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For Lucy and Milla, my greatest teachers and the loves of my life.

And Sean, the best chapter with pages yet unwritten.


Prologue

2000

They were about to spend their first weeknight together at Lara’s house, a June-sticky Richmond Wednesday. She and Will hadn’t discussed it, of course, but both their first and second attempts to leave for dinner that night failed. A discreet zip-up duffel was pressed to the plaster wall just inside the doorway behind Will’s battered messenger bag full of student essays and plays. Clothes re-fastened only to be unbuttoned again, sweat beading at their hairlines, bodies a tangle of kudzu limbs. Discarding the plan for dinner out, they sat on her angular Swedish leather sofa, Will wearing only a T-shirt and his boxers, Lara, lacy boy shorts and a camisole.

She opened a bottle of white wine—red in the summer raised hives across her chest—and poured ice water, too. Even the glasses perspired, leaving rings on the tray below the pitcher, bottle, and stems. Will rubbed the bridge of his long, freckle-darkened nose, the small creases, and two round indentations on either side from the glasses he wore almost all of the time. He’d told her that he couldn’t remember ever not having glasses. He’d lost or broken so many pairs as a boy, he’d learned to just keep them on. His face could have formed around the frames. His eyes, gray and blue, flecked like zinc from quarry rock, shrank just a little when he took them off, giving him a startled, younger appearance.

They had at least forty-five minutes before the take-out Lara had breathlessly ordered would arrive. They were insatiable physically and as hungry for each other’s conversation. Skin stories, life stories, always new in the retelling. He was still endlessly fascinating to her.

At Lara’s father’s funeral in late February, Lara and Will had stood apart. They’d hidden their relationship for the past six months, including the last of her father’s life. Lara held her mother’s hand amid her brothers, their wives, her sister, and young nephews and nieces. Her best friend, Karen, stood close enough that their arms touched. Eyes lowered, Lara had focused on Will’s knees in gray slacks on the opposite side of the burial mound. She could have been looking at the shiny casket, wavy in the sunshine, still atop gleaming metal casters. But she thought of the dark black ink on Will’s thigh, the hidden tattoo that had surprised her—a dangerous curl of water, the sharp plane, a hint of kayak on muscle.

Life in the open as a couple felt refreshing and dangerous. For the final months of her father’s illness, Lara had spent so many hours with her dad at VCU Medical, then at her parents’ home, or otherwise catching up at her agency, that time with Will now retained a furtive, grand-theft flavor, adrenaline metal and wet tequila salt. Being on the couch with Will at eight o’clock on a Wednesday was the antithesis of staid domesticity. His car, a Camry that seemed too small to hold all of him, parked in front of her row house on The Fan, behind her cherry-ChapStick-red Saab convertible, was a proclamation. And the way his thighs tensed and released as he sat forward or invented a reason to touch her were, well, delicious.

“Wine on a school night,” Will said with a smile that revealed a row of crowded bottom teeth. She’d opened the plastic case once in his bathroom: a retainer at thirty-eight. “This is the wild life of the advertising exec?”

“Make Wednesday feel like Friday,” she quipped, holding the wine bottle like a product placement. “Sip Sonoma-Cutrer and every night is a celebration.”

“You without your clothes and nowhere to be. That’s reason to celebrate.”

“How un-cerebral of you, Dr. James.”

“You’re a work of art. My brain short-circuits when I’m with you.”

When Lara sat back down on the couch, Will lifted her summer-brown runner’s legs and laid them across his lap. The move was intimate and familiar at once. His cheeks pinked and his eyes crinkled. He ran a thickly veined hand through his hair, self-conscious. The thick brown strands stood taller, roots damp.

“That’s a nice fit,” she said, lifting one foot and pointing her toe to highlight the placement of his thigh in the bend of her knee.

“I’d say so.” He took a swallow of wine and leaned over her, his lower lip slick, inviting.

As Lara set her glass down on the table, the phone rang. She waved it off. Ring upon ring nagged at her until the voicemail picked up. Then it started again. She wriggled out of Will’s arms, the soles of her feet tapping her annoyance, and picked up the phone.

“Hello.” She used a warding-off-telemarketer tone.

Her mother, as she’d feared and expected.

Lara held her pointer finger up to Will and mouthed, One minute, sorry! Aware of Will’s gaze, she sucked in her flat stomach and walked down the narrow hallway to the galley kitchen.

“Hi, Beth, I mean, Mom.” Her mother hated Lara using her nickname, though she insisted on the diminutive Beth, instead of Elizabeth, for everyone besides her children.

No words, just sobs crackled through the phone.

“Are you okay?”

She’d called sobbing or about to cry at least every third day since the funeral. The calls were regular only in their irregular timing. Occasionally a couple of days would pass between phone calls. On bad nights Beth couldn’t be alone in the dark and Lara’s phone rang moments after they had hung up. But never had Beth sounded this gasping, choking.

“T-turn on the news. ABC Nightly,” Beth said.

A few minutes past eight seemed too reasonable a time for Beth to be so upset. She usually placed frantic calls in the middle of the night, after waking from a dream that Lara’s dad had died and then realizing he was already gone when she rolled to the empty space on his side of the bed, to the fat fresh pillow monogrammed with his initials.

“What’s going on?”

“Five babies … dead. Drowned. Their mother did it.”

Lara walked to the living room and turned on the television. A static red banner across the bottom of the screen read: Breaking News: Houston mother confesses to killing her children.

“Beth, you need to turn off the TV. It’s too disturbing.”

“I can’t. Those children. So helpless. I …”

Lara knew her mother lived to be needed, to care-take, even when she couldn’t take care of herself. The day the hospice nurse set up a bed and care station for her father at her childhood home, Lara had sensed Beth’s relief. He would die, nothing to be done there, but Beth could take care of him until that happened. One less empty room in her blown-away nest. Then he died and all of the nurses and their bright movements and swishy scrubs left, too. Beth mourned absence above all.

“Do you need me to come over?” Please, please, please, no.

“I don’t think so, Jo-Jo.” Lara frowned. Her mother’s obsession with Little Women had ruined Louisa May Alcott for Lara and her three siblings. “You’re all right?”

“Yes, Mom. More than fine.” She winked at Will who’d been watching Lara as she spoke. Her row house was so small, Will would have to go upstairs to her bedroom for any privacy, to avoid her brisk walking and gesturing while talking. Regardless, he would have been able to hear.

By any comparison, Lara’s 1906 Fan home was a leap from her Lower West Side apartment, which she’d left when her father’s cancer was deemed incurable. A return to Virginia had not been part of her design. A twin bed, bathroom, and kitchenette above a New Jersey Indian restaurant was her start. Next, a loft in Queens, then Brooklyn, and finally, Manhattan.

Her dad’s illness rewrote the setting. She’d traded NYC for RVA, another city of arts and monuments but one with a difficult past. Instead of a lease, a mortgage: gutters and pipes, all her own. Stamped Old Salem Brick exterior contrasted with sharp modernity inside. And she owned this space.

“I called your sister and brothers,” Beth said. “They’re fine. So are the kids.”

“Of course they are.” Lara’s two brothers and their families lived in California, her sister, Bea, in Lynchburg. “You call if you need to.” She hoped Beth wouldn’t phone again while Will was there, but knew she’d answer anyway.

“Okay, goodnight. I’m sorry for the interruption,” Beth said.

“’Night, Mom.” Lara hung up and shook her head.

She slumped down beside Will on the couch and took two big swallows of wine. “I’m sorry about that,” Lara said. “She’s been having such a hard time since …” Her voice always broke on “Dad” so the word hung in the air. Cancer had taken her father, but it had given her Will James.

His glasses reflected the television screen. “That’s fine, of course.” When had he put on his shirt? The wrinkled linen hung open, unbuttoned. “And this story is pretty awful. A mother killed her own children, a baby on up to a seven-year-old.”

“How many were there?”

“Five.”

“Five? Between six months and seven years? It’s not funny, but that’s enough to drive anyone over the edge.”

“It’s criminal,” Will said. “Some people shouldn’t be allowed to reproduce.”

She barked a laugh, appalled by the sentiment from the mouth of a writer, an educator. Of course he was only joking. His eyes were serious, mouth flat and straight. He took the remote from her hand and turned off the television, but not quickly enough. Before the screen blinked blank, beyond the yellow police tape, flat black eyes stared out from dirty dishwater skin, snarled hair tangled down below shoulders, a back hunched in surrender, wrists encircled in scuffed steel. The woman’s flesh appeared as cold and pale as Lara’s father’s hand had when she held it the morning after he died, before the funeral home prettied him up.

“Now, where were we?” Will asked. His mouth on hers, lips rough and pressing, pushed the image away. His skin, the odor of Brut and sweat and sex, almost helped Lara forget.


Chapter One

1999

“No.” Lara stomped the slush off of her boots on the mat just inside her father’s room. She’d already cleaned them at the hospital entrance but she felt like stomping. She felt like stomping and holding her breath until she got her way.

The oncologist pushed past her, his goodbye a terse grip of her shoulder and an avoided glance.

“No,” she said again, louder. “There is more we can do. I heard him, Dad. If …” If you give up it’s over. But she wasn’t going to say it aloud.

“It’s not any use. We all know it.” Her father’s voice was a whisper.

He’d always looked more like a lumberjack, stocky, almost rectangular in bulk, but it was his voice that could command a classroom or an auditorium or a bookstore. Not quite six feet tall, he gave the impression of height. But he wasn’t a lumberjack. He wasn’t a professor anymore, either. Her father was a whisper. The withering had begun before his diagnosis and it accelerated each time cancer was found in another part of his body.

Despite his quiet voice, his eyes were an unmedicated bright. She’d forgotten the real color and liveliness of his eyes before the drugs dulled them. Clear again, they appeared almost alien, retouched, without his thick eyebrows and dense lashes, chemotherapy’s last trophies. But she didn’t want to look right at them. She wouldn’t let him convince her. Instead, Lara picked at flecks of orange glitter on the pumpkin and candy corn garland still wrapped around parts of the bed. Halloween was almost two weeks ago. It shouldn’t still be there: festive didn’t belong in oncology. And no one needed reminding about death.

“Beth, come on.” Lara’s will could out-muscle her mother. She’d done it for years.

“If it’s what your father wants.” This was Beth’s form of declarative sentence.

“Teddy, Bea, we should all get a say. I—I can help with more,” Lara said.

“La,” her father said. He hadn’t spoken that nickname aloud since she was a child, though he addressed every letter he’d ever written to his La. “La” had been Bea’s first word. “We’ve talked to the other kids. And you’ve helped more than you should already.”

“Dad—”

“I’m not going to beat this, but I don’t want to die in this hospital. Even if you can’t understand that, I need you to stop fighting me.”

Lara wasn’t fighting her father; she was fighting his cancer, fighting his dying when everyone else had surrendered. Ted Jennings had taught Lara how to fish, taught her to drive a stick shift, to negotiate a fair rate at the mechanic, how to follow up on a resume and land the job, how to slow her breathing while running, get over her first broken heart. One foot in front of the other, one stride and then the next. Find forward and walk through it, her father had always said. And now he was giving up.

“Fine, then I’m moving home.”

Her father’s back straightened at her words, but only just. “Absolutely not. You’ve only just gotten started in New York.”

“You make your decisions, Dad. I’ll make mine.”

He was trying to look stern for her, but he smiled anyway.

She was only gone for two and a half weeks, long enough to pack up her apartment, sign over her only months-old lease, and empty her desk at DDB, where she wouldn’t work anymore.

“I’ll be back as soon as my dad gets better,” she told the woman who shared a cubicle wall.

Standing inside the footprint of where her bed had been, Lara could touch three walls standing still. Without a mattress and bedframe, the space seemed even smaller somehow, where before she had felt infinite—the city, its people just beyond her touch, energy humming on the other side of the plaster. All of her kitchenware was miniature, New York apartment–sized: a four-cup coffee pot from a market for all manner of items manufactured to fit inside a postage stamp. Even the smallest apartment in Virginia would be twice as large as this one. She would be enormous and reduced at once.

As she surrendered her key, she knew she would immediately change her cell phone number. She wouldn’t cling to the 917 area code like someone who could never move on. Holding onto it would be too sad. She’d only lived in the city for five years, not long enough to call herself a New Yorker, barely longer than the starry-eyed farm kids who arrived after college, ambitions bulging their suitcases, kids the city spat out by the hundreds. New York hadn’t finished with her—that was some satisfaction. She left far more established than she’d arrived. Lara wasn’t finished with New York. Still, she would never come back as anything more than a tourist; it was clear.

Her New York dream stillborn, she mouthed her goodbyes.

She didn’t have time to wallow. Her father hadn’t looked well before she left. She wasn’t going to miss out on any more time with him.

Her dad sent her one email while she was gone: Don’t give up on your life because of me. Mine’s already over. I can’t take you with me.

Her time in Manhattan was one long correspondence with her father, first on paper and then electronically. He typed the way he spoke, the way he wrote longhand. His letters were block-angled and sturdy, and his words, across either medium, were fluid, deep. Unrushed. The sudden brevity of his emails, once seven paragraphs or more, signaled his failing. Would she have realized sooner if he were still writing in ink, trying to move a pen in a trembling, tired hand? Could she have saved him?

Lara’s response: I’ll be home soon! Love you, La.

Two phone calls later, Lara was employed again. From account manager to assistant partner. Kathy O’Malley, a visiting professional Lara had met as a student at Syracuse, was starting her own public relations and marketing firm in Richmond on the heels of a campaign that helped turn around a national transportation franchise. Kathy wanted a partnership, offered Lara equal stake in the company. As she was paying for her father’s experimental and expensive treatments, Lara had to pass. Still, Kathy never treated Lara like an employee.

Kathy and Lara picked their clients, focusing on who they loved and what accounts were profitable. No politicians—no money to be made there, no space for creativity. You could only do so much with red, white, and blue, and there were only so many ways to say, “I’m not like him, I’m like you.” Strange how much easier it was to make products more exciting than people.

They hand-selected corporations, museums, restaurateurs, promoters from New York to Miami to brand and market. O’Malley Media was born and thrived.

When Lara and Kathy renovated the old shipping office in a corner of the massive Nolde Bros. Bakery, transformed it into O’Malley Media, the conference room was their showpiece. They punched through the outside wall and installed a ten-foot by eight-foot leaded glass window with 108 thick square panes. They peeled the paneling from the walls to expose the intricate chevron brick pattern. The room was light but private. From every vantage point, you could see the smallest detail on the screen that stretched down over the inside wall, in high resolution. For six months Lara searched for the right conference table. She decided on a large wooden door from an old fire-curing tobacco barn. She sealed it with polyurethane. Even the wormholes gleamed with every brush stroke. The twelve chairs around the conference table were nimble, small, and modern; they kept your posture in line and the client comfortable.

The December day Lara closed on her new row house, she drove the U-Haul from the storage unit to her parents’ house first. All of her New York self fit into the small truck, furniture included. She had asked to take her dad to his last chemotherapy appointment. She hadn’t meant to gasp when she saw him, helping him to the car, but she flinched at his papery touch, his cold fingertips. He’d always been ruddy in complexion, the same red she had tried to balance out in her own skin, but he wasn’t red anymore. He was raw scallop-colored and nearly as translucent. It was disconcerting to see life and illness moving beneath his skin.

He shivered beneath three blankets during his last treatment, his eyes closed most of the time, the veins at his temples like a mountain range on a map.

“Goodbye, Mr. Jennings,” the nurse said as she hugged him. Lara hoped she did that at every visit.

“Straight home, Dad?” Lara asked.

He shook his head. “We’ve got to make our last stop, like always.” Ukrop’s for a mint-chocolate chip milkshake, his weekly post-chemo treat.

“You sure?”

“It’ll help get this horrible taste out of my mouth.”

Once they arrived at the store, he refused to stay in the car, away from all of the people and their germs. “Not this time,” he said.

He winced after his first bite. Unable to use a straw, he spooned the shake into his mouth. He shuffled more quickly to the sliding doors. As he hinged over the metal trash can beside the entrance, Lara gingerly pressed her palm against the knobs of his vertebrae after each retch. Neck burning, eyes stinging, she glared hard at anyone who stared—the women who shepherded their children closer to their sides. Lara set her mouth stiff, daring someone to speak. Her stomach shuddered. Anger was easier than watching the avian hump of her father’s spine over the trash can that had to be filled with cigarette butts, half-empty beer cans, condoms, the poison that wasn’t killing his cancer.

Thinned like the birds he so loved and shaped like the letters that filled his life, Ted was a spectacle for shoppers and passersby. Queasy to her bowels, Lara wouldn’t show her father her revulsion. Once he was upright again, she dabbed bits of spit, flakes of chocolate and bile from the corners of his mouth with a Kleenex. She massaged his knuckles as she helped him back onto the sidewalk, closer to the car. Breathed only through her mouth.

“Brett, hold your sister’s hand,” a woman told her son, making a stop sign of her palm. She walked briskly to Lara and her father. “Can I give you two a hand?” She smelled like a fragrance department—too much, but it covered the stench of chemical puke. Lara was afraid he might faint. Could she catch him before he hit the concrete? She started to nod, but her father’s head dropped. His grip tightened.

“We’ve got it covered,” he said, releasing Lara’s hand and walking on his own.

Lara smiled at the woman for not pressing it. Once the woman took her children into the store, Lara again offered her father her hand. He batted it away.

She hurried to the car and opened his door. He was winded by the third attempt to buckle his seat belt. As Lara closed the door she knew it was the last time they would drive home together.

Lara wouldn’t speak with the gravel in her throat. He spoke for her. “You don’t have to do this.”

“I know,” she said, turning on her blinker. “I want to.”

“Since when does your mother have a better poker face than you?” he asked, turning to study her face.

She smiled, but kept facing the road. “Please, I play all my cards very close to the vest.”

He cough-laughed. “I’m dying, La-la. I know that. But if I didn’t, I’d realize it every time I looked at your face.”

“Dad …” She couldn’t refute him. She was trying so hard.

“You’re trying so hard,” he said. Had she spoken aloud? No. “You always try so hard. Your mother lives for this stuff. Don’t deny her.” He touched her shoulder. His fingers were the weight of a child’s.

“You’re not getting rid of me,” she said.

“I don’t want to. But go home. Get settled. Let your mother and the nurses perform the laying on of hands. Come back and read to me later. I’m going to ask a lot from you, things that would be impossible for your mother or Bea or the boys.”

“It’s a deal.”

Her relief was acrid. She’d hate herself for it later, how he made her special and also dismissed her. But once back in her U-Haul she rolled down the windows to the damp winter cold. At her sink, she scrubbed her hands raw to get the stink of cancer and chemo and hospital solvent out of her skin.

She scheduled movers to help her with the larger furniture the next day, but she placed each box in the center of the rooms in her new house and hung her clothes on the single bar in her bedroom closet. The rooms in the nearly century-old home were small but many, with an antiquated parlor for receiving guests, even a tiny maid’s closet between the back door and the cramped kitchen. The textured plaster walls were painted in dark plum and earthy tans. The stately crown molding was peeling. She would start painting the next day: White Dove high gloss for the molding and trim and doorways, Fresh White for the walls. Clean, bright. Polished. She could work miracles on her home, but not her father’s health. Home improvements were visible by the day. So was his decline.

Each time her father failed, weakened, lost himself, Lara felt the match strike of hunger, of want. She had a lifetime’s experience of suppressing her appetite. Her college roommate, Karen, called her on it freshman year when they stumbled from their first frat party to Pizza Mart. Everyone else gulped their pizza, slopping oil. Lara dumped the cheese in the trash, blotted the remaining oil, and savored her allotted three bites. Her stomach twisting for more pizza, she was fed by her self-control.

“I don’t know how you do that,” Karen said, her freckled cheeks and nose red from a night drinking keg beer.

“I was a fat kid a long time ago,” she said matter-of-factly. “No bite will ever taste better than the first.”

The burn of loss she used as fuel. If necessary she could run so far and so long that food turned repellent. And boys, then men, could make her feel even better than food—sinew, hips against her, and the artful use of tongue. So could winning, success. The strategy worked for years.

She couldn’t keep her father alive. His looming absence became less deniable by the day, with every soiled sheet, his wan complexion, the way his clothes seemed to grow larger on his frame. This loss had incisors that tore deep and down. She was unprepared for this hunger.

New Years Eve at her parents’ house, Lara’s father looked less ragged. His downy strands of remaining hair had been combed to one side. He had his glasses on, his favorite pajamas. She kissed him on the cheek.

“Grab the bourbon from the freezer,” he said.

She narrowed her eyes but smiled.

“And pour us both some,” he directed. “I’ve made it through the year,” he said. “A new millennium. That’s something.”

When she returned with two rocks glasses, each with two fingers of Black Maple Hill and three ice cubes, Ted almost looked like himself, except that he took up almost none of the bed. At least his bodily failures now happened privately. Lara didn’t miss the traffic flow of the hospital or the way it was clear that her father could never really rest with the bed articulating to try and prevent blood clots, and the regular check of his vital signs. Home was so quiet without the machines and cuffs, the whirring and beeps.

They clinked glasses and sipped.

“What will we be reading tonight?” Ted asked.

He’d banned poetry. Poetry, he’d read himself, aloud, when he had the energy. If it weren’t the poet performing the reading, Ted Jennings wanted to shape the words with his own mouth. He asked for narrative. Transportation but with depth. Lara had searched for hours. Afraid her choice would not measure up.

“A Prayer for Owen Meany.”

“Cheeky. Let’s confront the many deaths and humors.” He tried to yell, like Owen, in all caps. He achieved conversational volume.

“Always the comedian,” she said.

In the stillness, Lara had to watch the flutter of the bedsheet as her father’s breath hitched, when phlegm strangled his glottis. The quiver of his mouth after a cough, the phlegmy, then crusty, dry corners of his lips. The green hue of the sweat that beaded on his scalp after a hack, the few remaining strands of hair trembling like antennae. His wheezing attempts at breath, how his lips darkened purple to navy, and the hollows under his eyes. Even his skin had thinned.

So she read. When she read, an hour could pass under the spell of story. She trained her mind on inflection and meter and cadence and performance. As she read, her father’s breathing would slow, as the hospice nurse silently slipped him more morphine.


Chapter Two

2000

In mid-January, after she had unpacked, repainted, and recycled her packing boxes from New York, Ted asked her to box up the books in his offices at home and on campus and to deliver certain titles to different members of the faculty. The fourth delivery was to the younger member of his department, Ted’s favorite. Will James.

Lara studied the Post-It note, trying to camouflage her difficulty in reading her father’s palsied script. “Both of these to office 206, right?”

“Yes, those are all for Will James. Hopefully you’ll get to meet him.”

“Why do you want to get rid of these now? Why not after—” She winced.

“They aren’t doing anyone any good here. The pile just over there is for you but, of course, pull out any other titles you want. Have at them.” She knew, eventually, even as she looked at him, that she would confuse his smell with the must of an old page behind a thick cover rarely opened. She would open them like spell books and try to conjure him. Yes, she knew she’d find deep gratitude for the stack later, but their presence reminded her of the inevitable. She tensed her jaw to keep from quivering, swallowed the thickness at the back of her tongue.

“Before you start missing me,” he said, a cough catching on the double s, “I need to ask you an unforgivable favor.”

She couldn’t read his slack face anymore. All of his normal reactions and tells had tumbled into the deep lines. “Murder?” she asked. “Black market organ purchase? Name it, Dad.”

“When you bring the books to campus, there’s something else I need you to deliver first.”

She frowned at this alien coyness. He ticked his head toward the books he’d set aside for her. The second one down had an envelope wedged between pages. She stood and retrieved it. The envelope was heavy in her hand, thick, with several folded pages inside. The outside said only Ellie, in smeared ink.

His fingers danced on the bedrail. “Eleanor Edwards,” he said, his voice thickening, an involuntary twitch of a smile. “In the biology department. Give that to her. Please, La.”

Holy shit, he had a girlfriend. Her perfect, always-putting-up-with-Beth father. The revelation was almost a relief, except where the bottom dropped out of her belly. “Alright,” she stammered, shifted her weight, unsure just how much she really wanted to know. She composed herself, closed her mouth.

“It’s not what you think,” he said, closing his eyes. “Or maybe it is.” She hated this unnerving eyes-closed talking. “We’ve been close for a long time.”

“Dad … I really don’t—”

He cleared his throat, opened his eyes, and fixed an almost familiar gaze directly on her for the first time in so long. “I wouldn’t ask if I had any other choice. I’m so sorry to burden you with this.”

“I’ll do it,” she said, unable to resist. “Does Beth know?”

He shook his head. “I’ve always told myself, justified it, that everyone deserves one big secret. Believe it or not, our companionship helped keep me grounded here, with all of you. But now …” Even he didn’t say, now that I’m dying. He sighed and studied his IV.

“Don’t you dare say a word to her,” Lara said, going for humorous conspirator but landed on wounded sharp. Beth, crazy, over-the-top Beth deserved better than the truth, and Lara knew that she’d splinter into too many fragments, pointy and long-lasting, if both her husband and their life together was taken away. Lara bullshit-smiled at him.

“Thank you, La. You really are the toughest of us all.”

Yes, Lara knew the truth, at least some of it. Did that keep her life from turning into a lie?

The woman’s long fingers trembled slightly as she accepted the envelope from Lara, but that was the only break in her composure. Her eyes were dry and bright, elegantly whiskered with lines from the outside corners.

“Thank you,” Eleanor Edwards said. Lara nodded and backed away. She wanted out of this office, away from this woman who likely knew her father better than anyone else. “Lara.” She paused. “I’ve heard so very much about you.” It had never occurred to Lara that her father would have discussed his children with her.

“You have an advantage there,” Lara said, but not with cruelty.

“He wouldn’t admit it, of course,” Eleanor continued, “but he’s thrilled you’re home.”

Lara had been so confused. Was she doing the right thing by moving back or was she just giving him the okay to die? His mistress, whatever she was to him, had validated her choice, answered the question she couldn’t ask her father. She could be generous, too.

“Is there anything you want me to give him?” Lara asked.

“No, dear. This is your time with him,” Eleanor said.

Lara walked back into the hallway, dizzy. Of course he had been drawn to her. She was refined. Intelligent. Calm. None of those words could be used to describe her childhood home. And Eleanor loved him enough to back off when she’d probably never see him again. Noble, even.

Lara would keep their secret, not just from her mother and siblings. She would keep this secret, the last part of her father that would remain hers alone. She’d never kept a secret as big as this one but she knew once she fought the first impulse to tell, it would get easier.

The peace she felt was surprising. She’d expected a snarling roil in her gut, but instead just a steady beat of heart and breath as she headed back to the car. The box of books on the passenger seat—no real trunk to speak of in Sadie, her Saab—would be harder to deliver than the letter.

Lara didn’t know the Ted Jennings that Eleanor would recognize in his letter. Lara always knew her father in the context of books. He was never without at least two, whether they were slim chapbooks of up-and-coming poets, or a field guide, Walden or Whitman. At home he drummed his fingers against their covers while someone, usually her mother or brothers, was speaking. He showed Lara how to search for themes in a text. How to learn a word’s meaning through context.

“A word is never fixed, La,” Ted explained. “It never means just one thing. It reinvents itself in company.”

“Like I do with friends and clothes,” adolescent Lara had quipped.

“Sort of.” He had smiled.

Ted had three to-read piles—one in each office and one in his bedroom. He refused to put an unread book on a shelf—a title would get lost that way. He couldn’t read in order, either, because some new tome would arrive and take precedence over what had surfaced at the top of the stack, piles perpetually the same height. Until this morning. Only Lara’s small collection remained at the house. The rest she was giving away as her father instructed.

Fortunately the faculty parking lot was just around the corner from the English building, because the box was unspeakably heavy. She had to set it down in order to open the exterior door and again once partway down the hallway. Her shoelace had slipped out of its knot. She wanted to be in and out, stealth, not bumbling down the corridor. She passed the door with her father’s name beside it. ENGLISH DEPARTMENT CHAIR THEODORE JENNINGS, PHD. She was eight the first time she could reach, bump her fingers over the letters of his name. Richmond said they would save his office for Ted until his return.

“Such a waste,” he’d said. “They should give an adjunct a home.”

The realization that her father would never again open this door was physical, sharp, a bramble wedged deep into the soft webbing between toes.

The connection between Lara and her father had never required effort. She was content in the silence of his office, pleased to share the adult space, his natural habitat. He sat at his desk and doodled with a pen while his mind unlocked the puzzle of a poem, worked to make it new for his students. Lara would lay a piece of paper over the dust jackets of his books and trace the cover art. She copied the prints he hung in his office: Agasse’s giraffe, Audubon’s cardinal and ibis. With a fat pink eraser, she could undo any error. Even into her twenties, Ted Jennings was Lara’s quiet place.

Lara knew that if she opened that door, her father’s office, with the décor he hadn’t changed in twenty-five years, she would never be able to close it. Better to leave the door shut and keep walking. All she wanted was to drop the box of books and get out of the English building. Her father’s office and the long empty hallway felt like the inside of some cavernous sarcophagus missing her father’s body.

Finally she heard signs of life: a voice from the open door two offices down, low and rocky, turbulent. “Melody, this is the third extension you’ve requested this semester.”

“But, Professor.” A high, juvenile voice.

“I have all of Dr. Jennings’s notes here. I know his recent leave has been difficult on all of you, but this pattern was established months ago.”

“If I don’t pass, I don’t graduate.”

“I’m aware of how that works,” the man said. A smart ass, nice. She could see why her father liked him.

“Please, Dr. James, I’m so overwhelmed right now.”

“Send me what you have started and I’ll give you my answer by tomorrow.” Tough, but fair. Check. A chair squeaked. The girl looked surprised to see Lara as she exited. Lara set the box down in the office doorway, her biceps shaking, and looked up at William James. She had assumed he would be white-haired and bulldog shaped by his voice.

“I’m—”

“Lara Jennings,” he interrupted. “It’s your eyes; they’re the same as Ted’s,” he said. “And, of course, the books.”

He stepped around her and grazed her lycra-coated thigh before hinging over and easily hefting the box of books from the floor. “You carried these all of the way from your car?” he asked with a nod, impressed. “Sorry, where are my manners? I’m Will,” he said, one large, calloused hand extended toward her.

Her urge to cry abruptly receded, but her body, her mind, all of her senses stretched wire-tight. She was sure to be shocked, static electricity, if they touched. The air between them held a charge. His eyes cased her body like a thief. It was all so confusing. She shook the offered hand anyway, enjoying the thickening tendons the length of his forearm. She pulled away first.

“He wants you to have these,” she said.

“Thank you.” It was hot, his refusal to pretend that there was no need, that Ted would be fine and wanting his books back. The lack of sentimentality, sexy. “I’m going to hate it here without him,” Will said with a slow, sheepish smile and shrug of his shoulders.

“Yes,” Lara agreed, even though she knew Will meant work and she meant the world.

One morning just after Valentine’s Day, Ted’s breath refused to calm. Lara saw death on the faces of the nurses, and in her mother’s troubling of the tchotchkes she stashed all over the house, her sweepstakes talismans.

“Read,” he said. She had never seen her father afraid.

Lara rested her hand on his bed, aftershocks of spasms radiating across her skin. She read. He coughed. Sputtered. Choked. Each inhale startled her, as the exhale preceding it had hissed with finality. Ted stopped speaking sometime mid-morning. His eyes were open and wild, searching but unfocused.

Her mother lumbered into the room but never lasted more than a few minutes. Not helping, Beth. She was a disaster. Wailing and hurling questions at the air. Her behavior was more disgusting than cancer, more embarrassing than Lara could imagine. This moment wasn’t about her mother. One of the nurses, Mallory, held Beth in her thick, dimpled arms. Her hair was bright silver, cut short.

“He isn’t in pain,” Mallory said. “He doesn’t feel this. The major organs fail in turn. When he stopped eating, he stopped because he wasn’t hungry. His stomach, his intestines, those went early. Now his brain is slumbering. Other organs are more stubborn.”

“Like they’ve all been handed pink slips,” Lara said to the other nurse, Alexa, who increased the morphine drip. She was younger than Mallory, somewhere between Beth and Lara’s age. “Each organ. Laid off. One by one.”

“Yes, kind of like that,” Alexa said. “He knows nothing of the pain you’re in watching him go.”

“Does he know we’re here?” Beth asked, words muffled against Mallory’s shoulder.

Mallory stepped back to look Beth in the face. “He knew you were here this morning,” she said. “He’s moved on now, but we’ll make sure he isn’t alone. This probably isn’t how you want to remember him. It’s certainly not how he would want to be remembered.”

“I—I should call the other children,” Beth said, looking to Mallory for agreement.

Mallory nodded. “Let’s go in the kitchen, make some tea, call your kids.” Beth let her lead out of the room.

How dare she. No wonder he’d needed someone else. This weakness, at a moment that begged for strength, made Lara sick. It was better with her mother out of the room. Lara had to make up for the defects, the failures of the rest of her family. Her father deserved at least that much.

Lara kept reading, her eyes trained on the shaking text on the page. After Irving, he had requested Coetzee’s Disgrace. It had made them both uncomfortable enough to forget why she was reading. He could no longer hear, but she couldn’t stop reading. Her father was a blur of pain and death in her periphery. She wanted to sprint out of the door out onto the lawn across the road; she wanted to run and run and run until she couldn’t take another step, run until she could look behind her and realize the threat was only a blur. It was hairy-throated, wet teeth, ankle-itching feeling, her need to run.

She wanted to run like the first day she learned she was fast. Her thighs had burned as she ran away; they burned in the middle where they rubbed, the seams of her shorts thick and driving up to her crotch. The boys were fast, vulpine Scotty Broderson leading the pack, their bodies lithe and lean, legs gaping with air between them.

“Come back, Lardo,” Scotty taunted through braces. Lardo Lara. No one’s name was safe from ridicule—all could be bent and boy-handled and hawked back, a linguistic loogie. Lardo. On the eighth day of sixth grade, Lara was nearly expelled for kicking Scotty in the groin. He’d spotted her tugging down her shorts to try and hide the bulge where they met. “Lardo legs,” he yelled in the courtyard, drawing the attention of the entire middle school.

She walked toward the steps back into school. Scotty blocked her. “Hey, Lardo.”

“Shut up,” she’d said and shuffled sideways. So did Scotty. Her face was hot. Her nose began to run.

“Lardo. Lardo!” He’d yelled, his cheeks puffed out. He swung his arms like an ape, pretending he had a fat stomach even though Lara’s tummy was flat. She carried all of her weight behind her and below. A chant shivered through the crowd. Kids, most of them taller than Lara, closed in.

“Shut up,” she said again. And then she struck, Keds to crotch. As he crumpled to his knees, his navy Lands’ End backpack tumbling down, the assistant principal dispersed the crowd.

In his office, later, her mother thin-lipped and taut-belly pregnant beside her, the assistant principal had said Lara would not be expelled. “You can’t let yourself be baited into violence. If someone wants to make trouble, walk away.”

Walking, she could still hear the names they called her, but if she ran, she was quick and she could run long. The boys got winded after a few blocks and had to stop.

The same urge to flee prickled under her skin now. She wanted to be out. She wanted to escape. She couldn’t watch this. She couldn’t watch him. She was the only one there. The front door had slammed. Beth was moaning in the backyard. She wouldn’t leave him to the nurses and their polite discretion. If she looked up from the book, the wrestle with death would chase her from the house, too. She kept on. Lara never tired.

Ted’s death was not peaceful. Or brief. His chest convulsed. His hands opened and closed like he was falling, reaching for something he would never catch. His head flopped, side to side, his eyes unblinking. She kept reading until the only sound in the room was the scratch of her hoarse voice. She held his hand until it stiffened, cooled in her own. Then she ran.


Chapter Three

In early July, Will took her to his cathedral, the James River. Although she’d spent her childhood on its banks, fishing with her dad, she always avoided the rough water and the algae-glazed rocks, the places where Will felt at home. He’d suggested a tandem boat for her first trip.

“I’ll feel like a child,” she said.

He relented, then cinched her life jacket tight, fat strips of nylon under her arms, the click of plastic buckles under sure fingers. He bonked the crown of her matching orange helmet, then took his shirt off before donning his life vest and rolling up his shorts. Her first lingering view of his tattoo—a wonderland beneath the staid clothes—ripped from a style guide for creative writing professors. An image of strained thigh, a line of white skin, tanned knee, swirled blood loud in her ears. She could barely hear his paddling instructions: how to turn, how to stop, how to recover.

“Go where the water takes you. Don’t fight it.” His summation.

Her bikini bottom wet in the seat of the kayak, she pushed off after him. He paddled an olive Perception and rented Lara a citrus FeelFree. She paddled flat water, fast, hoping to impress.

“Take it easy. It’ll get exciting on its own.”

Her kayak bumped over the first small cascade of rocks. She wanted to pull her legs out of the foot brace, felt cut in half, as she whirled in the eddy beneath the rocks. The reflecting sun off the river spun and blurred into watercolor. Breathe.

His arms swept long, languid strokes; his paddle barely splashed. They approached the next rock steps, Will in front. Above Lara was the pedestrian bridge where she’d jogged over so many M&M–colored boats. Cool shadow. Will skimmed over the rocks, bow just off-center, graceful. Lara hit the next rock sideways, jarred, then dropped over the second set, capsized on the third.

Her paddles flung up and out, her grip slackening. “Will!”

River water fire-hosed her mouth. Her head bounced against rock. She flailed her arms, tried to right herself, but kept falling, crashing. A muffled crack of paddle against stone, her hand wedged, open. She clawed at the algae, grasses slid through her fingertips. Water up her nose. She threw her hips around, had to get out. Stuck, she couldn’t move her legs. Muddy brown, all she could see. Hysteria. Don’t swallow the water. Lungs afire.

A softer collision, her body wrenched. Bright sun. Will’s arms around her, his breath on her cheek. “You’re out of the water.”

He lifted her Raggedy Ann body from the cockpit and helped her to shore. She vomited river mud and snot; his hand on the back of her neck, his other arm holding her up. His arms, those thighs, fresh air into clotted lungs.

“Too much, too soon, perhaps,” Will said before swimming to rescue the lost paddle, and Lara’s security deposit.

—

That evening, finally warm and dry, Lara’s doorbell rang. Her heart pitched—maybe Will was surprising her with dinner. She tightened her robe and wanded mascara through her lashes before heading to the door. A second impatient ring, unlike Will. She opened the door to a teary, extra-frazzled Beth.

“Mom, what’s wrong?” No way her mother had heard about her misadventure on the water. Beth trundled inside, her hair scattered and messy. Lara could barely remember her mother without gray hair. Beth’s was not a dignified silver. Her roots were suspended in perpetual grow out, and the ends splayed, shaggy from a bad layered cut. When Lara was a child, Beth wore her hair short like a French woman, a confident woman’s haircut.

“It’s your sister.” Her body a sigh. “Paul left her.”

“Oh.” Lara walked into the kitchen in search of wine. Her cell phone lay on the counter; no missed calls. “Is she okay?” Lara asked, opening a bottle. “She’s not surprised, I hope.”

Over the bouquet on her sister’s wedding day, Lara had smelled the proximity of divorce on the groom’s bourbon breath.

She poured two glasses, though Beth would only take a sip or two.

“Stop being so sharp.” Sharp, her mother’s favorite reprimand. Sharp meant focus, intensity, not suffering fools. Lara was proud of her sharp parts. Bea was married at twenty-three, had two babies by twenty-seven. What could she possibly expect? “It lasted almost six years. That’s respectable for a starter marriage these days.”
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"“This novel will scare you, will. remind you, will-turn your gaze on the most
primal moments that we as humans can know. "
-Lydia Netzer, bestselling author of How to Tell Toledo from the Night Sky
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