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For my father, the miracle.

And for Adele, the alchemist.






CHAPTER ONE

I landed, he texts me, and I feel the ground underneath my feet once again. It’s 4:00 a.m. in Los Angeles, both too late and too early, but in the four years we’ve been together—three of them married—I’ve never been able to sleep while Leo is in the air.

For the past hour I’ve been standing in our dark kitchen, refreshing the screen of my cell phone and bathing the room in harsh blue light.

Exhale.

I pull my robe more tightly around me. I love this bungalow—built in 1958, updated in 2010; it’s charming and bright. Big windows, a sliver of a garden, walking distance to Melrose Place. But there’s no functional heat.

When I first moved in, six and a half years ago, the walls were green and burnt orange and the light fixtures were all brass, but over time I painted the walls white, wallpapered the bathroom, regrouted the kitchen, and decorated the space with a colorful mix of Rose Bowl Flea Market finds and Crate & Barrel sales. It’s charming, and organized. Despite Leo’s piles of things, I am not someone who finds clutter to be cheerful.

Go back to bed, Lauren, he writes, and I smile.


I love you.



I feel my shoulders slacken. The whirling in my stomach settles to a casual rinse cycle. He’s fine.

When I was fifteen years old, my father died in a car crash. He was driving down Mulholland in the middle of a Tuesday afternoon, slightly before rush hour. He was not speeding. A teen driver in the oncoming lane was on his cell phone. Both drivers died on impact.

I flip on the electric kettle and scoop some dark roast into the pot before my eye settles on the mail stacked on our counter. Leo forgot to go through it before he left. I fan out the letters. Insurance forms for Leo, some Ralphs coupons, and a thank-you note from my friend Delia for her baby shower. We got her a bottle warmer. I run my hand over the embossed stork and then deposit the paper into the trash can.

Leo is traveling to interview for a new job. He’s a DP, or director of photography. He started as a lamp operator on film sets and then got his (small) break when his old mentor from college asked him to be DP on an indie project last summer. He loved it. Today he’s flying out to meet Grayson Baldacci, the wildly prolific television writer, about his new show, Big Guys, an office drama that will shoot in New York. If Leo gets this, it’ll change the game for him. A steady gig, a regular income.

I’ve been an accountant for the past decade, and before that I did bookkeeping for individual clients, one of whom I still help on the side. I work at a small firm with only two other CPAs. We mostly handle retired clients living on a fixed income. The work isn’t particularly glamorous, but I enjoy the steadiness of it, the reliability. And I like the business of helping people budget their lives. The obvious: It gives me great pleasure to avoid catastrophe both personally, and professionally, even if professionally I’m not following my passion.

Leo is another story. He lights up when he talks about film. Whenever we watch a movie together, he wants to run me through the cinematographer’s shot list—why they chose a crane there or a wide here. I zone out, mostly, but I love how he sees the world: like a canvas waiting to be painted or captured or told. In Leo’s universe, it’s all already there; he just needs the right lens.

Water in hand, I walk over to the couch. The sunset image hanging behind it was painted by my grandmother Sylvia. It’s the view at our house in Malibu—the same one I grew up in.


Did he land?



My mother. We share the same history.


Yes.

Go back to sleep.



I imagine her right now, in her frayed Ralph Lauren robe, looking out at the silver water. She isn’t an early riser, my mom. That was always Dad.

My cat, Pea, stretches into the room. She looks at me wearily—This again?—and then abruptly leaves. She showed up on my doorstep four years ago, half a day before the biggest rainstorm Los Angeles had ever seen. I found her scratching at the glass. She was barely six weeks old, had all kinds of health issues, and no tag.

I’d never had an animal before, I wasn’t even sure if I should let her inside, but Leo insisted. “The rain will kill her, Lauren,” he said. “We’re bringing her in.”

She explored every nook and cranny of our bungalow and then promptly fell asleep on the rug. I knew before I went to bed that night that she was ours.

I start to smell the beans, and look down to see my cell phone vibrating on the counter. Leo is calling.

“You’re not sleeping,” he says.

I can always tell what kind of mood he’s in by his voice. Leo is gregarious by nature—far more social than I am—but when it comes to our relationship, he’s soft-spoken and gentle. Right now he seems chipper. But then again, it’s almost 8:00 a.m. where he is. I imagine him rolling off the flight in his sweatpants and black T-shirt, his backpack on his back, duffel in hand, a hoodie slung over his shoulder. Some bagel dust down his front. He’ll have slept, too. Leo can sleep anywhere.

“You’re the one calling,” I say.

Truth be told, I’m surprised. Leo is never on his phone. At home, that makes him a great husband—super present, rarely distracted. But when he’s gone, he’s often hard to get ahold of. When we first started dating I was convinced he wasn’t interested because I wouldn’t hear from him for days, sometimes weeks. Then he’d resurface, pick me up at my house, and look at me in a way that let me know he never forgot.

“True. Guess what? The guy next to me had never been on a plane before.”

“Really?”

“Makes you marvel at the miracle of modern travel. I felt like a child again.”

The coffeepot sputters and gurgles its final stream.

“How was your night?” he asks me.

I didn’t sleep much—tracking his flight, watching for any type of storm warning—but I don’t want to tell him that. Leo knows me, but he also knows what I tell him. We have been married only three years. There are still things to learn.

“I ordered from Pizzana with Tracy. She left around eleven. Then I did a little work.”

“What did you get?”

“The white pizza. And that chopped salad with the mushrooms.”

Leo hates mushrooms.

“Just remember, if you watch Summer House without me, I’ll get an alert.”

“Not if I stream it from my phone.”

He lowers his voice to a growl. “You wouldn’t dare.”

Leo and I met at the Beach Cove, a private members-only club known for its outdated furniture and WASP culture. Neither one of us belonged—Leo insists they still don’t admit Jewish people—but we were both there for Fourth of July fireworks, invited by two separate people—my friend Tracy and his friend Luke.

The thing I remember about Leo was how out of place he looked. He was dressed in sweatpants and a T-shirt, an eyeline grabber among the belted shorts and popped polos. I was surprised they let him in. And I also remember that I was attracted to him immediately. His towering frame (six foot four and two hundred and sixty pounds). His jet-black hair. And his slight English accent. He was born in Boston, raised until ten in London, and then went to boarding school in West Virginia. He’s a nomad, comfortable on the road. And though he’s seven years older than me, there’s something so playful about him you’d swear he was younger. He also looks it.

Pea sneezes in the other room.

“I miss you,” I say.

“Already?”

I take down a mug from the cabinet and pour a cup of coffee. I like it extra hot and black. I hold it between my palms. Outside I see a small bit of light start to creep through the night sky.

“I like it better when you’re here.”

Leo’s tone softens. “I know, baby. Me, too.” He clears his throat. “What time is the clinic?”

“Nine,” I say. I don’t want to tell him about how I needed to go in yesterday, because they weren’t sure of my progesterone levels.

Leo and I have been trying to have a baby since before we were married. We knew we wanted a family, and wanted one together, and after we got serious we started trying right away. Two fertility clinics and two years later we learned the reason it wasn’t happening: premature ovarian failure, which is a fancy way of saying my fertility is about the same as someone a decade older. We started to see Dr. Frankel at Reproductive Los Angeles after we got bad news at California Reproductive Center, hoping that maybe another doctor would give us better news. But we’ve done six IUIs and four egg retrievals, and we’ve never ended up with a single embryo, and I’ve never been pregnant. This month we did another Hail Mary IUI, just because.

“OK. Keep me posted,” he says. I can hear the slight wilt in his voice, the way it flattens out whenever we talk about this.

Leo is as supportive as he can be, but fertility is a language he does not speak. No matter how many times we hear the terms low ovarian reserve, high FSH, low AMH, they are just obscure data points to him. They aren’t real, not exactly. Not the way they are to me.

And he’s tired, I know he is. “How much more of this are we supposed to put ourselves through?” He keeps asking me.

I don’t know how to tell him that for me there is no answer. For me the answer is still As much as it takes to get our baby.

“I will,” I say. I want to change the subject. “And then I thought maybe I’d go out to the beach tonight.”

I can hear Leo’s smile through the phone. “They’ll love that.”

Just then I hear a rapping at the door. I startle and some coffee spills. I took over and see him waving through the glass.

“Jesus,” I say.

“What?”

“Guess.”

I lift my hand to wave and mime that I’m coming to open the door, but he’s already pulling out his keys.

“It’s not even five a.m.!” Leo says. “OK, I’ll let you go. I love you. Tell your dad he was wrong about the Lakers, and I owe him.”






CHAPTER TWO

My father died in a car accident when I was fifteen, but I don’t remember it, because my mother undid it. She was forty-seven when she used her silver ticket. The holy grail of gifts. All the women in my family get one, a single do-over. A chance to go back and make a different choice, unfurl a coil.

My great-grandmother was seven, or so the story goes. I never knew her. She died when I was just two years old. But the way I heard it, all those years ago, felt like a fable. Her parents were poor, and her father worked as a cobbler in Odessa. The Jewish population in 1920s Ukraine was rapidly declining. Our family had missed out on much of the wealth and stability the community had enjoyed prior to the anti-Jewish pogroms that accompanied the Russian Civil War. Some families fled to other regions, but there were rumors of attacks all over the country—nowhere was safe. There was instability and violence everywhere—but Odessa remained a center of artistic expression. It wasn’t safe to be a practicing Jew, and yet, there were so many still there.

My great-grandmother was a good student, and a quick study, and she started working in her father’s shop when she was just five years old. Her mother suffered from migraines and was bedridden most of the time, and so Irina would do the deliveries for her father. They were always late at night, as it was the safest time to be out, and being small—and young—she could slip by unnoticed. She’d been taught to hide and could conceal herself behind nearly anything, if need be.

One night she was out bringing a pair of shoes to the neighborhood curmudgeon—a woman named Hinda who lived just on the outskirts of town. Hinda was mean to children, scowled at her neighbors, and rarely left the house. It was rumored that her body was dotted in boils and her hair was made of snakes. She covered her hair—as many observant Jews did—so no one could be sure. Nevertheless, Irina’s father gave strict instructions: “Hinda is a paying customer, and she is to be treated with respect and kindness.”

Irina knocked at the door softly. No answer. Then she rapped a little harder. Still no answer. Finally she called out: “Mrs. Hinda?” She clapped her hand over her mouth, worried she had drawn too much attention to herself, but then she heard a shuffling behind the door.

There stood Hinda. Her face was knotted and gnarled; her hands gripped a small cane. She could have been sixty or one hundred and forty-eight. They seem about the same when you’re seven years old.

“What?” she spat.

“I’ve come to deliver your shoes.”

Irina held them up in their paper satchel. They were brown, drabby, Irina thought, but she said nothing of the sort. They were shoes just fine.

Hinda looked at the parcel, then at the small girl.

“I have no money for you,” she said.

Irina furrowed her brow, unsure of how to proceed. Her father was clear that she must collect payment on all her deliveries. But he was also known to keep a ledger of what people owed him. “People need their shoes,” he’d say. Simple as that.

Irina looked down at Hinda’s feet. They were bare.

“Here you go,” she said, and held the package out to Hinda. She believed it’s what her father would have done.

Hinda extended her hands, unsure, tentatively receiving the shoes. She looked at Irina curiously. Perhaps no one had ever been kind to her before. Or at least not in a very many years. Maybe in a whole century.

And slowly Hinda’s face began to change from suspicious to curious and then—illuminated.

“Hang on there, little girl,” she said. “I do have something for you.”

Hinda disappeared for what felt like a long time. It was cold, and Irina wasn’t wearing a coat. She hugged her arms around her middle and waited.

Finally, Hinda returned with a small wooden box.

“Open it,” she instructed Irina.

Irina opened the box. Inside was a silver ticket. It was small, about an inch by an inch.

“What is this?” Irina asked.

“It’s for you,” Hinda said. “In exchange for my shoes.”

Hinda smiled. It was a gruesome sight. Her teeth were mangled and rotted. Irina wished she’d close her mouth.

“It is a special ticket.”

“What for?”

Irina was feeling tired now, and impatient. She longed to be home with her father, for a piece of bread and a warm bed.

Hinda laughed. It was an eerie laugh, and it made Irina shiver.

“Undoing the past,” she said.

And then she slammed the door in Irina’s face.

Irina looked at the small wooden box, then cracked it open to check the silver ticket inside. Undoing the past. What did that mean? And how would Irina ever find out?

She went home hanging her head. She had no money in her pocket, which meant her mother would not get the plums she loved from the market the next day. Her father would not be able to buy meat from the butcher or more leather for the next week’s repairs. She practiced what she would say, how she would tell them.

When she arrived home her father was in his shop. “How was Mrs. Hinda?” he asked.

“She could not pay,” Irina said. She was next to tears.

“Did you give her the shoes?”

Irina nodded. Her father smiled.

“Good,” he said. “People need their shoes.”

“She gave me this.”

Irina thrust the box at him. He opened it.

“My,” he said. “She really must be fond of you. Next time we go, we’ll bring her some apple cake.”

Her father hugged her and sent her off to bed. All through the night Irina held that box. She held it pressed between her palms, and even when her eyes finally drifted closed, her fingers did not break their grasp.

The next morning she came downstairs to find her mother rocking at the kitchen table. Her father was gone. Taken. Their worst fear realized.

Irina crept into her father’s shop to see it completely turned over, robbed of anything of value, most especially, its keeper. She felt a pulling in her chest. She was young enough to believe in magic but old enough to have experienced the realities of war. You could only be so young in eastern Europe. She knew if her father was gone now, he would never return.

She left her mother and climbed the stairs. She opened the box. Once again, she pressed the silver ticket between her two palms.

There is something about being a child that makes it easier to believe—and that is what happened. She thought of a time before. She thought of the previous day. She thought of her father’s dirty apron and oiled hair and thick beard. She thought of his blackened fingers and long, toothy smile.

And that is how she used it, this gift from Hinda that was now more valuable than any payment could have been. She turned them back to the day before, to when he was still there.

That same night, on Irina’s guidance, their family hid in the small attic above Irina’s room. The shop was looted but nothing of value was taken—because nothing of value was there. The ticket was a miracle. Her father’s belief in her, the second silver dollar.

“You saved us,” her father would tell her. “You brilliant, blessed child.”

Irina kept the wooden box, now empty of the ticket that had come in it, in that attic room that had saved her. She took it with her when she came to America, too. Afterward the ticket reappeared in the wooden box with each woman born. There was a new one when my grandmother wailed and stretched in Irina’s arms, and another when my mother came in the middle of the first California snowstorm in thirty-five years. And then mine. Tucked in the safe at 31382 Broad Beach Road. Never touched.

I knew from a young age I had this ticket. And I also knew that things I could never imagine now would come into my life, and it was my job to decide which of them all was worthy of taking back.






CHAPTER THREE

I open the door, and my dad barrels inside. “I need to charge the car. Did you guys ever install that EV line?”

“Dad, it’s pitch-black out.”

He shrugs and then looks at me. “I knew you’d be up.”

My dad and I have always been insomniacs. I think I’ve clocked more hours with him than any other human being. For us, 3:00 a.m. might as well be noon. When I was a teenager I would wander downstairs to find him pouring cereal or buttering toast. We’d play Rummikub or read. Sometimes we wouldn’t even talk, we’d just orbit each other.

Dad empties his pockets on the counter—tissues, wallet, keys, a pack of mints, and then gets down a mug and helps himself to the coffeepot. He’s not a tall man, used to be five foot nine on a good day and is now probably hovering just above five seven, his curly black hair topping the last half inch.

“There’s oat in the fridge,” I say.

He gave up dairy over two decades ago at the recommendation of his cardiologist. I keep some around for his spontaneous stop-bys, to ensure he has what he needs.

“Might even steam it up,” he says.

“Live large,” I tell him, and plug in the milk frother.

Once he’s finished we take our mugs to the couch and settle against the folds of our white cotton Cloud. Leo hates this couch—he’d prefer modern lines and hard-backed chairs—but I love it. It makes me feel ensconced in a soft world. Nothing bad can get you when you’re in the Cloud.

“Did you get in the water already?”

Dad shakes his head. “Nah, board on the rack, though. I thought maybe I’d check out Zuma on my way back if it’s not too late.” He pats my leg. “You should have seen the moon on the drive over. Ooo-weeee.”

My mother hates that I live in West Hollywood. She doesn’t understand why we don’t move to Malibu, or, OK, Santa Monica, or even Venice, for God’s sake. But I grew up on the ocean. I know it so well, its pace and rhythm all its own. It’s familiar to me in ways that are both comforting—and painful. It’s better for me, now, to keep my distance.

Plus, Westside home prices are even worse than West Hollywood. Leo and I could never afford it.

Dad loves it here at my house. “My pied-à-terre in the city,” he calls it.

“Are you still carrying the board down yourself?”

He waves me off. “There’s always someone around.” He surveys the house. “How long is Leo gone for?”

“Dad,” I say, ignoring the last part. “You’re getting older, It’s OK to ask for help. You’ve been there for all of them.”

He raises his eyebrows at me in this way that says, Move on.

Dad taught me to surf when I was just four years old—tossed me on the board and paddled out, no excuses. He taught me how to head into a wave—“Paddle, don’t scream”—how to dive under so as not to be knocked down, and how to time the perfect turnaround.

The ocean is a woman, baby. Never turn your back on her.

I caught my first wave alone at six, and by eight I was towing my board out myself, Dad waving from the shore.

I haven’t been out in years, though. I got into the water less and less after graduation. I’m out of practice. Dad is the one who has kept it alive, kept it a part of his life.

“He’s just gone until tomorrow,” I say. “It’s a quick trip.”

He blows on the rim of his cup. Some oat foam settles on his upper lip. “How is work going for him?”

I know my dad worries about us. Will we have enough money? Will Leo “make it”? Our mortgage payments are low and our life is simple—as simple as any life can be in Los Angeles—but infertility is expensive, and the longer it goes on, the more expensive it gets. We’re tapped out. There’s nothing left in savings. I won’t let us overextend our credit cards, not after I’ve seen the messes some clients have gotten into, but it means the budget is razor-thin right now. Even this six-hundred-dollar IUI meant scraping the barrel for the utility bills.

“Good,” I say. “He’s meeting with a showrunner this weekend. Fingers crossed.” I hold mine up, locked together.

Dad beams. “They’ll love him. Everyone loves Leo.”

It’s true; everyone loves Leo. He’s warm and present, and his stature makes him look like a teddy bear. Everyone always wants a hug. When we first met I thought it was strange how many of his ex-girlfriends remained in his life—how many called on him—but as I got to know him I understood it completely. He hates letting people down, and nothing is a big deal to him. He’ll drive three hours out of his way for a great scoop of ice cream, or make a run to Home Depot before they close for a pair of batteries or a pint of paint. I’ve never seen the man frustrated or inconvenienced in four and a half years. Except at the clinic.

But my dad—my dad especially adores Leo. His love for my husband is probably the single greatest thing in my life. Both Leo and Dad are social, but it comes out in very different ways. Leo makes people open up, and Dad opens up to people. My mom always says she’d never take a cruise with him because she wouldn’t be able to walk five feet without a conversation with a stranger. Malibu is a small town—and everyone knows Dad. The barista at the Starbucks in Cross Creek, the girl who works the register at Sun Life, the waiters at Lucky’s. And they all know the details of his life, too—and mine. When I got into USC our mailman left me a note that read: “Fight On.”

Dad’s world is full of connectivity, and when I was younger I’d always marvel at that, the way so many people cared about him. He has a bad memory—always has—and he could not be relied on to remember a birthday or a doctor’s appointment—but you always got the sense when you were with him that there was absolutely nowhere else he wanted to be. He’s never once looked over someone’s shoulder to see who else is in the room. And he’d tell you his bank account balance over coffee.

The thing Leo and my father don’t share, though, is a love of the water. Leo claims the ocean is just not his thing—he’s more comfortable on land—and I used to tease him that he didn’t know how to swim. The more time that has gone on, the more I think it might not be a joke. Once, on a trip to Hawaii, he walked around in the shallow end until I made him hold my hands. He lifted his legs, shook his head, and then promptly got out of the pool.

The water used to be so much a part of my life that sometimes it seems wild that my husband doesn’t share my passion. That he never knew me that way. But part of adult partnership is accepting that they will never really know our before. What’s important is that Leo knows who I am now, and who I will be.

“And how about you?” Dad asks. “What’s new on the numbers front?”

“Reliable,” I say, and he laughs.

“Better than the alternative.”

Dad is a family lawyer, has been his whole life.

“I would agree.”

He takes another sip, considers it. “Should we go to Urth and get oatmeal?”

Urth Caffé on Melrose Avenue is my dad’s favorite haunt. It’s a California café within walking distance with a big menu and decent food.

“It’s not my favorite,” I always tell him.

“It doesn’t have to be, but it does the trick.”

I look at the clock on the stove. “They don’t open for another two hours.”

“I’m starving. It’s been three hours since I ate.” He winks at me.

I start to move off the couch. “I’ll make you some oatmeal.”

My dad sets his mug down on the coffee table. “Don’t trouble yourself,” he says, but he’s already taking off his shoes.






CHAPTER FOUR

I started cooking sometime in the pandemic, when my main source of nutrients was frozen-food packages and then produce boxes from Jon & Vinny’s, an Italian restaurant on Fairfax that became a grocer during those early months. Every week a woman named Miranda in purple plastic gloves and a paisley-print face mask would load into my back seat a box filled with beet greens, radishes, once a yellow cucumber—whatever the farmers had harvested that week—and I’d google what to do with them.

The kitchen is a stone’s throw from the couch, but Dad still comes over to the counter to sit closer to me. He peels open the newspaper as I take out a pot, organic rolled oats, cinnamon, and some wild blueberries from the freezer.

Pea cozies up to the doorframe to see who is here and then backs out as quietly as she came in. She doesn’t love visitors.

“I love when you cook for me,” he says. “Yes, Chef!”

“It’s just oatmeal.”

Dad looks up at me. “You’re my daughter,” he says. “Everything you do impresses me.”

Dad has always been effusive with his love. He’ll tell me “I love you” twelve times a day. I both revel in it and at times find it challenging. Not the love or praise, but the insistence on it. The need to make every moment have some kind of meaning. I don’t get these kind of displays from my mom. She’s practical and careful but not necessarily warm. All the liquid in our family comes from my father.

I’m also not particularly impressive. Except, I would say, in my ability to take care of him. My mother and I have always looked after dad. Since that car accident we’ve stood around him like security guards—warding off any possible danger.

My mother wishes he would stop surfing—it’s dangerous and physical, that’s for certain. I worry about it less than she does, though. Maybe because for so many years I was out there with him.

“You need to relax a little about your dad,” Leo will tell me. “He’s good! Let the man live.” But Leo also doesn’t know. He doesn’t know about the accident, or the remaining silver ticket that sits locked away in Malibu. It is not his secret, it’s ours.

The water boils, and I drop the oats in, turning the temperature down to a simmer. Dad likes thick oatmeal, so do I, and I wait until it starts to pop and bubble before adding in raisins and blueberries and giving it a good stir.

I load the contents into bowls, heap cinnamon and maple syrup on top—plus a little Trader Joe’s granola for crunch—and pass one to him. Steam rises off the top in aromatic waves. Dad takes his glasses off to eat.

“Oh, wow,” he says. “This is delicious. You do it better than Urth, that’s for sure.”

I join him at the counter as the sun creeps farther across the floor, like a teenager trying to sneak in unnoticed.

We eat in silence for a few moments.

“So what’s on the docket for today?” he asks.

“A few meetings,” I say. I take a lot of them virtually from home these days. “Probably leftovers for lunch. And then I thought I’d spend the night at the beach.”

Dad’s eyes twinkle. “We’d love that,” he says. “Shabbat pasta.”

Sylvia’s Friday night special. Sometimes I wonder how my dad feels about still living with his mother-in-law all these years later. I’ve never asked him. I’m sure if I did he’d say “You know I love her,” or “Sylvia is Sylvia!” There are few situations Dad doesn’t find the good in. He’s broken his leg, dealt with disease, lost both of his parents, and abandoned the hope of having a tool shed. He’s never lost his smile.

It wasn’t until two months after Dad’s accident that my mother and grandmother told me about the tickets. Right after it happened my mother fell into a depression. She’d sit at home… inside, never out, never on the beach—too much air, breath, movement—and stare at the television. No one knew anything had occurred, so no one knew what was wrong. No one except Sylvia.

“Something has happened,” my grandmother told me, although she didn’t say what, or to whom.

It was only when I found my mom in the shower, slumped over, skin rubbed raw, that I demanded an answer. Marcella had always been a little nervous, yes, but never catatonic, never absent, never this.

“What happened?” I asked her. “What is happening?”

They sat me down in my bedroom, Marcella and Sylvia. I remember because there was a Kelly Slater poster on the wall that still hangs there, peeled and yellowed at the edges—that I can’t look at without remembering that day. The one when my whole world changed.

“She’s too young,” my grandmother said. She’d been saying it since I’d found Marcella, since she’d come up the stairs, since she’d forced Sylvia to sit down on my bed.

“She needs to know what she has,” my mom said.

Sylvia shook her head. “It’s not the right decision.”

“You don’t know what the right decision is.” My mother turned on her. Marcella was sullen sometimes, but I rarely saw her angry, never heard her raise her voice. She wasn’t that kind of mother. You knew her anger in her silence.

“Please,” I said, both to get them to stop and to get them to just say it.

Sylvia looked at me. I saw her head imperceptibly nod.

She came toward me and took my hands in hers. Sylvia’s hands were always cold, but that day they didn’t feel like cool, familiar relief—they felt like shock.

“We’re different,” Marcella said, and Sylvia’s grip on my hand’s tightened. “We have something other people don’t.”

My mother pinched the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. I could see her physically deflating.

“Go ahead, then,” Sylvia said, and I thought it was the most unattractive she had ever looked.

I remember thinking I didn’t recognize her. That someone else was in the room with us.

“Sweetheart,” my mom said, her tone changing. “Do you know how lucky you are?”

I felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I did know I was lucky. I knew in all the ways they tell you to be grateful. Two parents, enough food, good health. My hair was frizzy, but so what, right? Most of the time it was wet anyway. I was lucky for my proximity to the water, that I could admit. How did people grow up in big, wide swathes of dry land? I knew that my parents, even then, were far more concerned with each other than with me. But I had an eerie sense that was not what she meant. I all at once was not sure I wanted to know what came next.

“I don’t know,” I said.

Sylvia smiled. And then she laughed. A big, wholehearted laugh. I loved her laugh. Every time she laughed I felt it was in delight—at life, and sometimes, in some precious moments, at me. But this laugh was different. It was maniacal. This laugh was not in excess of joy but in reaction to inevitability, to ridiculousness, to the unimaginable reality that this was her life, her family, this moment.

She set a hand on my cheek. It was still cold.

“You get a do-over,” Sylvia told me. Simple, brief, clean.

I felt the air slice with her words. Next to me, Marcella exhaled.

I asked the only thing I could think to. I was pretty sure, after all, that I understood the answer. “For what?”

“Something happened recently,” my mother said.

“Use the real words,” Sylvia said. Her voice was powerful, defiant. She spoke as if she were holding Marcella to the fire. She opened her mouth again, to say what came next, and Marcella leaped in.

“She’s my child,” she said simply.

My mother looked at me. I could see how red her eyes were—she looked like she hadn’t slept in days. There was intention in them when she spoke. When I look back on her words, the way they transformed, it appears almost cruel, the way she said what she did next.

“Your father died in a car accident,” Marcella said. She didn’t hover. She didn’t trip over the words. Out they came. “But I took it back, and now he’s here. And now here we are.”

Sylvia looked at my mother with a mix of pity and what I thought might have been regret. It looked like maybe she was going to hug her, or at the very least set a hand on her shoulder, but she didn’t.

I felt my heart rate quicken. I had no idea what they meant, but also, strangely, I did. I knew in the way you know when things are true.

Truth is easy to understand, even when it is unbelievable.

“That’s why you’ve been depressed,” I said.

My mother looked to my grandmother, who nodded.

“Anything that happens, that you want to undo, you get to,” Sylvia said. “One time.”

I could think of plenty of things to undo. I had forgotten to use deodorant during track practice last week. I’d brought an egg salad sandwich to school—big mistake. I’d told Carlie that Phil wanted to go out—that one backfired.

But I understood that was not what they meant, that was not what I was being told. My mother had just saved my father’s life.

I looked at Marcella. She started to cry. I felt her grief move out of her and into me like a kind of virus, infecting everything in spit distance. I understood her grief and pain and terror—because somehow it was mine, too. I could see that it connected us and would connect us from now on.

When I look back and think about the moment I became an adult, it was not the following year, when I lost my virginity, or going to college, or my first job or paycheck or any of the markers people use to denote the passage of time. It was this.

What is adulthood if not the recognition of responsibility?

We left that bedroom three women, tethered, however reluctantly, by our one, singular fate.

My mother recovered, slowly, but she was never quite the same. And I held on to that, what it meant, what she was, without words, telling me. Everything awful is on the other side of that ticket. Because on the other side of that ticket you had no more cards to play. On the other side of that ticket was just the relentless, mercilessness of life.

From that point on we were different, but we were also united in this dance around my father, this drive to protect him.



Dad and I finish our oatmeal, and he does the dishes, stacking them neatly on the drying rack before smacking his hands together.

“OK, babycakes, I’m out of here. Going to see about some waves.”

I make a face, somewhere between joy and concern, and my father rolls his eyes. “I’m always careful,” he says. “You don’t even have to say it.”

But I do anyway. This is my story.
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