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ROCKVILLE PIKE





Part One



What Gloria hoped in the tenebrous depths of her soul, what she expected that great gift of money to bring about, is difficult to imagine. She was being bent by her environment into a grotesque similitude of a housewife.


The Beautiful and Damned, F. SCOTT FITZGERALD
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MY HUSBAND accused me of embezzlement just before lunchtime on a Tuesday in early September. His aged and partially deaf Uncle Seymour sat at the sales desk a few feet away, straightening a stack of credit card brochures and reorganizing a jar of pens.


“You are robbing us blindly,” Leon said. He held a sheaf of papers that might have been the most recent bank statement. He waved his arm maniacally. “Almost two thousand dollars are missing … it is like you are embezzling from your own family. Stealing from yourself, even!”


Delia, the patio furniture buyer, stood loyally by his side clutching a notebook. Her porcelain skin seemed to mock my own ruddy complexion. A middle-aged customer in a sleeveless orange dress pretended not to notice that an incident—still vague in nature but clearly not congenial—was unfolding before her, blocking her way as she studied the price tag for a queen-size sofa-bed. An aria intended to enhance her retail experience poured from the ceiling.


“You’re totally exaggerating,” I protested. “We had huge bills last month. I can explain each one of them.” There were many other, more private things I longed to say. Leon and I were long overdue for a somber conversation, for some sort of major marital reckoning. We had just muddled through the worst summer in the history of our seventeen-year marriage, struggling to keep our troubles private in an effort to give our son the illusion of a happy, or at least stable, family life. We had never before let our personal problems spill into the workplace. Maybe this was really it, the beginning of the end of us, at last.


Or maybe it was just the heat. The entire region had been teetering on edge for weeks. The very ground under our feet showed signs of distress; the parched landscape around the store had been subject to a series of underground tremors thought to be related to the record-breaking temperatures. Manhole covers kept exploding off the street, injuring passersby, causing electrical failures, and baffling teams of experts recruited by the local utilities. It was an unfamiliar sort of atmosphere for Washington: hot and dry, with a sharp flammable breeze, not unlike the Santa Ana winds that blow through Los Angeles, sending the murder rate soaring in detective novels.


Instead of looking Leon in the eye as I spoke, I stared down at my new sandals, purchased just the day before. They were an unnecessary splurge, equivalent to the amount of money I had saved by bringing my lunch to work each day for a month, according to my rough calculations. This retail therapy increasingly required a bit of creative financing as our resources dwindled. My toenails poked through the top strap, advertising the need for polish.


Our personal bank statements were usually about $1,000 in the red, and had been for years. This past month was only slightly worse than usual and there were legitimate reasons for the expenditures. The more alarming financial problems, in my view, had to do with the store. Not only were we just skirting bankruptcy, but money kept disappearing from the cash register. Twenty dollars here, thirty dollars there. Small amounts that were beginning to add up. I had no desire to discuss this in front of Uncle Seymour, Delia, and the middle-aged customer in the sleeveless orange dress, so I turned, without speaking, and left the store. I realized only after I had made my dramatic exit that I had forgotten to grab either my pocketbook or the keys to the van. A crumpled wad of cash in my pocket amounted to ten dollars, which, for better or worse, limited the possibility of permanent escape.


I had been seeking refuge at the graveyard for years. I went there to eat in silence, sometimes walking a block in the wrong direction to the sanctioned crosswalk, other times dashing impatiently across nine lanes of midday traffic—my private flirtation with suburban suicide. Pedestrians were few, leaving the sidewalks weirdly empty. Only the disenfranchised walked, and then it was only to the side of the road to wait for the bus. There were of course the sandwich-board men, a couple of whom I had gotten to know in a casual way, fellow pavement dwellers who crossed my path at roughly the same time each day. I had gone so far as to exchange first names with the man in a wheelchair, an African American in his late fifties with thick-rimmed glasses, named TeeJay. He had spent a year between placards advertising tropical fish for Aquarium World, two blocks north of the graveyard. He put in an eight-hour day, he said, and thought it was not bad work: he was outdoors, and could listen to music on his Walkman. The other guy who claimed the same territory advertised half-price CDs for a shop run out of the back of a truck. He remained elusive, less cheerful about his work. We acknowledged each other most days with somewhat suspicious nods. He was probably a front for something else entirely.


Approaching from the south, the graveyard appeared to be a traffic island, with water-stained tombstones dropped at the intersection of two wildly busy thoroughfares. There were so many twisting, bifurcating, angry lanes of traffic that the road itself seemed an optical illusion, the tiny church off to the right a mirage.


I have stood at the edge of the graveyard, staring at the sea of cars, trying to understand the flow: lights timed to precision; cars crisscrossing, veering, and merging effortlessly, almost magically, without collision. It was a wonder, as mind-boggling as a sunrise. I imagined this as the work of men at drafting tables with long sheets of paper that arrive on bulky rolls. I saw them using T-squares and drawing ornate diagrams.


The cemetery’s sole flaw was the noise on its periphery. If you closed your eyes, if you stopped protesting and simply gave in, it was possible to hear the drone of traffic as the churning of a sea. The illusion was easily spoiled by a honking horn, or rap blaring from jacked-up woofers, but this was my summer vacation, the closest I was going to get to any beach this year.


The Fitzgeralds’ tombstone was mildly eroded, with an accumulation of moss. Its sleek surface suggested coolness, but positioned horizontally, it actually absorbed the full impact of the midday sun. It was warm and inviting and vaguely medicinal. I couldn’t help but wonder what Scott and Zelda would make of their current surroundings. And so we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past. The last line of The Great Gatsby, now an epitaph.


I felt a presence here sometimes. Once, when I lay splayed atop the tombstone like Christ on the cross, and not yet like a madwoman fleeing charges of embezzlement, I sensed the coolness of a shadow overhead, and sat up with a start. I looked around but saw nothing. Moments later I thought I heard a rustle in the bushes but again saw no one. I looked down and noticed an empty jar just below my feet, still bearing the Ragu sauce label. Inside was a bunch of blue hydrangeas. Perhaps it was there before I began to doze, although surely I would have noticed this particularly vivid bunch, so unlike the drab, pinkish ones in my own overgrown garden. Flowers frequently appeared, like garlands for Hindu gods, even though I never actually saw anyone visit.


That day it appeared that their grave had been the site of a party the night before: a candle had been melted down to a puddle of blue wax, and an empty bottle of champagne leaned against the stone, balanced precariously. Under the champagne, blue hyacinth. The hyacinth had been there all summer, supple despite the drought, apparently sprouting from a single bulb. Blue hyacinth, blue hydrangea, blue candle wax. Azure. The color of vacations we once took, in happier times.


From the graveyard I had a panoramic view, and just enough ironic distance, to stare back at the mammoth piece of real estate that had brought me here. Kramer’s Discount Furniture Depot, so romantically named by my father-in-law during the late 1950s, when Rockville Pike thickened to four lanes to accommodate the phenomenal surge in retail stores and people had a greater appreciation of no-nonsense furniture.


Having grown up during the 1970s in a succession of cities overseas, all about as far from Rockville Pike as one can get both geographically and spiritually, I had at first perceived a certain splendor here. I was delighted by the specialty stores with names like ancient fiefdoms: Bagel City, Appliance Land, Tile and Carpet World, Lara’s Plus-Size Universe. The road had once been a dusty Indian trail. It was later packed with ten-inch-deep flint rock in a process known as “piking.” The Great Road, as it was called for a time, was plagued by traffic problems even back in the days of the stagecoach, when James Polk and Andrew Jackson were among the travelers who stopped at local inns along the way, heading north.


The only child of a financially strapped aid worker and an emotionally unstable poet, I viewed my parents as tiresomely principled. My family engaged in endless good deeds and mealtimes brimmed with urgent intellectual chatter. Salon-style dinner parties with visiting diplomats and journalists and local writers followed one upon the other, from Delhi to Jakarta to Johannesburg. We lugged hundreds of books around the world, feigning indifference when they began to reek of the leaky vessels that transported the likes of us—people without the means to pay for international moving companies or spring for air transport. I met Nelson Mandela once, and while I understood intellectually that this was an honor, what I really longed for was the life of comfort I saw at my cousin’s house on Long Island on the few occasions we had visited the States: cartoons on a color television set, a pool table in the basement, and membership at a swank country club, where kids tooled around on golf carts, unsupervised. The cousin had disappeared many years ago, just weeks before graduating with some sort of impressive physics degree from Cal Tech. For a while I thought he was the Unabomber, and was privately disappointed when it turned out that he was not.


I met Leon a couple of years after I graduated from college, shortly after my parents’ car plunged off a winding road with my mother at the wheel. The police report said suicide, and it was hard to argue with that determination given her acutely messy mind.


I had found Leon dazzling with his Slavic good looks, his faintly accented voice that reminded me of a dozen different cities at once. Although he was born in this country and held degrees from some of our finest institutions of higher learning, his immigrant parents spoke Ukrainian and Yiddish at home, hence his command of English could be idiosyncratic, particularly when it came to adverbs. But this did not get in the way of his promising future as a high-yield bond trader. When we met he was already one of the most successful young MBAs Drexel Burnham had ever seen. Leon was not only willing to offset the losses I had incurred with my multiple student loans, but he encouraged me to give up my dead-end temp job and apply to graduate school.


We met in New York, in a furniture store, of all places. I had stepped into the musty, cramped shop on Amsterdam Avenue to buy a futon for my equally dingy apartment, and he was there just checking things out. He had gone to great lengths to flee the furniture business, but clearly it was in his blood. Of course I didn’t know that at the time, although I did mistake him for a salesman, and he gave me good advice. We continued our conversation over dinner that night. I never bought the futon.


I found him generous and kind, and devastatingly attractive. But I think what attracted me to him above all was the prospect of instant family. I thought it quaint that his parents owned a furniture store, sweet that he was willing to take a leave of absence when his father had a heart attack, to roll up his sleeves and sweat a sale on a hundred-dollar coffee table.


That I might one day be fleeing to a graveyard to escape all this was unimaginable.


In the past I had worked only while Justin was in school, taking the summers off. But this was the year of belt tightening. The store once paid the colossal mortgage on our house, bought us cars, allowed us a few extravagant European vacations. Now it was struggling, and my extra hours on the sales floor were part of the conservation scheme.


One reason the store was failing seemed obvious enough to me: our furniture was ugly. Reasonably priced, yes, even cheap. But tasteless and out of style. I had expressed this view on several occasions, even imploring Leon and his father to accompany me to Crate and Barrel and Pottery Barn to show them current trends in popular furniture. The one time they’d acquiesced, my father-in-law had scoffed. Who would pay $1,499 for a leather armchair that looked like it had been through battle in World War II?, he’d asked, kicking the wooden leg, offended. Plus another $600 for the ottoman! I understood his incredulity, but tried to explain that people were indeed spending such ridiculous sums on “distressed” furniture. This look was “in.” That and the sleek contemporary furniture that had been popular in the 1950s—“mid-century modern,” they called it. He’d looked at me, raising an eyebrow, as if all this was my very own bad idea.


By that point Leon had wandered off to Starbucks and ordered a frappuccino with too much whipped cream, so he had not been able to verbalize the argument that what people really want are more leather giraffes to stick next to their affordably priced neoclassical TV/DVD stands with Corinthian columns for legs. And hey, who was I to judge? They had built their empire long before I stumbled onto the scene.


Yet the store bled money and our personal bills mounted. Justin’s already exorbitant private-school tuition had just increased by fifteen percent, and we owed our lawyer thousands of dollars. Forgoing a summer vacation, pitching in at the store, bringing tuna-fish sandwiches in brown paper bags, and trying to limit recreational shopping were my paltry contributions to the cause. The sluggish economy was partly to blame, but the bulk of our problems stemmed from the just-completed, overly ambitious expansion of the store. Leon hired an expensive financial consultant he knew from business school who wore Hawaiian print shirts and spent hours poring over spreadsheets. But he offered an analysis no more sophisticated than my own observation that we were headed toward financial ruin.


Over the past couple of years our marriage had begun to wither for a variety of reasons, some obvious (accruing debt, legal problems, middle-age malaise), some painfully ambiguous (thwarted dreams, possibly); I had begun to long for more: more passion, more intellectual stimulation, more consumer goods to numb my want.


To this end, I had recently decided to launch my own business. Well, it could be a business: I had business cards, anyway, and made an initial investment in materials. If I was able to stick to the monthly earning schedule proposed by the parent company, I would be on track to win a free cruise someday. There was also the possibility of winning a car down the line, not to mention a trip to the company’s world headquarters, as well as a new house and a million-dollar bonus. Fabulous incentives aside, I was ready to do something creative and needed space, a break from beloved Uncle Seymour and my father-in-law and my husband, who—since we hardly spoke at home anymore—was prone to asking me in front of customers if I had remembered to pick up his dry cleaning; if the car insurance had been paid; if I knew the whereabouts of our son, who had just turned sixteen and was enjoying great success with his recently formed Goth band and therefore was absent much of the time. Still, it was the monthly questions about our bank statements that I had come to fear the most. One had arrived a week earlier, and I had stuffed it, unopened, underneath a pile of junk mail. Evidently Leon had found it that morning.


One storm was followed by another. “Delia has had a brainstorm,” Leon said, after he’d paged me over the loudspeaker. Janie to Mr. Kramer’s office. Janie to Mr. Kramer’s office. The nickname was a term of endearment from long ago, now used out of habit. The formality of “Mr. Kramer” was meant to impress customers, I supposed. I didn’t like being paged. It made me feel submissive. Perhaps I had just grown unsentimental from too many years spent talking people into gratuitous furniture purchases, into opening lines of credit sure to haunt them for years to come, but I couldn’t help but wonder: would I be the one paging people should Mr. Kramer go away? At times our problems seemed so emotionally and financially complex that I imagined the best solution was for one of us to simply disappear. I wasn’t quite ready to contemplate divorce, still felt too tender toward Leon to actively fantasize about his demise. Although given the amount of weight he had put on these past few years and the history of heart disease in his family, a coronary episode seemed a legitimate concern. (Leon’s overeating was possibly proportionate to the debt we accumulated.) Then again, should he somehow happen to not show up one day, I would probably dump the store sooner than you could say “liquidation sale.” I knew it was irrational to turn my personal frustration into a rage directed at a furniture store, but this awareness did little to help.


Delia’s brainstorm occurred when she saw the invoice for a couple of Ernest Hemingway Cherry Grandfather Clocks, $2,749 apiece, retail. Why not take advantage of our location, she asked?


Delia had only been around for a few months. She did not actually work at the store: she was a patio furniture saleswoman, a representative of a company based in Pittsburgh. But she seemed to take a special interest in Kramer’s, or at least it could be said that she spent a lot of time at the store. In that short period she had proven to be a genius, according to Leon. In the forty-eight-year history of Kramer’s Discount Furniture Depot, the store had never stocked patio furniture, not until Delia walked in with her briefcase full of catalogs. She had pointed out that while there were something like five furniture stores per square mile along Rockville Pike, there were no patio furniture outlets for two miles in either direction from Kramer’s. And on this crowded strip of commercial paradise, she said, that was practically the equivalent of an entire state, dry. Leon appeared to believe this was the insight that would finally pull Kramer’s from its slump.


I wasn’t sure where Delia was going with all this. I had looked at her blankly, without judgment, envious of her enthusiasm. Envious of everything about her, really. It was not that I had any desire to have long ceramic nails like hers. Nor was I interested in the plastic surgery I suspected was responsible for her remarkably large breasts. But I was envious, truly, of anyone who could care that much. In striving to earn enough in sales commissions to drive a silver Lexus, she exuded a lust for life. Brava for caring, I thought privately. I couldn’t help but suspect that my husband’s newfound enthusiasm for patio furniture had something to do with Delia herself. She was oddly mesmerizing. She was not especially young—close to my own age, I guessed. Nor was she especially beautiful. She was, in fact, a rather large woman, but she moved gracefully and with absolute confidence, as if she were a Ford model. How could she be so confident when her role in life was to sell patio furniture to the likes of Kramer’s Discount Furniture Depot? I found this, too, somewhat enviable. Although I had never had a private conversation with Delia, I knew this much about her: she was not the sort of woman who would flee to graveyards when the bank statement arrived. Not the sort of woman who drove a minivan grimy with the accumulated debris of carting her son and his friends around to school and sports events and, lately, even to clubs in the wrong parts of town for Goth gigs. She was not a woman in a rut. I understood instinctively how that made Delia attractive to my husband, even if she was really too tall, even if she could stand to lose a few pounds, even if her lipstick was, objectively, a shade too bright.


But it was not until that day when Leon had summoned me to his office that I decided they were lovers. I could see, or I thought I could see, that this idea of hers, this incredibly exploitative—but not necessarily bad—idea, had been first suggested in bed.


And so the idea was born that we develop a line of patio furniture based on the general aura of the Fitzgeralds. Kramer’s was not in the manufacturing business, and yet Leon was ready to take the plunge. He was ready to diversify, he said. (With what money? I didn’t ask.) And I was being invited to participate in this scheme. Flattering, but it was a confusing mandate.


“Did the Fitzgeralds have any special connection to patio furniture?” I asked Delia, still thinking this might be a joke.


“Had Hemingway anything to do with grandfather clocks?” she replied.


As she spoke, I was fixating on her low, sultry voice, imagining her rolling over in bed, after making love to my husband, her long body wrapped in a white sheet, a varnished nail tracing a line down his chest. Admittedly I had been given to occasional fits of hallucinatory jealousy since Delia first appeared in the store this past spring practically bursting out of her clingy strapless dress. Still, this new stab of pain was fierce, primordial.


“I don’t know. Did he?”


“No! Of course not. The whole line of furniture was based on his aura, his machismo, the idea of what sort of furniture he might be, incarnate.”


“Anthropomorphism,” I replied. “But with furniture.”


I believe it was because of my sudden, clairvoyant vision of Delia, which included her blowing smoke rings in bed, that I lied. I wanted her on my side, needed to stay on her team, if only to keep the lines of communication open in order to know what it was she wanted with my husband. So I said that it was a brilliant idea. I said I would be happy to participate. I said that Fitzgerald and Hemingway had always had a complicated, competitive relationship. Indeed, why not follow this to a new arena: competition in furniture sales?


“It’s a fucking great idea,” said Leon, leaning back in the swivel chair that groaned beneath his weight. “This is the perfect thing for you to work on, Janie. Right up your alley.”


Delia smiled so sweetly that for a moment I set aside my theory of infidelity and thought I detected something like genuine warmth.
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I CAN’T say whether I was seduced into starting my own little business by the lure of gadgetry or by the prospect of financial independence. Maybe it was the free cruise. It didn’t matter: the closer I came to satiating my desire for amusing work-related contraptions, the farther away drifted my hopes for building a liberating nest egg.


Tiffany Fleisher first told me about her job as a memory consultant as I sat in my minivan while Justin played soccer in the rain. It had been my first visit to the new Soccerplex just a few miles north of Kramer’s, where 655 acres of farmland had been converted into twenty-four identical, manicured playing fields. A stadium with bleachers was still under construction, as was a BMX bicycle course, an archery range, tennis courts, and an indoor arena with a snack bar. Something for everyone, except for the anti-sprawl advocates. Theirs was a lost cause from the start: soccer fields trumped farmland every time, with minimal debate.


Although I didn’t know it at the time, it was to be Justin’s last season on the team. On that day the construction equipment sat idle, perhaps on weekend furlough or in surrender to the heavy rains. A giant crane loomed, suspended midair, as my son pranced around in fluorescent green, chasing a ball. I had the eerie sensation that I had just landed my minivan on another planet comprised of nothing but soccer fields, where even the mud was not quite the color or consistency of earth mud, but was chemically engineered. Soccerplex muck looked like coagulated henna, and permanently stained the floors of my van. A lovely old farmhouse stood proudly, defiantly, in the middle distance.


I was spooked by Tiffany’s light tapping on my window. At first I figured she had come to inform me of a change in schedule, or was taking up a collection for a gift for the coach. Perhaps I had forgotten it was my turn to bring water, or the team snack. I was already reaching for my diary to see if I had committed this suburban infraction when she handed me a soggy business card along with an invitation to an introductory memory workshop at her house.


After she left, I began to think I might be having some sort of religious epiphany, there in the rain, in my Taffeta White Honda Odyssey. Perhaps Tiffany Fleisher, whom I couldn’t claim to really know, despite the fact that we had been soccer moms together for close to a decade, was a messiah with a business card, sent to help me remember all the things I was having trouble keeping straight. How did she know I was suffering? I was routinely misplacing car keys, running back to restaurants to retrieve sunglasses left on tables, unable to recall simple facts, like capitals of states or names of acquaintances. Globules of information stubbornly refused to adhere, gliding off my brain surface like the raindrops on my windshield that had made it difficult to watch the game that day.


It was a Tupperware sort of thing, as it happened, but with pictures. “Bring five to seven family photographs,” she advised, already poised to move on to the next vehicle. “Pick a theme and bring your checkbook,” she added. “Or you can pay now. It’s twenty dollars to participate in the workshop, more if you decide to purchase supplies.”


More if I decide to purchase supplies? This was what I did best as of late—purchase supplies. And what good timing! That same day I had been invited to secure further supply-purchasing power by way of a pre-approved credit line of $10,000. A Platinum Plus Visa card with no annual fee. I would earn five thousand bonus gold points after using the account for the very first time. Several exclamation points (as well as asterisks referring me to some fine-print disclaimers) followed that portion of the announcement. With my bonus points, evidently, I could earn free appetizers and desserts, as well as hotel stays, car rentals, and merchandise for my home and garden.


Normally I would have thanked Tiffany politely and then crumpled the invitation on the spot. This sort of thing did not appeal to me: it was too social, for one thing; too sentimental, for another. I saved what little socializing I did for obligatory business events, which were generally tedious enough to scare me off wanting to go out at all. But I felt a curious draw toward this scrapbooking thing, which may have had something to do with the dozens of shoe boxes in my basement closet stuffed with family pictures, waiting to be sorted. I had all of my parents’ photos down there as well, and had taken cursory passes at these, but the task invariably proved too painful. So here was the chance to get organized. But I didn’t stop there: part of this strange feeling I had, this quasi-religious epiphany or possible nervous breakdown, was the thought that maybe I, too, could go into this business, whatever it was, and walk up and down the soccer field, handing out business cards and collecting twenty-dollar bills.


Like the neighbor who once showed me her garage stockpiled with canned beans and bottled water meant to sustain her in the event of blizzard or nuclear war, I collected contingency plans should my current life collapse. After securing a leave of absence from graduate school, I had taken a number of preliminary steps toward new careers over the years, including learning to design web pages and attending a prep course for the LSAT. When Justin was younger, I had considered becoming a Discovery Toy representative and had ordered an expensive cache of sample products before determining I would never be any good at sales, an assessment confirmed by my poor track record in the furniture business. Most recently I had begun to compulsively read employment ads so that I would always be armed with a job possibility should Leon and I finally split, should Kramer’s go bust, should I find it within myself to walk away and begin a new life. The safety net was of course illusory; the jobs I qualified for would barely put food on the table, never mind support my increasingly extravagant shopping habits. Still, each week I sat with a red pen and the latest issue of the Gazette, circling jobs. Pickings were admittedly slim for middle-aged former English majors who had failed to complete their graduate work.


Scrapbooking sounded good to me. No commuting on the Beltway, for one thing. And I was flattered to be included, having come to think of myself as something of an outsider. Although most of our boys had played on the same team since elementary school and I had faithfully come to every game, I hardly knew these women, who all seemed to know each other. I sometimes wondered if I had missed out on some soccer rite of passage, or was oblivious to a certain form of etiquette. Each week they would spread their blankets side by side and produce thermoses of coffee. Others brought impressively engineered chairs that folded up like the slim umbrellas they set up to block the sun. Even that day, in the rain, they had gathered together under the shelter of the rear door hatches of a couple of minivans, parked side by side, backed into spots to face the field. They knew the names of one another’s spouses and seemed to share an easy confidence. They understood what an off-sides foul was—something I still didn’t get despite all my hours logged on the field—and expressed outrage when the referee made an unfair call. I would join them sometimes as a sort of social experiment, acting nonchalant, simply inserting myself as if I belonged. No one was ever rude, but then, no one offered me a swig of coffee, either. Over time I came to feel conspicuous, as much of an outsider as the foreign families who appeared on the team periodically, usually during short-lived diplomatic tours or World Bank stints. These were people who didn’t fret about their inability to fit in: they weren’t supposed to, and they would soon be gone anyway.


It was of course possible that the fault was mine: I was something of a misfit, accustomed to feeling displaced. I also spent so many hours working in the store that I might have missed out on some crucial bonding time. The Kramer’s controversy was another possible factor in my sense of soccer-field alienation.


My very first encounter with Tiffany had taken place in the marbled front lobby of our children’s school many years ago. “The thing I love about this school,” she had said to me, “is that I can dress like this, and you can dress like that, and we both feel comfortable.” Tiffany was dressed in a navy blue suit with a neat scarf around her neck and a Coach briefcase hanging from her shoulder, on her way to her important job as a federal prosecutor. I was on my way to the gym, wearing sweatpants and a T-shirt, with my hair pulled up into a ponytail that sprayed sloppily on top of my head. Part of the fabric on my right sneaker was worn through, gym clothes being one of the few areas of spending in which I skimped, and I remember concentrating hard on my footwear as she spoke. My socks were neon orange, a color that suddenly seemed absurd, unnatural, too bright to be brandished in the sedate entranceway of Rockville Preparatory School with its subdued colonial color scheme and oil paintings of stern-looking headmasters from the late 1800s. I had felt acutely uncomfortable, and had wished that my son went to a school where we were all schlubby housewives, or indentured servants in family furniture stores, and that mothers clad in designer wear with important jobs would be required by law to educate their children elsewhere.


At the soccer field, those of us who dressed as though we were going to watch our kids play a ball game, wearing old jeans, anticipating mud and grass stains, were in the minority. Mostly people looked as though they shopped for these events in the weekend sportswear departments of preppy boutiques. Once fall set in, some of the especially style-conscious parents began to dress in tweed ensembles, as if they were setting off not for a soccer game but for a fox hunt, one on a grand country estate where they would drive their SUVs on rugged back roads, then drink tea and smoke pipes while servants cleaned their guns.


If only my discomfort had been limited to feelings of social awkwardness, to differences in clothing styles. Then I might have dismissed it as a sign of mild neurosis—simpler to live with this self-diagnosis than with the thought that perhaps other people genuinely did not like me, that maybe many of my soccer-parent peers really did regard me with suspicion, if not outright contempt. And if they did keep their distance, it all had to do with the store. Everything always had to do with the store. The recently completed expansion of Kramer’s had drawn even more public opposition than this Soccerplex, and there was still public resentment as well as ongoing litigation in various stages of appeal surrounding legal technicalities of our project. Adjectives such as “hideous” and “monstrous” were routinely used in the press to describe Kramer’s new metallic façade, even though we had hired an award-winning architect to draw up the plans. He had been a finalist in the bid to design the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao, or so he claimed.


Occasionally I fretted that the chill I felt on the soccer field had nothing at all to do with Kramer’s, or with me, but rather with my son. Was he disliked, a bad influence? Doing drugs or having sex? At the time this had seemed impossible, but maybe these parents sensed something I did not. By the end of that season he had acquired the first of many facial piercings, and then he quit the team.


Goth was a phase he would surely outgrow. Justin was a nice boy, although admittedly a bit withdrawn as of late. I kept a close eye on his moods, and tried to remain positive. He had a few bleak tendencies, but was not entirely uncommunicative. And he was a very good musician. Our neighbors did not always agree, and the police had been summoned on more than one occasion when his band practiced in our garage. But he did well in school, and had never once missed placement on the honor roll. He was also the only member of our family who did not protest when it was time to have his teeth cleaned every six months, and the dentist said he was a model flosser.


I was too old to care about the opinions of these women, I told myself. It was okay that I had simply failed to integrate myself as a soccer mom, even though I could think of no better way to spend the day than to watch my son run up and down the field, exuding good health and a surprising athleticism, especially given his parents’ static tendencies. I had grown resigned to sitting alone in my van, as Tiffany had found me that day.


I remember giving Tiffany’s invitation one last glance before setting it aside as Justin clamored into the van. He was wet. A scab had torn off his knee and the wound was swathed in blood and dirt. His cleats were encrusted with that peculiar orangey mud. Maybe I would go to Tiffany’s workshop, and maybe I would not. It seemed to be of no great consequence. It was just a little thing, a new activity, a change in the old routine. But sometimes when a life is grinding gears, the small adjustments make a difference.
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THE NEW improved Kramer’s looked more like a spaceship than a discount furniture store, and there were those who wished it would actually lift off for some other galaxy. I confess to seeing a strange beauty in the redesign. With its boxy contour and jutting annexes it was ungainly, yes, but it also had a boldness of spirit, like a woman with fat thighs who is not afraid to wear a miniskirt. It was especially striking in the late afternoon, when the sun bounced off the metallic façade refracting the light like a giant disco ball, although there were occasional complaints from motorists who claimed they were temporarily blinded as they approached the Pike, heading west.


Until the scaffolding went up and more than 200,000 square feet of furniture store materialized, swallowing the adjacent buildings and felling a few trees in the process, Kramer’s had sat inoffensively at the north end of a strip mall near the town center of Rockville. Samuel, my father-in-law, had purchased the property in the late 1950s, and leased the contiguous parcel of land to tenants that had most recently included a Korean grocery store, a manicure boutique, an optician, and a Vietnamese noodle shop. A shrewd businessman, he turned what he had begun as a mom-and-pop operation specializing in reclining chairs into one of the Washington region’s most successful small businesses.


Even back when I first visited Kramer’s after Leon and I became engaged, the store was bulging with inventory, so overstuffed that it was difficult to walk through the showroom without stumbling into an ottoman or tripping over the cord of a haphazardly placed light fixture. Occasional visits from the fire department threatened to bring fines and permit revocations if aisles remained clogged and access to the back door was not liberated. Samuel always managed to finesse these situations without rectifying a single thing, relying solely on the charm and business acumen that must have contributed to his overall success. The same charm and acumen, I suppose, that must have conveyed from father to son, and had helped Leon win me over without effort.


Leon had been advising his father for many years that it was time for change. Kramer’s had long been profitable, and Leon urged him to open a second store, or relocate to a larger property. The idea to expand on the existing lot had never been considered, possibly because it would have meant the demolition of the adjacent properties. While that was legally within his rights, it was something outside the realm of Samuel’s way of thinking. Samuel was full of old-country superstition. He couldn’t believe his own good fortune and did not want to tempt fate by appearing too greedy. His family had escaped the pogroms of Ukraine when he was a boy, then had settled in Germany before finally fleeing to the United States. Samuel met his future wife, Esther, in Berlin. She was also from a family of displaced Russians, and it sometimes seemed to me that was all they had in common. He sent for her once he had settled, and they bought an unassuming brick rambler just blocks from the store.


Samuel quickly became a local legend. He was honored by the Rockville Chamber of Commerce as Businessman of the Year three times, and his picture hung on the wall at the local chapter of the Rotary Club and in the front lobby of the Jaycees.


Leon continued to press, and Samuel finally relented. He agreed that if Leon would come home from New York and put his expensive MBA to work for his family instead of helping the rich get richer, then perhaps they could turn Kramer’s into something remarkable.


We had been married less than a year when the summons came from Rockville. Samuel had collapsed on the sales floor while clearing space for a new shipment of teak end tables. A customer administered CPR while they waited for an ambulance. The next day, Samuel underwent open-heart surgery.


Leon took a temporary leave from his job, and I confess to having been privately relieved by this ready-made excuse to take a break from graduate school. I was headed nowhere, really, working on an MFA in creative writing but ambivalent about my work, and fearful of winding up like my mother. Besides, I was three months pregnant, and it seemed like a good time for a spell outside New York.


And those first few months in the store were fun! It felt like we were playing house. Or rather, playing furniture store. Samuel was at home, recovering from his surgery, with Esther by his side. Apart from Uncle Seymour and some part-time salespeople who came and went on an irregular schedule I could never quite follow, we had the store mostly to ourselves. There was a nice, easy rhythm to the days. Leon was in his element; he loved schmoozing with the customers and seemed cheerful and relaxed. Sometimes I would find him lounging in his father’s favorite plaid reclining chair, dispensing investment advice to family friends as well as random shoppers. Later, after our troubles began and Leon slipped into a state of permanent anger, this once tranquil husband was hard to recall.


For much of this period I was desk-bound with swollen feet, assigned to paperwork, which I enjoyed. Furniture store tasks had a nice finality to them that graduate school did not. Invoices were put in envelopes and stuck in the mail, for example, and then they were gone. Or they were put in filing cabinets, with drawers that clicked shut. They did not sit around and taunt, like the unfinished stories I was meant to write for class.


Often after closing, Leon and I would lock ourselves inside the showroom. Our short-term studio apartment was so tiny that we found it more comfortable to spend leisure time at the store, even if those quarters were only slightly less cramped. Sometimes we stretched out on a plush sofa and watched the small television Samuel kept in the back office. Leon would get us take-out food from the noodle shop next door and we spread out paper plates at a dining-room table and talked for hours, scheming about the future, as well as about furniture. We had a silly game we’d invented that involved betting on which items would be the next to sell.


Once Justin was born, we no longer fit into the apartment we had rented just south of the Mid-Pike Plaza, so we signed a year-long lease on a townhouse. We didn’t particularly like its location, in a planned community where all the streets were named after racehorses, but there was lots of space. From the corner of Secretariat Lane and Alysheba Court, where our white brick house sat at the end of a small cluster of identical white brick houses, we heard cars rushing about the Beltway, despite soundproofing walls cleverly disguised by berry bushes. The mailboxes were all identical thatched birdhouses, and covenants proscribed such blemishes as metal fences and basketball hoops, inappropriately colored garbage cans, or anything else the seemingly clandestine neighborhood association deemed likely to erode property values.


Leon and I were still on the same page back then. This was a pleasant interlude, but he didn’t really want to stay in Rockville, and we told Samuel that we would be moving on once he regained his health. Leon had been helping out on the sales floor since third grade, often doing his homework in the back office. He had even manned the cash register as a college student, commuting to classes at Georgetown. He was enormously proud of his parents’ success, grateful for the opportunities Kramer’s had enabled him to enjoy, but he had worked hard in school precisely to escape this life, and had no intention of taking over the family business. Neither did his evangelical Christian sister Elaine, an emergency-room physician who had recently moved to Oregon and was suspiciously on-call during most family crises.


Back then the phone still rang with exciting offers—one caller urged Leon to apply for an opening in a London brokerage—but Samuel’s condition had not yet stabilized. Brief consideration was given to letting Uncle Seymour take charge, but this was not really a viable option. Seymour had never been the brightest crayon in the box, as my father-in-law put it. He had suffered multiple learning disabilities as a child and was unable to read beyond a fifth-grade level. His thinking process was excruciatingly slow; his brain seemed to operate like an old computer trying to download too much information.


Uncle Seymour had always been my favorite member of the extended Kramer family. His love was unconditional. He was constantly following me around the showroom, close on my heels, dripping with affection. Later, when Justin was old enough to spend time in the store, Seymour would entertain him with corny jokes and magic tricks. His pockets were always stuffed with sweets.


Regardless of whether he was any good at his job, he did seem to love it. He was widely praised within the family for his superior salesmanship, but this was a conspired lie. Most customers seemed either annoyed or spooked by his attentions, although he did have a few loyal patrons who always asked for him by name. While no one dared keep tabs, he likely chased away more sales than he snagged. But Seymour was family. And this was a family business.


Then, just as it became clear that Samuel would make a full recovery, Esther was diagnosed with breast cancer. The tumors had been growing for a year, and she acknowledged that she had felt them, but her distrust of doctors—her own daughter evidently included—was such that she refused to visit one. Leon was shattered, which surprised me more than it should have. He’d always had a difficult relationship with his mother. They fought constantly. She still nagged him about his wardrobe, his haircut, his shabby shoes, his choice of wife. We all privately believed that she was at least partly responsible for Samuel’s heart attack, having aggravated him to the point of coronary protest. Of course, this was not entirely fair: At the time he had weighed nearly 250 pounds and smoked a pack of cigarettes a day. The Kramer men, otherwise disarmingly handsome, tended to yo-yo dramatically in their weight.


Esther had not liked me from the get-go, but I tried not to take it too personally. I don’t think she would have liked any woman Leon brought home. The night before she died, she rose from the coma in which she had lain for three days, went into the kitchen, and prepared an imaginary meat loaf. Samuel found her at 2 A.M., standing in the dark wearing an apron and oven mitts. When he asked her what she was doing, she explained that she was making dinner for Leon because I wasn’t feeding him properly. This had always struck me as a piece of information that Samuel might have chosen to keep to himself.


We stayed, of course. And things were not all bad. Times were good in the furniture business in the late 1980s, and we were getting rich. Although not as rich as a high-yield bond trader might get, and certainly without the glamour.


After about a year, Leon felt it was a good time to venture into real estate. He landed us in a frighteningly large house with a fountain in the front yard, pink shutters, curly faux New Orleans iron trim, and complicated window dressings that looked like they ought to be torn down and made into prom dresses. The marble floors refracted sound, crazily bouncing our voices around. The house was like a mausoleum, not unlike the sort of place Jay Gatsby might have built had he elected to live in suburban Maryland, without the parties and the expensive shimmer of the Long Island Sound.


I had lobbied against the house, but Leon said it was a good investment, a quick sale by a Middle Eastern oil executive being transferred back home, with minimal haggling over details. Distracted by the baby, and in a hormonal, sleep-deprived fog, I was content to let Leon worry about things like shelter. Truly, I didn’t care where we lived because I was sure things were temporary. My family had never stayed in one place for more than three years; it had never really occurred to me that other people unpacked their suitcases and stayed somewhere forever.


Perhaps I should have been paying closer attention, because this was about the time things began to change. Leon, for example, insisted on furnishing the new house not just with Kramer’s furniture, but with Kramer’s rejects: chairs with subtle rips in the fabric, tables with wobbly legs, rugs with flawed patterns or mismatched tassels. The runner in our front hallway had a cigarette burn in the corner, which I tried to disguise by placing the leg of the hall table over it. This required an angling of objects. Our entranceway looked, and was, slightly askew. I began to dream about quality furniture, sneaking catalogs into bed at night, reading them clandestinely, like pornography.


Later, we discussed such home improvements as ripping out the trim, painting the shutters, and razing the fountain, maybe replacing it with a basketball court, but we never did. The fountain broke after a year, and it was too costly to bother fixing. The stagnant water grew green, then black, with algae, and that was only one indication that our lives were moving in the wrong direction.


There was admittedly something unhealthy about the way we overspent in the early days of our relationship. Leon had once whisked me off to Nice for the weekend, spur of the moment. Another time he bought me a showy diamond ring that I hardly ever wore. Amassing large sums of money was not something either of us aspired to, but for a while we happened to have a lot of it. We liked to believe that what set us apart from the rest of the decadence on Wall Street in those days was that we never lost our sense of perspective. We knew it was ridiculous to spend $300 on dinner for two, particularly when we weren’t even people who could taste the difference between the food at a hot new five-star restaurant and Sizzler Steak House. I suppose we were both engaged in private rebellions, the manifestations of which involved throwing money around in a manner that would have appalled both our sets of parents. I had gone and found myself a true capitalist, the very antithesis of my socialist do-good father. All Leon had to do to rebel was stay away from Kramer’s Discount Furniture Depot.


Anyway, those heady days were officially over, as indicated by Leon’s sudden imposition of a household budget. He insisted the point was not to constrain our spending, but rather to make the most efficient use of our resources. He based his numbers on the collection of a month’s worth of household receipts, then assigned prescribed sums to categories such as groceries, clothing, and entertainment. I believe that my penchant for so-called embezzlement may have begun at this time.


Leon did not bother to adjust his figures to account for inflation and cost-of-living expenses, or even for the more general changes in our family lifestyle over the years. At first I stuck to fiddling with the sums in ways that I considered fair: squeezing extra money out of the grocery budget by buying store brands and using coupons, then taking any surplus cash and using it to supplement the clothing budget. Other methods were more creative, such as using reimbursement checks from doctor’s visits for the occasional personal splurge. Over time I gave up and chose to simply ignore the budget. Not a month went by without some sort of extraordinary expense: braces for Justin’s teeth, hip surgery for the dog, and endless expenses related to our house. We never spoke of these transgressions directly. There was nothing to discuss back then, really, because we could afford the overages and besides, these were mostly unavoidable expenses, except for the dog—the surgery failed, and he eventually had to be put to sleep, with no refund for the botched $4,000 hip, a financial fiasco that Leon had trouble putting behind him.


Seasons changed, marked by the steady accumulation of controversial bank statements and different-colored soccer jerseys. I was afraid to do the math, dared not contemplate the number of lost balls, outgrown cleats, or half-empty water bottles left behind at fields that gauged the passage of time. Justin grew, boxes of schoolwork accumulated in the garage, years blurred together, marital harmony waxed and waned as did jealousies and fleeting flirtations, and before I quite realized what was happening I was sitting in a law office above a dry cleaner on Rockville Pike, signing my name to a five-million-dollar construction loan. A loan that threatened everything from the little bit of money we had set aside for Justin’s tuition to the new winter coat I’d been eyeing all month.


This last-minute change in the terms of our loan agreement was yet another bad sign. The financing was not supposed to affect our personal assets, yet we had been forced to throw our house and savings in as collateral, lending analysts having determined that there was, contrary to Leon’s own learned insistence, a finite amount of growth that any single furniture store could realize in a given year. The bank people thought Leon’s numbers were unrealistic, that Kramer’s could never hope to turn over the amount of inventory he planned to stock in the new mega-store he envisioned, notwithstanding his concept of turning the place into something like a furniture theme park, with a café serving fancy coffees and a staffed child-care center with bilingual minders and a constant rotation of toys.


I had a bad feeling about this, but it was hard to separate my premonitions of financial ruin from my own increasing desire to flee. This was when the fights began in earnest. Leon said we were forced to expand the business because we could not afford to live on our current income. I said—somewhat unfairly and irrationally given that I had been passively floating along, letting Leon make all of the financial decisions—that our expenses were the result of living the wrong sort of life in the first place. Who needed a crumbling mini-mansion in one of the most expensive neighborhoods in the country? Who needed to send their son to private school? This was not how I had grown up.
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