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For my father, Robert V. Quindlen

Always with me.






I am out with lanterns, looking for myself.

—Emily Dickinson








I’D SAID I WOULD TELL them everything.

“Everything,” Jamie had said. “Everything.” That’s Jamie’s conversational tic, that she repeats everything for emphasis. Everything.

“I promise to tell you when I get the results,” I’d said at the time, whacking off a wedge of cheese. The lingering hormones in my system make me ravenous, then nauseous, then ravenous again, and emotional for no reason I can reliably predict. I cry at subway delays and TV ads. I buy impulsively at white sales. I have a small apartment and seven decorative quilts.

“I think we all need to remember that we gave Polly this DNA kit in the first place as a joke,” Sarah had said. “It wasn’t serious. We didn’t give it to her to pressure her into anything.”

“I’m fine with pressuring Polly,” Jamie said.

I’d said I would tell them everything, but that was a month ago, when we had my birthday celebration at Helen’s apartment. A party hat, a chocolate cupcake, a small square package with foil wrapping and ribbons, then a larger one as well. “I’ll report back,” I’d said then about the DNA test. Ethnicity, genetic makeup, long-lost family members. While Jamie rolled her eyes and Helen mentioned someone at her law firm who had taken the same test and discovered she was part Russian, Sarah, always looking out for me, had said again, “No pressure at all. Just for fun.”

I can feel the folded sheet of paper in my tote bag now, and it doesn’t feel like fun. It feels incandescent, as though the three of them will be able to see it glowing like a lightning bug under a leaf stuck beneath my course notes, a folder of essays, my computer, and the fancy needlepoint clutch in which I keep my tampons, because despite all our efforts, Mark’s and mine and the doctors’, I am not pregnant.

I don’t know why I printed out a paper copy of the test results. I guess it was that it would make them feel more real, when part of me wanted them to simply disappear, to go back to the evening in the bathroom when I stuck that stupid swab in my mouth and rotated it inside my cheek, just behind where my girlhood dimples used to be before they turned into the divots of forty. The paraphernalia from that little just-for-fun gift box had been stacked on the side of the sink the same way all the pregnancy tests had been, and the ovulation predictors. I take more tests than my students at the Windsor School do.

Sarah and Helen and especially Jamie want me to tell them everything, everything that’s on that sheet of paper in my tote bag. But I’m not ready to do that, not yet. Which is why, a month on from that birthday celebration, I’m standing frozen at the door of Sarah’s apartment listening to the faint sounds of the three of them talking inside.

It sounds like a symphony of conversation, Helen low and melodious, Sarah interjecting from time to time in her high, sweet voice, and then Jamie, loudest, sharpest. Timpani, maybe? I know enough about classical music to appreciate it, but not enough to assign instruments to my friends heard at a distance. I don’t know what they’re talking about, but it’s probably the usual—Helen’s law practice, Sarah’s philanthropic causes, Jamie’s annoying husband and annoying counseling clients. We’ve never really figured out whether Jamie has a good marriage or a bad one, loves Bert or merely tolerates him, since she talks about everyone else as though they’re annoying, too. Even sometimes the three of us.

But I know for sure they’re not talking about me, or if they are, it’s not mean talk. We’re not that kind of group. If we want to talk about one another, we do it face-to-face, with a decent white wine, although I almost never drink anymore. But the others do. Not chardonnay. Jamie hates chardonnay. Not expensive. Sarah thinks it’s a crime to spend a lot of money for a bottle of wine when there’s so much need in the world, even though she’s positioned to buy expensive wine better than any of the rest of us.

“We know, we know, we know,” Jamie will say when Sarah mentions how many families are homeless in the city. “Jamie,” Helen will say, trying to rein her in, although that’s clearly impossible. There’s a kind of equipoise to our group, so that we’ll veer here and there and somehow always come back to center, and peace. Twelve years we’ve been meeting. These three have been with me through a career pivot, a divorce, two years of mostly celibacy and total misanthropy, a succession of terrible dates, and then Mark. Once we got rid of Rachel, the chemistry was ideal. And that one, Rachel, that was Helen’s fault. Helen had finally stopped apologizing for what she called “the Rachel misfire,” even though we’d all forgiven her years ago. I love Helen. I really love Sarah. I even love Jamie. I’d told her that once, but only as she was climbing into a cab. “Me, you too,” she’d whispered in my ear.

We meet once a month, and so here I was, standing eye to eye with the peephole in Sarah’s apartment door. From the sound of their voices I can tell the three are already sitting in her living room ranged around the glass coffee table. The apartment door leads to the long gallery which leads to the living room and the living room windows, with their view of the paths and trees of Central Park. Sarah keeps binoculars on one of the window seats; sometimes at night you can watch a raccoon family waddling across the grass as they pass beneath one of the park lights. It’s the apartment of someone with plenty of money but no affectations. Sarah always says that all she really needs is the view of the park outside, pale green to deep green to gold and red to bare and black, spring to summer to autumn to winter, and then around again.

I don’t think Sarah ever uses the peephole. To get up to her apartment you have to get past the doorman, and to get past the doorman you have to get past the call up to the resident. “All Visitors Must Be Announced” it says on a sign at the front desk. When the delivery man comes on his bicycle with the Chinese takeout, one of the doormen takes the bags up to the apartment.

The door to the apartment isn’t even locked, I know, and yet still I stood there staring at the peephole. What was I, six or seven, when Garrison, my older brother, told me that I should never stand in front of one of those peepholes in an apartment door because when an assassin inside saw the shadow of someone in the hallway with their eye to it, that was how they’d know you were standing there and would shoot you.

“Why would somebody want to shoot me?” I’d asked. “I’m not even tall enough. You’re not even tall enough.”

“You never know what’s going to happen, Polly,” Garrison had said. Which is something Garrison still says to me sometimes.

So I finally turned the knob to Sarah’s apartment and walked inside.

“There you are!” Jamie called down the length of the gallery.

“Hey, honey,” said Sarah.

“Don’t get up,” I said, putting my tote bag and jacket on the bench by the door, next to Jamie’s and Helen’s totes and jackets, and sinking down into one of the big upholstered chairs. Sarah’s furniture is somehow like Sarah, always ready to give you a hug. There was a faint odor in the room from the street, a combination of exhaust fumes, pot smoke, mown grass, and flowering trees, that was oddly pleasant. Sarah is one of the only people I know in New York City who opens her windows. Air-conditioning May to October, heat November to April: That’s the rule for most people in most places. The inside separate from the outside. Which, come to think of it, is true of most New Yorkers, including me. The inside quite separate from what you see on the outside.

“Was it a long day?” Helen said.

“Senior project presentation day,” I said.

“Which one of them is curing cancer?” Jamie said.

“They’re pretty amazing,” I said. “Although sometimes their ambition scares me.”

“Why should they be ambitious?” Jamie said. “They already have everything.”

“Continue, Polly,” said Helen, looking sidelong at Jamie.

“These were four history projects,” I said, putting an egg roll and a fried pork dumpling on one of Sarah’s little hand-thrown plates. “There was one on Seneca Falls that was practically a doctoral dissertation. Her parents were levitating, they were so proud.”

“Which is why you’re wearing makeup,” Jamie said, leaning forward and narrowing her eyes. “Even foundation?”

My mouth was full and there was no need to respond. Almost all of Jamie’s questions are rhetorical. She already knows the answers. Except the answer on the piece of paper folded deep inside my tote bag, as though I could bury it beneath the stuff of my everyday, ordinary life.

“Anything to report?” Helen said.

“Give us the whole shebang,” said Sarah.

“Who under the age of ninety says that?” Jamie said. “The whole shebang? What’s next? Pardon my French? The bee’s knees?”

“I never understood the bee’s knees.”

“Happy as a clam?”

“Jamie, you’re losing the thread,” said Helen. “Polly, we want to know what you find out when you find it out. Unless you don’t want to tell us for some reason.”

“To hell with that,” said Jamie. “We want to know everything. Everything.”

Looking down at my plate, mouth still full, I shook my head. I’ve always found it easier to lie with physical gestures than with words. Words are my bond. My face, not so much. It’s been that way since I was a little girl. Penelope Isabelle Goodman, did you spit your peas in the sink? Head shake. Once we got a garbage disposal it was so much easier, especially since by then our mother was hardly ever home for dinner. I could dump the whole thing—chicken breast, rice, peas—into the disposal, and like magic it was gone. Even the chicken bones, although they made a lot of noise. “Is there a fork in there?” my father would call from his den.

“I would imagine a real DNA analysis takes time,” said Helen.

“It’s been a month,” Jamie said. “A whole month.”

“As I said,” said Helen, and I felt the document in my tote bag whispering, It doesn’t take long at all, not that long—Polly knows, she just doesn’t want to discuss it yet. Or ever.

“I forgot to bring my copy of the book for tonight,” I said, changing the subject.

Sarah reached around to one of the side tables and held up a thick book with an oil portrait reproduced on the cover. “Maria Theresa of Austria,” she said. “The Journal says that this biography humanizes her more than ever before. She had sixteen children!”

Jamie put her wineglass down with such force that I was afraid the stem would break. “Did you read it?” she asked.

“Oh, for pity’s sake, calm down,” Sarah said. “I read the review before I sent out the books. Did you even open yours?”

Jamie shook her head. So did I. “Mine’s on the coffee table,” Helen said. “I love the portrait. She looks like she’d kill and eat you. Which makes sense. Apparently she ruled half of Europe.”

“You read it!” Jamie said.

“I read the flap copy,” Helen said.

“I think that’s cheating,” Jamie said.

“I’m getting fizzy water,” I said. “Does anyone else want some?”

“I would love some,” said Helen.

“I’ll get the brownies,” said Sarah, which I knew wasn’t why she was following me into the kitchen. She’d clocked the fact that I wasn’t taking even a sip of wine. She didn’t know whether to be concerned or ecstatic.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

“I’m fine,” I said. “My stomach is funky, but not for the reason you think.”

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“Really,” I whispered in Sarah’s ear when we all three said goodbye at the door, gathering up our things. Helen was responsible for the next book. She said she thought it would be that new novel set in Afghanistan that was getting such good reviews. “Now that’s a beach book,” said Jamie.

“I don’t think you can complain about a book you’re not even going to read,” I said.

“Ah, I can complain about anything,” Jamie said, and Sarah laughed.

In the lobby of my apartment building, there was my husband, waiting for the elevator. Almost six years married, and I’m always still so happy to see him. “Did you have late meetings at school?” Mark said, taking my tote.

“Book club. What about you?”

“The pregnant zebra.”

“How is she?”

“Still breech, at least for now.”

“Did you try to turn it?”

“Not yet.”

“Can you turn it?”

“I don’t know yet. Maybe.”

In the elevator he kissed me. Mark always kisses me in the elevator, not a sloppy, inappropriate kiss like Benedict used to go for in the old days, that embarrassed and thrilled me. Mark’s was just a fast love-you kiss. “Did you tell them about the test results?” he asked.

“Not yet,” I said. “I will.”

“I wish they’d never given you that thing,” he said as the elevator doors opened outside our apartment. “I don’t believe most of them are even accurate. If someone wants to find out if they’re really one hundred percent Irish, that’s one thing. If they want to find out if they carry the genes for a serious illness, they need to see a geneticist.”

“And if they want to find out whether they have a family member they know absolutely nothing about and can’t imagine how they might be related to?” I asked.

“I don’t believe most of them are even accurate,” repeated Mark, who is always trying to protect me from unhappiness or anxiety.

In our tiny foyer I looked at the small table and the hooks I’d put atop it for our keys, our bags, our shoes. Mark’s backpack was where he always left it, beneath the table’s gatelegs, where it had been when he left for work that morning, forgotten yet again. He saw me looking at it and shrugged. “I didn’t really need it anyway,” he said. Living with Mark is like a constant scavenger hunt with murky clues. His wallet? His coat? His backpack? All of them were apparently somewhere, although his somewhere was never entirely certain. Once, I had been late to book club because he’d taken three veterinary students out to a Thai restaurant and called to say that he didn’t have his wallet. He’d hugged me as I restored it to him at the door of The Lotus House.

I hung my keys on a hook, watched as he put my bag on the table, then went into the kitchen and sat down. “I almost said something near the very end,” I said. “I got a fortune cookie that said, ‘Trouble not shared is big trouble.’ ”

“You’re the only person I know who gets fortunes that actually mean something,” he said. “The last fortune I got said something like ‘The wind blows across the desert.’ ”

One night six years before, at a restaurant in Chinatown, the skeletal remains of a Peking duck littering the table, I had opened a fortune cookie that said, “Happiness is right in front of you.” It had been the fourth time Mark had asked me out. Or maybe it counted as the third time. Our third date I sat at the bar of a place in SoHo for an hour and then left, furious, despondent, because I’d thought he was different, even good, not the kind to stand me up. He had called me at eleven o’clock, the sound of what seemed like mooing in the background. “Polly, Polly,” he said. “I didn’t forget we had a date on Wednesday. I just forgot that this was Wednesday!” Given the dark place in my heart where men were concerned, it had been almost impossible to believe. Now I knew that Mark’s ability to forget what day it was was a real phenomenon, and so was he.

At the table at that Chinese restaurant he had held up his chopsticks and said, after apologizing for the SoHo no-show, ordering food, then apologizing again, “Sometimes I think the human brain is a house, and the lights only come on in mine one room at a time.”

“That’s incredibly poetic,” I’d said.

“Is it? Really?” And his face lit up.

The fortune in his cookie that night, which he handed to me, had said, “The moon lights the way to the future.”

“Who writes these things?” he’d said, and then reached for mine. And read aloud: “ ‘Happiness is right in front of you.’ There you go,” he said, handing it back. I had stopped believing in happiness, and in men, and then happiness was apparently in this man right in front of me. I tried to hold on to that every time I looked at Mark, the idea that happiness was still right in front of me even when the sadness sunk its talons into my chest. That fortune cookie fortune lived in the little cedar box where I kept my jewelry.

“Does a breech foal ever turn spontaneously?” I said.

“And she’s trying to change the subject, ladies and gentlemen,” he said. “What about your brother? Have you talked to him about this DNA test? You have to talk to him.”

“Next week,” I said.






“OH, THAT FACE,” MY BROTHER said after the waiter had taken our orders. “Polly, I know that face. Do you want me to walk you through the times I’ve seen it?”

“No,” I said. I’m pretty sure I remember them all without being reminded by Garrison: the time in high school I got pulled over with five friends and three six-packs in the car; the time in college when it looked as if I were going to fail my science requirement and thus not graduate; the two times in those same years when I thought, incorrectly it turned out, that I was pregnant, which seemed horribly ironic now. The time I had decided to divorce my irresistible, terrible, brilliant, cheating snake of a first husband and sobbed, blowing my nose, wiping my eyes, in Garrison’s living room surrounded by a garden of balled-up snotty tissues. It had taken me ten minutes that day to finally choke out my decision to leave Benedict, at which point Garrison had cast his eyes toward the ceiling and said, “Thank you, God.”

“You don’t even believe in God,” I’d cried.

Garrison had never made any secret of how much he hated Benedict. My brother had tried to get me to fly with him to Prague the night before the wedding, promised me a suite at the Four Seasons on the river overlooking the bridge in lieu of getting married. “Or Paris,” he’d added. “Or Florence. We can drink Brunello and look at the statue of David.” He had gotten drunk at the small family dinner after the ceremony. “You’d better not mess her up,” he’d said to Benedict in the hallway, brass knuckles in his voice, vodka lending him an uncommon thug aspect. “I will mess you up if you mess her up.”

“Get a grip, Gary,” Benedict had said. You only needed to meet Garrison once to know that he would hate being called Gary. I’d watched his fingers curl into fists.

“What on earth is wrong with your brother?” my mother had said.

“I’ll talk to him,” my father said.

“I do appreciate that you always come to me,” Garrison said now, as the waiter brought our drinks, and “I always appreciate that you listen,” I replied, and we clinked ice teas. Because I’d rarely been able to go to our father with bad news, since he thought I never did anything wrong, or to our mother, who I was sure thought the opposite.

“Well, here’s the thing,” I said. “Do you think there’s any possibility that you have a son or daughter?”

Garrison threw back his head and laughed. He has a resonant laugh, somewhere between alto and tenor. It’s a little studied, but still charming. I’ve been at parties when he did it around cater waiters, and he got lots of passed hors d’oeuvres afterward. And who knows what else.

“I know, I know,” I said. “But we’ve both known gay men who fought it when they were younger, or who weren’t sure and had relationships with women, or who just took a wrong turn one night with a female friend.”

“Yes, we have. But I’m not one of them. All of my sexual experiences have been with other men.” The waiter, who had been about to put our food in front of us, pivoted, and then, after a pause, returned. He smiled at Garrison. My brother is very handsome. Older people say he looks like Gregory Peck. “That’s your brother?” one of my students had said in a tone filled with marvel when Garrison met up with me one day outside the Windsor School. When someone remarks that we might be twins I consider it a great compliment, although it’s not true. He’s prettier, and like our parents, his eyes are a cocoa brown. Mine are blue. It’s unusual for two brown-eyed people to have a blue-eyed child, but not impossible.

Ever since I’d gotten the DNA test results I’d thought about eye color a lot.

“But the more pressing issue is why you would even ask me this question,” Garrison said.

So I told him while he ate his tuna tartare, while my Cobb salad, no blue cheese, sat untouched. How the women in my book club—“I love your book club,” he interjected—had given me one of those DNA kits for my birthday, how I had followed the instructions and sent it off, how I had checked the boxes for ethnicity and genetic predispositions and then casually checked the box for relatives who had enrolled with the company after taking a test themselves, all the while thinking that while our parents seemed untethered to their ancestors, there might be distant cousins it would be interesting to know about, and finally, how I had gotten back a form saying that a second-degree relative had taken one of the tests as well. “Aunt, uncle, grandparent, grandchild, niece, or nephew,” I recited to Garrison. “We have no grandparents living, right? Neither of us has grandchildren, obviously. So I thought niece or nephew, and the only way that works is if you’ve had children.”

Of course there was a lot I left out. Like the fact that the book club had given me the kit not only as a kind of goof, according to Sarah, but because, according to Jamie, I’d become a little obsessed about various conditions and ailments. True, given what was going on in all of our lives. Sarah’s breast cancer: genes. Jamie’s father’s Parkinson’s: early warning signs. What I knew of my own family. What I didn’t know of my own family.

And then there was the continuing drama of my pelvis. All the women I know are used to hating parts of their bodies—their wide hips, their thick legs, their knobby knees. I knew one woman in college who was obsessed by how ugly her feet were and wouldn’t wear sandals or even normal shoes. Always boots. Cowboy boots, rain boots, Wellingtons. When we were all padding around barefoot, dressed for bed, boxer shorts, T-shirts, her feet looked like feet to me, no better, no worse. It doesn’t matter how beautiful or successful they are, every woman I know undergoes this terrible self-assessment. Jamie can do ten minutes of stand-up about her nose, which is Roman and suits her face completely. Helen says since early menopause struck, she has a roll around her midsection, which none of the rest of us can see. Only Sarah doesn’t complain. She lost both breasts to cancer and got away “scot-free,” in one of her grandmotherly turns of phrase, with her life. Her hair grew back and she can mostly feel her fingers and toes again. “I was always an A cup anyhow,” she said to me once. I’m not sure that’s true, but there are so many not-quite-true things we all say to soothe ourselves.

I’m not immune, even with what I’ve learned from watching Sarah, about simply being grateful to be alive. There are those patches just below my butt cheeks, dimpled like the outside of an orange, that I’ve been looking at in mirrors over my shoulder since high school. But that was all about the outside, what the world saw, what guys saw, what we saw in shorts or bikinis if we ever wore shorts or bikinis. I never thought, when I was younger, to pass judgment on my insides. I never thought, I’m unhappy with my lungs, my intestines, my appendix. But now I hate my uterus. I imagine I can feel it, like a rock inside.

The women in my book club knew some of that, knew not to grin now when I passed on wine the way they first had five years ago. They knew some of what we’d gone through, Mark and I, to try and have a baby. (“The triumphant second husband,” Garrison had called him at that wedding, no European trip dangled in front of me to avoid a mistake this time, no overdoing the drinking, no threats to the groom. “I swear, if he played for my team I’d marry him myself.”) In the same way the four of us could read how far to go with questions during Sarah’s surgery and chemo, so they had also been good at reading me. But they still gave me the kit from Roots & Branches, with its motto on the green-and-gold box: “Who are you? We offer the answer.”

“You don’t even have to use it if you don’t want to,” Helen had said.

“No-no-no-no,” Jamie said. “We need you to do it and tell us everything.”

“Really, it’s just a joke,” Sarah said. “The real gift is in the bigger box.” A cashmere scarf, fuchsia and green. Beautiful. “That’s a great print on you, Polly,” the head at my school had said when I wore it for the first time.

“Roots & Branches?” said Garrison as the waiter hovered. “Isn’t that the really random one? I think they were under investigation by the FDA or the CDC or someone.”

“Sarah said they didn’t even bother to get the really good one because it was just a joke.”

“But you took the test anyhow.”

“I don’t have any of the bad genes,” I said. “Which probably means you don’t have any of the bad genes.”

“Pol, I love you, but did you take bio? We could be fishing at completely opposite ends of the gene pool. And you could be relying on a test kit from a company that has results done by people who are fulfilling a quota for positive medical results and family connections. It’s a mistake.”

“That’s what Mark says, too.”

“And he’s a doctor.”

“A veterinarian,” I said.

“Look,” Garrison said, “if you’re obsessed with this—”

“I’m not.”

“You are. I know you. I can tell when you’re obsessed. So either do it again, or do it with one of the pricey outlets. Although I’m not sure they’re any more reliable. I do not have children. You do not have nieces and nephews.”

“Sperm donor?” I asked.

“Dessert?” our waiter asked.

“We are going to split the lava cake,” Garrison said, and, as the waiter walked away, “I am going to have to give this guy the biggest tip with what he’s overheard. And no, I was never a sperm donor. And we know neither one of us was adopted.”

I raised my hand in the air, palm out, because I knew exactly what he meant. One morning, when we were children, I had been playing in our parents’ room, which we were not supposed to do, and handling our mother’s perfume bottles, which I was really not supposed to do, and of course I was playing with the one that was a perfect sphere, tinted lilac and filled with something French, when I dropped it and it rolled under the bed. Garrison had heard me berating myself softly and dropped down next to me beneath the bed skirt.

“Are you sure it went under here? Because I don’t see it.” All we saw was a fancy leather book, and Garrison, being Garrison, pulled it out and started to page through it. When we saw the pictures, we could tell why it was hidden under there and not with the other photo albums in the den. We had both seen the two sets of pictures taken in the hospital, our mother in bed looking exhausted despite her ever-present Coral Reef lipstick, the doctor on one side, our father on the other. In one set of photos, a tiny bundle with a blue stocking cap. In the other, a baby in pink.

The ones in the album under the bed were obviously the pictures that had been taken slightly before those tidy posed shots. Same dad, same doctor, same bundles, but this time the babies were on their way out, head, head and shoulders, and then held up for display, wet and unswaddled and naked, as shiny under the lights as red patent leather. In one set a boy, in another a girl, with a part of our mother we had never seen, had never wanted to, and knew without question she did not want us to examine looming large. We had both been speechless. I put the perfume bottle back. Garrison left the room. Ten years later, me leaving for college, he just graduated, we split a bottle of wine and a joint in the backyard, and he turned to me and said, “That photo album.”

“Oh my God,” I had replied.

“Is it still there?”

“Why would you even ask?”

“Just curious,” Garrison said.

But it wasn’t.

We had never spoken of it again until now. Actually we didn’t speak about it now. There was just my raised hand and Garrison’s nod. Not. Adopted.

“I suppose it could be Uncle Brian,” Garrison said, tapping a spoon on the table. We went through what we knew. Our mother had had two brothers. One lived in Idaho and was named Brian. He and my mother exchanged Christmas and birthday cards and had seen each other four years before, when Brian and his wife spent two days in New York City on their way to Maine. They came to our apartment for dinner and talked about how they had seen a man sleeping on the sidewalk outside their hotel. “You don’t see that in Twin Falls,” my uncle said. Our mother’s other brother, Daniel, had died in Vietnam. When we visited Washington on a field trip in sixth grade and went to the Vietnam Memorial, I had found his name on the long black wall and done a rubbing of it onto a sheet of paper and given it to my mother. I had been surprised to hear her begin to breathe as though she’d been running. “Dear God,” she repeated. “I’m sorry,” I’d said. I thought I’d done a good thing. Even then my mother and I were like two people speaking different languages. She will treasure this. She will be appalled by this.

Our father had had one sister, who had died of cancer when we were very young. We both remembered a babysitter who let us watch television all day, which was strictly forbidden, while our parents were at the funeral. “Do we know what kind of cancer Daddy’s sister had?” I asked, but Garrison ignored the question. “You met Uncle Brian,” said Garrison. “Was he the kind of guy who might want to take one of these tests for the sake of genealogy stuff?”

“Maybe,” I said. “Maybe that’s it. That’s probably it. He’s probably one of those people who’s working on a family tree, figuring out who fought in the Civil War, all that. He would definitely qualify as a second-degree relative.”

“And he has kids, right? The cousins we’ve never met?”

“I think he just has one son, but I don’t think he’d be classified as a second-degree relative,” I said, finishing the last of the lava cake. “You’re right, it’s probably Uncle Brian.”

We walked out to the street together, I to go home because it was the upper school field day and I had no classes, he to the office because he’s always at the office, where he works as an investment banker, apparently with great success, since he has a lovely apartment, beautiful clothes, and is always trying, and failing, to lend me money to upgrade both in my own life. I wish Garrison would find true love, but instead I gather that he has hookups with people as attractive as he is. “Did that waiter write his phone number on the check?” I said.

“I believe he did,” said Garrison. “I believe he did.”

“The other possibility is that either Daddy or Mother had a child and gave the child up for adoption. Or in Dad’s case, maybe he didn’t even know. Maybe he got someone pregnant who didn’t even tell him. And it’s the child of that child who’s also on the Roots & Branches site.”

“Polly,” Garrison said, “take the test again. They made a mistake. Or write to Uncle Brian and see if he took one himself. Go home to your fabulous husband. I’m glad he and I are on the same page about this.”

“He has a zebra with a breech baby,” I said. “He’s trying to turn it so it’ll come out headfirst instead.”

“I love him,” Garrison said. “I love you. I’m all you’ve got. Live with it.”

“Oh, Gar,” I said, hugging him, “you’re so much more than enough.”

“Exactly,” my brother said.






I STOOD IN FRONT OF my students, the last official day of classes before summer, and felt the familiar tug and grab and downward thrust in my midsection that meant my period was coming again, the way it had every month for thirty years. Sometimes I wondered if I were in sync with some of my students, if something inside of me responded to how young and fresh and full of estrogen they all looked, with their flushed skin and their unruly hair, if somehow my body tried to talk back to theirs. But that was nothing but a fantasy, that imagined hormonal conversation. The difference in a woman between eighteen and forty-two was a long highway. At best my body was whispering what they were singing.

My senior English honors class was my favorite. The first-years were still a little mean, carrying with them the spats and betrayals of middle school, but by senior year, when all the students saw on the horizon was a separation from girls they’d first met in kindergarten, it was endless hugs. In the morning they came down the street, navy-blue pleated skirts and white polo shirts, their arms around one another. “I love you,” they said to one another unselfconsciously, making the second word last in their mouths as a sign of devotion, elongating the vowel.

“So what are the lessons we’ve taken away from Austen’s Persuasion?” I asked. “And, by the way, your papers were all very good. I know second semester of senior year, once the college choices are done, can seem like a skate, but none of you appear to have skated in the least.”

“So, Miss Goodman, I’m so sad that this was Jane Austen’s last novel,” said Amanda, who wanted to be an English major.

“And it’s such a sad book,” said Jessica.

“Why sad?” I asked. “Doesn’t it have a happy ending?”

“It’s formulaic,” said Josephine flatly. Josephine was my best student, but I wondered often about her inner life. Some of my students were from very wealthy families, and some were on scholarship, and sometimes I can’t tell the difference, and sometimes—a comment about the long subway ride from Queens, the tan after a skiing vacation in Aspen—I can. With Josephine it was more that she was both brilliant and hard, a diamond of a girl. Despite her youth, I didn’t sense there was any romance in her.

“Austen does the same thing in every novel,” Josephine added. “The heroine has sketchy taste in men. She rejects someone who is obviously the right man for her, has a passing flirtation with someone who is obviously bad, and then has her eyes opened and winds up with the first man. I’m not sure I ever buy it. I don’t think in Pride and Prejudice that Elizabeth Bennet would have been fooled by Wickham for a minute.”

“A point you made very powerfully in your paper,” I said. In my classes, Josephine had never gotten anything but an A. Given her grade point average, this seemed to have been true in every class, even calculus. “She’s been heading to Harvard since she was in second grade,” the assistant head had said when I handed her Josephine’s college recommendation. “I think the parents bought her the sweatshirt when she was still in middle school.”

Jane Austen’s love life is a bit of a mystery, I’d already told them, if love life it could be called, and she never married. I’d seen some of the polo shirts with the school crest rise and fall as a few of them sighed. So sad. I’d wanted to say, Perhaps what’s worse is if you marry a Wickham. That’s what I’d done.

Benedict had been in my PhD program. He was British, had taken a first at Oxford. The accent alone was seductive, not to mention the eyes, one green, one brown, and the technique. A man who was mesmerized by your mind, until one day he wasn’t. By our first anniversary I had dropped out of graduate school with just a master’s degree. Only Garrison was persuaded by the argument that I loved literature and hated deconstructing it. “Defenestrating is more like it,” I’d said. “They suck all the juice out of George Eliot and Virginia Woolf. They’re contemptuous of Dickens.”

“Well, Dickens,” Benedict had said dismissively, making both my point about the doctoral program and Garrison’s point about why he loathed Benedict.

I had left Benedict after my only real friend in the graduate program, Colin, met me for breakfast and said, “He refers to you as his jejune wife.” I was embarrassed to admit that I didn’t know exactly what jejune meant, even laughed and said that it sounded somehow French and all, like a compliment. “Dull is what it is,” Colin said. “He laughs and says you’re thinking of taking a job teaching English at some girls’ school.”

“I am.”

“He sleeps with Abigail in your bed,” Colin said.

Afterward it felt like something that had barely happened, like a French film or a short story, except that it remained lodged inside me, like one of those splinters you can’t get out no matter how much you dig with the tweezers. The fact that there was almost no shared property to divide said it all. I took everything from the kitchen—the dishes, the silver, the food processor. The couch was secondhand, the bed polluted forever. To her credit, Abigail crossed Broadway when she saw me coming one afternoon, although that didn’t make me hate her less. “She calls herself a feminist!” I’d said to Garrison. “Real feminists don’t sleep with other women’s husbands!”

“She did you a big favor,” Garrison said.

The main thing that lingered was the sense of being snookered, an expression that Sarah liked to use. I tried to console myself with Austen heroines, how they’d been fooled by a handsome face, broad shoulders, a great line of bullshit. But it wasn’t much consolation in real life. At least I’d already left the graduate program and didn’t have to run into Benedict or Abigail. Apparently she was now teaching at UVA, he at Eton. For two years I was chaste, celibate, quietly and persistently enraged, suspicious of all men, from teenage boys on the subway to friends of my father’s at the golf club. They all pretended to be nice. They were all surely hiding betrayal. Finally, after I told Garrison that it would be a cold day in hell when he could give the nice, single financial analyst in his section my number, my brother sat me down and said, “The men-are-scum era is officially over. The idea that you’re letting that guy shit on your life by remote control is unacceptable.”

“Men,” I spat at Garrison.

“No, Polly, him. You were the only person who couldn’t see what he was. On a shit scale of zero to ten he had eleven written all over him. The world is full of nice men.”

When I brought Mark to dinner with Garrison for the first time, my brother leaned in before they’d even brought our main course and said, “Told you, girlfriend!”

“Can I call you girlfriend?” Mark had asked.

“He can, right?” Garrison said. “You are, right?”

“She absolutely is,” Mark had said, taking my hand.

The cramping in my belly now was deepening. I looked at the classroom wall clock. Twenty minutes until I could make it to the bathroom. There was a time when I would have seen this as an inconvenience. Now it was existential. I felt like myself was running out of me, like I was becoming hollow, would sink to the floor like a punctured balloon. I blinked. Concentrate, Polly, I thought.

“But then are you saying Jane Austen isn’t a great novelist?” Amanda had asked Josephine, with whom she had been in an intellectual rivalry for as long as anyone could remember.

“Of course not,” Josephine said. “She’s one of the greatest. Many of the greats are predictable. Hemingway. Fitzgerald. Dickens.”

Well, Dickens, I thought to myself reflexively.

“What about A Tale of Two Cities?” said Amanda.

“That’s just Dickens trying not to be predictable,” Josephine said.

I smiled despite myself. My God, they were all so smart, some of them a whole lot smarter than I am. The thing about being a teacher is that you stay in place year after year, in front of this room, behind this desk, and they move on. Almost eleven years I’d been teaching here at the Windsor School, and already one of my first students was preparing to publish her first novel, and three others had become doctors. At the reunion last year two of them already had babies, had brought them with them, one a limp sack in a front sling, the other a flushed screamer who had to be hurried out into a distant hallway. Both the girls, women now, naturally, looked so tired that I almost couldn’t resent them. When the screamer returned, fed and drowsy, I held her so her mother could circulate among her friends. “Want to take a turn?” I’d said to the assistant head, and she said, “Thanks, but no thanks. That’s so not my thing. It’s incredibly kind of you to do it, though.”

We don’t know, do we, what people want, who they are? Incredibly kind? I was one kind impulse from a kidnapping or a crying jag.

Thinking about them now, all the girls who had come and gone, knowing it was the last day for this class, I said aloud: “You are all so impressive. It has been an honor teaching you.” My voice broke a bit as I said it, and some of them looked panicky: Oh my God, guess what, Miss Goodman started to cry at the end of class. Hormones, I wanted to say to calm them, but it wasn’t true, and it wasn’t something a teacher could say in class, even at a girls’ school, even as an explanation. It was just that I wished someone had taken note of my worth when I was their age, and I hoped they’d hang on to it. In spite of myself I wondered if my phantom maybe-niece was the same age as they were. “There’s no niece,” I heard Garrison repeating. Maybe I just wanted there to be one, to have something still unknown that was a part of me.

The girls left the classroom: a noisy gaggle, a lonely solo, a pair, another smaller gaggle. The alchemy of their groups always became clear to me over the first few weeks: the socials, the loners, the thinkers, the feelers. I closed the door as I left. For most people the year ends in December. For me, it’s June.

Next year, I thought. My tiny office was just down the hall, crowded with a big white Parsons table passed on when one of the mothers redecorated, a fiddle leaf fig grown enormous in the light from the one window, a chair for me, a chair for any student who was told to come in to talk, or who came in on her own. I called up my calendar and, next to today’s date, put a red circle, once again charting my cycle, and as I did, for what seemed like the thousandth time, my eyes began to fill, my body once again at odds with my heart. I heard a cough and, looking up and blinking hard, saw Josephine.

“Last day,” I said, what I hoped would pass as an explanation for the tears.

“I know,” she said, looking down.

“Do you want to sit?”

“No. I just wanted to say thank you. Thank you for everything. Truly.”

“It was my pleasure, Josephine. Truly.”

She nodded once, twice, three times, then turned. “You’ll never know what it meant,” she said. And I thought to myself as I walked home across the park, We don’t. We never know what’s living inside the people around us. We only guess.

Inside our apartment I hung my things in the hallway and put on the kettle for tea. On the bedroom bureau two stuffed animals had suddenly appeared, a tiny zebra and a bigger one, a message via two plush toys. A mother and a baby, somehow arrived, breech or no breech. I started to laugh as I listened to the tea kettle whistle. That was Mark all over, not just the words, but the gestures.

Benedict had been all words, so many words, the first person I’d ever met who used in conversation words I’d only seen in print. “So handsome,” my mother had said at dinner after a judge, one of her law school classmates, had married us in her chambers, a beautiful arrangement of peonies and a bottle of Dom Perignon on the mahogany sideboard. “So erudite.”

“That was an impressive venue indeed,” Benedict had said to my mother, refilling her glass.

“The federal bench has very showy chambers,” said my mother, who is a judge in state court and, I suspect, has always aimed higher.

“And the state court has very showy judges,” Benedict had replied, and Garrison had looked over at me and murmured, “He is flirting with our mother.”

“What?” our father said.

“Nothing, Daddy,” I said. “Just Garrison’s nonsense.”

“Oh, that,” our father had said.

“You’ll learn to like him,” I’d said to my brother as we put on our coats.

“Your brother doesn’t like me,” Benedict had said in the cab uptown from the restaurant, his hand on my leg beneath my off-white skirt, higher, higher.

“The driver,” I gasped.

“Let’s give him a show,” Benedict whispered in my ear.

“Would it be okay if I kissed you?” Mark had said in the back of a cab after that Chinese dinner date.

“I thought you’d never ask,” I’d said. He had such a serious look on his face, all pink cheeks and big eyes. Something about the way he looked had constantly reminded me, in the beginning, that he was just thirty-two, four years younger than I was.

“He’s four years younger than I am,” I’d said at book club. “This is going nowhere.”

“How’s the sex?” Jamie had asked.

“Jamie!” said Helen.

“I have a good feeling,” Sarah had said later. I wondered if she was proprietary about Mark because I had met him at her apartment at a fundraiser for the Museum of Natural History. She hadn’t known him; he had come with a group. By happenstance we’d found ourselves shoulder to shoulder during the speeches, or at least that’s what I thought. Later Mark said he’d come across the room to stand next to me. We stood at the windows, the lamps in the park glowing white against the bare branches of the trees and the deep darkness of the paths. Sometimes, at moments like those, I’m stunned by the city and by the fact that I live in it. Behind us some people were discussing whether the museum would return human remains to Native tribes. To one side two men were talking about the header the market had taken that day. Outside people passed in and out of the park entrance, shadows in the shadows.

“I’m a large-animal vet at the Bronx Zoo,” Mark had said when the small talk had moved from getting me another glass of wine to how we’d wound up at the party to what we did, that last almost always in the top three at any New York City event.

“Does that line usually work with women?” I’d said, my old post-Benedict hostility coming out to play like a phantom limb I couldn’t stop feeling.

“I guess? Maybe? Probably not. I don’t know.”

“Seriously,” I said.

“Seriously what?”

“What do you do?”

“I’m a large-animal vet at the Bronx Zoo,” he repeated. “Would you like a tour of the zoo sometime?”

That was our first date, the tour, although I’m not sure I saw it as a date at the time. The gorillas appeared to greet him with hand signals. We had hot dogs and a box of Raisinets on the bench outside his office.

“He hasn’t even kissed me yet,” I had said to Sarah as we stood on the sidewalk.

“Don’t tell Jamie,” Sarah had said, and we both giggled and then full-on laughed, and Sarah laughed and laughed until she started to cough, and I held her in my arms until she stopped, feeling the whole length of her spinal column under my hands like some obscure musical instrument, thinking only that she needed to stop skipping breakfast, suspecting nothing more. She smiled, then started to cough again.

The next day I called her. “He kissed me,” I said as soon as she answered. “In a cab.”

“Yippee!” she said.

“And then he said, ‘I’m going to marry you someday.’ Who does that? I just met him! He’s crazy!”

“I want to be the flower girl,” Sarah said.

“Why is our hostess holding a basket of rose petals?” my mother had asked in Sarah’s living room just before the ceremony.

“I told you,” Sarah said as we stood together afterward by one of the apartment windows, our reflections looking back at us.

“I was afraid,” I said.

“We’re all afraid, Pol,” she said. “We’re all afraid of something.” I wasn’t sure exactly what she meant until two weeks later, when she told me she was having surgery the next day, to be followed by chemotherapy. It all happened so fast, the hospital, the drains, the head scarfs, Sarah penciling in her eyebrows and going to some woman to have false lashes glued on one by one. It took two hours, she said, and she slept through most of it because she was so tired.

I felt like I should have known, feeling Sarah’s spine beneath my fingers.

“You made a wedding for me, knowing that was happening to you,” I’d said.

“Under the circumstances, making a wedding was the best thing that could happen to me, Polly. Don’t make it sound like a sacrifice. Nothing could have made this easier for me than you and that wedding and your happiness. It was a great wedding. Everyone said so.”

It was true. “A beautiful thing,” my father had said, kissing me on the forehead. “Really lovely,” my mother said.

“What a great party,” Helen had said. “Also, your new mother-in-law is terrific.”

“Your husband is cool,” Jamie said, eating cake. “He knows a lot about capybaras. People overlook them. I love capybaras.”

“Give me your bouquet,” Sarah had said as Mark and I headed out together.

“I want to keep it!”

“You will,” she said. “Trust me. You’ll get it back.” Now it was right there on the bureau behind the zebras, a bell jar with my bouquet of trailing ivy and yellow roses somehow frozen in time inside, the ribbons arranged to fall gracefully from the bow. On the silver band encircling the wooden base was engraved, “I’m Going to Marry You Someday.” I hadn’t told Sarah what Mark had said after the wedding, with what was left of the cake in a box on my lap, his tie, with its pattern of tiny lions, balled up in his fist. “Let’s have some kids,” he’d said. “Let’s start tonight.”

“Let’s take a break from all of this,” he’d said last year, after the sonogram showed that the third embryo had been as unwilling to take root as the first. The second time around had been the worst, the one with the tiny beating heart, my imagining it fluttering like a hummingbird in my belly, and then, three weeks later, blood in the bathroom. We’d both wept, sitting on the cold tile floor next to what was left of that dream.


OEBPS/e9781398555181/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Epigraph


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		Chapter 18


		Chapter 19


		Chapter 20


		Chapter 21


		Chapter 22


		Chapter 23


		Chapter 24


		Chapter 25


		Chapter 26


		Chapter 27


		Chapter 28


		Chapter 29


		About the Author


		Copyright








		III


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		I


		II


		IV


		V


		VI








OEBPS/e9781398555181/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398555181/fonts/Roboto-Thin.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398555181/images/9781398555181.jpg
' Fromfhe New Ydrk Times bestselling authorof AFTER






OEBPS/e9781398555181/fonts/Montserrat-ExtraLight.ttf


OEBPS/e9781398555181/images/title.jpg
MORE
THAN
ENOUGH

ANNA
QUINDLEN

L)

SCRIBNER

London - New York - Amsterdam/Antwerp - Sydney/Melbourne - Toronto - New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781398555181/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


