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invention (n.)

Etymology:

early 15c., invencioun, “finding or discovering of something,” from Old French invencion (13c.) and directly from Latin inventionem (nominative inventio) “faculty of invention,” noun of action from past-participle stem of invenire «to come upon, find; find out; invent, discover, devise; ascertain; acquire, get, earn,» from in- «in, on» (from PIE root *en «in») + venire «to come» (from a suffixed form of PIE root *gwa- «to go, come»).

Definition:


	a: something invented: such as

	(1) a device, contrivance, or process originated after study and experiment

	(2) a product of the imagination
especially: a false conception





b: a short keyboard composition featuring two- or three-part counterpoint



	the act or process of inventing

	productive imagination: INVENTIVENESS

	DISCOVERY, FINDING








LISE Letter to Anna, dated 1971
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This is not a confession.

It is not even an explanation.

I know I was a bad mother to you. That’s why I’m here, in the place for bad mothers whose daughters have forgotten about them. Now, don’t make that face. I know you haven’t forgotten me. But you don’t know what it’s like here, paralyzed by time, when all there is to do is think of all the ways I have failed you, all the stories you don’t know, all the reasons I had, or thought I had. All I have here is time to think, time to replay the events of my life, to undo somehow our estrangement, make things turn out better, change what happened between us.

I suppose it is an unburdening.

That’s all I want, to be free of the burden of all this time. Time is slow here, in this place. Minutes take hours, hours unspool with silent inevitability, and days are blank eternities as I think about what I want to say to you.

Back when I played piano, I used to imagine I was free from time, that I was able to float through time as I played. But performing comes with its own burden: the burden of omniscience. Of knowing exactly how a piece is to be played.

And yet, isn’t that the trick? To play a piece of music as though the inevitable is actually a surprise? When I performed, I was a fortune-teller, an illusionist, a guide. And yet I know there was some part of me hoping that I, too, might be led someplace unexpected, that there may have been something yet I didn’t know.

But now, here in this place, unable to play, I am no longer all-knowing, and without the omniscience of a performer, I can only guess at whether I am doing the right thing in telling you all this. Perhaps this moment, here, right now, is precisely where I am supposed to be, precisely where I was meant to be led: here, leaden, no longer able to float. Perhaps this is what I deserve.

I don’t blame you. I know this place is a practicality, not a punishment. Where else would I go?

My wrists ache as I sit here, empty of music, full of time.

So. You discovered the paintings. You learned about your father. And now I need you to know what I know as I know it now, bereft of omniscience but cursed with time to think, so you can understand it all. To understand me, finally.

Note that I did not say forgive.
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In the early days in the hospital, I kept my eyes closed. Especially when he was there. I didn’t need to see Mor to sense his presence. I could smell the mix of turpentine and sweat on his coat. I could hear his impatient sighs, the repetitive clearing of his throat, his constant, nervous readjusting in the vinyl hospital chair. He was never able to keep still.

This was 1933, before you were born, before I was married to Samuel, back when I was married to Mor.

It’s easier than you might think to not respond, to stay in the dark, dreaming. When your eyes are closed, time passes without you. You hover in suspension. Darkness. Endlessness.

I kept my eyes closed for the doctors, too, at the beginning, but eventually it became easier to give in, open my eyes to shut their mouths. They promised me that if I tried for them, if I opened my eyes, I would be able to play. I had seen a battered upright in the common room. They promised me if I answered their questions and kept my eyes open and stopped trying to slip away, I would be able to play it. They told me I was there because I had tried to slip away. They told me why I was there, but not how. The facts of what had supposedly happened, but not anything that made sense to me at the time. My wrists throbbed inside their bandages, a message from the past.

I couldn’t open my eyes when Mor was there. I listened to him fidget and sigh, and I tried to stay very still, still enough to disappear, until I fell asleep and, finally, he was gone.

Once, when he returned, I felt a hand on my hand, and for a tense moment I thought it was him, but it felt at once too gentle and too confident. Then the light above me was adjusted and a cool towel was placed on my forehead, and I realized it was a nurse, changing my dressings.

When I felt the rush of air as the nurse moved away, I opened one eye just the slightest bit, and I saw him, his profile contorted with concern, his posture tense and anxious as he watched the nurse leaving. I had the impulse to comfort him. I remember thinking that if his face were a key signature, it would be C-sharp major, so many worried hatch marks crowding the staff.

But as he turned to me, I was overcome. I immediately shut my eyes. I couldn’t look at him. I didn’t want him to see my eyes opened. I turned my head away from him, turning my body as much as I could given the restraints on my ankles, my wrists. I lay there, feeling my heart panicking in my throat, my skin cold and clammy, my hands shaking. I tried to breathe, to slow the sharp, spiky inhalations before they became cries, hurt my throat, alerted someone.

The treatments they gave me made me spacious, right from the start, emptying great gaps of time from me, rendering my mind blank as a desert. But every time he was there, I felt a terrible oasis of panic, a looming dread.

I outlasted him by lying there with my eyes closed, waiting for the terror to pass, imagining myself playing through Bach’s first Invention, note by note, in my mind, to try to be in this moment, and that one, and the next, and the next, until I remembered my way all the way through. Once he finally left and it was safe to open my eyes, I found his message on the bedside table. A sketch of me, reading a book on a bed, in a room cluttered with books and paintings—was this our bed, our busy room?—and a note: “A few kisses, Lise. I’m sorry. M.”



In the hospital they gave me medicine that made my lungs burn as though I’d just finished singing Schubert Lieder. That faded me to an empty blankness. They asked me questions, so many questions. What day is it? What year is it? What is your name? How old are you? Who is the president? Why did you cut your wrists?

I was roused from my sleep early in the mornings, before breakfast, and pierced with needles. I kept my eyes closed while they put me on stretchers, strapped me into movable beds, wheeled me into rooms where I was injected with something that flooded me with emptiness before the shaking began. When I did open my eyes, I stared at fluorescent lights on the ceiling, waiting. I came to know what to expect from the treatment.

I saw it, once. Done to someone else. I wasn’t supposed to see. But I wanted to know what had been happening to me, what filled the space between the terror rush of adrenaline and waking up in my room, in the dark. I watched through the scratched, clouded window in the door. I saw a woman restrained on a bed. She was so still, no panic, no anticipation. Perhaps it was her first time. I saw the flash of a needle in a nurse’s hand. Then it began. The woman struggled against her restraints, moaning, writhing, her eyes rolling back in her head and her body arched with the initial assault. Her body rattled with convulsions, seizures shaking her arms, legs, trunk. It seemed to go on forever, the nurses just standing by, almost impatiently waiting for the flailing to end. Finally, she stopped moving. For a still moment, it seemed as though she barely breathed. Then a nurse placed a stethoscope on her chest, listened for a moment, and glanced toward the window where I stood. I moved away from the door.

Whenever I was restrained on a bed, ready for treatment, I tried to let Chopin études flood my brain. I heard them all at once, my favorites colliding, a snatch of one mashed up against a strain of another. One of them—the “Revolutionary” étude, “Tristesse,” maybe “Winter Wind”—would eventually float to the top, and I would allow myself to be filled by it. Every time, afterward, when I was awakened, I felt battered, broken, a heap of shattered bones. It took time, who knows how much time, until I could remember where I was, until my body came back to me and I felt less bruised. The music in my head became hidden, just emptiness inside me. I would drift off to sleep in the blankness, and when I woke, the space inside my head would feel infinite.

He did this to me. Mor did. That’s important for you to remember.



The day I finally decided to open my eyes and keep them open for the doctor, after hearing his voice piercing the silent spaces, I was bleary from the treatment. I felt hands on my wrists, my arms, my legs; the sensation of buckles being removed, straps undone; I heard the clank of metal as things were unfastened. I covered my eyes to block out the light, and a voice told me not to close my eyes anymore, that it was safe to look.

He was a collection of facts: square black glasses, reddish mustache and beard. Hands gripping a clipboard, a pencil, a sheaf of paper. Long white coat brilliant in the harsh light. Legs crossed in a low chair. It took a while to register in my brain as he introduced himself.

The other doctors were interchangeable, frowning, rough. They appeared from nowhere to observe each of us in turn, note things on clipboards, dictate observations to the nursing staff in code I didn’t understand but felt the intention of. Dr. Zuker was different. He was the one who promised me I could play, who swore that if I kept my eyes open, if I used my voice, if I stayed with him and answered his questions, he would let me practice again.

“When you are strong enough,” he kept saying, as if he could possibly know how to determine that.

He pestered me with questions, things I didn’t want to answer, and told me things I didn’t want to know. There was an absurdity to what he was saying that I could not reconcile with the information he was trying to impart. He told me that I’d cut my wrists. That didn’t make sense. And yet there was the proof, my aching hands and arms, bandages still covering the wounds. He told me about the various procedures the doctors wanted to perform, the word transporting me to a concert hall, visions of doctors flourishing their instruments, virtuosos wielding scalpels, a triumphant standing ovation, the surgeons bowing, gesturing grandly to my unconscious form on the operating table.

I didn’t remember hurting myself, but I remembered wanting to be dead. To be left alone, with my eyes closed, with the music. I remembered letting the nurses change my dressings, bring me food, change my hospital gown, clean me. I remembered that I didn’t care. I was music, pure music, and I would not speak, would not open my eyes, would not be bound by time.

Once, when my eyes were still closed, I’d felt the brightness of an open window to my right, heard noises from the hallway on my left, waited for the nurses to leave, and then I opened just one eye, secretly. The floor was a sea of sick-green tiles, and I was shocked by the presence of even that dull color after so many days of closed-eyed darkness. Shortly after that, I spoke for the first time in the hospital, my voice faltering like a clarinet with a split reed, as I asked for Mor and heard the nurse tell me, “Your husband? He knows where you are, don’t worry. He’s the one who signed the papers.” She surprised me with her hand on my hand, and I imagined for a moment that this was a gesture of compassion until I realized she was shaping my hand around a paper cup, cool and weighted with water. “Now stick out your tongue for the medicine, and drink up.”

At some point, after I obeyed them, after I started opening my eyes, I remember being put into a robe stiff from industrial washings, helped into a wheelchair, wheeled down a hallway punctuated by doors with no windows. There were other people in the hallway, sitting in wheelchairs like me, some staring blankly, some sleeping, some talking and gesturing to people I couldn’t see. I was pushed through a doorway into a room filled with other people in wheelchairs, old women sitting with blankets in their laps, young women sitting near windows, nurses soothing women who whispered angrily, talking to women who would not answer.

I remember seeing the piano.

It was in the corner of the common room, plants and books on its lid as if it were a side table or a bookcase. It beckoned to me like a beacon, begging me toward it. Together, I knew, we could escape this deadened room with its scuffed black-and-white checkered linoleum, sagging olive-green couches, cafeteria-style tables; together we could transcend time, if I could only play it. It was near a window. I remember the sunlight streaming in, looking warm on the keys. I remember my impulse was to clear the plants and books from the top of it, put them in a more proper place: a table, a bookcase, a cabinet. A piano should not be a desk. Even a spinet deserves to have the fullness of its own sound, a lid unencumbered by objects that could go elsewhere. I remember fingering the C-sharp major scale in my lap. Pressing down against my own leg was not the same as pushing against a real key, but I imagined the hammer striking the strings, the twangy sound of the instrument, as best I could. Most likely the spinet would be tuneless, the action sluggish, the pedals too muddy. It wouldn’t matter. I planned to savor every moment of the experience.

I remember Dr. Zuker materializing at my side, telling me, “Do you see, Mrs. Goldenberg? We have a piano here. Perhaps, if you keep your eyes open, and keep talking with me, and if your husband allows, you may play it.”

I remember that word.

Allows.
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The next time I saw Dr. Zuker, he sat before me for several minutes without speaking, simply regarding me, an unresolved chord fading slowly into silence.

“I’m curious about something you said previously,” he said finally, leaning back in his chair and paging through his notes. “You said—and I’m quoting here—you said, ‘I did everything he asked me to, everything, and he took it away.’ You did say that, did you not? Did I hear you correctly?”

I didn’t remember saying it, but then I didn’t remember so many things. There didn’t seem to be any point in disagreeing with him.

“Yes,” I said, after a time.

“Can you tell me what you meant by that?”

I looked down at my hands. I still felt music in my fingers, the urge to play, the feeling as though I could play again, the anxiety of wanting to practice but being unable to. The sense of danger around the edges of this feeling.

“Am I correct in assuming that you were referring to your husband?” He waited for me to answer, although it must have been clear to him that I would not. “What was it that he took away? Can you tell me more about that?”

Sometimes I had a flash of it. Mor standing near the door, his coat and hat on, briefcase in hand. Looking like a child in his father’s clothes, his shirt too loose, his pants billowing, pooling at his shoes.

Sometimes that was all I saw, just that flash of him standing with his brow furrowed, his angry face on, nervous hands rattling the keys in his pocket.

Other times I could see him standing between me and the piano. His finger up, warning me. A key in his hand. Saying, “No playing. You hear?” In the memory I freeze, and everything else is frozen too, and it seems as though if I could only thaw out quickly enough, I could walk around inside that still space and see it all from outside the moment.

Sometimes I remembered being alone in the apartment. Pulling the stool out from where it nestled against the upright. Feeling around the underside of the fabric seat until I found the unraveling seam. Pulling a key from where he’d hidden it inside the cushion. Unlocking the lid. Standing before the keyboard in silence.

Then he would return, accusing me before he was even through the door, saying, “You have been playing. Look at you, you’re flushed. It’s disgraceful.” In my mind I could see myself telling him I had been listening, pointing toward the radio, putting my hands to my cheeks, trying to feel for the warmth that had given me away.

I remembered him grabbing the key from its hiding place in the stool cushion, heading into his secret room. Locking the door behind him before I was able to see inside. Me sitting down at the piano, playing the Brahms against the locked lid, my fingertips knocking and pressing on the wood, worried that even that might be too loud.

“He locked the piano,” I said to Dr. Zuker. “He locked the lid and either hid the key or took it with him, so that even when I was home alone with a moment to myself, I couldn’t play.”

“And why do you think he did this?”

I shrugged. Blinked back stinging tears.

“Were you having difficulties with your husband?” Dr. Zuker asked. “Is that why you harmed yourself?”

I jerked my gaze back to him, away from my hands in my lap, away from the looming feeling. I remembered what I was supposed to say. Every time we had met, the doctor had reminded me why I was there, had told me again and again what had happened: I had hurt myself, I had been treated for my injuries, I was staying at the hospital while I recovered. I knew the facts. I knew my lines now. I knew I had to say them to him if I ever wanted to leave.

“No, no,” I said. “It was just as you’ve explained it to me before: I was upset. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

“Have you had moments like that before, where you made decisions when you were upset and not thinking clearly?”

Dr. Zuker had explained it to me so many times I could almost remember it as though it had really happened to me. A woman stands in her living room, slices her wrists, falls to the floor.

“Have you experienced periods of depression? Of sadness?”

“Well, I’m a musician, after all. I do feel things.”

“A musician,” he repeated, paging through the papers in his file. “Do you perform? Or did you, before this episode?”

I shook my head. “Not recently.”

“Did you teach?”

I shook my head again. “I used to.”

“Did you study?”

“Before,” I said. “Years ago, before I was married.” There was a rising tightness in my chest.

“So when you speak of yourself as a musician, are you referring to that time in your life?”

“I am referring to myself.” My voice was shakier than I intended it to be. “It’s who I am.”

“Your husband mentioned that you enjoyed playing piano,” he said. “However, you are not a professional musician, correct? You play mostly for yourself, and for your husband, is that right? Why are you crying, Mrs. Goldenberg? Can you tell me what you are feeling right now?”

I remembered Mor’s shadow in the doorway, stretching out so much taller than he was, an avatar of his anger. I remembered his face close to mine, his hand gripped around my wrist, the vein on his forehead throbbing as he emphasized his point. I remembered the door slamming. The piano lid locked. A clammy, purple dread. A horrible certainty.

Dr. Zuker forged on. “Were you playing the piano just before you decided to hurt yourself?”

I pushed myself to standing. I’d felt so heavy, so tired, when I was sitting in the wheelchair. But standing up, I felt light. Shaky. New. Still, I moved my legs. I walked toward the dusty spinet in the corner of the common room.

Dr. Zuker stood too. “Mrs. Goldenberg.”

His voice was a scolding, and a warning, but I didn’t care.
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My piano had been a gift from Mor after we were married. I had been practicing when I could on the grand piano of the house where I cleaned most days. Then one afternoon, while I was preparing dinner, I heard them on the stairs, Mor and his friends, and then they were all bursting through the door, drunk with the effort of somehow hoisting that upright up so many flights of stairs. He came through first, as Rafael and Samuel helped give the piano one final push over the threshold. It scraped the door, but they were all so giddy and exhausted even Mor laughed.

“Well?” Rafael said finally. “You will say nothing?”

I remember the blood rushing to my face as I wiped my hands on my apron, unable to say a word. I ran over to where they stood, the battered upright just barely through the doorway, already dominating the small apartment. Mor hadn’t yet brought the stool up, but I threw open the lid and ran my hands over the keys and began a Bach Invention standing. Only when my eyes welled up so that I could barely tell the black keys from the white did I stop playing and try to speak.

“It is enough to see you so happy,” Mor said, putting his hands on my shoulders. I remember being surprised by this rare public gesture of affection.

“Is there wine? We must have wine!” Rafael walked into the kitchen, opening the cupboards, while Samuel hung back in the other room. The brothers were like that in their art, too, as you know, Rafael more daring, Samuel more—well, you know how Samuel was. Already by then they were exhibiting and selling their works more than Mor could stand.

I found the wine Mor had saved from our wedding and brought it out for them. Rafael overtook our one chair, so Mor and Samuel sat on the bed. They stayed and talked and begged me to keep playing until late into the evening, until the neighbors banged on the walls and floor and ceiling for us to stop singing, stop playing music, stop making a racket.

I learned later that Samuel had helped Mor sell his favorite painting to buy the piano. Man with a Hammer. It was an oil painting of a worker, hammer in hand, his arms raised as if to bring the tool down on something impenetrable. The worker’s exertion was visible, the weight of everything in the definition of his muscles. I had admired the painting for its execution, but to Mor it was a political statement. I was stunned that he would part with it, his proudest work, but all he would say about the sale, trading the painting for the piano, was, “For you, it was necessary,” with an awkward kiss on the cheek.

But somehow my music stopped being necessary. Rafael and Samuel stopped loitering late into the night at our apartment, demanding wine or talking about their latest projects. They had become bona fide rising stars, and Mor was nowhere. He was teaching, he was doing factory work, he was going from gallery to gallery on show days, hoping for someone to recognize his genius. He was forbidding me to practice.

He told me I was no longer allowed to play.
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It hadn’t always been like that between me and Mor. How could it? No one chooses to fall in love with the madman; they fall in love with the man and ignore the signs of what he is sure to become. In the early days, he was benign. Here, now, writing this to you, it seems so clear, a progression of chords leading to a predestined conclusion; but in those early days, it was unlike anything I had heard before.

When we met, Mor and I, I was a scholarship student in France. My father had been incensed by my leaving. Hadn’t I left enough already? Hadn’t I already gone to Saint Petersburg? He couldn’t understand that Paris was a stepping-stone. The opportunity to study with Cortot, to have, possibly, a real career in music. He said it was a waste of time, that I should concentrate on finding a husband, that twenty was too late for success as a concert pianist, and almost definitely too late for marriage. Look at your brothers: their wives were eighteen, nineteen, when they married, and they were considered old at the time. At this rate I’ll have to pay someone to take you off my hands. If your mother were alive to see this, she’d die all over again. When I left, he told me not to bother coming back.

I didn’t want to. Paris was a revelation. Not the city, although the city was of course revelatory, but the training. My world was the practice room, the classroom, the music library, my teacher’s studio. At the École Normale de Musique de Paris I gained a new perspective on technique, a French approach to complement the solid, strict Russian training I’d grown up with. I learned how to think like a conductor directing an orchestra, rather than a pianist coaxing sound out of a singular instrument. I learned how to blend sounds like watercolors. How to execute technique with subtlety, shade, nuance. When I wasn’t in the practice rooms, I was in the library, studying theory and counterpoint and music history, or in my room, poring over scores, or at the school, teaching young students to supplement my scholarship support. At the end of that first year, the hard-to-please Cortot singled me out in the last masterclass of the semester—an international concert career was almost a guarantee, he said, if I continued my level of work. It was more than I ever could have hoped to hear.

So I was giddy when I met Mor, floating on high praise and the thrill of hard work. Normally I would never have taken time off from practicing, never have allowed myself to be persuaded by my flatmates to take a picnic. I remember one of the girls bragging about her American boyfriend, who studied painting at l’Académie de la Grande Chaumière, promising us he would bring some of his American friends, artists we could practice speaking English with. I remember showing up late, having dawdled in the practice room—and once I was there, time stopped completely.

Did you ever believe in something as foolish as love at first sight? The fairy-tale cliché of a heart leaping into the throat of a love-struck princess upon meeting her prince? I hadn’t thought I did. And yet as I was introduced to Mor, my ears seemed to block out sound as if I were underwater, my eyesight narrowed into tunnel vision, and my hand, as he reached for it to say hello, felt electrified.

Mor was slight, barely taller than I was, his clothes loose and casual, as though they were castoffs belonging to an older brother. His hair was wavy and slicked down in the style men seemed to favor in those days. He smiled at me and introduced himself, and I couldn’t shake the thought that this was somehow momentous, preordained, that we were meant to meet, that in fact we already knew each other from some long-forgotten past. It was profound, this instant connection, and it felt like years before I could formulate words in the presence of his intensity. The entire world, for that fleeting moment, was my hand in his.

And then I found myself saying, “Nice to meet you,” and then shaking hands with another art student and then apologizing for being late. My ears went back to normal, my heart stopped racing, the moment passed.

At the end of the day, as the others made their goodbyes, Mor stopped me.

“I’d like to see you again,” he said.

“I’d like that,” I replied.

And just like that, my life changed.



He wasn’t American; he was from Łódź, in Poland, but he had been to America, had even lived in America, had even become an American citizen, in fact, so in a way he was almost quintessentially American. He was in Paris to study, like me, and he planned to return to New York, where he had come to know a great many artists, and begin a new series of paintings of everyday life—street scenes and city landscapes. He’d been studying at the Chaumière but, he said, his real training in France had been self-directed, learning from old and modern masters at the Louvre and other museums. He’d spent days there, months there, attempting to deconstruct the paintings he’d most admired, reverse-engineering their techniques, decoding their secrets.

His paintings were striking—still lifes and portraiture, the requirements for his program of study—but his drawings, to my eye, were the real talent, especially his sketches of Paris street life. I particularly liked how he did not romanticize his subjects. If there was grit, he didn’t smooth it away. He aimed for realism, and I appreciated this as a kind of honesty. In my own work, I tried to be as honest, as true as possible to the intentions of the composer, such as I could comprehend them, so I felt I understood his point.

He was passionate even then about politics, had even started a student political organization for artists, who wrote topical articles for its newsletter and took pains to invest their artistic work with a political sensibility. He could argue for hours, and often did, over issues I recognized as urgent to him but about which I knew nothing. I remember how appalled he was to realize my lack of interest in current events, how he seemed to take it personally that I had no opinion on any of it. But I had spent the War in practice rooms, learning repertoire, buried in music, the existence of momentous events taking place only noticeable to me, only relevant, in terse, infrequent dispatches from my father, in the school’s name being changed from Saint Petersburg Conservatory to Petrograd Conservatory. “No matter,” Mor told me. “You will learn.”

He often took me as his subject, sketching me while I read, occasionally posing me more formally, and despite his thirst for realism, he imparted to me a beauty I didn’t truly possess. But I liked the way he saw me. I liked the way I looked in his paintings. I liked the way I felt when I was with him. He was prickly sometimes, like all artists, but he was kind to me. And kindness was important. Had anyone been so kind to me before this? Had anyone loved me enough to paint me as a radiant beauty? How he lingered on getting just right the way the light fell on my idealized cheek, the way my romanticized lips curved ever so slightly, full and rounded, as I just barely smiled. He took such care to craft the best version of me.

He was patient with me then, especially in the beginning, when I was shy. He was protective. Sometimes when we were out, even just walking through the neighborhood, he would hold me tightly, defiantly eyeing any man who passed us by and so much as dared to look at me. At an exhibition, he threatened to fight another art student he thought had been spending too much time talking to me. The other man backed down quickly, to my relief, but I couldn’t help feeling absurdly flattered. No one had ever fought for me before. No one had ever threatened to fight for me before.

“You belong to me,” he told me once as we lay in his bed, whispering so as not to wake his housemate in the next room.

I know now it should have been a warning. It should have made me bolt from his bed, return to the practice room I’d been absent from for so long, return to the studies I’d been neglecting.

But it didn’t feel like a warning. It felt like love.



I agreed to marry him. His term at the Chaumière was up, and he was returning to America. I would abandon my studies, give up my scholarship. I had only a year left to go, but New York, he said, was brimming with music; the world would be my instructor, the way the museums in Paris had been his teachers. And we could always come back; I could return to the École Normale and pick up where I left off. The excitement of this new adventure balanced out the guilt I felt telling Monsieur Cortot I would not be returning in the fall, that I would be going to New York, that I was getting married. It was not an easy conversation.

Mor met him once. We were standing outside the entrance to the school when Cortot exited the building. I smiled and nodded to acknowledge him, and for a moment it seemed that he would walk right past us with his grim expression, not even recognizing I was there, and I feared he was angry with me for curtailing my studies. But then he stopped and said, as serious as I had ever seen him look when lecturing about the power of Beethoven’s late sonatas or the deceptive frivolity of some Mozart piece, “Never forget that you are an artist.”

“Yes, of course,” Mor responded. Cortot looked at him sharply, as though he hadn’t even realized he was standing there until just then, and said, glancing at me before walking away, “Not you. Her.”

I remember writing a brief letter to my father. You will not have to pay anyone to take me off your hands, as it turns out. I didn’t expect a reply, and I didn’t receive one.

“No matter,” Mor told me. “I am your family now.”



His English was better than mine; the city seemed like his city more than mine. He wasn’t awed by the skyscrapers or cowed by the pace. Overwhelming, loud, brash, exciting, endlessly new, endlessly reinventing itself; it was the city as usual for him, but startling for me, with no practice room to hide in, no music to distract me. At first I was dazzled by it, seduced even; but soon it became a kind of ache just to be there, a dull pain reminding me that this wasn’t really home. Not that Paris had truly been a home, or even Petersburg; my father had made it clear I was no longer welcome. But still, this was different. There was something empty, something frantic, something heavy beneath the excitement, and it struck me as we filled out the necessary marriage forms at City Hall that what I was feeling was dread, because I realized that, although there wasn’t anything to return to, we would never be going back.

“We can have a simple ceremony here, a civil ceremony. That will be the most practical thing. And once you’ve been here a bit longer, we will get your naturalization papers and you can become a citizen, like me,” Mor said.

He was right, it was practical. Why should we wait to marry when we had already begun our lives together? And yet it felt so lonely. That was not how I’d pictured my wedding day, in a simple dress before a magistrate, a stranger as witness. My father, as contentious as our relationship had been, should have been there to give me away. I should have been home, getting married by the rabbi in the village, my brothers and their wives and their dozens of children, all loud and celebrating. Or married somewhere in Łódź, surrounded by Mor’s family though, curiously, I knew nothing of them, had never met them, had never really heard him speak of them.

What had I done?

Our marriage certificate, issued by the City of New York Department of Health, was stark with facts. Residence, age, birthplace, father’s name, mother’s maiden name. In the space next to “Occupation,” in his column, was a single word: “Artist.” There was no occupation listed in my column. Instead, in the space where “Occupation” should have been, across from his declaration of himself as an artist, was “Maiden Name if a Widow.” This I left blank. Was I not expected to have an occupation? If the form had required one for me, would I have been as bold as he was? Would I write “Musician”? Would I dare to write “Artist”?

Mor found work, thanks to his small network of friends, who seemed happy to meet me. He taught drafting classes at a local school and spent the rest of his time painting in our apartment, one small room of which we’d turned into a makeshift studio. But this was not enough; living in New York took much more than I had realized, more energy, more emotion, more money. I found work as a cleaning woman, no time for studying music, only occasionally sneaking a touch on the keys of some neglected piano I was now paid to dust.

Living with him in this strange place was different from the time we’d spent with each other in Paris, where everything felt so fated, so foretold. Some nights, as he sketched or painted, his attention focused solely on the canvas before him, I saw him as if he were a stranger. In Paris, we were both expatriates; here, he embraced America with the fervor of a religious convert, requiring us both to speak only English, to be as American as possible, as New York as possible, which was easier for him, since he had lived here already and already felt at home. His bouts of moodiness in Paris had seemed like an endearing idiosyncrasy; here they felt threatening, his anxiety about money, about his work, a spreading stain that tainted even our most benign interactions. Worse, whenever I tried to broach the subject of my returning to my studies, of even considering applying to music school, he became agitated. Couldn’t I wait, couldn’t I see he was trying to establish himself, couldn’t I just support him for now until we were stable enough to afford me some leisure? So I waited.

I worked, I cooked, I took care of him, I did what wives were supposed to do when they had no occupation. And yet, even in that, I was failing. I’d thought maybe a child would bring some meaning to my life, some purpose, to make me feel less displaced, to make him happy, to make us more like a real family. But every month the disappointment arrived.

He did love me, I knew that. He told me that. He cared so much—that was why he protected me, wanted me all to himself, wanted me home with him when he was home, wanted me paying attention to only him. And even though it was difficult in the beginning, there were moments of happiness. His friends—his community of artists, the Collective, Rafael and Samuel in particular—all of them had been welcoming, had provided a feeling of connection that helped me feel more secured in place. And of course he did find me the piano. After months of arguing, months of feeling my fingers aching to practice again, my mind anxious to resolve itself in music, he had taken pity on me. Or perhaps it was his way of apologizing, of telling me he understood, that he appreciated how patient I’d been, without having to articulate any of it. He brought me the piano, with help from Rafael and Samuel—and the sale of his beloved painting—and for a time, that was enough.
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The treatments increased, became more and more frequent, until I was deemed improved enough, or complacent enough, to have regular visits from Mor. Instead of being confined to bed, I was in a regular chair, not even a wheelchair, a blanket on my lap, a robe covering my hospital dress, as we sat in the common room. I was smoothed out from the treatments. I was able to face him across the table and not feel the urge to close my eyes.

He visited once on a particularly sunny day, and I was caught for a moment on the way the light fell in exuberant stretches across the tables and couches. He sat opposite me, his eyes pleading at me as though he hadn’t noticed the sunlight at all. I watched the dust trapped in the sunbeam, floating. It felt like that in the hospital. Warm and comfortable and happy, even though I was trapped, with my head so spacious and empty and floating, like I was suspended in time.

He kept his hat on, his coat on, as though he were ready to leave at any moment, his entire demeanor a wary apology. But I just smiled.

“I’m so glad you’ve come,” I told him.

“Are you?” he asked, shifting in his seat.

“Of course.”

He stared at his hands for a moment and when he raised his face, his eyes were bright, and he blinked quickly. “Then I’m glad, as well.”

It was easy to smile at him when I was suspended in so much space. Sometimes I felt as though the spaces hid my own thoughts from me too much, erased my memories and my music. But sometimes the spaces protected me. I could float. I could be trapped in a sunbeam.

The common room was always crowded, men visiting wives, mothers visiting daughters, sons and daughters visiting mothers. That day I watched them all hold hands, sit next to each other, walk together, play cards. I felt so disposed toward them. Indulgent. Even their distracting chatter was tolerable. The spaces were a buffer. My heart felt full.

“I brought you something,” he said, finally taking off his hat. He reached into his briefcase portfolio, took out a package, and put it on the table between us: the score of Beethoven’s Emperor Concerto.

“Oh!” I drew in my breath as I pulled the music closer to me. “Thank you so much—and what a rare edition it is! How thoughtful of you. Wherever did you find it?”

He looked concerned, his forehead a wrinkled landscape. “Lise, it’s yours,” he said. “I brought it from home.”

This wasn’t true. Couldn’t be true. It was utterly unfamiliar to me. And yet, when I looked closely, I could see that the binding was not new, that the cover was yellowing and soft at the edges, that there was writing inside, my writing, markings I myself had made on the score. Irrefutably, in the upper right-hand corner of the title page, was my own name, written in neat student script.

I laughed, which was easy to do, for I felt like laughing that day, and agreed of course it was mine, that’s right, how forgetful I am sometimes.

I was forgetful. The more treatments I had, the more I was alternately seized by the injection and suspended in a dreamless sleep, the more I forgot. There were spaces that weren’t there before. It had become harder to console myself with Études and Inventions, harder to hold the music in my head to distract me from my circumstances. But I was consoled anyway, distracted anyway. The spaces made me more patient with being where I was.

“You asked me to bring it to you, remember? They wouldn’t let me before, but now you are so much better…”

“Of course,” I said again.

“You are feeling better, yes?” he asked. He was so nervous, constantly moving, clasping and unclasping his hands, running his fingers through his hair. I remember thinking that once I was finally home I must trim it. It stuck out in tufts, standing away from his head as though it was trying to escape him. I remember thinking that his nervousness felt familiar.

“Much better,” I said.

I paged through the Beethoven score. Notes leaped off the page at me, but I couldn’t make sense of them. I could see where I had notated fingering, underlined dynamics, but the musical notes themselves were harder to read. It used to be I could look at a line of music and see it all at once, a paragraph submitted to my brain in its entirety. Now it was too much to take in.

“I have been working,” Mor said, drawing my attention away from the score. “I have been doing much work while you’ve been gone.”

I remembered that this was a good thing, that it was good for him to be painting. “That’s wonderful. Will you be showing soon?”

He sat back in his seat, frowning. “No. No! This is not for display, to have people gawk at. This work is too important. It is too difficult for the common person to understand.” He leaned forward, whispering fiercely, his eyes intense. “I am on the edge of something revolutionary, I can feel it.”

This, too, seemed familiar, this intensity. I couldn’t think of what to say, so instead I put my hand on the concerto score, still open on the table before us. “Tell me, have I played this before?”

“Lise,” he said, flustered.

“I must have, but I don’t remember.”

“You played this many times. You performed it years ago. You must stop this nonsense.”

I closed the score. The spaces made me serene, unmoved, even though I could feel something, some kind of beginning.

“Of course. I’m sorry.”

But he was unsettled. He tapped his fingers, fiddled with the hat in his lap, looked around the room worriedly at the other patients and their guests. “Soon you will come home,” he said.

“Yes, of course, soon.”

“Things will be different, Lise,” he said.

“Of course.” I couldn’t picture in my mind exactly what our apartment looked like. But soon I would be there, soon I would remember.

“Do you remember, Lise, why you are here?” he asked.

I remembered what Dr. Zuker had told me, over and over. That I was there because I had been very sad, and that I had tried to hurt myself. That I had succeeded in hurting myself. That I had cut my wrists with razors. When I tried to think about it, there was a heaviness that filled me, a tightness in my chest. I remembered playing the piano; I could see from the scars on my wrists that something sharp had cut me. But all around me was space, black space, and I couldn’t remember for sure what it was that had happened.

“I tried to hurt myself,” I told him. “But I’m better now, you see.”

His face was grim.

But he looked relieved as he said, “I’m glad.”
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When he took me home, I was startled by the sheer volume of the world outside the hospital. The sunlight made my eyes ache. The streets were so dirty, and the sounds of traffic assaulted me. I’d been in a sanitized space for so long, I’d forgotten what the chaos of regular life was like. The building, too, was a disappointment. I saw too clearly the desperation of our neighborhood, the filth everywhere, the people on the streets who lolled in doorways like the patients I’d spent the last three months with in the ward. Mor kicked the trash out of the way on the stairs as we started up to the apartment. Still, even with the rubbish cleared, I had to go slowly. Stairs were difficult. I was still weak.

He helped me up the steep flights, easing me around the broken parts, the rickety steps in need of fixing, the trash sticking out between the spaces in the wired fence of the empty, unused elevator shaft. We passed children playing on the landings; housewives hanging laundry, yelling; men smoking, playing cards. None of this seemed familiar to me.

“Is this really where we live?” I asked.

He jerked my suitcase impatiently as he gestured for me to go ahead, but he didn’t answer my question.

When we finally reached our floor, I remembered the blue-gray of the walls, the ratty, threadbare carpet of the hallway, the series of locks, the sound of his keys as he opened the door.

I stood in the doorway, hesitating before I went in. It was a simple room, two windows on the opposite wall, curtains blocking the light that still managed to poke through aging lace trim, a bed to my right. On the left was a closed door; just beyond that, another door led to a bathroom and kitchen. Against the walls on the right were bookcases, sagging and full of books on art and music. The bed was spare, a simple quilt on the mattress, two pillows. A rug, with an old, faded oriental design, lay across the floor, one corner hiding under a small table and two chairs. I could see his portfolio on the table, photographs in frames on the bookcases and windowsills.

“Lise?” His voice was querulous, full of something. I moved inside and sat on the bed. I was suddenly so tired.

“I’m sorry. Dr. Zuker insisted. He said it was important for your recovery.”

“What?” I asked. All I wanted was to lie down in this dark room. I smoothed my hand along the quilt, and it was suddenly familiar: I had a clear memory of sewing it myself, piecing it together as he painted next to me.

“Lise, look.” His voice sounded serious and apprehensive as he gestured to the left corner of the room. I looked, but nothing was there. The wall was empty. I wasn’t sure what it was he wanted me to see.

“I’m sorry,” he said again. “The piano is gone.”






ANNA 1954–1967







1 1954


You’re going to love her,” Tom said, confident with one hand on the wheel as he broke his gaze from the road to wink at Anna. He was expansive today, his charismatic, generous self, the self she preferred. He smiled and barked a laugh. “I just hope she loves you!”

Anna smoothed her olive-green smock dress, hands in her lap beginning to sweat. “Well,” she said, smiling to hide her nervousness, “now why wouldn’t she?” She tightened the headscarf covering her newly set hair as they drove, the wind whipping stray strands into her lipstick. Tom had insisted on the convertible, though he rarely drove it. Usually it just sat in the driveway taunting the neighbors.

It was so typical of Tom to inject the tiniest seed of doubt in the guise of a joke. Plausible deniability for later. I was just kidding, can’t you take a joke, you have no sense of humor, so stupid. It could escalate, sure. She kept it light. She grabbed his hand. She smiled.

“She’s your mother. She has to love me, because she loves you, and you love me.”

He yanked his hand away, slapping it to the wheel, gripping tightly now. “Don’t be too sure about that,” he muttered.

It was uncanny what a shape-shifter he was, uncanny how he could slide so easily from charm to threat. Anna felt the pressure to get him back to the twinkling eye, garrulous story, seductive smile. That was what had snagged her in the first place, the way he had seemed so comfortable in his skin, the way everyone was drawn to him without him having to lift a finger, how easily he commanded everyone around him. He was a natural-born salesman, a gifted mimic, a charismatic liar.

After hours, he was the star of local theater productions, a leading man—not that sissy-shit, he liked to say, but manly roles, parts only a real man could play. At the office, he was the star adman, the dream eligible bachelor chased by all the secretaries, whom he regaled in the lunchroom with corny songs and bawdy anecdotes. He could have had any of them, but he had chosen Anna. She wasn’t sure why. She was sturdy, not willowy like most of the girls in the secretary pool. She wasn’t frivolous or easily taken in. She wasn’t whimsical or daydreamy. She had a determined face, lips meant more for speaking her mind than for kissing, eyes that saw everything. She had no time for his flirtatious ridiculousness. She alone, of all the secretaries, seemed immune to his charms, though privately, of course, she had noted them. Once he made it his mission to make her succumb, she took a strange girlish pleasure in realizing she’d thwarted the whole game merely by not playing along.

What’s a smart girl like you doing as my secretary? he’d asked, surely knowing exactly how he was flattering her. You should be writing copy with me. Instead, within a month, she was sleeping with him. Not so smart, after all, depending on your definition of the word. Now she was pregnant, as of four months ago, and married, as of two weeks ago, and officially out of a job.

“Don’t be too sure about that,” he said again, to clarify for Anna that she had indeed been meant to hear him say it, to emphasize the fact that Anna had not yet responded to this bait he had dangled. Did he really intend for her to be nervous about it, to think there was a chance that he didn’t really love her? Weren’t they newlyweds still? Then again, he hadn’t told her anything about his mother until just that morning, when he got a bug in his ear about making this trip. Never, in all their conversations about Anna’s estrangement from her mother, did he ever think to mention his own mother. Anna had always been led to believe she had passed. Maybe she had? Maybe this was all some kind of joke?

He looked over at Anna again and laughed. “You look like you’re going to be sick, Annie.” He gripped her hand again. “Don’t be too sure that she loves me, is all. That’s all I meant.” He turned on the radio. “I’ll be damned, you really can’t take a joke. No sense of humor.”



They drove along a dusty, winding lane that was more of a dirt path than a road. Tom swatted at the occasional mosquito that hovered in the brown cloud kicked up by the car as they rode deeper and deeper into the country. Anna had never thought of Tom as having come from anywhere. He seemed so self-possessed it was as though he had been created, in whole, all by himself, raised up from the sophisticated concrete of the city streets, the smoky theater footlights, the elegant tablecloths of exclusive restaurants. He never talked about a family, ever; she suddenly realized this included their own burgeoning family as well. Yet he drove them, on and on, into the country of his past, finally willing to reveal to her the truth of his provenance.

He said nothing when they passed broken-down gas stations and shuttered-over stores, nothing when they saw clotheslines of drawers and sheets waving over barefoot children playing in the dirt. Perhaps this was the long way toward some kind of civilized country home. She did not dare ask. She had learned to encourage through staying quiet. Sometimes Tom would give her more when he thought she had given up.

Soon they drove up to a squat, faded house, paint baked off by the hot sun. Anna could feel the sweat dripping down the back of her neck, under her breasts, between her thighs. Tom turned off the car and said, “She’s going to get the surprise of her life!”

“You didn’t tell her?” Anna asked, alarmed, but Tom just chuckled as he sprinted around the car to her door, opened it for her, and held out a hand. He didn’t seem bothered at all by the heat or the dirt. He was invigorated, his eyes twinkling again.

“Knock it off, Annie, this is going to be great,” he said, closing the door behind her. But he didn’t make any move toward the house, just stood there, a hand lightly on Anna’s back. Chickens strutted in the yard, and Anna could see off to the right the neat lines of an extensive vegetable garden. Suddenly the front door opened, and a woman as gray as the house stepped out.

“Tom,” she said, her arms folded across her chest. She wore a plain housedress, neat and clean, though in a style Anna considered dowdy, and squinted her eyes in their direction but seemed to make a point of not looking at Anna. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

“Good to see you, too, Ma,” he shout-laughed, his voice loud and fake-friendly, the way it got when he bullied his way through an uncomfortable social situation. His mother’s face stayed the way it was, and it seemed to Anna that she might not have any other expression besides the dour frown and cruel eyes, the lines and wrinkles of her face firm and unmovable as though she were a molded figurine of an old woman. This was her mother-in-law?

“Ma, come on, Ma, don’t be that way,” Tom said, his voice a reproachful yet playful plea. He strode to the porch and planted a kiss on the stern and still unmoving cheek of this woman who was, evidently, his mother.

“You come here without so much as a phone call after more than two years and expect me to be happy?”

“Ma—”

“You show up with some new hussy of yours—did you knock this one up too?”

Anna instinctively placed a hand on her belly. Could she be showing that much at almost five months? She had worked hard to stay slim for Tom’s sake, and her smock dress was, she had thought, forgiving. Was this woman some kind of witch?

“She’s my wife, Ma,” Tom said, a hand on her shoulder now, but still his mother’s arms were folded, and now she trained her piercing eyes in Anna’s direction. Her eyes may have been the only part of her that wasn’t gray and washed out. They were blue, the clear ice-blue of her son’s, but unlike Tom’s they did not sparkle to entice or twinkle to charm. They bore into Anna like the headlights of an oncoming car. The old woman seemed momentarily shocked, for she simply stood and stared while Tom grinned like nothing was wrong.

“Hello,” said Anna, still standing in the driveway.

The old woman ignored her and turned to Tom. “You got some things to make right before that can happen.”

“Ma, just drop it, will you? This is Anna, my new bride,” he said, lingering over the word, draping an arm over his mother’s shoulder and squeezing her to his side like they were college chums. “Make her feel welcome!”

She shrugged him off sharply and made for the door, her voice a slap in the face as she hissed, “She is not welcome.”

“Wait,” Anna commanded, her voice a little more forceful than she had planned. She cleared her throat and tried again. “We don’t mean to impose, Tom just wanted the two of us to meet. To celebrate. We eloped recently, and, well, you were right: you’re going to be a grandmother.” Anna did not mention the fact that she hadn’t known that Tom had a mother, that Tom hadn’t told her his mother was even alive until that morning.

Tom stared at her with a bemused, indulgent expression, clearly enjoying the show. But Anna’s speech did nothing to sway his mother, who grabbed for the screen door and stomped into the house. She paused at the threshold and shot her icy eyes at Anna. “For your information, I already am a grandmother,” she said and slammed the door.

“What on earth?” Anna said, walking toward Tom, her eyes pricking with shame.

“Don’t worry about it, Annie, don’t worry about it. She’s a miserable old lady, that’s all.” He embraced her and she allowed herself to bury her face in his shoulder. “She never did like surprises.”

Anna drew back and gently punched his arm. “Then why the heck didn’t you warn her? I suppose I’d be mad too!”

He laughed and swung her around in a hug. “But you’re cute when you’re mad.”

Anna laughed, too, and whispered as she looked toward the house, “She certainly isn’t—” But she was caught short.

Through the screen door she saw a solemn face. A scraggly, pale girl, thin as the pins Anna had used to fix her scarf to her hair that morning, stood in the doorway. She couldn’t have been more than two or three years old, naked except for a sagging cloth diaper, with a plain little face made all the more ghostly by her eerily familiar bright blue eyes. She just stood there, staring at them, her face nearly pressed up against the screen.

“Oh my god,” Anna said.

The old woman popped the screen door open, grinning cruelly toward her, and Anna saw she held a baby on her hip, maybe a year old. “Go on,” she waved the little girl forward. “Go on, say hello. Go on!”

The girl clung to the old woman’s housedress, sucking her thumb and burying her face in the woman’s knees. But Tom dove in, scooping her up on his shoulders.

“Hey now, is that any way to greet your dad?”

Anna stepped back against the porch, leaning in case she lost her balance. “ ‘Your dad’?”

The old woman looked Anna straight in the eye and smiled a Tom kind of smile. “I told you, I’m already a grandmother.”

“Tom?” Anna panicked.

“Annie, meet my kids,” he said.



They drove back in the dark. It was cold, thanks to Tom’s stupid convertible, which he refused to convert back into a covered car, but Anna was fuming enough to keep her teeth from chattering. The girl slept on the back seat, wrapped in a blanket, next to the small suitcase Tom’s mother had packed; her brother slept on the floor. When Anna looked over her seat she could see the children had fallen asleep holding hands.

“She’s four?”

Tom closed his eyes and, in the moonlight, Anna could see his jaw working. “Yes.”

“Why is she so small? Why is she still in diapers?”

“How the hell should I know,” he snapped. “It’s that old woman. Didn’t feed her right. Didn’t bother to put her on the toilet.”

“That old woman,” Anna seethed, “that old woman who raised your damn kids for you while you lived the bachelor life?”

The car swerved as he lunged in her direction. “Don’t you start with me, Annie. I’ve had about all I can take from ridiculous women today.”

“Who’s the mother?”

“None of your business.”

“Where’s the mother?”

“None of your business.”

“God damn it, Tom, if I have to take care of these children, I have to know who they are and where they came from. And they are going to need to know their mother.”

He grinned. “Why, you’re their mother now, Annie. They won’t need anyone else.”

Their mother! Here she was, just twenty years old, pregnant, barely married, and already a mother of three?

She looked at the sleeping bodies in the back of the car. Tom’s mother had sent them off without even allowing them into her home. After making the cruel introduction, she had thrown a suitcase at them, some cloth diapers and a doll, a few sets of clothes, and told them she wanted nothing more to do with them, nothing. The children should be with their father, she said, and whatever woman was stupid enough to have him. And with that she’d slammed the door and kicked them off her property.

Anna was by no means an orphan, but she knew what it meant to be cut off from the full world of a family. She looked back at the sleeping children. Who else would take care of them?
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She ran from the kitchen, the smell of eggs nauseating her, and barely made it to the bathroom in time to have all of last night’s dinner come up. How could she be pregnant again?

“Pauline! You stop that right now!” she shouted as she returned to the kitchen in time to see the girl reaching up to the range as though she were aiming to bring the whole pan down on her head.

“Baby’s hungry,” Pauline whispered.

Anna wiped her hands on her apron and turned off the flame. “You don’t worry about that, I’ll feed him, you just sit down before your father gets… well, you know how he gets. Go on.” The girl dawdled, her bright blue eyes an accusation. “Scoot,” Anna said, swatting her lightly on the bottom.

In the dining room, Pauline made her way to her seat, across from her three-year-old brother, Kevin. Next to him was Billy, his little head barely visible over the table, the baby Anna had been pregnant with when she first took in the children. She’d hoped he and Kevin might be close, seeing as they were only a year or so apart, but Kevin was aloof. Tom thought he was slow, but Anna supposed he was just quiet. Like Pauline. Billy scrambled to sit on his knees so he could see his plate. He was only two, but Baby was younger, so Baby got the highchair at the head of the table. Baby’s name was a bone of contention. Anna had spent the latter half of that pregnancy in denial that she was soon to be a mother of four, and when the baby inevitably bore himself into existence, she couldn’t bring herself to decide on a name.

“Can’t we just call him Baby for now?” she’d asked Tom. “Just until we see who he is?” But no: that was the stupidest idea Tom had ever heard, so he decided for both of them. By the time she left the hospital, she had been informed she would be taking home a baby boy named James. Still, at home, alone with the children, she called him Baby, because James didn’t seem right, and nothing else did either. Not Jim, not Jimmy. It wasn’t a problem except when Tom overheard her or the kids slipping up and using Baby instead of Jim. Anna sighed. It was probably about time she made her peace with it. She couldn’t call him Baby forever. Especially not when there was another actual baby on the way soon to depose him. Another baby. Five children?

She heard Tom make his entrance into the dining room, the thud of his briefcase dropping theatrically by the door echoing in her like the beginnings of a panic attack. Was the table set? Had she remembered to put out the juice? The butter? As she hurried to gather everything, she could hear the jovial rumble of his baritone as he made conversation with the kids. Perhaps today was going to be one of his good days. Her hopes were dashed when she saw him at the table, a glass of last night’s whiskey in his hand.

“Okay,” she said, her voice unnecessarily bright. “Who wants eggs? Toast? Bacon?”

She served Tom first, giving him the best of everything. The fluffiest, yellowest scoop of scrambled eggs. The medium-burned toast—not too dark, not too light, as he wouldn’t tolerate either—with the most butter. The fattiest pieces of bacon.

“Me, me, me!” Pauline waved her hand, and Billy joined in. He was only just beginning to talk—Tom hated that he was so slow—but he mimicked his sister, clapping and saying, “Meee.” Kevin sat, silent, moody as a teenager.

“Hush now, Billy, you’ll have yours soon,” Anna chided. The egg smell was making her nauseated all over again.
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