d agreed to go out on a date. And he didn’t mind that she kept talking for another twenty minutes or more, long enough for them to finish their first cup. She was so passionate about her work; he liked that in a woman. Of course he cared deeply about his own, too, and he hoped at some point she would ask him what he was working on. Not because he needed to talk about it—in truth, he could barely think, he was so worried about screwing this up—but because if she didn’t, it probably meant this coffee was just a chance to finish her point. She had no interest in him.


He couldn’t believe his luck. She not only asked, she listened and came up with intelligent questions. They spent two hours at the café, made plans for lunch the next day, and even then, she seemed reluctant to leave. It was tempting to think that she was lonely, too, but she’d already told him she never got lonely. “Like Billy said a long time ago, there’s no loneliness as long as you have stories. My books are my friends.” She smiled. “Too bad I have so many friends at this point that they’re threatening to take over my apartment.”


So maybe she just liked him? Though Patrick had a hard time believing it, it turned out to be true. Much later, she told him what she’d been thinking at that café, the first time they were together. She numbered her thoughts with her fingers, a habit of hers that never failed to charm him. One, he was an excellent listener. Two, he seemed really fascinated by what she thought about books. Three, he was “adorable” in his white sweater and old jeans. Four, he made her understand a math conversation, which she’d thought was impossible. Five, he never once asked her that ridiculous question everyone asks about what it’s like to be a twin.


Five wasn’t a sign of his intuitive powers. He’d almost asked that “ridiculous question,” but something she said made him forget to. He’d gotten lucky again.


Patrick didn’t meet Lila’s twin for almost eight months. He was nervous about the encounter, knowing that Lila had no living parents and Billy was her entire family. He’d also heard things that made him worry that no matter how hard he tried, he wouldn’t like Lila’s brother. At least once a week, she mentioned that Billy was “brilliant,” which wouldn’t have bothered him except she often added that her brother had always been the smarter twin. Lila had won prestigious scholarships, finished her PhD in four years, and already received three tenure-track job offers at excellent schools. In fact, the one she’d just accepted, in Philadelphia—where she was determined to live because Billy and his family had settled there—was at a name-brand college where Patrick would have killed to work since the teaching load was so light, allowing plenty of time for research. Patrick had one offer in Philadelphia, at a small college in the suburbs, where he would have to teach two sessions of introductory algebra for every two real courses he got to teach. But he was planning to take the job if Lila would agree to marry him, and the visit to Billy’s house was his prelude to asking her. Patrick knew if he didn’t get along with her fabulous brother, she’d never consider accepting his proposal.


Billy lived in a row house in a blue-collar neighborhood west of the city. Patrick knew Lila’s brother had gotten married because he’d gotten a woman pregnant, but he’d never understood why they hadn’t considered abortion or adoption, rather than the old-fashioned solution of marriage. Lila had said they weren’t against abortion; she’d also explained that her brother was not in love with this woman, though Patrick wondered if she was wrong about this. He knew Lila had never gotten close to her brother’s wife and once or twice it occurred to him that Lila might be somehow jealous of Ashley, but he put that idea out of his mind as unfounded and probably ridiculous.


On this particular Sunday, Billy, Ashley, and their almost five-year-old daughter, Pearl, were all at home. The inside of the row house was dark and a little shabby, but it looked like it had been recently cleaned. Pearl’s dolls were neatly arranged in a plastic tub, wedged behind the door. The wood floors had been swept, and the whole place smelled of lemon dusting spray. Ashley was dressed up like she’d just come from church, though her skirt was a little too short for any church Patrick had ever been in. She was pretty in an earthy kind of way: big breasts, round face, flat nose, nice green eyes. Pearl, their daughter, looked a little like what Lila must have looked like as a kid: hair so blond it was almost white, tiny as an elf, a sweet smile. Patrick smiled back at her, and Lila knelt down and gave Pearl a hug. Next, Lila hugged Ashley and spoke to her for a few minutes; only then did she finally throw her arms around her twin.


It was true: they didn’t look alike. Billy was shorter, for one thing, which was odd, Patrick thought. He had long, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, and a muscular frame more like Patrick’s own. The only signs that they were related were their sparkling blue eyes and their similar gestures and expressions. No doubt they’d both picked up the latter from their parents, but for Patrick, it was disconcerting, like watching a strange man who’d memorized his girlfriend’s behaviors. When Billy pulled away and stuck his hand out to him, Lila apologized for failing to introduce everyone. But she was giggling like a girl, rather than laughing the soft, sophisticated laugh Patrick was used to.


He might have felt out of place if Billy hadn’t turned out to be everything Lila said he was. He told Patrick he had a few questions for him, and Patrick followed Lila’s brother into the tiny dining room, fearing some kind of old-fashioned, what-are-yourintentions talk. But all over the oak table were books, mathematics books, and though they weren’t at the level of Patrick’s own work, they were upper-level undergraduate texts: difficult to read for all but the best majors and impossible to read for someone with no formal training like Billy. Lila’s brother admitted he’d had difficulty with many of the concepts, and he’d littered each book with yellow stickies, each with a question he hoped Patrick wouldn’t mind answering for him. “Lila told me your field is wavelets,” he said with a humble smile. “I thought I should try to understand what you do, to the extent I can.”


Patrick was impressed that he’d taken the time, especially as he knew Billy was working long hours doing carpentry to support his family, but more than that, he enjoyed talking about math with Billy. Lila’s brother had a keen mind that focused in on the most interesting aspects of a topic. Of course, he couldn’t work the problems, but he seemed to grasp the concepts in a way few students did. Occasionally, when Patrick would look up from the table and see Ashley and Lila getting dinner ready, he would tell Lila that he’d be glad to help, but she said they were handling it and then smiled, presumably because she was pleased he and her brother were getting along so well.


It wasn’t until hours later, after they’d finished Ashley’s roast and potatoes, played three games of cards with Pearl, said their goodbyes and gotten in Patrick’s Volkswagen to head back to Princeton, that Patrick realized no one had asked Lila about her work: not Ashley, who didn’t seem to care about any of it but good-naturedly put up with what she called Billy’s “hobbies,” but not Billy, either.


He didn’t broach the topic until they were almost home. He was worried she’d be upset with him, but she laughed. “Billy doesn’t need to ask me about that. He taught me everything I know.”


“Now there’s a ringing endorsement of grad school.”


“Okay, I don’t mean literally everything. But he’s the reason I decided to study literature. It all goes back to when we were kids, when he…“ She glanced out the window. “It’s hard to explain. Let’s just say that without him, I wouldn’t have the stories anymore.”


Patrick didn’t understand, but he didn’t push her. It was part of the unspoken agreement he’d had with Lila from the moment their relationship became serious: he would never really question her about her past. It didn’t occur to him that there was anything wrong with this—honestly, quite the opposite: he considered it another stroke of luck that he’d managed to fall in love with a woman who didn’t want to share everything in her life. With other women he’d dated, what started out as a moment of sharing had usually turned into an accusation when he didn’t get whatever he was supposed to out of it. Then, too, his father had been spilling his feelings all over Patrick for as long as Patrick could remember. He was frankly relieved to be with Lila, who made so few emotional demands. Their life together could be based on reason and thought, which sounded like happiness to him.


After they were married, they saw Billy’s family at all the usual occasions: birthday parties for Billy and Ashley’s kids, Thanksgiving dinners, Christmas Eve to swap presents, picnics on Memorial Day and the Fourth of July. When he and Lila finally had some money—and tenure—they rented a house at the Jersey Shore for a month one summer and invited Billy’s family to join them. Billy couldn’t get off work that long, but he agreed to come with Ashley and the kids for the first two weeks.


Patrick was desperate for this vacation. The last year had been a constant struggle to deal with the demands of teaching and the demands of his research, not to mention the never-ending drama of the political squabbles in his department. How Lila was able to keep her distance from everything unsavory about academia was something he never really understood, though he admired her for it. She kept up with the paperwork, taught her students, and went to the necessary committee meetings—all while remaining passionately engaged in her own work in American literature. One time she told him that she could read these books a thousand times and still see new meanings in them.


Did it ever bother him that Lila was so into her books? Both of them had always worked constantly, but over the last year or so he’d been struck by the fact that they weren’t even having sex much anymore. To be fair, whenever he made his interest clear, she’d put aside her books and papers, take his hand, and lead him into their bedroom, but he felt vaguely uneasy that she never seemed to initiate sex or particularly miss it. But he put this out of his mind by reminding himself that his wife was good to him in so many other ways: from offering a sympathetic ear for his problems with his department to keeping in touch with his father whenever he was too busy or stressed to do it himself. After all the years they’d lived together, she still woke him up nearly every morning with a smile and a kiss and the coffee made. He continued to consider himself lucky.


And her devotion to literature was one of the things he’d never stopped loving about her. It was also one of the reasons she was so popular with her students and colleagues. Her enthusiasm was infectious. Even Patrick’s coworkers in the math department knew they could never come to Lila and Patrick’s apartment without leaving with an armful of books they just had to read. Strangely enough, these mathematicians did read a lot of Lila’s suggestions. She seemed to have that effect on everyone.


Everyone, that is, except her brother and his wife. With Ashley, Lila didn’t really make an effort, but with Billy, she tried as hard as she did with anyone, and yet her brother never seemed to get around to reading any of the novels and plays she left for him. Why she read absolutely everything Billy suggested to her was a mystery, but then most of Lila and Billy’s relationship had remained mysterious. They had lunch together alone about once a month; Lila said they spent most of their time discussing “things that happened when we were younger.” He didn’t ask for specifics; he assumed it had something to do with their parents dying. Lila had told him they’d died in a car accident right before she’d started college.


At the shore house they rented that summer, Lila was determined to make progress on Billy’s latest obsession, a novel called Gravity’s Rainbow. Every free moment, Lila had her nose stuck in that enormous book, including one morning when they were out on the beach, under the three umbrellas it took to shade the group: one for Lila and Patrick, one for Billy and the kids—twelve-year-old Pearl, William, who was five, and ten-month-old Maisie—and one for Ashley, who was taking a nap. The girls’ names had been picked by Billy, literary names, which Ashley had agreed to because they were pretty, but she put her foot down for their son, insisting on naming him for his father rather than some imaginary person. Billy acquiesced, but insisted they call their son William, not Billy.


It would have been impossible for Billy to read at the beach while watching out for William and little Maisie. He was a good father, or at least he always seemed like a good father from Patrick’s point of view. He didn’t drink; he never hit his kids or even raised his voice to them. Of course, he must have grown tired of running around after them, especially at the shore, where there was always the danger of drowning or getting stung by a jellyfish or at the very least falling down and getting a mouthful of sand. So Lila’s suggestion that Billy let her take care of the kids for a while should have been welcome. She was trying to help. What was wrong with that?


Over the years, Ashley had alluded to Billy having a temper, saying, “He’ll get mad if we don’t” about minor things like what time they would eat Thanksgiving dinner or whether they would have sparklers on the Fourth of July. Lila rolled her eyes at these claims, insisting her brother had never gotten mad about something so trivial in his life. But here he was, that day on the beach, not only angry with Lila but shouting at her.


“If you don’t want to read Gravity’s Rainbow, just say so.”


“But I do want to read it. I told you it was—”


“ ‘Oh, I like this novel, Billy.’ “ His tone was sarcastic. “ ‘It’s really good.’ “ He picked up William, who was small for his age; Pearl had already escaped to her mother’s umbrella, lugging Maisie with her. “Why can’t you keep track of what’s important?” He came close to his sister and hissed, “Was it really just entertainment, Lila? Is that all it was?”


“Of course not,” she said. “I don’t know why you’re saying this to me.”


Patrick had seen his wife flinch when Billy made fun of her voice, and now he noticed that Lila was about to cry. So he stepped in, even though he was nervous, not so much about Billy turning on him—though in truth, over the years, he’d grown a little tired of Lila’s brother’s caustic “wit”—but about how his wife would react to him interfering in her relationship with her brother. He’d never done it before, but then he’d never felt like the situation so clearly demanded something of him.


“She was only trying to be nice,” Patrick said.


“And ‘nice’ is so important, isn’t it?” Billy flashed him a mean smile. He knelt down in the sand, placing William beside him, still clutching the silent boy by the wrist. “All hail the new God of Nice, the most important quality in the modern world—more important than goodness, more important than depth, and much, much more important than truth.”


Lila was standing motionless, still watching her brother. Patrick took a breath and hoped he wasn’t blushing. Had he really said anything close to what Billy was accusing him of? “I don’t think being nice is more important than goodness and truth. I think it’s unfair to categorize my position that way.”


“Of course, because that wouldn’t be nice, would it?”


Billy was staring up at him. Finally Patrick shook his head and blurted out what he was thinking. “This is beyond ridiculous.”


“Aha,” Billy sputtered. “So you do disappoint your god on occasion. Good to know.” He waited a moment, then stood up and gave Patrick a smile that looked oddly genuine. His voice sounded normal now, too, and entirely sincere. “I knew I loved you for a reason, O brother-in-law of mine.”


Patrick was thoroughly confused, but his primary reaction was relief that this hadn’t escalated further. He knew if Billy ever pushed him too far, he’d have to act, but what could he do, punch Lila’s brother? He’d never punched anyone in his life.


“Well, now that that’s settled,” Ashley said, yawning, sounding annoyed, “I’m going to take the kids back to the house for a while. Maisie is hungry and William must be, too. Pearl can help me get them some lunch.”


“I’ll go with you,” Billy said. “I’m starving.” He glanced at Lila, but his eyes settled on Patrick. “How about you guys? Are you coming along?”


“In a few minutes,” Patrick said.


“Why wait?” Lila said cheerfully. “Let’s all head back together.” She put her right hand in Patrick’s and her left hand in Billy’s. As if she were trying to glue the three of them together after her brother’s outburst. As if she were trying to show she didn’t take sides, even if one of the “sides” was her own. Patrick was even more confused, and he tried to talk to Lila about it when they were in their room, changing out of their sandy bathing suits. She’d just gotten naked and she was shivering from the sudden blast of cold from the air-conditioner vent over by the dresser. He took her in his arms and told her it wasn’t right that Billy had yelled at her.


“He wasn’t yelling at me,” she said, stepping back. “I know it sounded like that, but Billy has always been exuberant. It’s just that he’s so passionate about everything he cares about. It matters to him in a way that it doesn’t to most people.”


It wasn’t the first time she’d explained away her brother’s bad behavior by some claim that Billy was different from most people—but it was the first time that Patrick didn’t buy it. This wasn’t Billy’s caustic wit or even just teasing. Her brother had gone off on her for no reason. It was a completely irrational way to behave.


But when he told her so, Lila insisted Billy did have a reason to be upset. That book was very important; some of her colleagues had been teaching it for years. Thomas Pynchon was one of the world’s greatest authors, and Gravity’s Rainbow was his masterpiece. Naturally, Billy cared that Lila read it as soon as possible. He wanted to discuss it with her before they went back to Philly on Saturday.


Patrick stood back and looked at his wife. “Okay, but why couldn’t he have been civil about it? Why didn’t he just say, ‘No thanks, keep reading’?”


“Because he felt alienated from me.” She threw her terry cloth robe on. “And that always hurts his feelings.”


“What about your feelings?” He felt frustrated as he wondered if he even understood what had just happened. “I thought you were hurt, too?”


She thought for a moment. “I was, but I should’ve known he’d react that way. I was being stupid.”


He hated Lila’s use of the word “stupid,” which she never applied to anyone but herself. He said, “You are not stupid,” firmly and forcefully, too forcefully, in fact. He sounded angry. No wonder Lila fled into the bathroom. They never talked that way to each other.


He dressed in silence, dreading an awkward lunch with Billy and his family. Lila had put on the cheerful pink-and-white sundress that he loved, but as they made their way into the kitchen she was quiet and distant and clearly still upset. Thankfully Billy, who was undoubtedly perceptive, despite whatever else he was, noticed immediately and insisted on blaming himself for the problem. He not only apologized, but he thanked Patrick for bringing him to his senses. A few minutes later, while Billy and Ashley were getting the kids settled at the table, Lila walked over to Patrick and hugged him. “I’m sorry, honey,” she whispered in his ear. “I didn’t mean to put you in the middle of this.”


“It’s okay,” he told her and smiled.


And it was okay now. His wife was back to herself and Billy had taken responsibility for causing the conflict. This was all Patrick wanted, or at least all he could think of to expect.


And it stayed fine the rest of the week. There were no more outbursts from Lila’s brother. If anything, Billy was friendlier than usual. He went so far as to insist that he would love Patrick’s take on Gravity’s Rainbow, too, since the author had studied science and used frequent math references. “I’m sure you’ll understand it on a level that I simply can’t,” Billy said. “Only if you have time to read it, of course. I know you’re working on an important proof. Lila told me about it.”


It wasn’t that important, really a minor result in his field, but at least it was a result and those had been in short supply for Patrick since he’d agreed to chair the calculus committee. He did need to work on it, but he started Gravity’s Rainbow the next morning, intending to relax a bit, too. Unfortunately the book was far from relaxing. He put it down before the vacation was over, and left it at page 57, never to pick it up again.


And the next spring, when the idea of renting a shore house came up again, Patrick surprised himself by surprising Lila with tickets to Paris instead.


Over the years they’d been together, Lila had often defended both Patrick and his profession by calling the idea that mathematicians don’t have feelings a “ridiculous pop-culture cliché.” He appreciated her support, though he suspected it might be true that, like himself, many mathematicians were a little uncomfortable with emotional complexity. Part of it was the job itself, which demanded that you check your feelings at the door to concentrate on a reality completely outside of yourself. One of his grad school professors had posted a sign on his wall: “Mathematics doesn’t care about what you want to be true or what you think might be true but only what is true.” Of course, discovering what that truth was could be immensely difficult, but that there was truth to be discovered was a given. Thousands of years of mathematics—and every single engineering and technological breakthrough—were hard to argue against.


Patrick considered his marriage to Lila to have turned out very well by and large, and not least because it had proven to be such a low-drama affair. Unlike some of his colleagues’ wives and girlfriends, Lila had never once demanded that he demonstrate his love by intuiting her feelings—and a good thing, too, because even on the rare occasion when he tried to, he usually couldn’t get there. His wife’s relationship with her brother, especially, had continued to be mostly incomprehensible to him. This was despite the dozen or so times he’d put aside a problem he was working on to google the topic of bonds between twins. He never gained any useful information, though each time he read that twins ran in families, he found himself vaguely hoping that he and Lila would never have them.


He did want children, though, and he didn’t understand why Lila kept putting it off. Most faculty couples tried to get pregnant as soon as the wife got tenure, if not before. Lila had had tenure for nearly four years when she and Patrick took a trip back to St. Louis, to visit Patrick’s father and babysit Patrick’s cousin Jason’s kids. Jason and his wife, Doreen, had an active toddler and a three-month-old baby and they desperately needed a break. They were going on a trip to California to celebrate their fifth wedding anniversary.


Patrick had always been close to his cousins on his mother’s side, and Jason had been his best friend throughout high school. The two of them had stayed close over the years. Lila liked Jason and his wife, but Patrick was still impressed and grateful when she didn’t hesitate to agree to use her spring break to help them out. Admittedly, she was worried she wouldn’t be able to keep a toddler and a baby happy, but Patrick understood since he felt the same way.


The first night was rough. The baby was fine, but the nineteen month-old boy, Theo, became hysterical when he had to face bedtime without his parents. Patrick walked him back and forth for fifteen minutes, which felt like hours, but the little kid was still letting out an earsplitting wail. When it was Lila’s turn to take over, Patrick had never been more relieved to get into bed and close his eyes. He knew he couldn’t sleep with that sound, but he was bone tired from all the activities of toddler care: the playing and talking and laughing and distracting he and Lila had been doing all day. At one point he told her, “Why can’t they stay babies forever?” The three-month-old girl had lain in her cradle or sat placidly in her bouncy chair most of the time, only needing to be fed and changed. Patrick enjoyed her big toothless grins and the odd motion she made with her legs, as if she were riding a bicycle only she could see.


He didn’t expect to fall asleep, and when he woke up and the clock by Jason and Doreen’s bed said 3:41, he was both surprised and a little worried. Lila had never joined him. Had she driven off into the night with Theo, hoping to calm him down with the motion of the car that had worked so well for his nap? Or had she snapped and thrown the squalling kid out the window, as Patrick had joked about doing hours ago?


He found her on the couch, with Theo lying on her, snoring softly. Lila herself was awake and stroking his cheeks lightly with her fingers. She also kissed the top of Theo’s head before she noticed Patrick standing in the hallway, watching her.


“He didn’t want to sleep alone,” she whispered. “I didn’t mind. It’s been kind of nice, holding him next to me.” She paused and inhaled. “He smells so good. Have you ever noticed that about babies?”


Somehow they managed to get Theo into his crib without waking him. It was no small feat, and Patrick would have been thrilled if he wasn’t so tired.


It wasn’t until the next day that he realized something had changed. At the first sound of Theo coming awake, Lila was out of bed and at the little boy’s side—and there she remained for the next few days, almost all of the time, surprising Patrick’s father, who called Lila a natural at mothering, and, of course, surprising Patrick himself. When a grateful Jason and Doreen returned, looking decidedly younger after a short time away from parenting, and asked how everything had gone, Lila said, “Perfectly. Theo is wonderful.” She sounded oddly shy. After a pause, she added, “Both your children are.”


It was the last thing Patrick expected: his wife had apparently become smitten with a toddler. Though Patrick himself had found parenting a lot more difficult than he’d anticipated, he still felt relieved. He wanted a family and now he felt confident Lila would, too.


He decided to wait a few days to discuss it with her. He wanted to be careful how he brought it up; he suspected she might have been embarrassed that she’d burst into tears when they’d left the little boy. Maybe he was hoping she’d bring it up herself? He wasn’t sure anymore; in any case, they never had the discussion. They went back to Philadelphia and back to work, since spring break was over. And then, only three days later, her brother committed suicide.


Watching Lila’s grief was so terrible that in some ways, he was glad whenever she started another rant about Ashley, though these rants also made him uncomfortable. He wanted to believe that Lila was right, and he agreed with his wife that if Ashley had no basis to accuse Billy of child abuse, then Ashley herself was the abusive one for keeping the children from their father. The operative word, though, was “if.” If the charges against Billy—which, after all, had been supported by the court, though the one time he reminded Lila of this, he instantly regretted it, as she went back to bed and stayed there for hours, sobbing like her heart would break—but if those charges were really baseless, then Ashley was an abuser and yes, as Lila kept saying, an unfit mother. Someone who should not be caring for Billy’s beautiful children.


Even so, he was stunned when Lila said she’d contacted a lawyer because she planned to raise those kids herself. “With your help, of course,” she added slowly. Her eyes were swollen; her lovely hair was a tangled mess. “I couldn’t do it without you.”


He said he would help, because it was the only answer he could think of. But he did talk her into waiting a while, giving the kids time to grieve for their father before their young lives were turned upside down again. He knew if his wife still wanted custody of Billy’s kids later on, they’d have to deal with it, but for now, his only focus was getting through the memorial service and the next few days.


The night before the funeral at a little after three a.m., he woke with the feeling that something was wrong. He looked over at Lila, but she was sound asleep. The room seemed cold; he got up and turned the heat up, and then he sat on the edge of the bed with his back straight and his feet on the floor, still alert, still listening for something: an intruder, a dog barking in the apartment next door, whatever it was that had woken him up. But there was no sound except Lila’s breathing and the usual traffic sounds in the street below.


Patrick had never understood or respected the kind of people who claimed to believe in psychic premonitions. To him it was irrational, even ludicrous, that whenever something bad happened, apparently sane people would insist that they’d known it was going to, that they’d dreamed it a month before or seen it in a vision or read it in their horoscope. Lila used to insist that what they were really expressing was their despair at human helplessness—that deep wish within us all that if only we could have known, we could have done something to stop it, or at least had time to prepare ourselves.


In Patrick’s case, though, even if he’d known what was about to happen to Lila, he wouldn’t have known how to stop it or how to prepare for it. This was what kept him up that night, back in bed but lying still so he wouldn’t wake her: the suspicion that he was inadequate in some essential way to what his wife needed from him now, and his fear that he might lose her for good if he couldn’t figure out how to change.







CHAPTER THREE


Her brother’s funeral was being held in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, where Billy had lived with his family for the last two years. Lila thought it was grotesquely unfair that Ashley got to decide where to hold the funeral, when and where she wanted him buried, even who would be allowed to be part of the ceremony, but as Patrick pointed out, Ashley was still Billy’s wife, legally, at least. Lila knew the quote-unquote law could not care less that Billy’s wife had been responsible for his death. Why should the law care, when the law had been responsible, too, by taking Ashley’s word that Billy had harmed one of his children?


She didn’t plan on speaking to Ashley, but she did want to see the kids and talk to them alone, if possible. She wasn’t sure what to say to them, and she was thinking about it as she and Patrick drove down the turnpike, on the way to Harrisburg. He was holding her hand, squeezing it every once in a while. She knew her husband was worried about her, and it would have touched her if she’d been capable of feeling anything other than her grief.


Even thinking was hard for her right now, though she’d tried to present her idea of raising Billy’s children to Patrick as reasonably as possible, knowing she’d need her husband’s approval to go forward. The lawyer she’d consulted—while Patrick was out getting groceries—had mentioned that one of the things in Lila’s favor was her long marriage. One of the only things. If it did turn out that Ashley had brainwashed any of the children against their father, “this brainwashing,” the lawyer said, “or ‘parental alienation syndrome’ as it’s sometimes called, is not always treated as child abuse by judges. It depends on who we get. We might need other evidence that she’s an unfit mother, in addition to a sterling report on you and your husband. Being professors will help, but being married for eleven years is even better. Happily married. Both ready to make sacrifices to take care of these kids.”


Before she hung up, the lawyer promised to get a copy of the charges against Billy—and warned Lila again that they were in for an uphill battle. “Are you sure you want to proceed? Your odds of winning aren’t good unless you can prove Mrs. Cole is unfit.”


Lila insisted she wanted to go forward. She had a lot of damaging information about Ashley that she could use, if it came right down to it. Billy had told her that Ashley had started drinking again. It was one of the reasons he’d taken the job in Harrisburg, to get his wife away from her drinking buddies. Apparently, she hadn’t gone to a single AA meeting since Maisie was a baby, which proved she wasn’t even trying to recover anymore. And she was still cutting herself; Billy mentioned this only last summer, when Lila asked if that was the reason Ashley never wore anything but long-sleeve T-shirts. And there were other things, too, things Lila didn’t want to bring up but would if there was no other way.


She’d never been a fighter, but then she’d never had to be; Billy had always done the fighting for them. When they were kids, her worst fear was that he would leave her. He would usually reassure her that he wasn’t going anywhere, but one time he said, “You’re braver than you think.” They were in the woods at the end of their neighborhood, sitting on a rotting log, plotting their escape from their parents, as always. “You’ll know what to do if the time ever comes when you have to handle all this alone.”


The moment had come, but her mind wasn’t cooperating. She couldn’t think about what to do next because she was stuck in the past, daydreaming about Billy. For so many years, she hadn’t remembered most of her childhood and now was no different, but of course she remembered the things they’d talked about hundreds of times. The day Billy created the death certificates. The night he stood up to their stepfather the last time, after their stepfather tried to hurt Lila.


“My children will never be raised by another man,” Billy had told her over and over when they were teenagers, and also that day in New Mexico, when he was explaining why he’d decided to marry a woman he didn’t love. Ashley had waited too long to get a pregnancy test—or to tell Billy she was pregnant, Lila was never sure which. It was too late for an abortion, but Ashley was considering adoption. Or so she said, but maybe she already knew how strongly Billy felt about this.


The thought that Ashley would probably remarry someday brought Lila back to the present. She had no choice; she had to do whatever it took to save Billy’s kids from being raised by a stepfather. This had always been the major theme, according to Billy: not letting it ever happen again.


Loss and sorrow had to take a backseat to that meaning; Billy used to tell her that constantly. “We can’t afford to be weak, Lila. I’ve told you a hundred times that the hero is never destroyed by the bad guy, but by some weakness within himself.”


As she walked into the small suburban church, she could hear him telling her to be strong. She made her way up the center aisle and managed to keep her head held high, though she could hear people whispering, probably gossiping about her and her brother. Ashley had packed the church with her friends and family. Patrick and Lila seemed to be the only ones here for Billy.


Lila had planned on sitting in the front, but the first empty place was five pews back. Patrick guided her into a spot and sat down next to her; they each flipped through the program guide celebrating the life and mourning the death of “husband, father, friend” William Cole. No mention of brother. A repeat of the “mistake” in the obituary Ashley submitted to the local paper, and another slap in the face for Lila.


She was fighting off hysteria by the time the service was over. The priest placed too much emphasis on God “forgiving brother Cole’s sins” and “giving the troubled man peace,” and far too little on celebrating Billy’s life, as if everyone there had already tried and convicted him of this ridiculous charge. What about the years he’d supported his family, working two jobs at times, neglecting his talent to take care of Ashley and the kids? What about the night he saved Lila from their stepfather? What about all the beautiful ideas that flowed from her brother’s brilliant mind?


She rushed out of the church and ran to her car, where she was still sobbing when Patrick joined her. He put his arms around her and asked if she wanted to ride in the limo behind the hearse, with the family.


“She doesn’t want me,” Lila sputtered.


“She suggested it,” he said. When Lila didn’t respond, he said, “What about the kids? You said you wanted to see them, remember?”


She nodded and managed to get out of the car without stumbling. She walked to the family limo where, true enough, Ashley had saved room for them. Ashley’s own mother was riding in the next car, along with all the other members of Ashley’s big, extended family except for her sister, Trish. Trish was sitting between Ashley and William, holding both of their hands. Maisie was next to William. Only fifteen-year-old Pearl was on the other side, and she managed to take Lila’s hand while her mother was weeping on Trish’s shoulder.


On the drive out, Lila’s eyes moved back and forth, from William to Maisie to Pearl, drinking in these children. She’d loved them all along, but now that love had turned fierce and protective, knowing they were all that was left of her brother. William looked quiet and stunned and much younger than his eight years. He’d been born prematurely and was still small for his age, and the thick glasses he’d worn since he was a toddler made him look especially vulnerable. He also looked a little neglected: his brown curls were a mess, as if nobody had thought to comb his hair for a while, and he’d missed a button on his white shirt. Pearl had obviously been crying for days; her blue eyes were as swollen as Lila’s own, but there was also a naked fury in those eyes, as though life had been supremely unfair to her—a teenage reaction, to be sure, but one with which Lila wholeheartedly sympathized. Only chubby little red-haired Maisie bore any resemblance to the child she’d been last summer, the last time Lila had seen them. She was humming some kids’ tune, blissfully unaware of the horrible series of events that had taken her father from her, probably even unaware that he was never coming back.


Lila hadn’t seen them for almost a year because Billy had kept putting off her visits, saying only that he and Ashley were having “problems.” Whenever she managed to get him on the phone, he sounded so weary and hopeless that she begged him to tell her what was going on, but he would only apologize for worrying her. Even in email, he ignored all her questions and concentrated on literature and politics and other topics that had nothing to do with his personal life. Of course Lila should have pushed harder to get through to him, but she’d always had a million excuses. She’d actually thought the paper she was writing was important, and her stupid proposal for a new class on the quest theme in American literature.


The last few emails to Billy had focused on that class. He’d said he was excited about it and suggested some novels she’d forgotten about. He hadn’t said a word about being separated from Ashley or losing visitation with his kids, at least not directly. The day after he died, when she’d re-read the emails, drinking shots of scotch, trying to get her grief to quiet down, she discovered all the clues she’d missed. It wasn’t the novels he proposed including, but the reasons he gave for why they belonged. The Scarlet Letter because, Billy wrote, “the deeper quests include betrayal, don’t you agree?” The Crying of Lot 49 because “our ability to break through the noise of our lives is gone and yet we continue the quest to speak.” The Portrait of a Lady because “Isabel Archer has realized the truth that she was always a pawn in someone else’s quest to have what she would have freely given, if only love had been a possibility.”


For years, Billy had been reading American literature in this bleak way, but so had Lila. So had everyone she knew, for that matter. By and large, the classic American novels were quite dark; yet as Billy always said, this actually proved that the writers of these books were “true romantics,” “incapable of detachment,” “despairing to the very degree that they believed in the potential of their young country and of humanity.” The literature of Europe, on the other hand, was both more sentimental and more cynical; for what was sentiment but a cynical lack of faith in the real emotions of life?


The fact that Billy saw all these books as fitting with the quest theme wasn’t unusual, either. He was right and Lila knew it, but she ended up leaving ninety percent of his suggestions off her proposed syllabus, though that was only because she knew her students would have enough trouble with more obvious quest books like Moby-Dick. The very idea of a quest was hard for most of her undergraduates.


The clue that something was wrong was the way Billy used the word “quest” in each and every one of his explanations. It was so unlike him to be that literal—how could Lila have missed this? Yes, she was busy, but that was no excuse. This was her brother, the person she knew best in all the world. And he’d told her a million times to pay attention to the language. Look for clues. “Life is an allegory, Lila. If you don’t read it correctly, you won’t see the meaning.” He snapped his fingers. “Bang, just like that, you lose.”


On the drive to the cemetery, Lila’s grief was horrible but intermittent, like waves of nausea, but when they walked across the wide lawn and she saw the deep hole in the ground intended for her brother, the pain was so sudden and terrible that it would have knocked her over if Patrick hadn’t been there, holding her up in his strong arms. Her husband told her later that the ceremony wasn’t very long, but it seemed as long as the rest of her life without Billy, and just as terrible. The strong sunlight was an insult; the manicured lawn and blooming trees were grotesque parodies of beauty; even the other people were strangers—and frightening. Only Billy’s children seemed real, but they were so far away from her, engulfed by Ashley and her family, in danger of being lost forever. Swallowed down the rabbit hole of Ashley’s false interpretation of reality. Eventually forgetting everything, even that their father had—


“He loved you.” She wasn’t aware that she was speaking the chant that was going through her mind. “He loved all of you.” She was looking at Pearl and William and Maisie, wishing this one truth would penetrate their very souls. “He loved you more than his life.”


At some point, she realized that they could hear her. Everyone could. Ashley had turned her face into her sister’s shoulder. William was visibly pale. Maisie put her fingers in her ears—meaning Lila was shouting? She was so dizzy suddenly, and it hit her that her nausea had become real.


She stumbled away and vomited at the base of a hickory tree. Somehow Patrick was there, holding her hair for her. Walking her over to a bench several feet away. Telling her to sit down and rest until the feeling passed.


Before he could sit down with her, she told him she was all right. “I just need a few minutes by myself,” she said, glancing up at him. “I’ll be back over in a little bit.”


If she’d been capable of feeling anything but her grief, she would have felt sorry for her husband as he walked away hesitantly, so clearly unsure how to behave in a situation like this. Her always reasonable husband, who Billy once described as “the last American: instinctively hardworking, unfailingly decent, and blissfully naïve.” Lila would have defended Patrick if she hadn’t known that Billy meant this as high praise. Her brother always said that everyone was on a journey back to innocence. Billy would have said that Patrick’s journey was just shorter than theirs was, because they were in a more intricate plot of hidden evil and elusive redemption.


And now she was alone in this “evil and redemption” plot that she had never understood as well as Billy had. It was the only important thing she had ever kept from her twin. No matter how hard she tried, despite all her training, she would always be too stupid to understand the plot of her and her brother’s lives.


Her nausea was gone, but in its place was an emptiness so profound that it was a wonder she was breathing with nothing inside her: no stomach, no heart, no lungs, no air. She had no idea how long she’d been this way when she realized someone was next to her. She glanced over and saw Pearl, Billy’s first baby, whose name he’d chosen because she was his pearl of great price, costing him all he had.


“Those are pearls that were his eyes,” she mumbled, quoting the sprite Ariel from her favorite Shakespeare play, The Tempest. But it was true. Beautiful Pearl with the bright blue eyes, just like Billy’s.


“Aunt Lila? Are you okay?”


“Of course, honey.” Lila sat up straight. This was her chance to say something important. What was it she was supposed to say? That Billy loved them? She’d said that already. That their mother had killed their father? No, God, she would never hurt his children like that. She would never hurt his children, but wasn’t she hurting them if she took them from their mother? Why hadn’t that occurred to her before? But their mother was evil, wasn’t she?


“I can’t talk long,” Pearl said. She sounded so angry that Lila flinched, but then she noticed the girl was looking back over her shoulder. “She’s going to get pissed that I’m sitting here.”


“Your mom?”


“Who else? She hates you now. She told me when Dad left that he was crazy.”


“I’m sorry. She shouldn’t have said that to you. It wasn’t true. Your dad was brilliant and—”


“She thinks you’re crazy, too. I heard her tell Aunt Trish that Dad fucked up your mind completely.”


“I don’t think she really believes that.” Lila forced her voice to remain calm, soothing, adult. “Your dad and I were always really close and I think your mom was a little jeal—”


The girl jammed a folded-up piece of paper into Lila’s hand. Before Lila could even wonder what it was, Pearl stood up and disappeared.


It was a short note, obviously written in a teenage girl’s handwriting: big letters, lots of curly loops, and a large circular dot above each “i”:




I know what my mother did, but I can’t hate her for this. It’s not her fault that she lacks imagination. But I have to be strong and save my brother. He told me he wished he were dead. I’m really afraid he’ll kill himself if we don’t get out of here. I’m writing this because I have to do whatever it takes to make sure he’s all right. He needs me now so badly. I can’t ever be weak again.








CHAPTER FOUR


William was short for his age and in the dumb class at Chandler Elementary, but he wasn’t a baby. He knew his father hadn’t died of an accident, like his grandma said, or because his dad was “just confused,” like his mom said. No one would talk to William about what had really happened, but he didn’t need them to tell him that his dad had killed himself. He also knew that it was all his fault, for telling his mom about the Challenges. If only he hadn’t done that, his daddy would still be alive. The guilt made him wish he was dead, too, but the letter from Daddy said he mustn’t feel that way. “Please listen to me, William,” the letter said. “Promise me, buddy.”


William knew something that nobody else did and that made him feel older and bigger. It was his special secret—his father had left him a letter. William found it in their backyard, stuck inside the hollow part of the tree, same as all the other things his father had left for William since Daddy moved out of their house and into an apartment. Most of them were little notes, which Daddy called reminders. “Be a good boy today.” “Take care of your sisters.” “Don’t forget to do the exercises I gave you.” “Listen to your music.” “Don’t tell Mommy about the gun.”


Daddy also left quarters and peanut butter cups and other things William liked, like stickers of robots and toy cars. But the reminders were the most important, Daddy said. “Whatever happens, you have to remember those. That’s what a reminder is, something to help you remember.”


William hadn’t forgotten that he wasn’t supposed to tell anybody about the Challenges. That was the part that made him want to slap his own face, because he’d acted like such a baby and babies only learn by being slapped. Mommy said that’s why she slapped Maisie, because Maisie was too young to understand reasons. Daddy said slapping Maisie was wrong. Whenever Mommy did it, Daddy got mad and they yelled at each other so loud that Maisie cried harder than after the slap. When Daddy moved to an apartment, Pearl yelled that she hated Mommy and Mommy was a “barbarian,” just like Daddy always said.


But William loved Mommy, too, and he’d felt so comfortable when she was holding him on her lap, asking him what happened that weekend. He’d been with Daddy by himself ‘cause it was time for the next Challenge, which Daddy said he had to go through if he had any hope of protecting himself and his sisters when Mommy married her new friend, Kyle, who Daddy always called That Bastard. “It’s just like Cub Scouts,” Daddy said. “All you have to do is live in the woods for one day and then I’ll come and get you. Don’t be scared. Remember, you’re pretending you’re hiding out from a very bad guy. The woods are safe. Just keep your glasses on, that’s important. You’ll have a tent and enough food and all you have to do is stay put. Can you do that, buddy?”


William said yes, but he hadn’t even lasted an hour before he got scared. This kid in his third grade class said there were tigers and bears in those woods. He was more afraid of bears than of people, even bad guys. When he ran out of the tent, his only thought was to find Daddy and ask if they could do the Challenge from last week instead. He liked shooting the cans, even if it was loud and he missed a lot. He liked it because Daddy was right there next to him, saying stuff like, “Good try, buddy. I’m so proud of you.”


He ran and ran and he couldn’t find Daddy. His legs were about to give out when the sun got lower in the sky; then he tried to go back to where his tent was and he couldn’t find that place, either. He was sitting on the ground, shaking and crying, when a man and woman came up and asked if he was lost. They said they were hikers and the woman took a bottle of water from her backpack and gave it to him. Then he said he was lost and his daddy was so worried about him. He knew the last part was true ‘cause his daddy was always worried about him. That’s why Daddy came up with the Challenges, to keep him safe.


The hikers said they would help him find his father’s tent, but then they didn’t. They took him to the end of the woods and used their cell phone. A few minutes later, the police were there, but William wasn’t worried. He told them what Daddy had taught him to say: that he and his father had been camping and he’d wandered off. Now he couldn’t find his daddy. The police officers believed him and moved through the woods, using a loud horn thing until they found William’s father. Then Daddy was crying and hugging William and it was all okay.


Mommy didn’t believe it, though. She said she knew William wouldn’t wander off; he’d never wandered off in his life. She said, “You’re a good boy.” She was stroking the top of his arm, nuzzling his head like she used to do when he was little. He liked the feeling of being in her lap. He felt his eyes closing as she told him how good he’d always been, even as a baby. But then she said, “I know if your daddy told you to stay put, you’d stay put,” and he felt so guilty that he blurted out it wasn’t true. He only stayed put for a little while. When the stopwatch said 1:37, he ran out, looking for Daddy.


“But you stayed put for an hour and thirty-seven minutes,” his mom said. She was still stroking his arm, but her fingers were sort of fast and jerky, like the way she put grease on a cake pan. “Where was your daddy all that time?”


When he didn’t answer, she hugged him and her touch was gentle again. “You were very brave to stay in the woods alone for almost two hours. You must have been so scared.”


He felt his eyes stinging. “There was nothin’ to be afraid of.”


“Did your dad tell you that?”


William nodded. “He said he wouldn’t have had me do the Challenge if there were tigers and bears in the woods.”


If only his mom had asked what William meant by Challenge, he would have known not to tell her. He hadn’t forgotten. He just was too dumb to realize that he was talking about it.


She asked how long he was supposed to stay there. He said, “For twelve hours. Daddy said he’d be back when the stopwatch said 12:00. It would be dark but not spooky dark, he said.”


“It sounds hard.” She kissed him on top of his head. “Were the other challenges all that hard?” She leaned her face around and smiled at him. “You must have been very brave to get through them, too!”


He smiled back. “I was brave. Daddy said I was the bravest kid ever.”


“What other cool things did you do?”


“I paddled a canoe across a lake.”


“Wow,” she said. “And you don’t even know how to swim!”


“I didn’t, but I learned a couple days later so I could jump off the cliff.”


“You jumped off a cliff?” She’d leaned back; he couldn’t see her face. But he heard her voice get screechy. “The cliff at Hamburg?”
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