






[image: logo]









[image: logo]

TOUCHSTONE

Rockefeller Center

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Copyright © 2004 by Allison Lynn

All rights reserved,

including the right of reproduction

in whole or in part in any form.

TOUCHSTONE and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

DESIGNED BY ELINA D. NUDELMAN

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication data is available.

ISBN-13: 978-0-7432-7005-2
ISBN-10: 0-7432-7005-3

Visit us on the World Wide Web:

http://www.SimonSays.com





FOR MY FAMILY





Acknowledgments

Sincere gratitude goes to Natalie Danford, Ruth Gallogly, Ellen Greenfield, and Moria Trachtenberg-Thielking, priceless readers and companions throughout the process; Chuck Wachtel for his early and unwavering faith; the NYU Creative Writing Program; the Pirate’s Alley Faulkner Society, Julie Smith, and the Bronx Writer’s Center for their support; Matt Pitt, boy reader; Leslie Hulse, Suzi Kwon, and Jean Tsai, for their translation and trekking help; and especially heartfelt thanks to Lane Zachary for tirelessly loving this book, Doris Cooper for her determination in making it happen, and to my parents.





[image: halftitle]








Part One

July 1968









David’s father is sure it will rain. Look up, he tells David. Those clouds will break soon. The sky hangs low and dark; the clouds sit heavy over dunes which are so high that David cannot see over them. When he does look up, David is surrounded by sand and sea and this murky sky that his father is sure will break. Incredible, David thinks. Incredible that water can suddenly pour from nowhere.

David lowers his gaze and watches his father and brother toss their fishing lines into the surf. In the split second before the lines sink under the waves, the sun shines sharply off their lures. David says, It looks like something you’d see in a kaleidoscope. David’s father explains, The shine attracts the fish. David is six, his brother Will is ten, and they are spending the month on Nantucket with their parents. The boys fish and swim and eat lobster twice a week, and David is immensely interested in lures that look like mirror toys.

His father casts into the water and mumbles as he reels the line in. This lure won’t do. He wants the blue-and-white bullet-shaped plugs that are in his fishing chest at the house. While he continues to cast into the ocean, he asks David to walk back to the house for the plugs. David, used to fetching his father’s fishing supplies and tennis balls, drags himself up the beach and onto the path that cuts through the dune. After a minute the ocean is behind him, hidden by the mountains of sand. He continues up the path and is surrounded by beach grass as tall as he is. He thinks about the fish that his father promises they will catch, even though none has bit yet this afternoon. They’ll come out at dusk, his father promised. We’ve just gotten an early start. Yesterday, on the motorboat, the fish bit all day. Using only cut squid and sea worms they caught scup and striped bass, and David’s mother pulled in a bluefish that bent her rod completely against itself as she reeled it in. David continues along the path and thinks about the fish, about how his mother surprised them all, catching, with her first cast, the biggest fish of the day. David grins and then looks up at the path ahead of him, and when he takes a good look he sees that the house, atop a small hill, is farther away than it should be. And—how can this be? he thinks—the house is to his right instead of straight ahead, and he suddenly knows he is on the wrong trail. But there is only one trail, he is certain of this. He tries to gauge the distance to the house, usually just a short path-walk, now an incalculably far distance. How? How come? The house must be a mile away, he thinks, knowing only that a mile is a long way, too long to walk in time to get the plugs and return. Rising up the hill to his left he sees the paved road that stretches from town to the house. He knows he could walk to the road, this path must lead there, and then to the house. But the road is far away and small from where he stands in the reeds, and it will take hours to walk that roundabout route. What he knows then, is sure of, absolutely sure of, is that he may never get home. He is surrounded by the reeds and beach grass and is utterly lost when he sits in the sand and starts to cry.

He is so caught up in his sobs—he is alone, he can cry as loud as he wants—that for a moment he doesn’t notice that his mother is there, laughing and holding him. David, she says, trying not to laugh now, did you think you were lost? She was on her way to the beach to check on her men when she heard David’s wail. Look, she says, taking him by the hand and walking him ten steps back toward the ocean where the path he was on diverged from the main path. You were only ten steps from where you should have been. You could have backtracked if you couldn’t find the house, the beach is right here, she says. And in a moment they are back on the beach. But David hadn’t known that, didn’t know you could backtrack. And there’s his father, waiting for the plugs, listening to David’s mother tell the story of how the boy got lost on the short walk back to the house, a walk they take every day to swim in the morning. Oh David, his mother and father are saying, and smiling. Will sits in the sand, waiting for the show to end so he can continue to fish.

Back at the house, David’s mother gives him a cup of milk and a wool sweater to keep out the evening’s approaching chill. When David is calm again, he and his mother walk together with the plugs back to the water and David is embarrassed, sees how silly he had been to think he was lost. Later, remembering this day, he will recall not the embarrassment, not his mother’s good-natured laughter, but only the hard and true fright he felt, the very real terror in how easy it was to lose himself so close to home.




















1996

“Come At Seven,” the invitation read. Now it was eight, to the minute, on David’s watch. An hour late. This was right, wasn’t it, for a large dinner party? For a sit-down, you arrived on time, but for a buffet, one like this one, one whose hosts threw dinner parties as often as the taxi drivers’ union threatened a strike, you wanted to show up just as the guests who’d arrived awkwardly on-time were bottoming out their first drinks. An hour late, David thought, as he watched the display above the elevator door. The red numerals lit up sequentially as their elevator reached the fourth floor, the fifth, and David steadied himself for the evening ahead. It was always the same. They complained beforehand (“Why on a Friday, when we’ve had such a drawn-out exhausting week already?”), then had a good time in the end. They’d done this before, David leaning against the cold mahogany panels of the elevator on its way up, his left hand curled around the waist-high stainless-steel railing, his wife absentmindedly looking in the mirror on the backside of the lift’s door. Now, he caught her eye in that mirror.

“I think I’m having déjà vu,” he said, already hearing the party’s Hey, heys and What’s ups and Can I getcha a drinks ringing in his ears.

“Again?” Jessica said. She laughed nervously, as if embarrassed by her own bad joke. She was tense, standing stiff and straight, and David figured her mind was ahead already, thinking about tomorrow morning. “Okay, come on,” Jessica said. “Maybe there’ll be some surprises this time, naked parlor games, male strippers, grain alcohol in the vodka tonics.”

Now David laughed. And as the doors began to open, he saw Jessica steal one last glance at the mirror.

“It looks great,” he said. It always looked great.

“What does?”

“Your hair.”

And Jessica lowered her hand, which was half raised to tuck a stray wisp behind her ear. David lifted his own fingers and lightly touched the loose strand, the hairs soft and weightless. He knew that once she was inside, once they both had a drink and some food and spotted a few friends they hadn’t seen since the last dinner, she’d relax and have a fine time. They both would.

“Ready or not,” Jessica said as she slipped out of the elevator ahead of David.

“Ready.” He followed her, straightening his jacket as he walked. An hour late is perfect: At thirty-four he’d been around long enough to know at least this much. He walked quickly down the corridor, catching up to Jessica just as she turned the knob and opened the door, and he entered the party directly behind her. An hour is exactly right, he thought, and a guy who knows this, knows these kinds of stupid but firm truths, that guy is okay. That man will get his just desserts. That man, David also knew, was a dime a dozen right now, right here, on this particular mahogany-lined and cocktail-embossed dinner-party circuit.

Inside the party, Billy Tornensen cornered David. “You going to the Municipal Arts Society benefit?” Billy asked, looking down into his drink and using one lanky finger to stir the ice. The surrounding cocktail chatter was already loud and sharp, bright tin barbs, like cacophonous urban wind chimes resonating just off key. “Welford and I were talking about getting you and Jess onto the committee,” Billy said. Jessica had continued walking and was now ten steps further into the party. She looked over her shoulder at her husband and mimed pouring a drink. David nodded. Yes, he’d love a drink.

“When’s the benefit?” David focused his attention past Billy, into the living room, trying to see who was here and where they were standing and what he was already missing.

“Three weeks. The committee’s set for this season, but next is wide, wide open.”

In the corner of the room, on an awkward piece of furniture—what do people call that? a couchette? a settee?—Debra Chambers sipped from a tall glass of wine. Her normally ruddy skin looked especially flushed. Interesting, David thought, watching Debra take a long, generous swig. Just last week, no, the week before, David had heard Debra was pregnant, expecting a little tyke with her new husband. But it seemed those rumors had it all wrong. Of course they did. David couldn’t imagine the two, Debra with her high-pitched nervous chit-chat (Oh, hi, um, hello, I, oh, um, how have you been? I mean, um, oh hell, what’s that you’re drinking?) and Matthew, nothing more than a stock ticker with legs and a tie, rearing a child.

“Next season maybe,” David said to Billy.

“It’s not a lot of your time, a small chunk of cash, but it looks great.”

David was pretty certain that “looks great” added up to a beautifully stacked heap of nothing in the end, but before he could politely respond, Jessica was standing at his side, handing him a highball poured full with rum and tonic and lime and a tall mound of ice. Billy lifted his own glass to Jessica in greeting. He kissed her on cheek and then excused himself.

Jessica leaned against the wall, seeming to gain strength from its stability.

“Smile,” she said. David did smile. “When we have a kid to keep us home we won’t have to do this any more.” When we have a kid. The possibility was beginning to feel likely, tonight in particular. Tomorrow morning, at 10 A.M., they’d have the final interview with their adoption social worker.

David nodded to Jessica and shrugged his shoulders as if to ask, But what can you do? “Until then, at least we’ll eat well,” he said. Cate and Welford always fed their dinner party guests a full gourmet spread. “Let’s peek in the kitchen.” He motioned with his head to the door to their left. Even from the hallway he could see the kitchen’s polished slate counters piled high with silver serving trays and etched crystal bowls lined up and ready to be filled.

“I already did. Cate’s got a salmon in there.”

“A whole salmon?”

“A whole salmon.”

“Put that on the list,” David said, referring to their running tally of things to be thankful for. “SALMON FREE-OF-CHARGE, Thanks to Cate.” Jessica grinned and David put his arm around her waist, feeling her familiar curves in this familiar place, and they stood quietly for a moment as they waited—for, David figured, the next phase of their night to begin—when Jessica caught the eye of Sally Dickenson across the room. In one fluid motion Jessica waved, grabbed David’s hand, and pulled him after her. David figured he could probably walk through this room in the dark, as if blind. He and Jessica had spent at least a dozen evenings in this very situation (maneuvering their way past the high-backed chairs and the low, elongated coffee table, careful not to knock against the table’s cluster of small figurines—eerily gaunt dogs and cats and a stately braying horse) in this very location. David looked out the living room’s expansive windows and noticed how, tonight, the lights in the building across Park Avenue were glowing especially bright, as if the neighbors were entertaining as well.

“Come on,” Jessica said, lacing her fingers through David’s and smiling at people as they walked. Before they reached Sally, she stopped.

“Is that Guy Beck’s new girlfriend?” she looked at a couple to their left.

“Could be,” David said. Next to Guy stood a petite brunette. “Doesn’t seem his type.” Until their recent break-up, Guy had spent five years with a lanky former runway model whose limbs reminded David of plastic pick-up sticks left too long near an open flame. She’d had the type of body that drove other women to eating disorders and made men—the kind of men accustomed to being with women whose ribs didn’t show through their clothes—cringe and turn away. This new woman was cute, probably chipper, and definitely too perky to be a former model.

David recognized most of the faces around him. They were members of Cate and Welford’s usual set. Club kids, Jessica called them, because they belonged to the Racquet Club and the University Club and the golf club, and they’d grown up vacationing at their clubs on islands off Florida or their exclusive holiday communities just a plane hop from North Carolina. Wherever they went, even if their purpose was to get away, they were members. They’d all shunned this lifestyle in college, worn Birkenstocks and Indian print tees, and tried to prove that they fit into a niche other than the one assigned to them. But when they moved back to the city they found that their old niche was the one they liked best, the only one that truly accepted and honored them, where they were instantly afforded membership privileges without having to endure earning them.

David enjoyed this crowd, appreciated its members, college friends and city friends of both his and Jessica’s, friends who were smart and dynamic and involved and just happened to have recognizable names and the right genealogies. Jessica knew how to fit in—her mother had always made a fuss over manners and mannerisms—and David was amused by it all. He imagined that Welford lounged in a smoking jacket late at night after the guests were gone, and he pictured Cate serving canapés (or at least using the word canapé) even when they were dining alone. Call the whole thing staged, he thought, but it was no more or less contrived than his and Jessica’s own thought-out attempts (his frayed khakis constantly paired with an expensive shirt and decent shoes, since he’d once had a girlfriend who claimed that nice shoes and expensive sunglasses could make up for any fashion blunder or persona tic) to look, in their timeless New England fashion, like you could be dapper simply by accident.

David and Jessica reached Sally at the far end of the room. “Hey, kids, it’s a four-star night. We’ve got salmon.” Sally smirked and knocked Jessica with her shoulder.

“We peeked already.” Jessica kissed Sally and squeezed David’s hand and laughed. “I’m starving now, though,” Jessica said. “Where are those boys Cate usually has passing hors d’oeuvres?”

“I don’t know, but I could definitely use a bite.” Sally held up her hand in a stay put motion. “Don’t move, I’m going to come back with a plate heaped full of whatever they’re letting us eat until that salmon is dead and ready.”

As Sally walked off toward the kitchen, Jessica moved closer to David to let a couple squeeze past her. The crowd was growing thick. In the corner of the room David spotted a huddle of Welford’s single male work friends, already well on their way to minor drunkenness.

Jessica followed his gaze. “If Sally doesn’t get back with the food, that’ll be me in a few minutes.”

David nodded. He said, “I think Cate skimped on the finger food and put her whole budget toward the fish.” Jessica did look hungry, a bit pale. David reached into his glass and retrieved the tonic-soaked wedge of lime. “Here.” He held out the fruit to Jessica. “This will ward off the scurvy, at least.” She loved anything tart or sour and could eat a lemon whole, sectioned like an orange.

Jessica took the lime and playfully sucked the flesh from the rind. The tension—a tightness, a subtle sorrow she’d been carrying high on her shoulders since the day they started going through the adoption process—began to slip away from her slight frame. As Jessica relaxed into the party, into her old self, David thought, She looks great. She looked like the kind of woman whom some men, men who spoke like Billy Tornensen or Welford, would call swell. They’d say she was swell in a pointed, enthusiastic way meant to connote high praise. She was tall and slim and undeniably naturally cute, and smart and sharp. Tonight, as she relaxed, she even started to look young again.

Recently, when David was out at night—at parties, or drinking with people from work after they’d closed an issue of the magazine—sometimes he’d wonder about his own parents when they were his age, about how they’d spent their nights. They hadn’t gone to haute dinner parties populated by people who left their kids home with the help, or who didn’t have kids because they’d never sustained a relationship long enough to consider making copies of their keys, let alone producing progeny. His parents hadn’t gone to Midtown dives with people from the office for late-night drinking. David remembered his folks hiring the occasional babysitter so they could sneak away for an hour of tennis. He recalled his father rushing his mother out of the house so they would have time for a quick early cocktail with friends who, too, wanted to get home before the children went to bed. That seemed right, even at the time. Even now.

Jessica dropped the lime rind into an ashtray, picked up her drink from the side table next to her, and took a sip. “You there?” she asked. She cradled her glass, now empty except for ice, with both hands and looked up at David. “You look like you’re having a thought.”

“Just the usual. Seems like it’s going to be a late crowd tonight.”

“Not me. I think I could fall asleep already.”

“Come on, we always have fun once we finally get into the swing of things. It’s Friday night.” David caught a whiff of something strong, vinegar and lemon. Dinner would be served soon. “When Cate and Welford unveil the food, we’ll feast.” He looked at the buffet table, under the window, where the hosts usually lay out olives and cheese, but tonight it was empty.

“Don’t you wonder why we still do this?” Jessica paused. Her gaze was to the ground now, her eyes on the intricate pattern of the carpet. Someone opened a window and a breeze briefly swept the room. “Is it just me? I feel—I feel like I’ve had it.”

“Had what?” David’s mind had wandered, to the food, to drink, now he came back. “You look great, I told you that.” Hadn’t they both had it, though? Didn’t they have every right to be teetering at their wits’ edge, until tomorrow was over, at least?

“No,” she said, shaking her head and shaking off his response, answering, apologetically, “I know, thanks.”

David looked down at his glass, as empty as Jessica’s. “Want to grab a refill?”

She seemed to lighten, to take in some air. “Let’s,” she said. “Maybe we’ll find some food and meet a few people we don’t already know along the way.” She looked up squarely at David and smiled briefly, leaning toward him, as if she was about to say something else, let him in on a joke, make a pronouncement, confess—for what? Why so guilty? David wondered—but then, instead, she simply took another sip from her empty glass, the ice cubes making a hollow sound as they slid against her teeth.

The morning after the dinner party, David could think of nothing but these trod-into-the-ground phrases: a moment of reckoning, the start of something new, the lull before the storm, the inhale, the going-for-broke. This morning was a situation made for clichés. It was the kind of time, he noted, when people said things like, “Honey, just be yourself.” It was this fact: Any situation that called for the line “Just be yourself” was surely a situation in which that, “yourself,” was a nearly impossible thing to be. It was a situation that called for a person to be more than himself, to go beyond his everyday humanity. To be better. To suck in and put out. To reach for the ring.

“Honey, just be yourself.” David couldn’t stop himself from saying it. A break in the action. A pregnant pause.

David and Jessica sat across from each other at their kitchen table with only a bowl of underripe pears and a half-eaten muffin between them. Bright morning light fell in through the two small windows over the stove, the sun hitting the table directly in front of David as if framing his morning. He picked up a pear and put it down again. Last night’s dinner party had been a fine distraction (they’d come home late and sated, and fallen straight into bed), but today had come regardless and now they waited anxiously for the adoption social worker. They’d already met with him three times in his office—twice together and once, each, separately—and by now the social worker, Bradley Keeslar, knew all the details of their family histories, how they’d met and married, their views on education, and their struggle with the infertility treatments. Today, this home visit would be their final meeting. Was their home okay? David thought so. The only thing to do now was to wait and see if that was the outsider’s consensus.

David picked at the muffin and ran his hands over the table’s vintage 1950s Formica. When they’d found this apartment three years ago—one year into their marriage and exactly six months after their living in David’s cramped, former bachelor pad had grown into a joke no longer funny—the simple fact that there was room for a kitchen table had been enough to win them over. These small signifiers (eat-in kitchen, walk-in closet, garden views) had come to differentiate between what might be just another Manhattan apartment and what had potential to be a home.

“This kitchen is a good omen,” Jessica said at the time. So on having their offer on the apartment accepted, one of the first things they did was buy this table. “Put that on the list of things to celebrate!” Jessica said. ROOM FOR A KITCHEN TABLE. Right after DIDN’T GET MUGGED TODAY and DRANK EXPIRED MILK AND NOTHING HAPPENED. After they moved in, David had dreams about this table the way some men dreamt about leggy blondes they could never land in their waking life. The table reminded David of being a child at his grandparents’ house, where he sucked down Nilla wafers and Mott’s applesauce and other normally forbidden processed foods. In moments of optimism, David pictured a full brood of his own squeezed around this table, greedily devouring whatever foods parents spoiled their children with today, in an age when everything seemed forbidden and delicious at the same time.

David and Jessica had prepared for today’s visit from the social worker. The apartment had been scrubbed clean by a service that sent three women who could speak no English, but were fluent in the principles of efficiency and arrived and left within forty-five minutes. David stowed all their sharp knives in locked drawers and Jessica hid her nail scissors in the bathroom vanity. After this prep work, David caught Jessica standing on their apartment’s threshold, looking in as if through the lens of a camera: This was their home at its best. This was their home, a two-floor apartment that had been completely child-proofed and sanitized. Still, what it lacked—an emptiness they felt in the mornings when they woke up to a silent apartment and deep into the night when they were roused by nothing more urgent than the scream of a stranger’s car alarm—was the child to justify their wariness and care.

And God, how they’d tried! Three rounds of in-vitro fertilization: the drugs, the egg retrieval, the embryo transfer. Countless tests that, in the end, came up with no baby and no discernible reason for their inability to conceive one. “Why do I even put these clothes on just to take them off?” Jessica commented one morning as she pulled on black slacks and a loose, crocheted sweater. “I may as well stock my closet with hospital gowns.” Before they could stop it, Jessica’s body turned from the figure they had both found beautiful into, first, a scrawny vessel for their hope, and then nothing more than a day-to-day reminder of how few chances they had left. She winced, flinched, when David rubbed up against her in bed. She claimed that the subtle irritations on her breasts—“Please, they feel worse than they look, believe me”—were a result of the gowns scratching her skin as she strained against the discomfort of the tests and the procedures. How much damage could a loose paper garment do to a woman’s skin? David asked himself. He assumed, on the contrary, that the irritations were a side effect of one of the drugs—clear liquids he’d injected into her muscles every night for weeks on end, a pre-dinner shoot-’em-up cocktail that had become part of their evening routine. How about a nice Perganol on the rocks, or, yes, straight up, perhaps? Her skin wasn’t only abraded and rough, it had turned dull and pale and for a time looked like the flesh of a woman in her forties rather than a girl who’d turned thirty-two just a few months ago. When David caught her examining her pallor in the bathroom mirror, she blamed her tired look and mental malaise on stress. Stress, David thought, was too hard a target, too hard to prove, difficult to picture, too textbook for a situation he was trying his best to believe was unique. He harbored his resentment against the drugs. The drugs were something he could focus on. He could look at a syringe in his mind’s eye and feel the hate straight on.

After three failed in-vitro attempts their doctor didn’t see much hope in continuing, and, financially, David and Jessica agreed that given the slim-to-nothing chance that a fourth try would work, they couldn’t risk the exorbitant expense, topping out at $10,000 a cycle. Following their final round, Jessica and David had walked out of the doctor’s office and did not touch or talk on the cab ride home or in their building’s small foyer, where David fumbled with the lock—silently cursing himself, imbecile, idiot—or on the two flights of stairs up to their apartment, where David again fumbled with a lock, actually missing the keyhole the first time he advanced with the key, while Jessica waited impatiently next to him. With the second of the two bolts finally open, Jessica slid through the door. She walked slowly to the windows and closed the venetian blinds, blocking out the bright afternoon sun. As she faced the closed blinds—a column of light oak slabs that, when open, were appealingly austere, slicing their city-street view into perfectly manageable, parallel horizontal strips—David came up behind her and wrapped her body in his arms.

“I never believed those people,” Jessica had said to herself, to the blinds in front of her.

“What people?” David loosened his grip on her waist. She stumbled back, turned to look at David as if surprised he’d been listening.

“All those people who say our wounds are what make us interesting.”

David had tried to fill the silence that followed. He wanted to make things better. “Come on,” he said. He heard his voice come out angry and hard, when what he’d meant to project was exactly what he’d felt, a soft emptiness, a something not quite startling that he was sure could be remedied. He reached for what to say next, and for the careful tone in which to say it. It was Jessica, usually, who was so perfect at glossing over disappointment and making the slightly bad, or worse, seem somewhat fine. Now, this talent of hers faltered.

She spoke. “We’ve used up all our chances.”

“We can still have a family. You know that. You know that,” David said quietly, as Jessica looked on in muted disbelief.

And now, just months after that last hospital visit and that third failed implantation and the final hospital bill, a social worker would come to study their home. It should be simple. The guidebook they’d read—they’d picked up the guidebook on adoption to replace the guidebooks on infertility they had carefully boxed up and sent out with the garbage—said they had to meet legal guidelines requiring hot water and needed to have ample space and smoke detectors. David and Jessica had all this and more. The book said that getting this far was 99 percent of the battle. The book advised David and Jessica to relax.

Relaxing was something they’d discussed in-depth late one night after their first appointment with the infertility expert—a doctor who clearly noted that stress itself could hinder conception. “Maybe it’s all the stress and the pressure, maybe that’s our only problem,” Jessica had said at the time, her voice thin and strained as she forced herself to sound hopeful.

Today, David almost actually felt hopeful. “Don’t overdo it on your plans for the kid, act the part of the open-minded mom when Bradley’s here,” David said now, cradling a round pear in his palm.

“I am an open-minded mom. Don’t you go talking about how much you prefer a boy.”

“But I don’t. I never said that.” Had he? He couldn’t remember even thinking it.

“But you do.”

“My folks do. They only understand boy children. And do you know what they told me? Can you get this? That we should hope the agency comes through with a boy because, number one, then it won’t have to wear hand-me-downs from Will and Annette’s kid, and number two, the white male is the newest minority in the U.S. Did you get that? The white male is fighting for rights now, so according to my dad, the white male of our kid’s generation is going to get all the special attention that blacks and women got in our generation.”

“What special attention?”

They both laughed, the kind of easy laughs that had become rare. “Infertility is an all-encompassing roller coaster,” the psychologist at the in-vitro clinic had said during their mandatory consult. “The ups and downs will affect your relationship and your job and your family.” Now, this natural laughter felt good, sweet. Jessica laughed hard and the noise was almost soundless, a wheeze, a staccato breath of air that always made David stop his own guffawing for a moment simply to smile.

He was still grinning and she was wiping up the muffin crumbs when their door buzzed. “Come on up, third floor,” David said into the intercom and noticed Jessica turn nervous, playing with her shirt collar, smoothing her hand over her hair, adjusting her belt, locking her knees. David knew what Jessica was thinking: that no matter how much you lived your life on the straight and narrow—putting the toilet seat down, keeping poison in locked cabinets, voting in local primaries, recycling metal and plastic separately, drinking white wine with fish, coveting no spouse but your own—when your judgment (oh, Bradley Keeslar said that he wasn’t there to judge, was not here to surreptitiously weed them out, but he did have the authority to say Yes, to sign the final papers, and there was a power in this), when your judgment lay in the hands of one person who could find you unfit because you weren’t warm enough or didn’t seem to care enough or because never, in your whole life, had you really handled a child on your own for even an hour, when your judgment lay in the hands of one person, you were at risk. And together with that thought, David and Jessica stood picture still inside the doorway. When David heard the social worker’s steps nearing their landing, he unbolted the door, cracked it a bit, and waited for him to appear.

Bradley Keeslar was dressed almost identically to David. He wore flat-front khakis, a blue checked shirt, green tie. A good Hermès fake, David noted, something to give the casual outfit a bit of weight. David was buoyed by the familiarity, by seeing someone who had clearly put as much thought into his outfit—make your clothes say welcome, say like me, say be my friend—as he had himself. Bradley extended his hand over the threshold and shook with Jessica and then David.

“Nice to see you again,” he said.

“Oh, geez, come in, don’t hang out there.” Jessica ushered their guest out of the hallway. The hallway was unair-conditioned and probably bad for a child’s health, especially an adopted child who felt the heat of just trying to fit in on a day to day basis, David thought. The apartment itself was cool. Even the walls—an ice blue in the foyer, a lemon yellow in the kitchen, and what Jessica called off eggshell number 4 in the main living space—implied summer, coolness, comfort. Jessica and David showed Bradley around and what had been scared anticipation of his visit turned into pride in their things.

In the kitchen, David pointed out the cork bulletin board where their important numbers were listed (fire, police, poison control, in-laws, plumber, video store), and then put his hand on the small of Jessica’s back. He watched himself play out all of the affectionate gestures that read family man, loving husband in the eyes of a social worker.

The three of them walked out of the kitchen and as they spoke—small talk, airy chitchat to fill the time while they crossed the threshold from one room to the next—David began to see the apartment through the eyes of an adoption agency employee. Man, David thought, we live in a palace. Two floors of a brownstone. Not literally a brownstone: the building was red brick and narrower than a classic brownstone. So their two floors were small, but two whole floors—two decent bedrooms and two full baths and an eat-in kitchen and a living room fit for parties—nonetheless. So yes, they did have a home to show off and be proud of, but as David and Jessica led Bradley through it all, they pointed out their things and displayed their pride with a studied sense of appreciation. Never boastful, always thankful.

“That’s a beautiful rug,” Bradley said, noticing the oversized Persian in the living room.

“Oh, yes.” Jessica nodded toward the rug, a piece of carpet worth the equivalent of a social worker’s yearly salary, at least. “Geez, we love it too. I mean, we would never have bought it for ourselves, but we happened to luck into it when David’s mom and dad moved and couldn’t find a place for it in their new house.”

After the final in-vitro failed, Jessica confessed that she thought the infertility was their punishment for all that they had, what they had taken for granted. It was finally their time to be denied something. She said this in bed, after the light was off, when David was turned away. In the morning she didn’t bring up punishment again.

Upstairs, David and Jessica walked Bradley through their own bedroom, spacious enough for a queen-sized bed, two dressers, a desk, and a year-old stack of books neither of them had found the time to crack open. The duvet on the bed was new, a crisp cream dotted with small French picnic scenes, like etchings, in blue. David’s eye fell on the throw rug in front of his dresser—it was skewed and crooked, awkward, the only thing out of place. Today, even the small bottles of lotion and jars of cream on Jessica’s dresser were neatly lined up. On their way out of the room David lagged behind and smoothed the rug flat with his foot.

Next, in the guest bedroom, David motioned to the near wall. “The baby’s crib will go there,” he said. He and Jessica had spent last Saturday drawing up mock blueprints of the room.

“And the changing table, I’d like to set that up under the window, for the garden view,” Jessica said. Garden? It was nothing more than a concrete airshaft with a small wrought-iron bench and a smattering of potted plants and ivy, but the plants and ivy were lush and green, turning the space into a veritable downtown Eden.

Back downstairs, they sat in the living room and Bradley asked them about the surrounding community, whether they knew other couples with children in the neighborhood, whether they had looked into local nursery schools. He used terms like “child rearing tactics” and made a point to look the two in the eye, rarely glancing at the paper, the tip-sheet, in his lap.

In Bradley’s office, on their first visit, both Jessica and David had been mesmerized by the wall full of children’s pictures. Newborns and toddlers in various tough-to-hold poses.

“Are any of them yours?” Jessica had asked. David had been wondering the same thing. “Do you have children? The photos, they’re all so adorable.”

“Thanks,” Bradley said. “I have two children.” And when Jessica cocked her head and waited expectantly for more information, Bradley lifted up a framed photo from his desk and faced it toward David and Jessica for a brief moment. In the picture, Bradley and a woman—the children’s mother, his wife—held two small boys, both toddlers, only a year or so apart in age. The boys looked like Bradley, the older one remarkably so. They were certainly his children. As if anticipating the next question Bradley added, with both authority and warmth, “I did not adopt my kids, but I have been working in adoption for a long time.” As long as a young thirty-something could be working at anything, David figured.

Now, as David and Jessica sat next to each other on their living room couch and Bradley gently quizzed them about their views on fire safety and education, all David could picture was Bradley rearing his own children. David could imagine Bradley running home to those kids at night and falling onto his knees to thank whomever he prayed to that he’d been able to have children of his own the natural way, that he’d never have to suffer the infertility and adoption torture he watched his clients navigate from nine-to-five, week after week. Lucky me, Bradley must think. Lucky me.

Bradley leaned forward and uncrossed his legs. “When do you think you’d talk to your child about adoption, and about his or her own adoption?” he asked.

“We’d be honest from the start,” David said. Lucky Bradley, lucky guy. “No secrets here.” This was the right answer, wasn’t it? When would we talk to our child about adoption? David repeated the question to himself. Were they supposed to know this already, now, when there wasn’t even a hypothetical dream of a kid in the works yet?

“We mean”—Jessica sat up in her seat—“as soon as the baby is old enough to wonder and understand. And is ready. Kids are smart and deserve honest answers.” She sounded confident, sure of herself. David picked up on her cue.

“No reason to hide it,” David interrupted. “We want the child to be proud of his past. Or her past. His or her past. You know.”

Bradley smiled as if happy with the responses he was getting, as if there were no wrong answers here, and David liked him. Despite Bradley’s own good fortune in the area of reproduction, David couldn’t help but like his even-keel way of asking questions, of explaining procedures, of matching his shirt and tie, of looking a guy in the eye. All of this had made the whole unfortunate process bearable, if not completely pleasant. “I know you never planned to conceive your children across an oak desk,” Bradley had said to them that first day in his office, “so I’ll try to make the process as smooth as possible.”

“Children do ask questions, don’t forget that,” Bradley said. “So how you talk to them and what you’re going to say is something you should be thinking about early on.”

“We’ve thought about it already,” Jessica assured him.

Bradley looked at his lap for a second and scribbled a note on his papers. David strained to see if he was writing down quotes word for word. Then, having been able to read nothing of Bradley’s cramped handwriting from a distance, David regretted this attempt. I know what he’s registering about me now, David thought: Must have cheated on written tests in grade school. Or: Nosy control freak. Perhaps: Insecurity about people judging him. At best: A keen interest in the activities of others.

“It’s not easy, but you’ll also want to be thinking about the birth parents. There’ll likely be birth parents out there, and someday either they or your child may consider getting in touch.”

Jessica looked at David and he saw her try to stifle a smile. Bradley had said your child, as if they’d already passed today’s test and the adoption was a fait accompli. Bradley continued, “I’ve got some literature that I’ll leave you on that. Take a look when you’ve got time to really give it a read.” As the conversation wound down, he handed them a stack of photocopies and piled the rest of his papers back into the manila envelope he had drawn them out of. He shook David and Jessica’s hands warmly and when he looked away for a moment, Jessica smiled, caught David’s eye, hopeful. No looking back. The quiet after the rain.

“This may be the last time you hear from me before you’re placed with a child, which could be months from now, or longer, but don’t hesitate to ring me yourself if you have any concerns,” Bradley said as he stood, preparing to leave. “Do you two have any other questions about the process now, before I leave? Anything occur to you since our last meeting?”

“Nothing, really,” David said.

“With all the talking and reading we’ve done, we’re experts ourselves already,” Jessica said. “So if you have any questions about the process,” she laughed, “don’t hesitate to call us.” With another round of handshakes and the first easy, genuine smiles of the day, David and Jessica walked Bradley to the door.

[image: space]

David reached for a beer from the refrigerator. Jessica followed, grabbed one as well, and, instinctively, David put out his hand to stop her. Immediately he corrected himself and withdrew. She’d been off alcohol for the full year while they were going through the in-vitro treatments. They’d decided to keep her off alcohol even when they were sure she wasn’t pregnant—just in case. A few months in, however, David had tried to recall the prohibition.

“Maybe we’re jinxing it, having you not drink as if you’re already pregnant,” he’d said.

“What’s there to jinx?” she’d replied.

Now he and Jessica sat at the table where the day had started a few hours earlier, that moment and this one separated only by Bradley’s visit. They drank their beers quickly, quietly. David thought of Debra Chambers sipping her wine at Cate and Welford’s and of the small rush he’d felt, a sinister joy in discovering that Debra wasn’t pregnant. He hated that he’d turned into the kind of guy who silently lobbed other people’s misfortunes in the air, but he’d been the secondhand reveler, happy for so many other people, for too long. He and Jessica had been married for four years and trying to get pregnant for two of them. They had patiently waited in line and it was their turn.

“We’d make good parents,” David said as if this were a new and unique thought.

“I hope that matters,” Jessica said. “I can’t stop thinking about how people who can have kids the natural way can have them whether their steps are shallow and whether they’re willing to put a gate up.” And whether they are child abusers, or whether they can afford any roof over their head, let alone sufficient space, David thought.

“I could be a good mom,” Jessica said. “I’m a teacher, that counts. Bradley likes that.”

“And I’ve got the savings plan at work, and the trust to boot,” David said.

“And three totally lively grandparents,” Jessica said.

“Your mom is no reference.”

“That’s not for you to say.” Jessica looked at David sternly. She paused. “We live near two playgrounds. And, you know, we know how to play, we’re still fun. Aren’t we? How many parents can say that?”

David pushed his chair away from the kitchen table and reached out for Jessica, who was walking toward him. This kind of talk, indulging in the nuances of having their own child, discussing parenthood as if it might someday be theirs, was something they hadn’t allowed themselves in at least a year. It was something they hadn’t spoken about with such tangible possibility since their first realization that becoming parents wasn’t going to be as easy as they’d always assumed.

Jessica lowered herself into David’s lap, clutching her beer bottle with both hands.

“You’re fun, you are completely fun,” David said, his tone utterly serious, “and warm and all those other important things.” This felt good, talking and laying it all on the table. He smirked briefly. “And you make a wicked peanut butter and jelly. And we make a wicked team.”

“And,” Jessica said, relaxing, allowing herself to sink into David’s body, her voice tired and slow and sweet, “we want this kid so bad.”

In a frenzy of baby-making, the first year when they were trying, David and Jessica had sex in the kitchen, the bedroom, and the bathroom all in one night. Or the couch, the floor, and the easy chair. So that when the child was old enough to understand desire and sex and where he came from, at that moment when other parents told their children that they’d been conceived in a Fiji hotel room or in a ski chalet in front of the fire or in a friend’s walk-in closet during a party loud enough to muffle the noise, when their child was old enough to know, the answer would have to be, and they laughed about this at the time, “It could have been anywhere.”

It had been dark for hours by the time Jessica returned from the gym that night. David lay sprawled on the bed, trying to concentrate on the page proofs in front of him. He’d brought home three freelancers’ articles to line edit before work on Monday. “From Mount Elizabeth Station, it’s easiest for a visitor to explore the surrounding Kimberley region by four-wheel drive, though you’ll want to watch for wild dogs darting onto the truck tracks.” He ran his fingers over the print and scanned the words, reading the same inane line over and over and over, trying to focus on anything but Bradley’s visit. Four-wheel drive, he thought. Elizabeth, that would be a fine name for a girl, he thought. Truck tracks rather than a standard road. And what about Kimberley? Repeat a word, a sentence, enough times and the sounds lose all meaning. Kimberley Elizabeth. Wild dogs darting onto tracks. When Jessica entered the room, David looked up. He caught a quick glimpse of her breathing heavily in a sweaty jogbra and loose-fitting yoga pants before she walked into the bathroom and closed the door.

He heard something soft—the stretch of her clothes coming off?—and then the sound of the shower running, hard, high pressure, a concentrated stream. He could picture Jessica in the shower, her hair thrown forward and shoulders hunched as the spray beat on her back, and he thought about joining her. But then, he stayed put. For months now—or was it a year, could it be a year already?—emotional exhaustion had lain over their desire like a wet blanket. Under its weight, he wondered, why risk her turning him away? Why risk another episode of forced intimacy, another late night where they had sex just to prove that they did still do it? Relationships, sex drives, had their ups and downs, and he and Jessica had run into a demon of a rough spot, which they were surely about to clear.

When Jessica came out of the bathroom, she and David dressed for bed side by side and silently. With only the bedside lamp lit, David sat propped against a pillow and Jessica slid in next to him and lay her body flat under the covers, one arm resting on David’s chest. She arched her neck to get a view of the TV he watched. On the local news channel, a female reporter—especially chipper tonight, as if the faux cheer of her voice might refute the deep, dark, movie-of-the-week nature of the crimes she was assigned to report—stood only a few blocks from David and Jessica’s apartment. “Police have not released further details,” the reporter said, referring to the rapist who had been stalking neighborhood women. “As in the previous instances, the perpetrator followed this victim home in the morning, just after midnight, and then he pushed her inside the foyer of her own apartment building.” In all the instances, he then pushed himself onto the women right there in the entryways of their own homes, turning their former safe havens into the places they would forever fear most. This crime seemed so simple to David. Talk about demons. In a town so full of sick crazies and mental deviants, and with so many unlocked foyers and unguarded entryways, he was amazed that this kind of nauseating cruelty wasn’t more common.

According to the TV report, police were investigating whether a similar crime in the neighborhood, a woman raped in her apartment by a man who’d climbed the fire escape, was related. David ran his hand through Jessica’s hair.

“Change the channel,” she said. “Could you change the channel? This reporter drives me nuts. She should be reading the weather, if anything, you know? Or—”

“—or covering dog shows,” David finished her sentence, agreeing with her, and then flipped through the networks’ evening news coverage.

“Oh, keep this,” Jessica said when he landed on Channel 7’s lead story for the night, a recap of the abduction of a student from a private school much like the one where Jessica taught. A male reporter’s voice narrated over photos of the school and of the soccer coach who had kidnapped the girl and transported her upstate. There, for four days until the girl’s mother tracked them down, the coach kept her locked in a manure shed behind his late parents’ farmhouse. He had not raped her. Medical reports showed that other than the shallow bruises on her arms and ribs, she had not been harmed at all. The man didn’t want to hurt her or abuse her or take advantage in any way, he just wanted to keep her.

“For what?” Jessica asked, her voice heavy with sleep.

“She was something he wanted to have,” David said, having seen so many strange cases reported in the media, having edited and reported some of them himself, “and he thought he’d found a way.”

David lay awake next to Jessica, who was fast asleep. David thought about when he was a child, the look on his mother’s face when minor things went wrong. He remembered her expression in the split second that came just after she dropped and broke a glass—even a cheap glass, a juice glass from breakfast—but just before, a second later, she realized it didn’t matter. That single moment before it registered what had broken (a cheap cup; it happened all the time), when her face only showed the recognition that something was gone. For a long time this, this image, to David, that small shock had been what sadness looked like. That look was David’s earliest definition of tragedy.

Now as David thought about that shock on his mother’s face in those almost hidden moments, he ran his hand over his sleeping wife’s body, feeling the cool, sharp curve of her hip as she lay on her side. This morning, David and Jessica had taken a stranger through their home to prove they were worthy to raise a child. This woman who wanted more than anything (he could see it on her face, it was all she wanted, all) to bring her own child into this world, was being forced to prove her worth to raise someone else’s. As Jessica shifted and rolled over, moving her sleeping shape slightly closer to him, David thought This, this was a tragedy. So where was its hero?

The next night David slept fitfully again, until just before sunrise when he jolted awake, noticed a space in the bed where Jessica should have been. The house was silent. David stood up slowly, as if afraid to rouse it. No noise seeped in through the windows. Outside, even the traffic seemed to doze. The clock read 6:04 A.M. Monday morning, the hours between yesterday and the week to come, Jessica had risen early. David walked to the door of the room, to the stairs, and made his way down. At the bottom, he looked around the corner, into the kitchen, and spotted Jessica.

“Hey,” she whispered and looked up at David. She sat at the table, the Formica arrayed with a full party spread. A liter of sherry, a small bottle of cough syrup, a highball glass, a tablespoon. Her camisole hung limp over her shoulders as she slouched toward the goods. She smiled, sheepishly. “I felt sick, couldn’t get back to sleep, I’ll be fine.”

“Do you think you should mix those?” David asked, standing across from her now.

Jessica raised her eyebrows. “Yes?” she let out a small, nervous laugh.

David walked to the cabinet and pulled down the whiskey and a bottle of cold medicine. “Without these, I mean.” He lightly touched the top of her head as he passed, put the bottles on the table, then grabbed a tumbler for himself and he sat. “This is what I call a well-rounded dysfunctional morning diet.” He poured himself a whiskey and sipped.

“I thought I heard the phone ring, it woke me,” Jessica said.

“I didn’t hear the phone.”

“I’m sure it was just in a dream. This is going to make for a rough day of teaching.”

“So don’t go in.”

Jessica eyed him sternly. She was insistent that as a teacher there was no such thing as calling in sick, the school expected its staff to be there regardless of physical condition, the students couldn’t risk falling behind. But David remembered plenty of his own teachers, when he was a kid, taking a sick day here and there, or a personal day or an emergency emotional-breakdown vacation. He remembered plenty of substitutes (rumpled and knock-kneed and smelling of smoke) taking over his classes. His development seemed no more stunted as a result.

“Go in sloshed, the kids will think you’re cool.” In the dim morning light, David reached across the table for Jessica’s cough syrup and took a swig. For solidarity, he figured. All of this to let her know he was here. “Lean over, I’ll douse you in Nyquil.” He made an exaggerated movement with the bottle.

Jessica grinned and shook her head. David took the tablespoon from her hand and laced his fingers through hers. She held his grip tightly. “Is it too early to start breakfast?” she asked. “I don’t think I can fall back to sleep.” She rose and looked through the cabinets. “Tell me again what goes with sherry? French toast, is that it?” She turned and caught David’s eye, sly.

“Mmmm. Sherry with French toast, whiskey with raisin bran,” David nodded. He stood and grabbed the bottles off the table. He tucked the alcohol back into the liquor cabinet, rinsed the glasses, and set them next to the sink to dry. Jessica removed the milk from the fridge. She opened the carton and wordlessly handed it to David to smell—the contents’ due date rapidly approaching—before decanting it into a small pitcher and placing it on the table.

Travel Excursion’s editors sat at a long, polished table and talked rapidly over each other with high pitched sentences. While David liked his job at the magazine, he truly hated these Monday morning meetings, all of his coworkers competing to get their ideas heard above the fray. And today, groggy from his 6 A.M. wake-up, David found the gathering even drearier than usual.

Two photo researchers leaned against the oak cabinet along the wall and whispered loudly to each other. “God, it’s stuffy in here,” one of them rasped. The air in the room was stale and heavy as if, over the weekend, it had been simmered and thickened and left to congeal. “We’ve already got art if we go with Malaysia instead,” the design director said, his voice cutting the air with a stab. “We’ve got access to an exclusive Malaysia layout,” he repeated. “What’s the deal with Bali anyway?” The editors were debating whether to feature cheap trips to Bali on the cover.

Sitting at the far side of the table, David looked out the floor-to-ceiling windows. He was distracted by the thin smoke streaming from a chimney on the building directly across Sixth Avenue. Behind the smoke, the sky was crisp and clear. The sun was still at a sharp morning angle, giving off a bright white light. At this hour, twenty-nine floors below, pedestrians in light fall jackets and three-season suits would be rising out of the subways and onto the streets, walking quickly—as if running from the morning itself—into the buildings that spread like a hedge-maze through Midtown.

“No. No way can we risk Bali,” said Eric Alvarado, the circulation director who sat next to David, shaking his head and leaning heavily on his elbows. “Everyone’s doing Bali now. By the time we hit newsstands, Bali will feel old.” His voice was gruff, loud. The editors were used to Eric’s premature dismissal of nearly every idea they offered, but today he was probably right. Bali as a budget destination was already old news.

“We’re not behind on Bali yet,” said Curt Helprin, insistent. No one responded.

After a few moments, David spoke. “Maybe Bali deserves an inside story and Europe gets the cover.” His tone was nonchalant, easy. He shrugged, actually thought this idea of his wasn’t bad. As a rule, David didn’t talk much at the meetings. He’d learned that silence was his asset. While the other editors kept their mouths going with every unfortunate idea that came to mind—“How about high-class urban bungee jumping?” “Caracas’s Kosher delis?”—David kept quiet. His coworkers took this as a sign of deep thinking. So when he did speak, his words were taken seriously. And this idea, he thought, might be right. “Everyone else will be saving Europe for spring. We could do hot spas for the cool winter. And we could squeeze in a European ski fashion spread as well.” Europe. Spring. He might be a father come spring. He could have a child. Where did people with children go on vacation? He could imagine taking a ski vacation with a newborn, that wasn’t such a stretch. Ski resorts had nurseries right at the base of the mountain. He’d seen the painted wooden signs, cutouts of snowsuited teddy bears announcing ski-in ski-out childcare for two-planking parents.

“Advertisers love fashion spreads,” David continued. He thought about travel, location, the ways that in one place, in this room, say, advertisers could be the weightiest concern in the world.

“Advertisers like the right fashion spreads,” Eric Alvarado cut in.

“Speaking of hot spas,” said Elliot Sunstein, the managing editor, wrapping up the discussion, “anyone coming to the retreat this weekend, you need to call the travel department to confirm your flights.”

After the meeting, David dragged himself back to his office and began to flip through his e-mail. He looked up and found Curt Helprin sitting in the couch by the door, just waiting to be noticed. “You’ve got to get some tinted shades for your windows, the light in here is fierce,” Curt said, shading his eyes.

“Not from where I’m sitting.” David crossed his arms and smiled.

In Curt’s presence, David often found himself slipping into the automatic banter that had passed for in-depth conversation when they were twenty-two-

year-olds working as fact-checkers at Time. The friendship grew once they’d both landed new jobs at different publications and discovered they liked each other more than any of the other power-hungry, shameless, or just plain square young journalists they were encountering else-where. Ten years after they met, David had finally made his own name with a two-part investigative piece on the disappearance of an American businessman in Peru. The article won David raves, and a TV-movie-of-the-

week option, prompting Curt to tell the guys launching Travel Excursion, “We should snag this guy, whatever it takes. He’s good.”

“I’ve been talking you up, man,” Curt said when David first joined the magazine. “Do not disappoint.” David had flinched under the weight of those expectations—all built on the success of his Peru pieces, which he saw as a fluke, a story he’d lucked into while down there honeymooning with Jessica—but he soon discovered that it didn’t take much to not disappoint. And David was good at what he did. This desk work, editing, was remarkably easy for him.

“Lunch.” Curt was talking, tapping his pencil against the arm of David’s couch. “We’ve got options.”

“We’re having lunch?” David tried to focus on the meal, on the matter at hand. He knew he seemed distracted and thought about explaining it. Wasn’t it about time to start telling friends that he and Jessica could be parents soon? David considered the simple way he might spill the idea to Curt: Hey, man, Jessica and I are gonna adopt a kid. He imagined the way Curt would respond: Good for you, Dave-O. Can we discuss lunch? Curt was both a dear friend and the last person who would understand. And there was something fine about that. Curt lived in the here-and-now, unlike so many other friends—and in-laws, and in-laws’ neighbors—who thought it bizarrely appropriate to ask and question and nag. David watched Curt adjust his position in the club chair and straighten the cuffs of his shirt. For now, there was a comfort in keeping his and Jessica’s plans private. Disappointment had a way of tracking David and Jessica down, and David didn’t want to tempt it.

“Serena and George,” Curt said, “the flaks from Delmonico’s”—who had been calling daily, hoping to get a mention in the January issue—“want us to stop by for lunch, but the catch is that they’re going to join us and you won’t believe how they talk.” David knew how they talked. They’d been leaving chatty messages on his voicemail, full of run-ons and non sequiturs, as if they were speaking to a responsive person instead of a machine.

“We have another option?” David asked. Even when he was in his chattiest of moods, David did all he could to avoid meeting with smooth, swanky publicists and listening to their dizzying promo-babble. “Have you been to Pippi Suarez’s all-you-can-eat techno lounge? No? Why, David! We’re inking you onto the list ten minutes ago to-DAY!” Lah-di-dah-di-dah. A man could lose his balance running circles in these promoters’ loopy sentences. And most of what these flaks had to offer—boondoggle club openings or neon travel accessories—weren’t appropriate story topics for Excursion anyway. European spas in the winter, however—Elliot had liked this idea, thanked David for it after the meeting. Now, as a lingering aftereffect of that pat on the back, David felt light, as if newly anointed, cleansed, forgiven for sins he never knew he’d committed. Lunch with publicists would deflate this feeling.

“Option two,” Curt continued. “Beer and soup dumplings around the corner. Good cheap grub, no flaks, and we don’t talk Excursion at all.”

“Option two,” David said. “I’m in.” They’d be getting enough business talk this weekend anyway, at the retreat. Franklin Bredrup, their publisher, was having all of the editors to Sun Valley for four days to discuss the results of recent focus groups and reader feedback studies. David enjoyed that kind of scientific talk—what the evidence meant, how to weigh the positive feedback against the negative, where all this indicated magazines were headed as a whole. Not that the retreat would be all work: Bredrup promised guided hikes, chairlift rides, a pig roast, and a constant flow of cocktails. This was exactly what David needed. A long plane flight away from here, a little work, a light dose of relaxation, and a schedule full of completely planned and totally optional events. Coming at the tail end of the social worker’s home visit and the failed infertility treatment stress, a getaway without Jessica, without the sadness and strain that, David was sure, she would carry with her to some degree until they had that child, finally gave David something to look forward to.
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