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for my parents




I Tiresias, though blind, throbbing between two lives,


Old man with wrinkled female breasts, can see


At the violet hour . . .


—T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land


The rarer action is


In virtue than in vengeance.


—William Shakespeare, The Tempest





Prologue


For a moment that afternoon, it was only woman and water, the bay in all its sickening glory squaring itself for a fight. The waves flexed before her, muscly and ultramarine. The wind taunted her, whapping strands of hair across her Vaselined lips, where they stuck, and stuck again, no matter how many times she brushed them free. Spray flew, the shoreline canted—the whole scene smacked of chaos—and above the sails, large plates of cloud shifted tectonically, exposing a lethal sun.


Cassandra was no seafarer. That was Abe, who’d loved the water since childhood. They’d bought this boat because he’d always wanted one, and because she felt compelled to make concessions. It was only her second time joining him, and though the first had passed without incident, she was still in the process of gaining her sea legs. For now they seemed to work best when they were idle. So with a gin and tonic sweating anxiously in her hand, and an invisible coating of sunblock thick as paint across her face, she reclined on the cushioned bench in the stern, her feet crossed, then uncrossed, then crossed again at the ankle.


She tried to suppress her nausea, even tried to enjoy the nodding of the boat on the water, the congratulatory slapping of waves on its back. When they passed beneath the Bay Bridge she looked up into its belly, where triangle trusses pointed toward land like floor lights on an airplane, illuminating the emergency exits. As long as they sailed during the day, with the shoreline always in sight, she knew she could be strong. The open sea was another story, wider and deeper than all of human civilization, with levels ever rising. There was a time when the mere proximity of the ocean had thrilled her, its color and moisture a fresh discovery, as though she were a pioneer at the end of a punishing journey overland. She used to love the way the water merged with the sky, blue asserting itself as the most dominant color in nature. It used to make her feel very powerful. Now it only made her feel frail.


Of course these days, she saw her weaknesses everywhere she went. They leapt out at her from newspaper stories of distant atrocities she’d done nothing to prevent, and from the dusty, neglected corners of her studio at home. And the truth was, she was frail. Not yet in body. Her body still worked quite well. But in judgment. How else to explain Vince Hersh: thirty-one and broad, if not quite handsome, a rambunctious clown in bed. She hadn’t intended to sleep with him, at least not the first time. Yet through some weakness she’d given in, then through some other weakness gone back for more. Even breaking it off had been a weak decision, made in fear of getting caught. He owned a fashionable gallery in Oakland, a slick place where Cassandra never felt she really belonged. But he’d chosen one of her pieces, and then he’d chosen her. She gripped the rail now as they bounced through choppy water, amazed at how life had surprised her. She’d been an adulteress, a slave to sensation. With her husband she owned a sloop.


The affair was beyond her comprehension but she was trying her best to understand the boat. Abe’s white, perpendicular pet, with all its funny parts: fairleads, halyards, jib, boom. On this late June afternoon, she wore mirrored sunglasses, a canvas hat, and a thick belted cardigan to keep her warm. In a brave attempt to relax, she left her shoes belowdecks.


“Elizabeth!” she called as they neared shore to drop anchor for a while. “Come take some more sunblock!” She set her glass in a cup holder and reached for the tube in her bag.


Her daughter climbed down from the prow in a bikini so red it was almost patriotic. As a child, she’d been fair like her mother, but now, at eighteen, she’d suddenly managed a buttery tan. Cassandra hardly recognized her. “I don’t need any more,” Elizabeth said, checking an arm. “Daddy’s genes have finally reported for duty.”


Cassandra looked at her husband, who was bronze, and always seemed to need less than she did—less sunblock, less affirmation, less risk. He had the wheel in one hand, his gin and tonic in the other, and a volume of Borges waiting on the bench. He liked his drink, and occasionally his dope, but really he was addicted to reading. He spent hours at it every night in bed, illumined by a slim, bending lamp, growing melancholy as he neared a book’s end, as though some part of him were ending, too. He was now almost done with the fatly collected Borges, yet this time he appeared unfazed, as though he hadn’t really been reading it, only giving each page some air. Something was bothering him, something he probably had to work out for himself. She’d learned years ago not to pester him when he fell into one of his moods.


“I’m not sure it works like that,” Cassandra said to Elizabeth. “I think it probably has more to do with the ozone and the time of year you got your first exposure to the sun. You were in Mexico in March.”


“Then here’s my other theory. Beer. I’ve had more beer this year than any other. I think it might’ve altered my body’s chemistry. Made me more susceptible to tanning.” She couldn’t suppress her laugh—rational, honest Elizabeth.


“That’s ridiculous. It’s the ozone.”


“Mom. It was a joke.” She shook her head and went off to assist with the approach.


Elizabeth knew a few sailors at her school, blond, beach-club types in polo shirts, their collars popped unnaturally toward the sky. She found them vaguely preposterous, and was likewise suspicious of sailing. It’s not about who does it now, Abe had told her, it’s about how it used to be: John Smith, Columbus, Odysseus, Noah! So what? she’d protested. Everyone in history sailed, from the famous to the forgotten. Exactly, Abe told her, his point.


Nevertheless, as first mate, she’d learned gamely, scrambling for the lines according to the wind, and lowering the anchor as she did now, according to her father’s direction. Already she was a pro. The anchor secured, Elizabeth began to circle the deck, checking on various knots.


In the welcome calm, Cassandra allowed herself the pleasure of marveling at her daughter, as adept at sailing as she seemed to be at all things. How different she was—what complete faith she had in herself. Cassandra could hardly wear a bikini when she was her age, much less buy one, yet here was Elizabeth in magnificent tatters, apparently not even cold. She was going to college in the fall—Harvard. The word still gave Cassandra a little thrill every time she saw it printed on a piece of their mail. She’d done it. She’d given her vocationally trained parents a Harvard-bound grandchild, the icing atop their second-generation American cake.


Elizabeth’s tan legs returned now and walked up the deck. They stepped onto the port gunwale, then up to the guardrail above it, balancing precariously as if on a tightrope, and an instant later, had sprung, splayed and fearless, into the freezing bay.


“Your sister’s a regular circus artist,” Cassandra whispered to Ferdinand, the Portuguese water dog, who had come to rest his brown head in her lap.


“An artist?” Abe asked from his bench.


Over the years Cassandra’s art was one of the few things that had given him hope when doctoring turned gloomy. It was incredible, the things she could make for no other reason than she wanted to. Abe was a rheumatologist, and his patients, beset with lupus, osteoporosis, and debilitating strains of arthritis, were people in great pain. They came lumbering in with walkers wide as doors, fat ankles spilling out over their shoes like muffin tops. They had hunchbacks and butterfly-shaped rashes across their cheeks and bodies as brittle as glass. After two decades of approximate science—“How much does it hurt, on a scale of one to ten?”—inconclusive labs—“Your blood work shows no evidence of the rheumatoid factor, but of course twenty percent of patients never do”—and infinitesimal changes in dose yielding negligible changes in pain, he was encouraged that his wife saw a different future for their daughter. At least with art, it was possible to lose yourself in beauty, to forget for a moment that life was mostly brutal and unfair. At least with art, one did not have to look a thirty-three-year-old mother of four in the eye and tell her that thanks to some inexplicable, overzealous urge of the immune system—genetic, hormonal, he couldn’t say why—she had suffered irreversible damage, the cartilage having almost completely worn away, the pain destined only to increase.


“I’ve just been thinking about Elizabeth,” Cassandra told him, caressing Ferdinand’s ears. “Everything keeps coming so naturally to her. She’s a teenager; she ought to be tormented. But she’s not. She’s a regular magician.”


“And that makes her an artist how?”


Cassandra looked out over the wrinkled water, which seemed as fruitless in its journey as they sometimes were in conversation. Abe awaited his wife’s response, his finger calmly marking his page.


“Circus artist,” she said, hearing this second time how stupid her comment had been.


“Ah. Because of the way she was standing on the rail . . .” His voice trailed off. “Remember that play she did in the hall? With Jessica? And those togas they had to keep gathering at their knees to keep from tripping? It was very witty.”


Cassandra remembered the play for other reasons, but in many ways she preferred Abe’s version of the past. “She was in middle school. Can you believe that’s already five years ago?”


“Good God, what happened?” he asked. “How did we let her get away with this?”


She laughed, and in that moment of sweet understanding, she felt she ought to tell him about Vince, that he’d forgive her and pull her to his chest as he’d so often done when they were young. If there was one thing she’d loved about their marriage back then, it was the freedom they’d felt to be honest. She could tell him when he’d been hurtful, and he would hear her, and try to change. She could confess her own transgressions, and be forgiven and even understood. It would take more effort to be honest with him now, and Cassandra couldn’t quite bring herself to do it. She shook the ice cubes in her glass as he stood to fuss with a line.


Most things about her husband now were firm: his reason, his resolve, his rules. Even, at forty-seven, his body, with its extraordinarily durable bones. He knew and sometimes overestimated his strength, imagining himself armored by his scrappy layered heritage—German Jewish, Italian, Scotch-Irish, African. Abe himself was inscrutably tan, which seemed to give him permission to disappear in any crowd. He watched the white sails ahead of them shrinking toward the bowing bridge and wondered how many outings it would take before Cassandra would be ready for the ocean. It still disappointed him that she, who’d never really lost someone, could be so frightened of the truest, greatest things.


Suddenly restless, Ferdinand lifted his head from Cassandra’s lap and vigorously shook himself out. He circled a few times, then went straight for Abe’s leg, which he thumped against with a sigh. Cassandra clucked her tongue and retrieved an apple from the snack cooler as Elizabeth reappeared on the boat. Funny the things that bugged her: Elizabeth’s tan, Ferdinand’s loyalty. She felt the onset of a dangerous feeling and, biting into the apple, tried to chew the feeling away.


“Hey, toss me a towel, will you?” Elizabeth stood, shivering, a weed coiled around her ankle, her bathing suit heavy and dark. She pulled the corners of her top down over her goose-bumped breasts.


Cassandra did, and Elizabeth cloaked herself, blotting her limbs and the seat of her suit. With a twist and a squeeze, water streamed from her hair to the deck.


“Daredevil.” Cassandra held out Elizabeth’s hooded sweatshirt. “How was it?” 


“Cold!” She wrapped the towel around her waist and pulled the sweatshirt over her head, teeth chattering in confirmation, her shoulders hunched, her face now a lavender-gray. “Too cold for you, Mom. But not too cold for Dad!”


“It’s probably too warm for Dad,” Abe said, happy to extend the myth of his stoicism. Like Cassandra’s effortless hair and Elizabeth’s effortless grades, it was part of their sense of themselves as a family, another facet of their specialness. They would never be some great, big powerful clan—the Rosenbergs, the Kerrys, the Poznanski boys who all played football—but in some ways they were more special because they were just the three. A family rendered in its most essential, basic parts: mother, father, child.


Elizabeth pulled up the anchor and joined Cassandra on the bench. She was nearing the limit of her patience with parents. “When do you think we’ll head back?” she asked, once they were under way again.


“An hour maybe,” Abe said. “Too pleasant to turn in just yet.”


Elizabeth sighed. “Not too much longer, okay? I want to meet up with some people tonight.”


“What people?” Cassandra always wanted to know, to imagine the scene.


“The same ones who are always there . . . Rachel, Jessica, Brian . . . Henri.”


“Henri? Do I know him?”


“He’s just this diplomat kid. We’ve been hanging out a few months. He’s friends with the guys.”


“That’s an old-fashioned kind of name.” This was Abe, from the wheel.


“Whatever, so’s Abraham.”


“But I’m a boring, middle-aged dad. I’m supposed to be old-fashioned. How old is this poor Henri?”


“What does that matter?” Elizabeth asked, her cheeks a sudden pink.


Abe’s eyes met Cassandra’s. He hadn’t expected this.


“Don’t be running around with older boys, Lizzie,” he said, trying to keep his tone light. “You don’t want that kind of trouble.”


“Dad!” She laughed. “I’m going to college! All the boys will be older in college.”


“Hmm, might want to rethink that, too.”


“Daddy!”


“Just be careful.” He cleared his throat. “That’s all I’m saying.”


Elizabeth flushed again, irritated at her father’s sudden seriousness. “Of course I’m careful. I’m not an idiot. I can handle myself with anyone. Doesn’t matter if he’s eighteen or twenty-three.”


Cassandra winced. “Is that how old he is—twenty-three? Honey.” She leaned forward to look her daughter in the eye. “Are you dating this boy?”


“No! . . . I mean, not necessarily . . .”


“Christ.” Abe swung the boat sharply, getting in line with the wind.


“He’s a really good person! His age doesn’t matter!”


“Easy, Abe!” Cassandra clutched the handrail and her hat.


Elizabeth pulled her orange-and-white striped towel tighter around her hips. She hadn’t intended for it to come out like this, if at all. But now that it had, she couldn’t let them get all worked up, absurdly imagining him to be some kind of predator.


“He’s actually about to start a Ph.D. in French colonial literature,” she told them. “He knows people who have worked in clinics in Africa, and he knows a lot about wine. Like, maybe even more than you.”


Abe gave a humorless laugh.


“Not so fast, Abe!” Cassandra’s stomach dropped. “You’re scaring me!”


“Oh, for God’s sake, Cassandra, it’s called sailing.”


“You guys should meet him,” Elizabeth said. They were all slantwise and speaking louder at their brisk new clip. “I’m not saying I’m going to marry him or anything, but I think you’d both really like him.” She felt mature, idly talking to her parents about a man.


“Elizabeth,” Abe said. “I’m not making any judgments about him. I just don’t want you to have any illusions. Don’t be thinking you’re going to lose your virginity to some romantic Frenchman.”


He had never mentioned her virginity before. The word on his lips was mortifying.


“Well,” she said, as everything flapped, the sails above them full. “That’s not going to happen.”


It wasn’t going to happen because it had already happened, at a party the previous fall. Zach Lando: white rapper, baggy shorts, large nipples. Flat on her back on a blanket in the woods, dead beetles crunching dirt underneath. Afterward, they’d smoked a joint, and she’d pretended nothing had hurt. “You’ll hate me in a few days,” he’d said. He was right.


“Good,” Abe said, feeling even more unsettled than before.


Cassandra had grown silent. Her daughter was having sex. There was a moment in the recent past when it had begun, and somehow, in her selfishness, she’d looked away and missed it. She reached for Elizabeth’s hand. “You’re being safe, of course?”


“Mom!” Elizabeth cried. “Of course!”


Abe’s brow grew moist and hot. His lip twitched, and he suddenly felt he couldn’t control the muscles of his face. His glass was already empty, his throat constricted and dry. They were all crowded so close to one another, and he needed something to drink.


He left the wheel with Elizabeth and went below to the galley. Over the aluminum sink, he measured out a generous portion of gin, adding ice and only a splash of tonic. He sipped, allowing it to burn slowly down his throat. Through the porthole, he could see Elizabeth at the wheel: a sweatshirt with two legs, her towel having dropped to the deck. Cassandra stood beside her, an arm around their daughter’s waist. She leaned in and whispered something in Elizabeth’s ear. They laughed, like schoolgirls conspiring. His beautiful redheads. He remembered a time when he thought it dangerous to have a wife this beautiful. Like opening your wallet on the street, you were just asking for someone to rob you. In the old days, when he took her to bed at the end of a long day apart, he was reckless, sometimes tearing buttons from her shirts. If he wanted her so badly, he could only imagine how other men felt, who couldn’t have her at all.


This was the last of the gin, and still, he needed more. He had not yet begun to feel light.


“Cass!” he called from the hatch. “Where’s the—wine?” He shuddered, thinking again of Elizabeth’s Frenchman.


“Just have some gin!”


“None left!”


“What?” Her voice was small and resonant as though she were speaking from inside a tunnel.


“None left!” He stepped up for her to hear.


“None? Abe, I was saving that!” She came toward him, tentatively, bracing herself on the rails.


“Then don’t tell me to drink it.” He held up the empty bottle for her to see.


“Where’d it go?” The wind rushed past her ears, whipping her hair into her mouth, forcing her to continue shouting, though she was now face-to-face with him at the hatch.


“I think we drank it,” he said, growing impatient with her refusal to comprehend.


“But it was half full. God, are you really such a pig?”


She was teasing, and didn’t mean the word in anger. But her body, which had betrayed her before, betrayed her yet again. With the gin, and the wind, and the faintest hint of seasickness rising, Cassandra’s mouth had been growing drier and phlegmier all day, and though she had not quite realized it before, it became apparent to them both in that moment, when, on the sharp, punchy syllable “pig,” she accidentally spat in his face.


“Well,” he said, wiping the bubbles of saliva from his cheek, even as they evaporated.


“Oh, Jesus.” She touched his shoulder. “I’m sorry.” Cassandra was expert at apologies. They often leapt off her tongue before she fully knew what she’d done wrong.


“Well,” he said again, more acutely this time, suddenly aware of everything. “Why don’t you just go fuck Vincent Hersh.”


She was stunned. “Who?” she asked, instinctively, withdrawing her hand, hoping she’d somehow misheard.


The wind slowed and Abe found himself wanting to strangle her. She’d been sleeping with the kid. He’d known this, he realized, for weeks. The way he’d singled her out at the opening. How happy she’d been. He’d had all the clues, yet remained somehow stumped, like a foggy-brained Scrabble player unable to unscramble his letters. He’d kept himself in the fog, making nonwords, not wanting to believe her betrayal. But with the spit, it was as though the fog had lifted and the tiles finally clicked into place. He felt he could squeeze her throat until her face turned blue.


“Don’t deny it,” he said. “I know.”


Her eyes watered; she was guilty. She couldn’t have looked guiltier if he’d caught the two of them in bed. “Abe. I didn’t—”


“Jesus Christ, Cassandra, I know you did!”


“Listen, Abe—”


“No, you listen,” he roared. “Fuck. You. Really, Cassandra. Fuck. You.”


“Daddy!” Elizabeth reproved him, her voice breaking in panic.


A moment ago, she hadn’t known a thing, and now she knew too much, as though she’d grown up in a matter of seconds. She wanted to rewind, to stuff all she’d learned back in its bottle and toss it overboard and never have to see it again. She wanted that, but she knew it was impossible. Her father had unleashed the fuck. For her family, saying fuck was less like opening a bottle than like turning on a broken faucet. The fucks would continue to pour out, limitless, insensible to the damage they caused.


“No, fuck you!” Cassandra cried, suddenly enraged. “Fuck you for always making me feel like shit!”


Worse things were said, things that might have been funny in another situation, but in this moment meant the end of the world. Abe was dead inside; Cassandra was an unrepentant whore. They hated each other and pronounced it with glee. They flung their words violently, ungrammatically. They scrunched their faces like babies, tears spilling down their noses and cheeks, their voices oscillating wildly, covering every decibel of rage. Elizabeth stood clutching the wheel, watching her parents completely break down. They’d been known to shout, but this was worse than any shouting they’d ever done before. This was practically unrealistic. People wouldn’t believe it had happened this way if she tried to tell the story later; they’d say she had forgotten something, left a crucial detail out. Perhaps they’d be right; perhaps she would; perhaps she was already erasing it as it occurred, saying no to a life of hysteria, turning their insanity away at the door.


Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck. Was she even there? Could they even see her? Elizabeth steered deaf through the tempest, heading for the marina as if for safety, as if she believed their fury, like a fish, couldn’t survive on land.


And then, suddenly, her mother was sitting, gripping the bench with her fingertips, and her father was standing, purposefully, on the very edge of the starboard gunwale. They were silent under the noise of the wind. And then her mother stood and started to say something, and her father turned his back and dove. His body was in the air for an instant over the water, and then, as if by some camera trick, there was nothing but water and air. They rushed to the sides, looking everywhere, until a moment later he surfaced, already behind them, his head bobbing up and down in the waves, his arms stretching in sequence, one after the other, pulling for the shore.


“Stop the boat!” her mother cried. “Turn it around!”


Elizabeth ran back to the wheel. The wind seemed to be coming from all directions; she didn’t know which way to turn.


“I have to think!” she yelled. “I’ve never done this alone!” She looked at the horizon and at the other boats for help. Ferdinand was barking at the water on the side where her dad had jumped and her mother continued to shout at her, or maybe at her dad, though he wasn’t responding in any case. He was swimming away from them, and making it look ordinary, growing smaller and smaller against the rumpled sheet of blue.


Which left her mother, barefoot and stricken on the deck, and herself, a sudden grown-up, in charge of getting them home.


A moment passed. Maybe a year. Maybe she’d already graduated from Harvard and these weren’t her parents at all.


Remembering the motor, she turned it on, and the horizon steadied itself into recognizable layers of sky, land, and water. There: something to hold on to. She clung with every particle of her eye. In her ears was an awful empty sound where the wind had been. Even Ferdinand no longer barked.


“I’m sorry, sweetie,” Cassandra said finally, having come to stand by her side.


“It’s okay,” Elizabeth told her, because it wasn’t worth it to say much else. “Do you think Dad’s going to swim the whole way?”


“He’ll make it.”


“Are you sure?”


“He’s an excellent swimmer.”


“Then I guess we ought to head back.”


“Yes,” Cassandra said. “Thank you. I love you.”


“Sure, Mom. I love you, too.”


IN THE BAY, Abe swam full on toward the trees. He wasn’t far from the coast—a mile maybe, no more. There were small sharks in these waters. He’d seen them when they surfaced, but he didn’t care. They could eat his legs if they wanted. In his rage, he’d outswim them anyway. With each stroke he felt he was shedding an atom of his accumulated anger, replacing it with an icy atom of the sea. He breathed in brine: it seeped through his pores. His eyes became silty pebbles; bay grass overtook the straining bands of muscle in his arms; his heart became the heart of a halibut: flattened, bottom-dwelling, varying its color in vibration with the earth.


When he washed up on the marshy shore ages later, Abe crawled, insensibly, to higher ground, and slept, his cheek in the mud, sludge filling his ear. A salt marsh harvest mouse and a pair of brown pelicans looked on, a tuft of glasswort in the mouse’s paw, the pelicans’ mouths open wide and empty. Endangered species too, they were no strangers to a sea change. They stood crouched on opposite sides of the shivering man, as if wondering what he was. Beads of water clung to his surface and the grass around him shifted while the pelicans regarded each other with elongated beaks. After a space of time they seemed to reach an agreement and scuttled off. The mouse remained a moment longer, chewing on the last of his glasswort. When he was done, he sniffed the man once more in case he harbored some morsel of food. Finding nothing, he made for the water. A third pelican was not far behind, taking flight in preparation for a dive.





Part I






1


Elizabeth’s friend Lucie was getting married in Battery Park, at a venue she’d chosen for its geography: the tip-of-the-island panoramic views of New York Harbor, with the Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island looking on. “I mean, it’s only a restaurant,” Lucie had said when she’d settled on the spot, nearly a year before. “Nothing extravagant. But the food is legitimately excellent, plus it’s all bright white and airy, and they’ll do a great big tent on the terrace.”


“I just hope I’m not on call,” Elizabeth had told her, having no idea yet what her fourth year of medical school would be like.


The day had arrived, a muggy Saturday at the end of August, and Elizabeth was available, having arranged her schedule to give herself a little vacation the following week. She had friends who’d recently returned from Turks and Caicos, others from Paris and London. Several of her former Harvard classmates were doing significant things in Beijing and Rio and Mumbai. One poet—a poet!—was even on a Fulbright in Nepal. She herself had done a service trip to South Africa the summer after her first year of medical school, but no glamorous destination awaited her this week. This week, she was taking her boyfriend, Kyle, to Maryland for her grandfather’s eightieth birthday party. Labor Day weekend they would take off for some cabin in Connecticut that Kyle had found online. Her plans couldn’t have been tamer, but maybe this year tame would be okay.


Kyle showed up at her apartment that afternoon carrying a hiker’s pack and a garment bag and smelling, almost magically through his sweat, of grassy, spring-scented soap. His face was angular, football handsome, and he looked so much like a dozen different celebrities that it seemed inevitable he’d be famous one day, too. An actor, he was constantly in plays, both in New York and on the road. For a long time, his biggest break had been playing a first-time home buyer in a national ad for life insurance, but in a few weeks, he’d be auditioning for a handful of guest roles, most of them cops, on a long-running network crime series. He’d been fired up about it for days.


“Ready for our little adventure?” he asked, dumping his things on the floor.


“Oh, let’s see. I’m half-packed, unshowered, and I have no idea what I’m wearing.”


“I thought you bought a new dress.”


“I did, but the fabric’s a little heavy and with the humidity I’m worried I’ll be miserable.”


“Let me see.” He settled into the couch.


She brought it out, a dusky blue sheath with an embellished bust that shriveled into itself on the hanger. “You have to see it on,” she explained, hurrying out of her shorts and T-shirt. The crisp, shimmery fabric stretched across her body, ruching at the waist and along her thighs. She’d gotten it at a sample sale and had since seen photos of a television actress who was attempting to transition into movies wearing it at a major premiere. It was amusing to think of herself in the same pool with people who lived in the public eye, and yet, why not? After Harvard and all its dead presidents, the center of the world didn’t feel so out of reach. She swam through it every day in New York.


“You can walk in that?”


“That’s the beauty of it, it stretches.” She lunged at him to prove it.


He whistled, and launched into an Appalachian drawl. “Wull awl be!” Kyle was a constant actor, regularly answering her in character.


“Don’t tell me: Deliverance: The Musical.”


“I wish! Someone is doing a musical of Caligula, though. That’s one workshop I would’ve loved to have been in on.”


He spoke with his usual male confidence—as though he’d just catch the next train that came along—and yet in her chest she experienced a little wing flap of despair. In his profession, the missed opportunities were so endless it was almost unbearable. What would work out, what wouldn’t—you could never really tell. She pressed a hand to her breast; she would rather talk about anything else.


“See what I mean, though, about the fabric?” she said. “I don’t think it’s going to breathe. Stupid Lucie and her outdoor wedding.”


All of a sudden, he stood. He’d alternated between wide receiver and free safety on his college team, and he tackled her now, in that performance-minded way that he had: expressive face, explosive body, a target always in mind. She howled and clutched at the dress.


“Lizzie,” he said, after they’d landed on the couch. “You’re crazy. You have to wear it. You look unbelievably hot.”


He was strong, and he was so certain. He had told her, early on, that he’d always known he wouldn’t play professional football, even before he’d chosen a liberal arts college in Minnesota with thoughtful seminars and Division III sports. It was too much work, and too much punishment for something that was only a game. She believed in him. Of course she did. But she also wondered what he thought acting was.


THE AIR-CONDITIONING wasn’t working in their cab, a defect their driver didn’t admit until they were already moving, when it would’ve been awkward and rude and a waste of time and money to get out. Resigned, they opened their windows, which brought some relief once they got going. Kyle loosened his collar and held his jacket in his lap. Elizabeth propped an elbow in the open window and stretched her other arm across the seat back, vainly hoping to keep her underarms dry. She got out of the cab readjusting her hair, already feeling a little deflated, her forehead gluey with powder and sweat.


In the entryway, they were greeted by a marble table of tented place cards, bivouacked around a heavy glass tower that erupted with flowers at the top.


“Show me the money,” Kyle whispered.


“So much for not extravagant.” She held up their card, letterpressed in a convoluted script.


He pantomimed a squint. “I can’t entirely make it out, but I think it’s telling me to get a real job.”


She patted his arm in solace, half ironic, half sincere. With the help of the staff standing guard, they meandered through empty dining rooms to the terrace, where the sailcloth tent Lucie had promised stood ready to embark on the evening. On an adjacent green, white folding chairs awaited the ceremony. Elizabeth’s friends were standing around a section of seats in their sunglasses, making good use of the bottled water and paper fans someone had thought to provide. She’d seen almost all of them at the bar the night before, which was fortunate, because sober hugging in such weather was the last thing any of them wanted to do. Friendly but subdued greetings were exchanged all around. They were friends of the couple from Harvard, some married, most not, all of them looking forward to the moment when the drinking could begin.


Seeing the place card in Elizabeth’s hand, Jane Donaughey, more Lucie’s friend than Elizabeth’s, waved her own and exclaimed, “Aren’t they so elegant?” She’d played field hockey in college and had the relentlessly chipper affect of a woman who’d been getting manicures from an early age. Talking to her invariably wore Elizabeth out. “And the table names are really inspired.”


“Oh, I hadn’t even looked.” Elizabeth opened her card. She tried not to wince as she read it: Table 7, The Great Gatsby.


“All their favorite novels,” Jane explained. Lucie and Rob were getting doctorates—hers in education, his in comparative literature—and were fond of recommending books. “Such a nice little touch. Of course, we know they love books, but I wouldn’t have guessed Infinite Jest!” Jane held up her own card, grinning, and Elizabeth was momentarily relieved they weren’t sitting at the same table. Jane was single. Conventionally pretty, good-humored and talented—yet single. She was rather publicly on the hunt for a husband, and as far as Elizabeth could tell, she never stopped being excited for her happily coupled friends. It distressed Elizabeth to listen to her praise a wedding’s little touches—Jane, who advised multinational health care firms as a well-paid midtown consultant.


Jane turned to the next willing listener just as a small feminine hand clasped Elizabeth’s. “Are you a Gatsby, too?” This was Becca, her closest friend after Lucie. Becca was also single, but proud of it. Bets had already been placed on which cousin she’d be taking home.


“I’m a Gatsby,” Elizabeth said.


“Hooray. Why do you think she gave us that one?”


“Mmm, because our voices are full of money?” The one line she was proud to remember from the book.


Becca threw her head back. “Ha! Hardly.” She wrote for a political magazine in DC, where her bosses regularly encouraged her to get a book deal rather than offering her a raise. “No, now that I think about it, it’s her favorite. After Invisible Man, which probably wouldn’t have been appropriate for a wedding.”


“Oh, and Gatsby’s appropriate? The desperate mansion-builder?”


“Well. Lucie’s nothing if not self-aware.”


Elizabeth tried to remember this about her friend as the women in headsets came around to ask them to take their seats. They sat, all two hundred of them, Elizabeth and Kyle on the coveted aisle. Silent cheers went up from their section as Chris, a Google programmer and the previous night’s sloppiest drunk, scuttled in at the last possible moment, miming headache and taking a solo seat in the rear. Bystanders had gathered in the neighboring park, and soon the quartet began to play, pulling the wedding party out of the restaurant and down the aisle in turn. First, with the assistance of cousins, came her tiny, turtle grandparents, then his, astonishingly all still alive, a complete generation that Elizabeth’s family tree had never known. Then the siblings, bridesmaids and groomsmen, the girls dressed tastefully—maybe too tastefully—in long black satin with cowls draping at their backs. Then Rob, escorted by his parents, who were divorced, but smiled amiably as they processed.


Finally, they all rose, the skin on Elizabeth’s thighs pulling painfully from her seat, as the bride and her parents made their way toward the crowd of well-wishers and digital cameras. Lucie looked taller, and it wasn’t from her shoes. She’d always known how to treat an occasion. The dress, which Elizabeth had seen at an early fitting, was structured at the bodice, flowing in the skirt, and not what she would have chosen, though she could see now in its fully tailored state how well it suited her long-torsoed friend.


The reception tent billowed expectantly in the hot breeze as the congregation turned to face the wedding party. Elizabeth’s mind tended to wander whenever things got serious and ritualistic, but she tried her best to pay attention now. She clicked her heels together and stared straight ahead, while Kyle, the romantic, reached over to take her hand. In the harbor, a pair of bright white sails sidled up as if they’d been paid to complete the scene.


Though she hadn’t said so to anyone, not even Kyle, Elizabeth was hurt not to be a more intimate part of her best friend’s ceremony. Family bonds were strong, she knew, but the sight, from ten rows back, of Lucie’s stately family and Rob’s fractured but good-humored one coming together for this one event only made her feel even further away from the most important moments in life.


How could her own parents ever walk her down an aisle? It was unthinkable. They led entirely separate lives. Even from the other side of the country, she now knew things about them both that they, who still lived in the same metro area, couldn’t possibly know about each other. How her mother had begun eating bananas instead of grapefruit in the morning because of the high-blood-pressure medication she was taking. How her father still kept Ferdinand’s leash by the door, long after the dog had died. These were things a husband or a wife would know, but they hadn’t been married for years.


The judge was taking advantage of the easy crowd to make everyone laugh, even as several people had begun to hold their programs over their heads to block out the pestilent sun. One of the grandmothers—Rob’s—rose to read a poem. “From the beginning of my life I have been looking for your face, but today I have seen it,” she pronounced. She had a long, bohemian braid, and as she read, she continued to hold the paper in both hands, which shook a little, either from nervousness or a tremor, or both, though her voice remained steady and triumphant, her figure like a flood marker before the retreating sea.


ELIZABETH HAD ONLY one set of grandparents, the pair on her father’s side having died long before she was born. But even from a young age, she knew they weren’t like other grandparents—that she called their home the funeral home, and not Grandma and Grandpa’s house, was just one of many indicators that there was something uncommon going on. Something that centered itself in their basement. Something secret and exciting that she desperately wanted to see.


Her grandpa, it was clear, knew everything. His forehead was creased like an accordion and he gave off a spicy-oily musk that Elizabeth at first thought originated in the cushion of his chair, but soon came to understand was actually the smell of old man. His eyes, on the other hand, were young. Bright blue and sloshing, they looked like tiny portholes on the sea, and when she was brave enough to hold his gaze for more than an instant, Elizabeth often thought she could make out the shape of a little steamship on their waters, passing from one eye to the next, on its way to France, or perhaps Finland, that ancestral land she’d so often heard mentioned. Her grandfather wore a hat in all seasons and carried a ruler with him wherever he went, which was convenient, because Elizabeth frequently wanted to know the size of things.


Grandma, on the other hand, was a creature to be feared. She wore her red hair in historic-looking curls and was shorter than everyone who wasn’t a child—which in those days was pretty much everyone who wasn’t Elizabeth. It hardly mattered. She completely filled every doorway—and it seemed she was always standing in doorways, giving orders, issuing judgments, hurting feelings, and generally making it impossible to get by her into another room. The basement rooms especially.


LUCIE AND ROB kissed, married now, and they all rose up in a clamor. The quartet sprang to action. Elizabeth and Becca hooted and clapped. Kyle put his fingers to his lips, and pulled a sharp wet whistle from his mouth.


“Yikes.” Elizabeth pointed at a man their age standing a few rows up, his shirt so thoroughly drenched with sweat that the pink of his skin showed through. “And I thought I was dying.” Her sunglasses kept fogging and sliding down her nose.


“Amateur,” Kyle said. “That’s why you wear an undershirt.”


Chris had joined them from his seat in the back. “They couldn’t have had this thing inside? I saw the restaurant. It’s empty.”


“The rain plan was indoors,” Becca said. “They have it just in case.”


“Oh, why didn’t it rain? Isn’t it hurricane season?”


“Actually, there’s a massive one heading toward the Gulf.”


“Come on, they just got married,” Elizabeth said. “Happy talk.”


The crowd crawled toward the bar like scuba divers weighed down with their equipment. Elizabeth and Chris weaved in and out among splotchy shoulders and slouching backs, passing tuxedoed servers offering hors d’oeuvres.


“Hungover much?” she asked him as they waited in a clump by the bar. He was tan, a weekend surfer, but that evening he looked rather ashen.


“Actually, I think I’m still drunk.” A silver tray of mojitos came through, bailing them out of line. Chris sipped his in relief. “That’s better. You look smoking, by the way.” He placed his free hand on her hip, a gesture she allowed herself to savor because she, along with just about all of their friends, was still pretty sure he was gay. They’d hooked up freshman year, just once. The entire time she couldn’t shake the suspicion that he was doing it just to prove that he could.


Then, suddenly, there was Kyle, parting the partygoers with a lime-capped cocktail in each hand, having somehow made it to the bar. “I got you a gin and tonic.” An older woman behind him turned appreciatively to watch him pass.


“I’m set.” Elizabeth gave him a flirtatious head tilt, to reassure him, in case he needed it, that she was still very much his.


“I’ll take it,” Becca said, having reappeared beside them. “I have to admit, that was a ridiculously sweet ceremony. They looked so happy, didn’t they?”


“I thought Rob might’ve had to pee, he was bouncing around so much.” This was Hank, another med student, in from Houston.


The bride was approaching now, the glowing, tailored Lucie. They cheered her arrival. “Friends!” Lucie gave a little dip and hugged them each, Elizabeth extra fiercely. “Every single one of you has to have a wedding. Then you’ll know just how amazing I feel right now.” She glanced at Chris. “Or whatever, a huge party with everyone you love. It doesn’t have to be a wedding.” She was emanating heat, physically shaking with glee, and it was infectious. They were all laughing now, offering her drinks. “Oh God, no,” she said, “but thank you.”


“The vows were perfect,” Becca was saying. “What you said about being stronger together because you’re individuals first.”


“And that grandma!” Hank said. “She’s what my grandpa would call a pistol.”


“I know, isn’t she awesome?” Lucie was all teeth, seizing every bite of pleasure from her night.


“I kind of wanted to take her home with me,” Elizabeth said.


A tray of hefty mushroom tartlets came by, and for a moment, everyone chewed.


“And that’s saying a lot,” Kyle said, once he’d swallowed, “because we’re going to see her actual grandparents tomorrow.”


“Oh, you are!” Lucie said, surprisingly happy to talk about something other than the wedding. “That’s wonderful. In Maryland?”


“The old funeral home,” Elizabeth said, and they all made murmurs of recollection.


“Personally, I’m excited,” Kyle said. “I think it’s going to be interesting.”


For better or worse, Kyle was interested in everything. He always seemed to be lucking into behind-the-scenes tours of power plants and major-league ballparks, where he invariably asked dozens of vigorous, probing questions. He’d snorted lines with a pair of Saturday Night Live comedians, one of whom still occasionally left him voice messages pretending to be his Russian mail-order bride. He had bungee jumped. He had volunteered at a retirement home. He’d shot a deer in his native Wisconsin. All of it, he said, was experience, life experience, which was invaluable to him as an actor.


“Well,” she said. “I hope you’re bringing other things to do. It can get pretty lifeless in that house.” Everyone groaned, and then another tray of hors d’oeuvres was before them.


“PLEASE, MOM? please can I see the bodies?” she had finally begged on a holiday flight to Washington. She had turned seven and was due to receive a Lego hospital for Christmas. On the other side of the metal armrest, her mother had responded with the mildly alarmed expression she usually reserved for strangers on the phone.


“You don’t want to see them,” she said. “I don’t even want to see them, and I’m a grown-up.”


“But shouldn’t I see them eventually? Doesn’t everybody?”


“Oh, sweetie,” her mother parried, pulling her across the armrest for comfort she didn’t really need. “I hope you never have to see them.”


Clearly, asking was not the best strategy. She was going to have to take a more direct approach. Later, after the Lego hospital and countless other presents had been unwrapped, Elizabeth marched into the room with the Christmas tree, where her mother and father were reading in matching chairs.


“If you don’t let me see the basement, I’m never going to believe anything you ever say again.”


Both her parents looked up from their books, then at each other, and then back at her for what felt like an abnormally long duration. Were they expecting her to say something else? It was maddening, the way they looked at each other, evidence that they had been talking about her, which was normally a good thing, but not if it meant they’d somehow colluded to tell her no again, after she’d gotten herself all worked up.


To her surprise, then, it worked. Gradually, her mother’s expression melted from inscrutable ice to acquiescent water, the faintest rim of tears forming on the lower lids of her eyes. Her father was probably making an expression of his own, but her mother’s was all Elizabeth could see.


Sensing victory, she added the coup de grâce. “I mean it. And I’ll never talk to you again.”


“Don’t say that,” her mother said. “That’s a terrible thing to say. If it means that much to you, of course. All you had to do was ask.”


Elizabeth flushed. Hadn’t she asked already? Had her mother really forgotten so soon? Or perhaps she’d misunderstood the question. Maybe she thought Elizabeth only wanted to see the basement rooms, body-free. She needed to make sure they were talking about the same thing.


“I mean the bodies,” she said. “That’s what I want to see.”


“We hear you.” Her dad snapped his book shut. He leaned forward on his elbows, shifting his weight from one knee to the other. “You have to be sure, though. Once you see them, you can’t take it back. You’ll have the memory with you forever.”


Her mother flung her arm out. “Why tell her that?”


“If I don’t like it, we can just come back upstairs,” Elizabeth said, eager to demonstrate that she’d considered every contingency.


“That’s what I’m saying, sweetheart.” He was crouching down in front of her now, trying to prevent her from looking anywhere but at his face. “You can stop looking, and you can leave the basement. But the brain holds on to things the eye sees—sometimes forever. You can’t erase it. So you have to be sure you’re prepared to handle whatever it is you’ve allowed yourself to see.”


His eyebrows were thick with crisscrossing hairs, and one arched downward more severely than the other, an asymmetry she’d never noticed before. She looked down at her feet, then back at his eyebrows, which were, despite their misalignment, easier to settle on than his actual eyes. “How am I supposed to know what I can handle when I haven’t even seen anything yet?”


He exhaled sharply, clearly not expecting her to protest. “How can you know,” he muttered while he worked out a proper response.


“I’m looking at the Christmas tree right now. Are you saying I’m never going to forget that?”


“Please, Abe,” Cassandra said. “Just take her.”


Elizabeth turned to face her mother, who was sitting on the edge of her armchair, her legs angled under and bouncing, like she might spring from the room at any minute. She was so alive, she could rarely, if ever, sit still.


“No, Mommy,” Elizabeth said. “I want you to take me.”


INSIDE THE DINNER TENT, theatrical lengths of white fabric trapezed above them, heralding the great new life Lucie and Rob were to share. In lieu of favors, they had donated to an education charity, according to the cards at everyone’s place. Though actually there were favors as well. Tiny chocolate truffles had been set in boxes shaped like clothbound books.


They slurped preset chilled soup and selected breads, receiving champagne and chardonnay. Elizabeth, still on her second cocktail, struggled to find a spot for it amid the full flight of stemware already at her place.


“I’m so sorry,” she said, flagging down the nearest waiter. “Can you just take this extra glass? I’m afraid I’m going to knock them all over, and that would be extra stupid, since I don’t even plan on drinking red.” He smiled, a skinny boy with dark, longish hair he had to tuck behind his ears. He reminded Elizabeth of a greyhound, and she pictured him sitting on his haunches like a dog, awaiting permission to take off and run.


“Plans can change,” he said. “You sure?”


“I mean look at this. Five glasses for one person. It’s ridiculous.”


“Excuse me,” Kyle shouted, raising his arm. “Can I get another gin and tonic?”


“He’s not our waiter.” Elizabeth lowered her voice instructionally.


“It’s all right,” the waiter said. “We’re all in this together.”


“All hands on deck, right, buddy?” Kyle pointed at him as though they were old friends. Because he was also a waiter, he saw himself as being exceptionally cool to fellow tradesmen, tipping well and treating them with the respect and appreciation they so often failed to receive on the job. But Elizabeth thought he was actually more of a bully, forcing fraternity in a manner that bordered on condescension.


“What?” he said when he noticed her looking at him. “It’s a wedding!” He shook her shoulder in mock desperation. “We’re having fun!”


“Elizabeth!” She leapt to her feet at the sound of her name. Here was Lucie’s psychiatrist mom, Joan, in a taffeta toga of mother-of-the-bride beige. She hugged Elizabeth, told her she looked smashing, and demanded to know where she was doing her residency. Across the table, Hank leaned in, his face slashed by a knife of evening light.


The volume under the tent had risen so raucously that Elizabeth felt compelled to answer in as few syllables as possible. “Here. Dermatology. I hope!”


Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Hank nodding sympathetically, as though she’d already failed to match. He knew as well as she did that dermatology was the golden stag of specialties, the most money, the best life, a long shot even for someone as well-credentialed as she was.


“I love New York!” she said, louder this time, hoping to crush his doubts, and her own. “I really don’t want to leave!”


“Well, we don’t want you to leave either!” Joan proclaimed, gripping her hands before another guest dragged her away.


Sitting again, Elizabeth put her hand on Kyle’s leg. She’d been in New York three years, long enough to set herself to its standards and rhythms, to feel she was meant to stay. It was her city, not some wilderness she fell into randomly through her parents. California had always felt like that—an accidental place no one knew how to manage. But in New York she knew what things cost, where her perfect apartment would be. She knew too many people to ever grow bored. She even knew the people she didn’t know, the ones she saw online or on the street. The bankers, whose French cuffs and pleated-front trousers masked alarming, shape-changing moles. The models suddenly crusted with psoriasis who feared for their careers. These were the people she wanted to treat, people who needed her, perhaps even desperately, though mostly just to lead nicer lives. It wasn’t an ambition that would endear her to a selection committee—for that she had her grades and scores, her strategic research on pigmentation loss, and her Columbia mentors making calls behind the scenes—but it was her ambition nonetheless. As a premed she’d had nobler dreams. She saw herself traveling the world in rolled-up sleeves, administering shots to children in Africa, India, and Latin America. She wasn’t quite sure where that old idealism had gone—perhaps it had been sucked up by some true activist who wanted and needed it more—but now she just wanted New York. She wanted to live as well as she could, looking closely at every kind of skin.


“Good thing you don’t have acne,” said Hank, who did.


A lull fell across the party as the entrees began to appear. The dagger of light crossing Hank’s face thinned, and thinned again, as though some would-be murderer were slowly developing a conscience, until suddenly, all at once, it vanished, the sun having at last slipped below the horizon. A cheer went up from the now-reprieved eastern end of the tent, and in the new, dusky light Elizabeth looked around at all the well-washed hair and flowing table silks, the nubile peonies anchoring each table. Everything had regained its color with the shade, and in the drowsiness of drink, it looked like a movie, a lavish scene she’d watched so many times as a child that it was all she could do not to speak aloud the lines she knew were coming next.


WHEN THEY FINALLY made it down the pea-soup-carpeted stairs, across a hallway smelling strongly of rose-petal potpourri, and into the chapel where the funerals were held, the sight of the body in its open casket wasn’t nearly as dramatic as Elizabeth had hoped. It was a middle-aged man’s, slightly rubbery, with a patina of chalk around its face and a chest that seemed to collapse at the center, like a cake several minutes out of the oven. With its eyes closed, it looked sort of like a person taking a nap, but more than that like a costume of a person, to be zipped on for the next Halloween. She felt bad for this body that it had to be dead, but what could she do?


As she stepped down from the little stool her grandfather had provided, she couldn’t help feeling that her parents had been wrong to worry. She hadn’t seen anything she regretted, and she wanted to laugh at the idea of having bad dreams, or whatever it was they had feared, over the sight of this quiet rubber suit lying obediently in its box.


Even now, she remembered nothing about the original body’s face—whether it was broad or pinched, big-nosed or small, freckled or tan, or marked by any kind of scar. The face she did remember, in that sober, wallpapered room, was her mother’s, normally animated by some favorable charge that made her eyes and mouth seem larger than other people’s, and her skin paler and more interesting to watch. That evening, after Elizabeth had released her hand to step up to the bier, her mother had receded into the rows of stackable chairs arranged for future mourners. When Elizabeth next glimpsed her, her face was in disarray. She seemed to have allowed her features to fall out of connection with one another, her mouth slack, her eyes wobbling in and out of focus. She looked, in that instant, utterly lost inside herself, as though her body were also a costume that had somehow slipped askew.


Now, at twenty-six, Elizabeth recognized the wisdom of her father’s warning, though she was too young to recognize it then. There were some things you couldn’t unsee. An anonymous body was just science. But a mother struggling to inhabit her eyes, to press herself back into place? What seven-year-old could forget the sight?


EVERYONE CROWDED into the restaurant to watch as Lucie and Rob, having taken lessons with a choreographer, performed their obnoxious first dance, mixing waltz steps with florid rump shakes to a mash-up of crowd-pleasing tunes. Just when Elizabeth thought she could bear their specialness no longer, the band appeared with horns and backup singers at least ten musicians strong, and the rest of the evening was a whorl.


There were shots at the bar and a war zone of desiccated limes left behind. There were break-dancing kids, and a body-rolling boyfriend who kept hogging the center of the floor. Three pork-necked cousins played air guitar, and put their ties around their foreheads, and screamed every word of “Don’t Stop Believin’.” Chris tried to dip Becca, and fell, both of them lying on their backs, laughing soundlessly. Elizabeth’s flailing arm broke somebody’s glass. Someone else lifted a girl into a light fixture.


Then, for an excruciating interval, a screen came down and it all stopped, and they were forced to watch a slide show of photos from the night—the night that was theoretically still happening. There was Lucie with her eyes closed getting powdered in black and white. There were the rings in someone’s hand in sparkling color. There was the ceremony they’d all just seen, already a perfect memory. Women throughout the crowded made fawning sounds; Jane appeared to be wiping away tears. Chris gripped Elizabeth’s arm. “This is killing the party,” he hissed. “Are they serious?” Off to the side Lucie and Rob stood embracing and pointing at themselves on the screen. Elizabeth went and ate a piece of cake, which she was pleased to find rather dry.


At last the screen withdrew and the band struck up another tune. The older guests began gathering themselves toward the exit, but enough young people were still huddled by the dance floor that the party was able to go on. Rob conferenced with the band leader, earning a last song seven more times. Jane was seen talking to a man twice her age who was later seen puking in the harbor. Kyle hugged Hank like a brother and everyone smoked cigars outside. Elizabeth swung Lucie’s hand back and forth and said she couldn’t be happier for her, and out there in the evening harbor air, which was finally beginning to cool, she knew she really meant it, just as she’d meant all the sad and bitter things she’d said and thought before. Funny how honesty worked, how divided she could be against herself.


They hung around long after the music had stopped, making their own on a convenient baby grand, drinking down the half-empty wine and scotch glasses they found scattered on tables inside. Lucie and Rob got into their limo, sailing off to their first married sex. The cabs started coming soon after, one by one in a safe yellow line. Jane gave her good-byes and got into one alone. To another, Becca hauled a tie-headed cousin and hastened them all in behind her. Elizabeth had nearly folded herself onto Kyle’s lap when she heard, like a voice from the past, someone shouting her name.


“Elizabeth Green? Elizabeth Mirabelle Green?”


“Hold on, guys,” she said to the packed car, sliding herself out to the curb.


Now standing, she saw that it was the greyhound waiter. In one hand, he held up her tiny black evening bag, in the other her driver’s license. She stared. In the photo, her eyes were half-closed, and she was twenty-two. It would expire in less than a month.


“That’s me,” she said, remembering. She’d left the bag on her chair.


“Mirabelle.” He said, as though she’d made a joke. “Should’ve been your first name.”


She looked back at the cab, where Kyle was yelling something jovial at the driver and everyone was still struggling to fit. “Yeah, it’s Elizabeth.”


“Elizabeth is good,” he agreed. “But Mirabelle is a song.”


“Okay.” He was weird, but he seemed familiar somehow, the line of his nose a line she knew intimately, like a rooftop seen daily from her window. All at once she remembered Henri, the French boy she’d met at a gallery opening for her mom, who’d gone down on her one night in the kitchen while her parents were still murmuring in their room. He was a waiter and his nose had been linear, too. She wondered where he was now, if he’d ever gotten his Ph.D. “What’s your name?” she asked impulsively.


He answered as though she worked for the government. “Ferdinand Toby Steinberg.”


She burst out laughing. “Shut up! Ferdinand was my dog. I don’t think I’ve ever met a person named Ferdinand before. What were your parents thinking?”


He was laughing, too. “I think they were thinking about the discovery of America—you know, Ferdinand and Isabella. Or sailing around the world like Magellan. There’s a Ferdinand in Shakespeare, too.”


Those had been her father’s reasons for naming the dog. She felt the sidewalk rock beneath her feet as she recalled her Ferdinand bracing himself against the waves. Try as she might, she could not escape that sailing trip, the great tempest of her life.


“Crazy,” she said.


He held up his hands in mock defense. “Hey, that’s my name you’re talking about. I had nothing but nice things to say about yours.”


It was true. What had he said—melodious?


“I go by Toby, though,” he was saying now. “So you won’t have to confuse me with your dog in the future.”


The cab was calling for her, beckoning her still further into the night, to more freedom and more fun. She waved at the waiter and before long she was in, stretched on her back across Kyle’s lap and the legs of her college friends, coasting uptown, away from the water, the monuments of New York rolling over her like sky, outdoing the constellations.


SHE AWOKE TO the chaos of a vibrating phone, spinning itself on her nightstand. There was morning light and Kyle’s body incubating beside hers. All over the floor she saw their clothes.


“Hi, sweetheart! You must have had a late night!” Cassandra spoke in a caffeinated tone borrowed from infomercials, her cheer studied and well performed. She’d arrived in Maryland the day before, and she wanted to know what foods she should buy them, what train they’d be taking, if there was anything else she could do.


Since the sailing trip, Elizabeth’s mother had changed. An initial period of conversation-stopping silences, mostly empty glasses of red wine left on bathroom vanities, and what must have been a record number of consecutive appearances by her ratty rose terry-cloth robe, soon gave way to a reformed, more positive Cassandra. She’d started seeing a therapist that summer, and started running, and by the time she and Elizabeth were in Cambridge, rounding up freshman dorm furnishings, it was as though she’d been cloned, fully Stepford-wived, so determined she was to smile and sublimate herself to the needs of others. Elizabeth had never known stackable plastic storage crates could stir a person so profoundly until her mother discovered them in an intra-aisle ziggurat at the bedroom superstore. “Sweetheart,” she’d said, clutching one. “These are so you.” It was alarming, even more so than the earlier bouts of bathrobe grief. Those, at least, Elizabeth recognized from romantic comedies.


She squeezed her temples and assured Cassandra that they’d be fine with anything she bought. They were aiming for an eleven o’clock train. She heard a rustle of activity in the background, the birthday preparations already under way. Grunting, Kyle dragged himself to the bathroom.


They said good-bye, and Elizabeth lay in bed awhile longer, watching her window curtain dance over the air conditioner and wondering what to do about her mom. Cassandra’s bright affect had endured so long now that it had to be considered somewhat genuine. Even so, Elizabeth worried, knowing its roots were in regret. Whatever her mother’s crimes, they no longer mattered. What’s done was done; both her parents were to blame. Cassandra’s penance was now the harder thing to take. She’d spent the past eight years showering Elizabeth with kindnesses she could never adequately return: handmade pop-up cards for no reason, winter care packages of California citrus, an indefatigable memory for the dates of interviews and exams. As a martyr, she was practically Victorian, a modern-day Tess of the D’Urbervilles, working the postal service the way Tess worked the starve-acre fields. She just couldn’t forgive herself, no matter how much her daughter wanted her to.


Elizabeth exhaled, tasting compost breath and unbrushed teeth. She felt sheepish and unworthy, as she always did after a drunken night. What had they done? She hoped she hadn’t said anything really stupid to Lucie’s mom. Shuddering, she swung her legs to the floor and stepped over her suitcase to the closet, grateful they were skipping the brunch and getting out of town.
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For his eightieth birthday, Howard Fabricant was building a sauna. His wife was throwing him a party, so it was only fair that he got to have something for himself. They’d all made such a fuss over him recently: Eunice, his daughters, even his son, the city councilman in the other Washington, who was usually about as demonstrative as a spreadsheet. It was as though none of them had expected him to live that long. Having sludged through Guam at nineteen, where bullets had missed him by millimeters, he hadn’t quite expected it himself. Yet here he was, a day shy of eighty, surprisingly able and light on his feet.
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