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PART I






Chapter 1


“I NEVER THOUGHT I’D SEE YOU HERE,” SARAH SAYS. THEN she adds, “But I never thought I’d see you anywhere.”


They’re at the opera house, on the second floor, near the head of the grand staircase. He’s facing her, leaning his hips against the railing, hands set lightly on either side. Beyond him, in the high open space of the atrium, hang the glittering crystal chandeliers, frozen starbursts. Below, people move up and down the broad redcarpeted staircase, hurrying but stately. They are mostly over fifty, this is the second intermission, and there is only so much time left to meet someone, eat something, drink something, void, before the caped ushers begin playing their little xylophones, the bright tuneless melodies announcing the last act.


She had known him at once. His younger face is still visible within this older one, though this one is creased now, hollowed here, fuller there. The same square shape, same bright brown eyes and wide brow. The same thick light-brown hair, though now not so thick. The same fierce vitality in the gaze.


“I always thought I’d see you somewhere,” he says. He looks directly into her eyes. He’d always done this, looked straight into her, as though she were important. It had always unnerved her. “You look just the same.”


She smiles but shakes her head.


“You know what I mean,” he says. “You do. Your eyes.”


They had been close at one time.


AFTER THE LAST curtain call—the dark-haired soprano curtsying deeply and charmingly, kissing her fingertips to the audience as plastic-wrapped bouquets thud onto the stage, before the swirling gold curtain is finally drawn for good—Sarah stands, putting on her jacket. She buttons it as she inches her way across the row of seats to join the slow scrum in the aisle. She glances around for Warren, though he’d told her he was on the other side of the house. Almost as soon as they’d met, the little xylophones had begun their atonal melodies, and they’d had to part. He’d asked her to come out for a drink afterward but she’d said no. She’d said it would be too late.


Actually it had been too sudden. She couldn’t decide, in that moment, if she wanted to sit across from him again, letting him look into her. He asked for her email address but he hadn’t written it down; she thinks he’ll forget it. It’s so easy to forget those addresses, which seem in the moment so obvious, so unforgettable, clara38@whatever, but they’re also obvious in all their other iterations, too, was it clara39@somewhereelse, or clarab38? Hers is simple and obvious. She thinks he’ll forget it.


Out in the lower hall the crowd moves slowly toward the wide stairs up to the lobby. Near the base of the staircase is a small whitehaired woman in a red coat. She stands stock-still, like a rock in the current. Her feet are slightly apart, braced against something. Anxiety fills her; Sarah can feel it as she approaches. She stops beside the woman.


“Would you like my arm going up the stairs?” Sarah asks.


The woman looks up. She has a pleasant lined face, withered cheeks, small bright blue eyes. Relief floods from her like mist from a mountain. “Oh yes,” she says. “Thank you so much.”


She takes Sarah’s forearm and they begin the climb. The woman leans against her, clasping tight. She’s desperate about something: pain, or fear. The panicked grip makes Sarah think of someone drowning, how you should never let them touch you, because they’ll take you down with them. She’s never known what you were supposed to do instead. You can’t simply watch. But this tiny frail woman can’t pull her down, Sarah is stable enough for them both. They go slowly, step by step.


“I had surgery on my foot,” the woman explains, apologetic. “Weeks ago. I thought I was pretty much healed, so I didn’t bring my cane. It wasn’t so bad when I came, but now I can hardly walk. Stupid of me.”


At the top of the stairs they continue; Sarah can’t simply walk away from her. When they reach the heavy glass door Sarah holds it open and the woman shuffles through. The audience pushes past, bursting from the building, striding off quickly across the plaza, toward cabs, cars, subways. Sarah and the woman pause at the edge of the vast plain. It’s clear that she can’t manage this on her own.


“I’ll take you to Broadway,” says Sarah, “and put you in a cab.”


“You’re very kind.” The woman takes Sarah’s arm again and they begin the slow trek. “I should have brought my cane, but I was determined I’d be all right.” She shakes her head. “Stubbornness,” she says, “and vanity.”


Sarah wonders if it’s only women who apologize for everything. Would a man blame his physical helplessness on his own character flaws?


It’s January. The night sky is dark and dense, bright with the reflected glow of the city. In the center of the plaza the fountain pulses, low illuminated jets moving to a mysterious rhythm. The woman grips her arm hard, shuffling fearfully. Sarah matches her steps to the woman’s and wonders if this will happen to her: If you’re hale it’s hard to imagine being helpless. The worst of it must be being alone.


Sarah looks around again for Warren, but he must be long gone by now. The opera is still shimmering in her mind, the music surging behind her thoughts. Tosca’s death lies within her like a single piercing note.


At Broadway they move slowly north until Sarah steps off the curb, her arm raised, to hail a cab. When it pulls over she comes back. The woman’s feet are braced apart again, her face taut with anxiety.


Sarah helps her into the cab. Settling against the seat, the woman looks up at her. “I can’t thank you enough,” she says. “So stupid of me.”


“Happy to do it.” Sarah means it: a woman alone, near-helpless. She wonders if the woman has children, and where they are. When would you call your child for help? If you found yourself at the opera house after the last act, unable to climb the stairs? How bad would it have to be? Her mother would never have called her.


HE HADN’T FORGOTTEN her address.


His first message is short. I was glad to see you. She doesn’t answer at once. It’s the tone that concerns her. He’s married, she knows that. What does she want? But she was glad to see him. She’s allowed to be a friend. Finally she writes back, Yes. Me too.


He writes again. He’s coming to New York on business next month; will she meet him for dinner? She thinks about it. The speed of email telescopes time, so that thinking about it for a few hours seems like days. Coming into the city for dinner is complicated for her: she lives in northern Westchester, over an hour away. It really means spending the night. She doesn’t like driving home late, alone, her head fumed with wine. But she has a friend with a spare bedroom, who always offers it. She writes back, Yes.


They meet at the restaurant, a fancy one on the West Side. Along the street are big plate-glass windows. As Sarah walks along the sidewalk, her little suitcase trundling behind her, she sees him inside. He’s at a table in the middle of the room, very upright. His elbows are set elegantly on the table, hands clasped. He’s watching the door.


As she comes in he smiles at her, spreading open both hands in celebration.


The restaurant is modern and expensive. The latter is evident from the heightened awareness of everyone in the room, the slightly hostile deference of the headwaiter; the attentive, slightly condescending waiters, the sharp sidelong glances of the diners. The glitter of earrings and bracelets. Along the inner wall, more plateglass windows give onto the kitchen, where chefs in white coats move swiftly, chopping and stirring and slicing, among white tile and stainless steel, pots and knives, steam and flame. The kitchen is like a silent movie, the workers framed, frenetic, soundless.


Warren stands to greet her, smiling.


“Thank you,” she says, sliding onto the banquette. When he sits down their faces are close, and he looks directly into her eyes.


Unsettled, she speaks to break the silence.


“I don’t think men stand up for women anymore,” she says. “Do they? When we were kids, my father would say to my brother, ‘Stand up when your mother comes into the room.’ Do you remember? No one does that now.”


“The culture of our youth,” he says. “Gone.”


“Good riddance, most of it,” she says. “All those rules.”


“It’s good to see you,” he says.


Thirty years, anyway. Nearly forty.


THEY’D GROWN UP IN the same community outside Philadelphia. The Main Line was a long suburban cluster of linked villages set along the commuter railroad that ran west of the city. It was a tribal place, everyone connected by kin or friendship. They weren’t all rich; money wasn’t the main thing. Philadelphia cared about a family’s longevity, not its wealth. Ostentation was frowned upon, no flashy cars or grandiose houses. Everyone went somewhere else in the summer, some ramshackle shingle building, tiny or rambling, owned outright or shared among three generations and forty-five cousins, in the mountains or on a lake or on the New England shore. And everyone went to private schools, which were less expensive then. That was how the children became members of the tribe. The boys’ and girls’ schools were separate, but they all met at Glee Club concerts and dances and sports and birthday parties. Warren and Sarah had known each other since childhood. He’d taken out her sister Lynn before he’d taken out Sarah. He and Sarah started seeing each other during their junior year in college. All the rest of that year, and that summer, the last before graduation, they’d been a couple. She’d thought they might get married.


One evening at the end of August he arrived to pick her up at her parents’ house in Villanova. She was upstairs getting dressed when she heard his car. It was an old green Austin-Healey that sounded like a motorboat. He wasn’t rich; the car was secondhand, though still glamorous.


Sarah stood in front of the mirror, trying to zip up her dress, a pink linen sheath with a long side zipper. She heard the car come up the gravel driveway and stop in front of the house. The zipper was stuck just below the upper edge of her bra. She heard the car door shut, then Warren running up the flagstone path. He called up to her.


“Sarah Carson Blackwell, come down! I can see you up there, fussing. Come down! I have something to tell you!”


Sarah said nothing, tugging at the zipper. She heard the big front door open and shut: now he was inside the house. She could feel his presence, a little charge of electricity, the air lightening. She abandoned the zipper, leaving a racy little gap under her arm, and stepped into her heels.


When she reached the front hall Warren had gone into the library, where her parents were watching the news. They sat in dark red armchairs on either side of the little Chesterfield sofa. They each had a scotch and ice in a cut-glass tumbler.


Sarah’s mother, Carola, came from an old Philadelphia family. During the eighteenth century the Wingates had been in the China trade, and also in government, senators and governors and diplomats. One of the Wingate houses was now open to the public—a big handsome stone Georgian, though its neighborhood was now seedy and run-down. Everyone knew that Sarah was a Wingate. But Sarah’s father, George, was not from Philadelphia. He was from Minneapolis and a Catholic (the tribe was Episcopalian), so he was a double outsider. He was a partner in a good Philadelphia law firm, but it was Carola who had the tribal connection. Also the money. There was still quite a lot of it, through trusts and real estate. Her father resented the imbalance. Because of this, her mother always deferred to him.


“What are you all up to tonight?” asked Carola. She had square shoulders, thick gray hair, and heavy eyebrows. She swirled the ice in her glass.


“We’re setting off on an adventure,” Warren said.


“Jenna Davenport’s birthday party,” Sarah added.


“That will be fun.” Her mother liked Warren.


George stared with animosity at the newscaster, who was talking about Vietnam. George hated the war, he hated hearing about it, and he hated Walter Cronkite, with his mustache and his earnest, avuncular manner.


“More idiocy,” George said. He took a swallow of his drink.


“Are you driving that car?” Carola was smiling at Warren, almost flirting. “The one that sounds like a motorboat?”


“I am,” said Warren. “Always ready to take you for a spin, Mrs. Blackwell.”


Carola smiled a bit more and shook her head.


“You’d have to wear a scarf,” Sarah said. “The wind ruins your hair.”


“Your mother doesn’t care about that,” Warren said. “Your mother has always secretly longed to be a race-car driver. I’m always ready to help her realize that wish.”


Carola laughed outright, twinkling.


George Blackwell looked at Warren. “What kind of car is it?”


“Austin-Healey,” said Warren. “If you know the car you might think it’s a bit lightweight, the steering a bit unresponsive, and you’d be right. Also that it sounds like a motorboat.”


George stared at him, then took another swallow.


“You might also think it’s beautiful,” Warren finished. “Mine’s not in perfect shape, which is why I could afford it.”


“Shall we go?” Sarah didn’t like all this sparring, her mother’s twinkle, her father’s veiled hostility.


“Have a good time.” Carola raised her hand and waggled her fingers in a decorous farewell. George said nothing.


“Thanks,” Sarah said. “’Bye.”


SARAH WAS NOT close to her parents. She would not have known how: her mother was cool and formal, her father brusque and cynical. Nor were their children close to each other. Alden kept to himself; Lynn resented Sarah. Sarah was the middle child, quiet and responsible.


As a treat Sarah was sometimes allowed into her parents’ room while her mother was dressing to go out. Sarah chose the jewelry for her mother to wear. It was usually modest—a string of pearls, earrings made of seashells—unless the occasion was big and formal. Then Carola wore real jewelry, fancy things.


Sarah watched her mother standing before the mirror in her white slip. She raised her arms, holding the silk sheath above her, lightly bunched. She slid her hands through the armholes, then dropped the dress down over her head, wriggling her shoulders to get through. Her mother was tall, with a long waist and rounded arms. Her head reappeared, her dark smooth hair in its neat bob, emerging from the open neck. Her arms arose, bare and white. The dress slid down into place and she pulled it all the way down over her slip. Her movements were smooth and practiced. This was how it was to be a grown-up woman.


The sheath was watered green silk, which shimmered where the light fell on it. Sarah had found square-cut emerald earrings that matched the dress perfectly. She held them out to Carola, who was smoothing the sheath down over her hips, looking at herself in the tall mirror.


“Mama?” Sarah said.


Her mother turned to look. “Too obvious,” she said. “Find some red ones.”


Her mother’s jewelry was kept in a little lacquered Japanese chest on the mirrored top of her dressing table. Sarah swiveled open the drawers one by one. She found a pair of oval rubies, rimmed with diamonds. They were small; her mother’s jewelry was good but not showy.


“Those’ll do,” her mother said, taking them. She leaned over to put them before the mirror on the dressing table.


Sarah stood beside her and watched her mother’s reflection. As Carola clipped on each earring, she grimaced.


“Why do you make that face?” Sarah asked.


“It hurts when you put them on,” Carola said. “After a while you stop feeling the pain. Then when you take them off it hurts again.”


“I’m sorry,” said Sarah, awed and saddened by this knowledge.


Her mother shook her head. “It’s just how it is.”


“You look beautiful,” Sarah said.


Her mother gave a small wry smile and turned away from the mirror. “Handsome is as handsome does,” she said. “My mother used to say that.”


Sarah didn’t know what this meant. Though once, when she was five, she’d been standing in the front hall one afternoon. She had opened the door of the closet, which had a full-length mirror in the back of it. She was looking at herself and trying out poses. She set one hand on her hip and raised her chin, looking sideways in the silvery glass. She narrowed her eyes, the way a princess might. The front door opened, and her father came in from outside. He pulled the heavy door closed behind him. He saw her; she froze.


“Admiring yourself?”


She said nothing.


“What do you think?” he asked. “Think you’re beautiful?”


She said nothing.


“Well, you’re not,” he said, with a little laugh. “You can put that right out of your mind.” He walked on through the hall into the living room, and through that to the library.


Sarah didn’t move. She didn’t want to make the smallest gesture that would acknowledge that she was standing where she was, tilting her head and slanting her eyes as if she were somebody. She hadn’t even thought about beautiful. Right then what she wanted was invisible, so she could leave the mirror, the hall, the ground floor, tiptoe up the big staircase, without anyone knowing what she’d done. Without anyone knowing her bottomless shame. She didn’t understand what she’d done, but she felt the shame rise up and engulf her.


WARREN HAD TAKEN down the convertible top.


When she got in, Sarah took her scarf from her bag, tying it tightly under her chin. She knew she should like the idea of a convertible—speed and freedom—but it was so noisy, it made it impossible to talk, and the buffeting wind was like an attack, blowing her hair into a frenzy. Warren fired up the motorboat engine. As they started down the driveway, he turned and said something she couldn’t hear; she shook her head. He put on the brakes abruptly, skidding slightly on the gravel. He got out and leaned into the back to tug up the top. It scissored slowly upward, then into an awkward arch over her head. Inside again, he locked it into place with little latches.


“Why did you do that?” she asked.


“I want to be able to hear you.” He started the engine’s low chortle. “We have to be able to talk.”


“So what was it you said?” she asked. “That I couldn’t hear.”


“I said, ‘Let’s go around the world. Next summer, after graduation.’” He looked at her as he shifted gears, wrestling the stick into place.


“Great,” Sarah said. “I want to go to Italy. I love Italy.” She thought of the Tuscan landscape, the red-tiled roofs, the dark spires of the cypress trees. The cool dimness of cathedrals.


Warren went on. “We’ll work our way from country to country. We’ll get jobs wherever we go.”


“Jobs?” Sarah said. “What kind of jobs?” She was thinking of a Eurail Pass and youth hostels.


“Any kind,” he said. “We’ll be waiters. Bus conductors. Street sweepers.”


He looked at her again. She smiled. She didn’t know if he was serious.


Warren was famously unconventional. When he was fifteen he’d taken his parents’ car and driven into the city to see a concert. And he’d been fired from the tennis camp where he’d taught for doing something—drinking? He carried a sort of unsettling charge, a bad-boy attraction. But this trip sounded crazy.


“Street sweepers,” she said. Warren wasn’t rich, maybe he couldn’t afford a Eurail Pass and youth hostels. But couldn’t he get a job before they went, and save for it? If they had to spend all their time finding jobs, and then working at them, how would they see the museums?


“Any old jobs,” he said, downshifting. The engine made its growling noise.


“My parents would love that,” said Sarah.


“I’ll take care of your parents. Come on,” he said. “We’ll leave right after graduation. You’ve never been to Bucharest.”


He reached over and took her hand and tapped it on her thigh.


“Bucharest? Behind the Iron Curtain?” she said. “What country is it in?”


“Romania,” he said, “and yes.”


“We can’t go to a Communist country,” she said.


“We’ll talk our way in,” Warren said. “Right through Checkpoint Charlie.” He whistled, to show how fast they’d go through.


But you couldn’t travel in Communist countries, they didn’t let you in. So what did he mean?


Sarah wanted to go to Europe to see cathedrals and museums. She wanted to walk along the Seine, to hear French in the air around her. She wanted to hear the church bells in Rome. She didn’t want to wait on tables in a dingy café. Or be arrested as a spy by the KGB.


Sarah smiled at him, wondering if all this was a joke. Smiling was stalling for time: Often she didn’t understand what they meant, men. She knew some of Warren, but not all. She knew the part he’d shown her, but there was a great mountain of him still in shadow, a part she didn’t know yet. She had no idea what he meant about this trip. If he thought it would be fun to break the laws and flout the authorities, she didn’t want it.


Sarah had gone to an all-girls’ school, the one her mother had gone to, and was now at a women’s college. She’d never spent much time with boys; she found them mysterious. What did they want to talk about? What were women allowed to say? Disagreement was not permissible with her father; he disliked it. And he disliked subjects that he found boring. During dinner, the rule was “general conversation,” which meant things that interested him. Not personal things. If the children became earnest or emotional, their father turned mocking. Being emotional in general was frowned on; being emotional in public was forbidden. Don’t make a scene, her mother would say. What was permissible to say to boys? Sarah wasn’t sure.


Warren smiled at her, then turned to the road, still holding her hand. Was he serious? If he was, she had no idea who he was.


Jenna Davenport’s party went on late. They ended up in the backyard, drinking beer and playing Ghost. Warren won, using words that sounded not quite plausible and yet that were. Sarah challenged him at P-R-O-P-R-I-O. She was thinking of propriety, but he was thinking of proprioception. He always came up with things no one else had thought of.


It was the end of the summer. Warren kept mentioning the trip to their friends. He made it sound like a joke, a romp. Sarah didn’t want to make a fuss in front of other people (don’t make a scene), and she didn’t want to make a fuss when they were alone (don’t disagree). But she didn’t understand it. Something shifted inside her; her trust in him began to lessen. He had taken that car, he’d been fired for drinking, and what did that mean? Was he one of those boys who was always in trouble? Because she didn’t want that. She could feel herself withdrawing from him. The night before he left for college they had a fight; they made up and she cried. They had sex at the end, so late it was starting to get light, and she kept falling asleep. They made up but the distance was still there. She still felt she didn’t know him, what kind of person he was. During the year they’d see each other seldom—her college was just outside New York City, his was outside Brunswick, Maine, six hours away. Then in the fall of her senior year she met Rob.


He was a friend of her roommate Celia’s boyfriend, Andy. A group of them came down from Cambridge for the weekend. Celia asked Sarah to come out with them. They walked around the campus, the boys horsing around, showing off, then went out for pizza. Rob pulled his chair up next to Sarah, pushing in, nosing out another boy already beside her. He leaned close to her and said, “I’ve been watching you. I’ve been watching you and I can tell you are smart!” He was smiling as he said it, teasing, but not.


Rob had electric-blue eyes and an intimate manner. He was going to become a journalist. “Long-form,” he added, a phrase she’d never heard. “I’m going to write for The New Yorker,” he said. “Or The Atlantic. Investigative pieces. I want to make things change.” She was impressed: he’d not only chosen a field but a particular place in it.


The phone booth in her dormitory was at the other end of the hall from Sarah’s room. When the phone rang, whoever was nearest would answer, shout out a name, and then leave the receiver dangling. Rob began calling Sarah nearly every night, his calls interspersed with Warren’s. It irritated the girls who answered.


“Blackwell again!” they would yell. “BLACKWELL!”


Sarah would call, “Thank you!” and hurry down the hall.


As she talked, other girls walked past, peering into the booth, tapping their watches to show how long she’d been on. Sarah nodded in response; she said she had to go.


She had told Rob about Warren at once. “I have a boyfriend,” she said. Rob smiled and lifted a strand of hair off her shoulder, smoothing it back, away from her face. “Lucky him!” he said. He must have known already, she thought.


She hadn’t told Warren about Rob; she wasn’t sure what to say. Just telling him that she’d met someone else would sound as though she were breaking up with him. And she wasn’t, was she? She mentioned that she’d gone into the city to see an exhibition at MoMA.


“A bunch of us went,” she said. “Celia’s boyfriend, Andy, and some friends of his.”


“That’s great that you can go into the city so easily!” Warren said. His goodwill engulfed her, making her uneasy. Was she taking advantage of him? Was she deceiving him? He was planning to visit her for Columbus Day weekend.


Rob and Andy came down often. They stayed with Andy’s aunt, two towns over. The four of them went into the city, or stayed on campus. When the weather was good they had picnics on the lawn. When it got cold they sat in the dorm and played Hearts. When Rob won a trick he slapped his card down on top of hers. “Dahhh!” he shouted. “I’ve got you! Submit!”


“Just one trick,” she protested. “You’ve only taken one trick,” but he grabbed her and tickled her. She collapsed, helpless. “Stop,” she begged. Tickling drove her mad.


Rob acted as though he owned her. She sort of liked his presumption. She wouldn’t kiss him, because of Warren. He acted as though Warren didn’t matter. He said he was going to take her to France. “In Paris, we’ll stay at the Ritz,” he said. “They have pink linen sheets.”


Rob’s family wasn’t rich, either, but Rob was very clear about his future: he was going to be successful and important.


During that fall Warren seemed very far away. When he called, Sarah felt uncomfortable. She couldn’t remember what they had talked about before. Once he mentioned Bucharest, as though this were something to look forward to. It seemed difficult to discuss on the phone, distance echoing between them. The idea expanded in her mind; it became the thing she thought of first when she thought of him—that awful trip. Who was he?


One night in the dorm she spent an hour on the phone with Rob. She was in fits of laughter: he was so silly. It made her feel loose and unguarded, light and happy. After they hung up Sarah went back to her room. When the phone rang again, a girl yelled, “Blackwell! My god, you’ve only been off for six minutes!”


“Sorry!” She hurried back to the booth. The girl who had answered was standing in her doorway, glaring.


Sarah sat down and picked up the phone.


“Finally!” Warren said. “Someone’s been on for an hour. Glad I’ve finally got you!”


“Yeah,” she said. “Hi.”


The girl in the doorway did not move.


“So how are you?” he asked. “What’s going on?”


“Not much,” she said.


“On Columbus Day weekend I’ll be able to leave on Thursday, and I can stay until Monday. What would you like to do?”


Last time Warren had come, the spring before, she’d found him a room in an awful B&B. The woman was cold and unfriendly. Sarah had had to sneak into the house, Warren coughing as they went up the stairs to disguise her footsteps. The bed was narrow and the sheets damp. The window looked onto a small backyard in which a hopeless black Lab lay chained to a kennel. Sarah didn’t want to go there again. It reminded her of Bucharest. She never wanted to go to Bucharest and she never wanted to hear about it again. A wall rose up in her.


“I don’t think you should come at Columbus Day,” she said.


There was a pause.


“Okay,” he said. “Why?”


“I don’t think we should see each other anymore.”


There was another pause.


“Sarah,” he said. “What’s going on?”


“That’s what I think.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes.” Now she’d said it.


He said, “I’m sorry.”


She said, “I’m sorry, too.”


He said, “But why?”


“We’re too different.” She had planned to say this, but as she said it, it made no sense.


There was a long silence.


“Too different,” he said. “What do you mean?”


But she was past explaining. She couldn’t bring up the trip; she was done. She didn’t want someone so wild, so importunate, someone who threw her into such confusion. She thought of the awful B&B. She didn’t want to stay on the phone with him for one more minute.


“Just that,” she said. “We see the world differently.”


“I’m sorry you think so,” he said again.


She said, “Yes.”


“Can I come down to talk about it? This is kind of sudden.”


“No,” she said, “I’m afraid that’s not a good idea.”


She didn’t want to see him, she didn’t want to see his face or hear his voice. She didn’t know what to say to him: How could she see him? But she was shocked by her cruelty.


After she hung up and came out, the other girl was still standing in her doorway. “Sorry,” Sarah said. “All yours.” She went back down the hall, her hands deep in the pockets of her bathrobe. She felt ashamed of her unkindness toward Warren. She felt like throwing up. For a long time afterward, whenever she remembered this she felt ashamed. She felt as though she had lied, there was something dishonest about what she had said. Though the truth was that she didn’t want to see him anymore. That was the truth; still, she felt ashamed. As though she had deceived herself.


She and Rob were married in June, after graduation. She wanted to get a degree in art history, but Rob didn’t want her to apply. He was thinking then of the diplomatic corps. “What if I get a job in Washington, and you’re in school in New York?” She’d withdrawn her application.


Now no one gets married right after college. (Her daughter Meg had waited until she was twenty-seven, which was so much smarter.) Later Warren had married Janet Cartwright, who was from Lake Forest. Or Saint Paul, somewhere like that. Sarah had met her later, on visits home. She was friendly and sociable, tall and long-limbed and distinctive. She was not quite a beauty, but appealing, with blond hair, big liquid brown eyes, and very white square teeth. A radiant smile. Sarah remembers that.


THE WAITRESS BRINGS them little white pots of foam topped with a dark slice of something.


“With the compliments of the chef.” The waitress is stocky and authoritative. Her hair is pulled back in a complicated French braid. She wears a charcoal-gray jacket and speaks confidentially, describing what they are about to eat. It’s a mousse, made from too many ingredients.


“Wonderful!” Warren says. “Give him our thanks.”


They are in a row of banquettes bisecting the room. On one side of them is an animated foursome, two couples. On the other side is a trio, an older man and woman and a young woman in her twenties.


Sarah takes a spoonful of the foam. It leaves a high-tide mark along her upper lip.


“Briny.” She licks it off. “Did you end up going around the world?”


“Not then,” he says. “And never all at one go. But I travel a lot. I’m on the board of the MFA. We go on a lot of their trips.”


We. But she doesn’t want to hear about his marriage.


“What did you think of Tosca?” she asks. “That Bulgarian soprano?”


“I thought she was remarkable. What about you?”


“When I first started going to the opera,” Sarah says, “I cried every time, because the stories are so heartbreaking. I thought people who didn’t cry were callous. After a while, when I’d seen the same operas over and over, I stopped crying at the stories and began listening to the music. I could see how that was another way to watch it, as a student of the music, instead of as a kind of emotional sponge.”


“And?”


“She did it to me all over again. It was like the first time.” It wasn’t just her voice.


At the end, Tosca, betrayed, bereft, had moved to her death with shocking simplicity, merely stepping off the parapet into the emptiness. It was heartbreakingly offhand. There was no flourish, no attention drawn to the act. This made it more devastating. Wait, Sarah wanted to say. Is that it? Are you sure? That can’t be all, it can’t be over.


Other Toscas had used the moment for melodrama, gesturing, taking long flamboyant leaps. But this had been so modest, so private, so wrenching. Could a suicide be private? Wasn’t it public by its nature? You were breaking the social contract. Don’t we owe something to others? Haven’t we all made a tacit agreement to see this through to the end? Suicide seemed like the breaking of a vow, one taken by every living creature. Tosca had broken the vow she’d made to Sarah, who was counting on her survival.


But Sarah doesn’t want to talk about that part; she wants to keep it to herself. She changes the subject.


“Do you go to the opera often?” she asks.


“No,” he says. “Janet doesn’t like it. So I come alone when I’m on a trip. Especially here.”


“What was your business meeting?” she asks. “That you came down for.”


“It’s tomorrow. For an architects’ organization. I’m an architect.”


“Really? What kind?”


“We’re a small firm. We do mostly residential,” Warren says. “Renovations, too. But it’s like a jigsaw puzzle. Any project means working with everyone—the client, the building department, structural engineers.”


She nods. “And what are your houses like? Modern? Classical? Who are your architect gods?”


“We have a lot of gods. We draw on a lot of different sources—modernist, beaux arts, neoclassical, shingle style. We do some purely modernist houses, glass and steel. But some clients want something more familiar, more conventional. We’re pretty eclectic. There are a lot of possible design solutions to every problem.”


“Sounds interesting,” Sarah says.


“It is to me,” he says, and smiles. “A lot of our projects are summer houses. Those are the clients’ dream houses. The clients can be a bit more playful, a bit more expansive, than they would be with a year-round house. So that makes the projects really fun to work on. We’re literally making dreams come true. I love it. And you?” he asks. “Did you get a degree in art history? I remember that’s what you wanted to do.”


“I got married,” she says. “Rob didn’t want me to go to graduate school.”


He nods, taking that in. “What then?”


“Had children,” she says. “After the kids were gone I did go back and get a degree. And I got a divorce. And I got a job as curator at the Aylesford Museum. It’s on the Hudson. American Impressionists and Chinese export china. I was there for sixteen years. I retired two years ago and now I’m on the board of our local museum, which is small and has no collection.”


“Art, after all.”


“As it turned out.” She tells him about the Tapp, which puts on exhibitions, some from elsewhere, some self-generated. She’s on the exhibition committee, “The most interesting one.”


“Because?”


“People bring us ideas and we choose. It’s kind of an art smorgasbord.” She tells him about her favorites: Buddhism, American modernists, William Morris.


“Very eclectic,” he says. “Impressive.”


“Once we choose an exhibition, I get to work on it.” She smiles at him. She feels as though she’s at a job interview: she wants to impress him.


He nods. “And what about your own family? What kids do you have?”


“Two,” she says, “a son and a daughter.”


“I have only a daughter,” he says.


She nods. “How old?”


“Katrina’s twenty-four,” he says. “Yours?”


“Older. Meg, thirty-six, and Josh, thirty.”


They smile at each other.


“It’s funny,” she says. “When we knew each other before, we were just ourselves. Before you have any kids the idea of them is so peripheral. Then it was just something to worry about—getting pregnant had nothing to do with children, it had to do with us. Even when I got married I put it off, having kids.”


“And now they’re central,” he says. “I can’t imagine things without them.”


“But before you have them you have no idea what it means,” she says. “The way they add to you as a person, how you become yourself plus the child. You can never become a single person again, you’re always that joined thing, the parent of the child.”


“There’s no divorce from them,” says Warren.


“No,” Sarah agrees. “It’s for life. And they take over your life eventually, their lives supersede yours. Because for a long time you think they’re yours. I mean, when they’re small you think you own them. You think they’ll do what you want. You think they partly are you. Because they once were yours, they were inside you. Then they were helpless. They actually were your creatures.”


“And then it turned out,” says Warren, “they were not your creatures!”


They both laugh, because of course they had never thought they were owned by their parents. They had always known that they owned themselves.


“What does your daughter do?” asks Sarah. “This person who owns herself?”


His daughter Katrina works for a design firm in Brooklyn. Sarah’s son Josh works for a tech company in Seattle and her daughter Meg is an editor at a publishing house in New York. Meg’s married, with a daughter and a son; Josh is still single.


“An editor and a techie!” Warren says, grinning. “I love kids with big plans.”


“You always had big plans,” Sarah says. “Didn’t you drive across Canada?”


He laughs. “I was going to break the record for driving coastto-coast, but my car wouldn’t have made it. I had an old Saab then. I decided not to be responsible for both its destruction and my own.”


“The Austin-Healey was gone?” she says.


“Long gone.”


“It was a great car,” Sarah says.


What had made it great was Warren: people turned to look at whatever it was that was making that gurgling roar and he waved to them. If kids stared, he offered them rides. It was as though he’d bought the car for everyone.


Warren had been turned down by the draft. He‘d had a spot on his lungs and was 4F, though later the spot had turned out to be nothing. After college he’d traveled through South America, then come back to get a degree in architecture. First he’d worked for a big firm, then later he’d started his own.


“Do you live right in Boston or outside?” she asks.


“Outside,” he says, “Brookline.”


“What’s your house like?” Sarah asks.


“Neo-Colonial. Red brick, white trim,” he says.


“I’m trying to picture your life,” she says.


She likes looking at him, his square, weathered face, his dark eyes, friendly and intense. His hair is receding but his eyebrows seem thicker, wilder.


Sarah doesn’t want to hear about his marriage; she doesn’t want to see him turn discreetly proud, or intimate and confessional. She doesn’t want to hear anything about his wife, not a single word. She feels some risk, some dangerous charge, in that direction.


She and Warren had once spent an afternoon in the room over her parents’ garage. They had sex on an old rattan sofa, on big hard cushions that smelled of mildew. During their struggles the gap between the cushions had widened, and afterward Sarah lay with her back pressed into the divide. The edges dug into her back and she tried to shift. At once he reared up, away from her.


“Am I hurting you?” he asked. As he pulled away, their skins, slick with sweat, made a small smacking sound. She pulled him back onto her chest.


“Don’t go,” she said.


“But I don’t want to hurt you. I’m always afraid you’ll break or something.”


“I won’t,” she said.


He settled down again carefully, lying partly on his side to keep his weight off. He lay on the outer edge of the sofa. He put his hand flat on her chest, between her breasts.


“You’re so pale,” he said. “So warm.”


She smiled. It was he who was warm, electric.


By then it was evening, and the light outside was fading. The windows were dim with cobwebs, the room crowded with objects. An old ping-pong table without a net took up the center. Along the walls were stacks of cardboard boxes and a row of mahogany chairs banished from some dining room. A cluster of standing lamps occupied a corner, rows of pictures leaned against the walls.


Warren looked around the room.


“Your family never gets rid of things, does it?” he said.


“You have no idea,” she said. “This is just the room over the garage. And just at this house.”


“What’s it like, the house in Maine?” he asked.


“You’ll see it,” she said. “Big, old. Shingled. We’ll go there.” She shifted beneath him.


“Am I hurting you?” he asked again. “How do people figure this out? Are you sure it doesn’t hurt if I’m lying completely on top of you? All my weight?”


“I’m sure,” she said. He was only the second boy she’d gone to bed with.


“I want to lie on you forever,” he said. “You’re so soft. But you have to tell me if I hurt you. I never want to hurt you.”


As it turned out, he never did see the house in Maine. She didn’t remember the rest of that day, only how it felt to have him lying on her, warm and solid, then asking if he was hurting her, trying to be careful. Tender. She remembered thinking that word. Tender.


FRENCH BRAID APPEARS to recite the specials. The menu is all seafood, complicated dishes with strange sauces and exotic vegetables. Sarah asks about a fish she’d never heard of, and French Braid says it is firm and white, with a subtle nutty flavor.


When she leaves, Sarah says, “Do you think they’re given a list of adjectives? Would she say that about the salad?”


“I’m always amazed that they can memorize the specials every night. I think they’re all actors, used to learning lines,” Warren says. Then he adds, “It’s good to see you again.”


She smiles but says nothing. He gives off a kind of energetic charge, a tingle. It’s exciting but not relaxing.


“What else?” he asks. “Now I want to picture your life. What’s your house like? Where is it? Tell me everything.”


She lives near the top of northern Westchester, in a newish house that they’d remodeled. It’s on six acres, away from the road, and the land goes down to the reservoir.


“Is it the house you lived in with Rob?”


She nods. “But I’ve been there alone for nearly twenty years.”


She’s used to being single. She’s past the grief, the guilt, her children’s blame. She had destroyed the family, and they’d held her accountable. Mostly Meg. For a long time that blame had scalded her: It was like living in an acid bath. But now it was over, the tub drained. The children had forgiven her, or at least accepted it. Maybe they’d never forgive her. She doesn’t forgive herself for causing them pain, but she had to do it.


She likes living alone, now that the children have launched into their own lives. When she comes home she is greeted by the dog, tall and elegant, her tail moving politely, her dark eyes alight. Sarah moves from room to room, turning on lights in the silent house. Solitude is a relief.


The fish is just as French Braid had said, white, firm, delicious. There are stiff little bits of herbs in the sauce; Sarah has to pick one from her teeth.


“What do you think is happening on your left?” Warren asks quietly.


At a nearby table sit a man and a woman, their backs to Warren and Sarah. Facing them is a young woman in her twenties. The woman with her back to them is talking to the young woman in a low and forceful voice.


“I think it’s dad, daughter, and stepmom,” Warren says. “I couldn’t help listening while I was waiting for you. It’s pretty dire.”


The stepmother, if that’s who she is, is furious.


“You had no right,” she says to the daughter, “to send that email.” Her voice is hushed and vindictive.


The daughter says, “I didn’t mean to embarrass—”


“You did not embarrass me,” hisses the woman. “But you had no right to send it. I don’t know what you were thinking of.” A cloud of invisible venom hangs in the air. No one is eating.


The daughter starts to speak. She has a round face, white skin, and dark eyes, dark shoulder-length hair. She wears a black dress, the scoop neck showing her collarbones. Her eyes are large and intent. She looks transfixed. “I’m sorry,” she says, “I didn’t mean—”


“You should be sorry,” interrupts the stepmother, speaking fast, stabbing her finger at the girl. The stepmother has thick blond hair that hangs halfway down her back. Sarah imagines her youthful and beautiful, with aquiline features.


“You should certainly be sorry,” the stepmother says again. “That was private property. Private. Do you not know anything at all?”


She pauses, waiting. The daughter stares at her, her eyes round and horrified.


“Do you, literally, not know anything at all?” the stepmother asks again. “Did your mother not teach you about courtesy? Privacy? Other people’s mail?”


The daughter says nothing. Her eyes shine, brilliant, then tears begin to slide down her cheeks.


“Justine,” says the husband. “This is my daughter you’re talking to.”


The stepmother whirls on him. “Don’t you get into this! Don’t you defend her!”


After a moment the husband answers, speaking so low they can’t hear him.


French Braid appears. “How is everyone doing here? Are you enjoying your meal?”


Warren beams at her as though she is his daughter.


“Delicious!” he says.


When she leaves, he says, “How is your nutty white fish?”


“Good,” she says. “Hints of oak and old leather.”


“Was it your idea to get divorced?” he asks.


“My idea, yes,” she says.


“What was it like?” he asks. “Getting divorced.”


“The worst thing I’ve ever been through. But I’m glad I did it.”


He nods. “What was the worst part?”


She looks down at her glass, shifts it. “Really it was the feeling of becoming dishonorable. I had broken a vow. To my husband and the community. I was so ashamed.” She looks at him. “I felt as though I shouldn’t show my face in public.”


He nods. “That would be bad. But probably no one else saw it that way.”


“No, but I did,” Sarah says. “And so did the kids. They were so angry. My daughter was in college, and she stopped speaking to me. She wouldn’t come home for Christmas. I didn’t even know where she went. I didn’t know if she’d ever speak to me again. What I’d done was permanent, and I didn’t know if what she’d done was, too.”


It had been terrible. She was afraid she’d lost her daughter. Meg wouldn’t answer her phone. Sarah had tried to reach her through her friends, but they wouldn’t speak to Sarah. During those awful weeks she had waked each morning in tears, the day already a nightmare. She’d ended her marriage, broken her promise to the world, and now lost her daughter.


“Bad,” Warren says.


She nods. The conversation beside them is getting worse.


“How can you not understand, Melanie?” the stepmother asks. “How can you pretend that you don’t understand what you’ve done?”


The daughter stares at her without answering, eyes huge. The waitress—not French Braid but another woman—arrives and sets down their desserts. The stepmother waits until the waitress has gone.


“Don’t you think that this will just disappear, because it won’t,” she says.


“I didn’t mean to send it behind your back,” says Melanie.


“Oh really?” says the stepmother. “How did you mean to send it? When did you think I’d find out?”


The man says, “Melanie, you should really have talked to her first.” He’s in his sixties, gray hair and horn-rimmed glasses, pouchy cheeks. He wears a pin-striped suit, an elegant silk tie.


Now Melanie looks down at her plate. Her shoulders shake; she’s sobbing. No one speaks. Finally she raises her head. “Look, I don’t want to stay here anymore. I’m going home.”


“You are not going home!” says Justine.


The father looks at her. “Justine,” he says, “why are you being so mean to her?”


The daughter’s eyes are on him. Justine whirls to face him.


“Are you taking sides?” she asks. “Are you telling me what to do?”


“This is really awful,” Sarah says quietly. She reaches for a piece of bread and tears off a strip.


“Do you think we should say something?” Warren asks. “Offer refuge to the daughter?”


Sarah shakes her head. “It would make it worse.” She listens, her eyes on him. “But it’s really bad.”


“Your mother,” Justine says, leaning forward. “Let me tell you something about your psychotic mother.”


“Don’t you say a word about my mother,” Melanie says.


Sarah says, “I can’t concentrate on anything while this is going on.”


“I know,” Warren says, “it’s like trying to stand up in a hurricane. Shall we go?”


She had finished her fish.


“Where would we go?”


“We could go have a drink in the bar at my hotel,” he says.


“I have my suitcase,” she says. “I’ve been lugging it around all day.”


“We’ll bring it and check it.”


“Let me tell you something,” Justine says, leaning forward.


Melanie stares at her, mascara running down her cheeks. She pushes her chair back and turns to her father.


“I’m leaving, Dad.”


“No!” Justine says, pushing her own chair back. “No, you are not leaving. I’m leaving. The two of you can have your own talk. Clearly you’re not interested in what I have to say.”


The father, cowed, says nothing. Melanie stares at Justine as she stands. The stepmother turns to get her bag from the back of the chair and Sarah sees her face for the first time. Justine is not nearly as young or pretty as she’d thought. It was the thick blond hair, halfway down her back, that had suggested youth, beauty. Sarah had created a face to go with it. But here is the real one, close-set eyes, a pointed chin, downturned mouth. Hollows under the eyes, a thin neck.


“I’ll see you later,” Justine says without looking at her husband. She stalks toward the door, her heels clicking against the bare floor. Melanie’s face now crumples and gives way, her eyes tightly squeezed, her mouth distorted.


“We can’t leave right now,” Sarah murmurs. “It will seem as though we agree with her.”


“No,” Warren says. “Let’s have coffee.”


They wait in silence for French Braid to clear. Melanie is still crying; her father is talking too quietly for them to hear.


Sarah’s thinking about the choice she had made, when Warren had seemed so confusing. Bucharest had frightened her, and so did his being fired from the camp job. She had wanted someone to rely on.


Rob had seemed so smart and energetic. Rob the planner. Rob the reliable. By the end of the marriage, the sheriff’s office was delivering papers to the house. Summonses or subpoenas? By then his office was the little room over the garage. The sheriff would knock at the kitchen door and Sarah would point at the garage. He’s up there, she’d say. The sheriff or warden or bailiff or whoever it was would walk across the driveway. When she asked Rob about it he’d wave his hand. It was nothing, he said. Just the way business worked. Everyone does it. She had no idea what he was doing or what he was talking about. It turned out it wasn’t fraud, just debt.


She’d known nothing about choosing a husband.


French Braid appears. “How was your dinner?” she asks, solicitous, insincere.


“Delicious,” Sarah says, smiling.


“I don’t think we’ll have dessert,” Warren says. “Two coffees?”


Sarah nods. “Decaf cappuccino for me.”


French Braid sets their plates neatly on her arm and speeds off. Melanie and her father talk quietly. Sarah hopes he hasn’t taken Justine’s side. She doesn’t want to look closely, doesn’t want Melanie to see that she is being observed. Pitied.


“I feel so sorry for her,” Sarah says. “And to have it all happen in public. Would you want pity from strangers?”


“No,” he says. “I don’t know if I’d want pity, really, from anyone.”


Melanie is sniffing, wiping her face with a Kleenex.


“We weren’t supposed to show our emotions,” Sarah says. “Never let anyone see you break down. But why is that admirable?”


“The Puritan model,” he says. “Suppress emotion. Selfreliance. Don’t ever admit to fear, or uncertainty, or vulnerability. It’s a good model if you want to establish a global empire. Maybe not so good if you’re part of a family.”


“In my family the worst thing you could do was make a scene,” Sarah says. “Never raise your voice in public. Or in private. It was really that we weren’t supposed to disagree with our parents. Especially my father.”


“That’s the thing about fathers,” he says. “They don’t want you to disagree. Because then what? When your children challenge you the world ends.”


“But you’re not like that with your daughter.”


Warren shakes his head. “I hope not. You lay down rules for your kid without meaning to. You say things you expect her to agree with. Suddenly she jumps on you with a totally different opinion. You have a reflex reaction. It’s wrong.”


“What’s your daughter like?” she asks. “Tell me about her.”


“Kat’s a pistol. Bossy.” He grins. “She’s a Lakers fan.”


“Is that baseball?”


Warren raises his eyebrows.


“Sorry,” Sarah says. “I don’t watch sports.”


“Basketball,” he says. “But I cherish the hope that you will now. Now that you’re in my life.” He looks at her hopefully. “A boyfriend started her off, and now she’s a fan. A fanatic.”


WHEN KATRINA COMES HOME they always watch the games together. She sits beside him on the sofa. She wears black-rimmed glasses and her long glossy dark hair is loose on her shoulders. Her skin is very pale, poreless, her limbs solid and rounded. She wears stretchy exercise clothes, loose clinging tops, yoga pants, hoodies. She shouts at the players.


“You dirtbag!” She turns to Warren. “Did you see that? Can you believe they didn’t call him?”


Warren hadn’t cared about basketball before, but now he enjoys it, the pounding turmoil on the court, the big, flexible, swift, loose-limbed bodies, the ferocious concentration. The long silent arc of the ball, curving toward the net as though drawn by magnetic force.


“They should take him off the court,” Katrina says. She leans back and tucks up her legs underneath her. She holds the remote, she always does. She’s a techie, and likes control. At the intermission she mutes it and turns to him.


“So, how are things, Dad?” She leans back, pulling her knees up to her chest and folding herself into the corner of the sofa. She smiles, her teeth shiny. “What’s going on with you?”


When Katrina was little she used to come with him to see the houses as they were under construction, checking on work under way. Once he’d taken her up to Maine to look at an old summer-house the new owner wanted to renovate. It was off-season, in the fall, and cold. They’d stepped inside the front hall, a big square space with a wide staircase on one side. Kat had set off alone through the house, while Warren talked to the contractor. When he was finished he called for her, and she came back down the stairs.


“What did you think?” he asked.


“There are too many bedrooms,” she said. “They’re too far away. I wouldn’t like to live here.”


“You won’t have to,” he said. His breath unfurled in the air as he talked.


HE TELLS SARAH that Kat lives in Brooklyn. Williamsburg. She works for a tech company. Everything now is tech. It’s as though the big solid buildings he has spent his career preserving are meaningless. The material world is over, superseded by the gig economy and databases and revenue streams.


“She’s a designer. Corporate web designs. And she likes opera.”


“She does!” says Sarah. “Mine don’t. Good for you.”


“I started when she was little,” Warren says. “Every year for her birthday I took her to a different one, just her. Janet doesn’t like it, but Kat grew up with it.”


“Good job,” Sarah says. “I’m impressed. And what about the boyfriend? Do you like him?”


“He’s a good guy. Christopher.”


French Braid arrives and sets the little cups smoothly before them.


“What if you didn’t like him? What if she wanted to marry someone you don’t like?”
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