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For Courtney




It is not a life we are living. It is life’s reward, beautiful because it seems eternal and because we know quite well it is not.


—James Salter, Immemorial Days





NOW



CONRAD BURRELL, TWICE MARRIED, had long since learned that one shameful, unspoken fact about marriage is that at some point you’re going to fantasize about your spouse’s death, either as a very short-form version of divorce without the lawyers and the mess, or as a thought experiment, to imagine how your life might be different if that one enormous fact at the center of it were erased. And during his long second marriage, he had ample time to indulge such imaginings, which took the form of opportunities that life with Sarah had foreclosed—for travel to countries she regarded as failed states run by gangs, which eliminated Mexico, Africa, and most of the Middle East from their itineraries, or for new love, or novel sex, or simple solitude without attachments, without obligations to another human being.


But what could not be imagined, he now found, was that none of these opportunities, once presented by real life, would be any consolation. What could not be imagined was the deep habituated need he felt to talk to her, to say not only what hadn’t been said, or said enough, but to say those innumerable things that came to his tongue each day like food he craved but could not eat. What could not be imagined was the profound emptiness that the subtraction of just one life can hollow out in the world.


The little crew-cut priest visits inevitably. Sarah, with her compulsive intimacy, had always called him Rick, though to everyone else he’s Father Montgomery. He’s built like a wrestler, pale as a librarian. Conrad reflexively calculates the man’s age at around fifty, too young for his job; by Conrad’s lights, a man should be on intimate terms with mortality if he’s going to be a priest. They sit under the magnolia in the side yard, its buds like pink spears jutting out of gray bone. A soft breeze, watery sunlight, the stink of mulch. Spring has come against all expectation and justice, the promise of resurrection’s best shuck and jive. The priest is a no-nonsense guy; Conrad likes him, but wants this to be over.


“Come to church,” says Father Rick. “There’s comfort in community; I know it for a fact.”


It must sound like a billboard slogan even to the priest, Conrad thinks. “I can’t,” he says. “I’d feel like too much of a hypocrite.”


“Christians love hypocrites; it gives us someone to forgive.”


Another slogan, but a funny one. Conrad smiles indulgently.


“What little faith I had has been severely compromised, I’m afraid.”


The priest lapses into sincerity. “No one expects faith of you, Conrad. No one even expects to comfort you, believe me. We all get that there’s nothing we can do. But I’m telling you that if you come and simply hang out with people who are open to you, with no expectations of anything, you’ll feel better. That’s my only claim,” he says, his hands opening wide, the gesture of a politician. Conrad frowns; “hang out” is a phrase from his adolescence in the sixties, from before the priest was born.


“I’ll give it some thought. I appreciate the sentiment.”


“Sentiment is cheap,” says Father Rick, thinking to startle with tough love. “Give it some action.” Conrad half expects him to swing a balled fist through the air. “And if you ever need the actual religious stuff, prayer or anything, please don’t hesitate to give me a call.”


“I won’t.”


“Won’t hesitate or won’t call?” The priest grins. “I mean it. You never know.”


“No, you never do.”


“She was a wonderful woman.”


At this Conrad raises his hands, palms outward. No one need tell him how wonderful she was. To talk of his needs is one thing; to talk of Sarah is to reify her absence, and he wants none of it. He’s jealous of her memory, wants no one else to have it. If he could make her life and death a secret, wipe it from the record of the wide world, he would.


Father Rick changes tactics.


“What about a memorial service?” he asks.


“What about it?”


“Do you want one?”


In his prior imaginings of Sarah’s death, the service was the thing he’d focused on, the wave of sympathy on which he’d ride up to the pulpit and say things that would make all the women cry and shame the men for not loving their own wives enough. Now it seems just another way of trying to bang the world into shape around her absence, of caving in to maudlin acceptance.


“No,” he says to the priest.


“It might be good for you. Forget everyone else. Good for you.”


“I’m having a lot of trouble worrying about what’s good for me right now.”


Father Rick sighs, leans back, ready to give up. “That’s the point of these things, Conrad. That’s why they’re rituals, so things that should be done get done without too much thought. They’re for events that people are bad at thinking clearly about. Marriage. Birth. Death.” He pauses between each word to let the images form, as in a sermon. “They help us think about them in a coherent way. It might make a difference for you.”


Coherence would be nice, he admits to himself. The priest has begun to refer to Sarah’s death obliquely, like an undertaker, or a lawyer. Still, he’s unmoved and sits quietly the way he would in a negotiation where he knows he has the upper hand.


“I have no idea what I’d say.”


“You don’t have to say anything,” says the priest. “No one expects you to. I’ll handle that. And you can let others speak, or not. It’s up to you.”


He hadn’t considered a service at which he’d say nothing; it seems disrespectful. So there it is, a perfect conundrum: he can’t speak, and he can’t not speak. Impossible, just as it should be.


“What would Sarah have wanted?” the priest asks suddenly, as though the question had just occurred to him. Conrad sees that he thinks it’s clever; he’s saved it for what he thought was the right moment. The calculatedness of it offends him, as does the invocation of her name, with its soft syllables; a name, like the true name of God, that should be secret; a name that should be known only to him, foresworn by others. But the question pricks at him, troubles him. With the demented literalism that’s become his refuge, he reasons that the question can’t truly be, What would Sarah say about a service if she were alive? because if she were alive, her memorial service would be a morbid fantasy that she would never consent to discuss. So the real question must be, What would Sarah want if she were somehow accessible, if she could speak to us now despite being gone? And of course this is cruel nonsense, another kind of self-torture, because it implies her ghostly ongoing presence, which he can sometimes feel but which he knows he must stop feeling if he’s to survive, and if he could actually receive Sarah’s thoughts, there would be a thousand things he would want to know from her, and none of them would be about her memorial service.


Instead of all this, he says, “We never discussed it.”


Father Rick sighs again. “But she was a churchgoing woman.”


“I’m not sure what that means. We didn’t go that often.”


“She was a spiritual woman, don’t you agree? The church meant something to her. She drew solace from it.”


He feels himself flush. “Yes.”


“So wouldn’t you think that if she were asked—”


“Don’t say that, please,” he cuts him off, and it comes out as a plea that frightens the priest, who sits silently for a moment, his eyes downcast, then brushes off his black suit coat and rises.


“I don’t mean to cause you pain, my friend. Call me if I can help in any way.”


Conrad doesn’t move. Then he looks up. “Let’s talk some more about the memorial service,” he says.


Of all the things he misses, all the things he loved, all the million facts of life with Sarah that were in an instant gone, what he misses most is something he thought not at all about during the days of his former life, something so incidental that he’d attended to it only in the act itself, at the moment when he and Sarah had settled into bed and turned out the lights, when the screens had been put aside and the covers pulled up, after he put the pink plugs in her ears to muffle his snoring, after they’d kissed one last time that day and she’d rolled onto her stomach, he would turn and rub her back for a few moments, the way she said she’d been comforted as a child, sometimes counting the strokes, twenty, thirty, from the nape of her neck down to her buttocks, and sometimes farther down on nights when he wanted to start something, that small span crossed over and over, making himself sleepy too, that stretch of skin the soft pale tablet on which their days were recorded each night, in the silent, complete complicity of a man and his wife. It had seemed unimportant, sometimes a duty, like washing the dishes. But he never failed to do it night after night, and now, when it was irretrievable, it was what he missed most.


We’re all children when it comes to death. He talks with Sarah often, long conversations in which he plays both parts out loud, prays to her as though she were a protective saint, lifting his face to the sky as though that’s where she’d gone. He asks her to return or, failing that, to grant him forgetfulness. The idea of her survival in some form torments him; he wants it to be true, and yet it’s distasteful to think of her in some unnamable elsewhere without him or, worse, in some reincarnated future with no memory of him at all. He’s surprised to find that he cares nothing about her spirit or what might become of that, how she might be found diffused in nature; the trees are still just trees, the sky just sky. What he wants is her, the corporeal thing that was his wife, the openings in her, the sweet inside of her mouth when he kissed her. Heaven is laughable; heaven is all he can hope for.


So what do they do then, these men for whom there’s nothing left but the world’s permission to stop what they’ve done all their lives? Most fall silent, as though embarrassed at having been caught at something; some stand and make great inappropriate noises and are regarded as cranks and coots, but most are silent in that stoic way they learned as persecuted little boys, and shrink, and do their best to become invisible.


The house, so old it still smells of his parents, is a sinkhole of memory; it drives him out into the streets of the town, to the coffee shops in the morning and the bars at night. Everyone pretends not to recognize him, for which he’s grateful. People are helpless before a widower. No one knows what to say, which suits him fine, as he can’t imagine what he would say back. When he was Sarah’s husband he was often unnoticed because she drew everyone’s attention, but now that she’s gone, he’s gone beyond invisibility and become a complete abstraction, beneath practical interest, like a mathematical problem of no relevance to real life. There are times, at the rare dinner to which he’s still invited or at the bar in town where he sits with the other old men to watch a Steelers game, when he wants to shout out the heresy that they too will come to this, each a remnant of a finer life. But this would be the one unforgivable obscenity, so he stays quiet, sips his drink, and imitates the looks on their faces.


Over coffee and booze and with lawyerly order, he’s ticked off all the possibilities: selling the house and moving away, becoming a drunk, and of course suicide, which suffers from the serious deficiencies that (a) he wouldn’t be around for the consequent drama, (b) it was unlikely to actually reunite him with Sarah, and (c) death scares him now more than ever. He tries to imagine how he’ll explain himself to people he might meet in his now-unimaginable future, who will wonder about this modestly successful older man who lives in a small town, alone. My wife died in a car accident, he will say. He tries the sentence in his mind, and it seems to work. He tries saying it aloud and can’t.


Madeleine, his only child, tart fruit of his first marriage, grown now with a husband and a daughter of her own, leaves a long weepy message on his phone, barely intelligible, offering to come be with him for as long as he wants. It makes him angry, as though she were to blame for becoming the only woman in his life, for distracting him from Sarah through all those years. She’s thirty-five, a lawyer like her parents, tall and thin like him, whip-smart like her mother.


Eventually he calls her back and they spend a few minutes telling each other how sorry they are, how unfair life can be. He longs to bring up the past, to apologize to her again, to try to explain once more why he and her mother broke up those decades ago, how they were right to do so, how it was almost necessary. She’s able to listen now in a way that she couldn’t when she was younger but is less willing to; there’s just no point, she says. She understands as much as she needs to; the rest is for her parents, not for her. He knows that she comes closest to real anger at him when he tries to imply that the two of them share some sort of superior, conspiratorial agreement about the past that no one else shares or understands. The fact that he wasn’t there for much of what she remembers, and that her mother was, divides them forever. She would never hurt him by saying this, and she’s sorry that there’s nothing he can do about it now, but choices were made, and as far as she’s concerned, he’ll just have to live with the consequences, his untimely widowhood being, by implication, one of them. In her voice he hears that she thinks she understands the gravity of choice and the precariousness of the world in a way that her parents never did, that she is exercising greater care than they did because so much had been given to them, things she has to fight for.


Her mother calls a few days later. “Megan” appears on his phone, and he stares at it as though it were a message from a distant planet, fearful of his ex-wife’s pity, not knowing what he would say to her or how he could avoid sounding either too callous or too pathetic. He taps a button to make the call go away to voice mail, which he never listens to. A lifelong curator of ironies, she would want to talk about how she’d gotten through this when Vince, the man she married after him, had died, the peculiar fact of their joint survival and what that might imply. Maybe some other time.


A cop calls, asks twice if he’s talking to Conrad Burrell, and says he regrets his obligation to convey the information (he must be reading this from a laminated card) that certain required lab analyses indicate that Sarah had been drinking on the day of the accident. He says he’s sorry for Conrad’s “loss” (that one reductive syllable, hollow as an open pit) and hastens to say that no one plans to press charges. Conrad sits stunned for a moment, then summons his best lawyer’s voice out of the bile in his throat.


“And how could you press charges, seeing as how she’s dead?”


The cop sounds like a very young man. “If she’d, uh, survived she would be DUI, Mr. Burrell,” he says in his nervous monotone. “But her vehicle was struck from the side by the other vehicle . . .”


“T-boned, I think is the expression,” he says bitterly. “I know all this.”


“Yes, sir, but these lab reports indicate elevated alcohol in her blood, and under Pennsylvania law I’m obliged to inform next of kin when a driver . . .”


“Pennsylvania law?” he hears himself shouting. He seethes at the cop about how he dare lecture a lawyer about Pennsylvania law, and the boy apologizes and explains again his duty and tells Conrad to expect a letter in the mail, and before Conrad can arrange his mouth into words, the boy hangs up.


He takes all his clothes to Goodwill and keeps only a few white shirts and blue jeans, which he hangs with great care, evenly spaced, in the empty closet in the bedroom. The elegant suits from the years of his working life are given away, the dress shirts with their spread collars, the tight leather shoes with their laces, the belts and ties. Endless clothes, forgotten years of clothes, bales of it, stuffed into black plastic bags. And still he has too much. He boxes up her books in the study and takes them to the town library like a man taking his dog to be put down. He enlists some neighbor boys to help move furniture out into the backyard where Goodwill has promised to fetch it; he leaves just a chair or two in each room, his mother’s piano, Sarah’s dining table. Their friends fear he’s punishing himself, but he’s gripped by a manic sense of purpose.


On one night of this fever, he strips naked in the bedroom, emptied of all but their bed, and stares frankly at himself in the full-length mirror, sees a thin, tall man, tendons showing through the skin of his forearms, veins bulging from his long hands, cock shriveled in its graying nest, ribs protruding as they did when he was a boy, hair growing wild and lank, dry cracked feet a blasted yellow, eyes in their padding of sallow flesh evading even now his own frank stare, so practiced are they in self-deceit, flinching away like furtive insects; the skin of the neck flaccid over wiry cords, ears grown strangely overlarge and elastic, lobes sagging and creased like an old shirt. The stance is tentative, one heel raised as though ready to run, but above all self-conscious, self-presenting, faithless of acceptance. He searches the face one last time for some sign of courage, then closes the closet door on which the mirror hangs, and the image angles away, eclipsed.


Megan calls again, and this time he answers before he sees who it is.


“Connie, listen to me,” she says, though he’s said nothing but hello. “It gets better with time.”


He can see her, the way she used to jut her face out like a hatchet when she was angry. “Megan, you don’t have to . . .”


“It gets better.” She hangs up.





BEFORE






1


HE WOULD NEVER HAVE met Sarah had he not lived in New York City, and never would have married her had he not been married before, to Megan. These were absolute requirements of his preparation, rigid as a catechism.


He recognized the city from the first; its smells, its sounds like lines of a song he’d learned as a boy, the steam rising from the subway grates, the restaurants filling up at dusk, the black garbage bags heaped by the curbs at night, the streets walled by buildings like byzantine rooms with no roof. His father had worked here, his mother; it was where adults went to become adults. They’d brought him to New York in the steaming summers of his childhood, this American city that was like a foreign country, its buildings like cathedrals. To walk its streets as an adult was to eavesdrop on a prior life he was sure he’d lived. He was twenty-six.


The Wall Street law firm of Dunbar Bell, old as the century, required new associates to rotate through departments, six months at a time: tax, corporate, litigation, trusts and estates. He met Megan Caldwell during the litigation stint; she had the carrel next to his in the vast law library on the forty-fourth floor, whose windows offered a distracting view of the harbor, Liberty waving her welcome, Staten Island, the distant curvature of the earth. He first fell in love with her mouth; not its shape or texture, but what came out of it: obscenity and opinion. He’d known women like her at Columbia, of course, but they were Seven Sisters girls, prep school valedictorians whose fathers were lawyers and judges in the suburbs and had made sure their daughters knew New York by heart. Megan had all their settled certainty but none of their jadedness; she was a city-struck Kansas girl, thrilled to be in Gotham, her impressions of urban life derived entirely from a lifetime of reading the New Yorker. She wore cheap skirts bought back home, blouses from Penney’s in Wichita, her hair long and stick straight and parted down the middle like a folk singer’s. She talked to the partners as though they were the state-school frat boys she’d grown up dating, from whom she would take no shit but whom she might fuck now and then. That was how she talked, language recently liberated from male domination, as she would have put it. She would quote feminist-socialist doctrine at the slightest provocation, and no one could understand what she was doing working for a law firm largely made up of Rockefeller Republicans.


“I wanted to see New York,” was her shrugging answer when he finally asked her this over dinner. Nine o’clock, the work day only just ended, the heat of summer still radiating from the brick of the apartment houses. He took her to a cacophonous Greek place in Chelsea where the souvlaki was good and the ouzo strangulating, the windows open to a warm, fetid breeze off the Hudson.


“You’d never been to the city before?” he asked.


“Never. We never went east of the Mississippi. My father thought New York was fucking communist headquarters.”


“Well it is, you know.”


“Yes, and I’m here to help.”


“How did they find you?”


“One of the partners went to Notre Dame Law, probably the only one who did. He came to campus and interviewed me, and I guess he liked me.” She gave him an insinuating smile, her mouth soft and thick, as though injured.


“What does your father do?”


“Drives a gas truck.”


“Natural gas?”


She laughed, a short, sharp snort. “No, the kind you put in your car. Except in his case, in your farm tractor. Aren’t you going to ask what my mother does?”


“What does she do?”


“Dead.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Not me.”


“Sorry for that too.”


“It’s okay. I’m here now; I escaped.”


“You an only child?


“One sister, still at home. You don’t talk much, you know. Are you an only child?”


“I have a brother, but I haven’t seen him in years.” It came out plaintively, as though he wished he had more to offer.


Sticky summer nights in Manhattan, racing through a supermarket on Sixth Avenue at midnight, buying pizza and cookies and cheap wine after receiving their first paychecks from the law firm. Grownup money, funny money, all of it unreal. Through the warrens of the Village streets, thin caged city trees bending over the sidewalks like a benediction, back to her disheveled apartment, Van Gogh and Jimi Hendrix taped to the walls, Vermeer’s girl on a coffee mug by the bed, books and magazines scattered everywhere, better things to do than clean. She smoked; her mouth was bitter when he kissed her. The screenless windows thrown open and facing south, on a floor just high enough to see all the way down to Wall Street where the office buildings rose into the checkered night, to the looming towers of the new World Trade Center, like monstrous twin mesas, so brazen that you wanted to laugh the way you would at an arrogantly muscled man.


Megan had the sort of face people called interesting rather than pretty, cracked bawdy jokes, was serenely unimpressed by the self-proclaimed elitism of their law firm and was too good at everything she tried not to hedge her bets. He would later believe he was something to try. They were married in her apartment in the spring by a young city judge they’d met at a party, a few friends crammed into the tiny living room, their parents with their backs in the corners, uncomprehending and largely ignored. They would learn a few weeks later that she was already pregnant. Or perhaps it was Conrad who learned.


Their ending, too, was as natural as rain: two careers, parenthood, the centrifugal force of the city, of youth itself, two aging children of different worlds behaving as though they had invented themselves, their stories defining them even as they pretended those stories meant nothing: she from a family rooted in the plains, he from itinerant corporate stock; he all about standards, she all about attitude. Their law firm suddenly merged out of existence, and their common ground was erased, the two of them searching for new jobs in the indifferent city. She found one quickly, in a small Midtown firm run by women; his search took longer, dragged at him. He felt he was that most commonplace thing, an overeducated young white male in New York City, too privileged to be pitied, too lucky to be helped. He grew sullen, resentful, enrolled in school again thinking he needed another degree, withdrew into the world he’d known all his life, where all that was required was diligence. That they lasted four years would come to seem surprising in retrospect.


John Lennon was shot in the lobby of the Dakota the night before they finalized their divorce. While their lawyers traded papers in a dingy Midtown office, they fell to consoling each other, grateful for the solace that their failure was small in comparison with the world’s routine depravity.


Megan insisted on full custody; Conrad would have Madeleine for two weekends a month. She behaved as though there were no other conceivable outcome, worldly in her remove, and when she remarried a few years later, he would feel a pang of jealousy as lucid as a piano chord in a distant room. It was all shut away, a world he’d never again be admitted to, that brief dream of family, Tom Paxton on the stereo in an apartment in the Village, the crib next to the dining table, Dry Sack over ice, the night of city summers wafting in through screenless windows, the first real failure of his life, the tangled demands of profession and parenthood he couldn’t meet, the exile his daughter might never forgive him for. He’d settled rather than fought. He hadn’t asked for enough.





2


A HEADHUNTER CALLED; a West Coast firm named Mason & Gannett wanted a young transaction lawyer of Conrad’s general description, and when he consulted Megan, she seemed relieved that he might remove himself from their weekly child custody skirmishes. So he went.


San Francisco, its hills wrapped in morning fog, the braying of the sea lions drifting up from the wharves in the mist, the town’s subordination to nature the opposite of New York’s monumental artificiality. From every corner, staggering vistas, out over the sprawling red bridge, out to where the great gray prison sat in the bay ripped white with wind. It was a socially guarded town if you were over thirty, and he never dated, found it more convenient to say that he was still getting over a divorce. His apartment was on the top floor of a building in Russian Hill, a one-bedroom he paid too much for, New York prices really, but it had a deck on the roof where he would sun on warm fall days, and the bedroom faced Coit Tower, and from it he could walk downhill to his office in the looming brown monolith of the Bank of America building, where the law firm of Mason & Gannett was housed on the fortieth floor. He was given the office of a mogul, floor-to-ceiling windows taking in the entire bay in one great sweep, bridge to bridge, a desk made of glass, a languidly voluptuous secretary with a British accent inherited from a senior partner who’d retired. The work seemed easy, the hours shorter than in New York, as though he’d returned from some war and deserved special treatment. He wondered if every newcomer to San Francisco felt that way.


A few fleeting years of this, the flights east to New York for business and visitation, the desultory, self-important obsessions of one’s thirties. Then, in one of those absurd ironies so typical of the working world, the firm opened a New York office, and he was a natural choice to join the dozen or so lawyers being shipped off to staff it. He sublet the apartment in Russian Hill, shipped his recently purchased Mercedes east, and paid valedictory visits to his favorite restaurants. It was simple, really, like leaving a woman whose companionship he’d enjoyed but had never intended to marry.


Manhattan seemed twice as expensive as when he’d left, and the firm paid associates by their year of graduation from law school, regardless of where they lived. He heard of an apartment on Gramercy Park that was about to be vacated by a young partner who was getting married, a one-bedroom, on the small side, dark, with windows that looked out on a brick wall, but it was in a doorman building whose entrance gave onto the north side of the park where the trees caught the sun, the neighboring townhouses were like grand old dowagers indifferent to time, the Lex stopped at the corner, and rumor had it that the place would soon go co-op. He signed the lease.


He celebrated with Madeleine that night at a Japanese place in Soho, and to his surprise, Megan joined them. They’d just moved across the river into Megan’s doctor boyfriend’s brownstone in Park Slope. His name, they told him, was Vince Van Siclen.


“Nice alliterative name,” he said. “Dutch?”


“Nice alliterative guy,” said Megan. “His mother’s Italian, which is what matters to him. His grandfather was Dutch.”


“Making him Dutch. Old New York family.” He was thinking of money, of Madeleine’s tuition and the four-figure support check he wrote to Megan each month.


“You’ll meet him sometime,” she said. “You can decide for yourself.” She was more at ease than he, at home in her city, her face calm, her dark eyes newly fringed with fine lines that made her seem mirthful. She wore no rings yet seemed married in a resolved way he’d never observed when it had been to him. Their daughter, her arms crossed, watched the two of them warily, as though at any moment they might pull weapons or burst into tears. He sat and sipped his sake, as though this family, these two who subtended the arc of his life, convened like this every night of the week. He’d be forty in a month; his scalp had become visible through his thinning hair in the light over the sink in the mornings. He was already late to whatever professional distinction he’d once dreamed of. He’d put one foot in front of the other since he’d left his parents’ home, and it had led him here.


“Have you met Vince’s kids yet?” he asked Madeleine, groping for a neutral topic.


“They live in New Jersey,” she replied, as though that explained everything.


“His daughter is married and has a baby girl,” Megan elaborated with a reproving glare in their daughter’s direction. “She lives in Saddle River, so he sees her every so often. His son seems to have disappeared.”


“How does one’s child disappear?” he asked, though he could easily imagine.


Megan hesitated. “After college he moved to Peru and stopped communicating. Then they learned he was back in the States when a lawyer in Arkansas who said he was representing him called and asked for bail money. He was busted for some kind of possession, amphetamines, I think.” They both glanced at their daughter, gauging how much of this she should be hearing, hoping to see shock in her face, which they did not. The story of Vince’s son had an arc that Megan and he had discussed often, the downward mobility of privileged children of whom so much, yet somehow not enough, had been expected.


Madeleine piped up. “Did Vince get him out of jail?”


“Yes,” said Megan. “But he never made his court appearance and disappeared again. Every once in a while, Vince or his ex will get a letter from somewhere in South America, usually asking for money. It’s very sad.”


“Don’t worry, I get it,” their child sighed dramatically. “Be like the daughter, not like the son. No tattoos, no meth labs, no jail time.”


“You don’t have to live in Jersey, though,” said her mother. “Brooklyn will be fine.”


“Mom, please. I’m only applying to colleges in California.”


Conrad dropped his chopsticks and clutched his chest. “Could you wait just a darn minute! I just got back!” he cried. They managed indulgent smiles.


When they finished he walked them to the curb and hailed them a cab, kissed each of them on the cheek and watched them go. Wind had sprung up, sluicing down the side streets toward the river, lifting trash like leaves. He looked around in a daze, reckoned his location in the grid of the city, and turned north.


Life in a law firm passes like life in a family. The offices of Mason & Gannett were on Lexington Avenue in Midtown, on four high floors in a modern building whose glassy façade mimicked the color of the sea. His office looked out over the East River and across the rumpled plain of Queens, not the bay view he’d enjoyed in San Francisco but impressive nonetheless, its desirability carefully calibrated to someone on the brink of partnership and yet from out of town. He was exotic; few lawyers moved between offices of the same firm as he had, fewer still had been so-called lateral hires. He was an odd blend of both coasts, old to be only now coming up for partner, but soon he had a small team of helpers, smart and diligent, better than he’d been at their ages, receptive to suggestions, tolerant of the exactitude he’d learned from his mentors and demanded of them in turn. They composed summaries of terms, drafted segments of the thick lease agreements, wrote the closing memos that were the roadmaps for where the money would go; sorted the blizzard of documents on the long tables at closings, chased down signatures. You could tell who had a talent for what, who would rise, who would drift away from the firm and into smaller practices, corporate life, parenthood. Clients liked him, he knew, because he met deadlines and his billing rate was lower than a partner’s. It was already past the time when personality won or kept business, and he was inoffensive and efficient. When he finally made partner—without ceremony, just a handshake and a pat on the back in the hallway late one night—it felt more like a concession than an accolade.


The city was a backdrop, the stage he traversed among the fixed points of his life: work, dinners, weekend outings with Madeleine, his apartment. Occasionally friends would arrive in town on vacation, and he would take them to a show or to the MoMA or to Central Park, but for the most part the city was like a coat he wore without thinking about it until someone commented on how oddly it was tailored.


There were women, of course, scattered and passing like summer rain. There was the client, a straitlaced airline executive, who without preamble kissed him in a cab they were sharing on the way back from a closing dinner downtown. He skipped his stop and went with her to her hotel room; she left town the next morning before he awoke and left the airline soon after. The investment banker, southern and young, whom he’d met on a plane and then pursued through a dozen cordial, inconclusive evenings until he realized he was a placeholder and she too polite to tell him so. The older woman in the steno pool, a green-eyed, black-haired, third-generation Irish Catholic from Staten Island, who blurted one night that she would have gladly left her husband and children for him if he’d wanted, but contented herself with appearing at his apartment door once or twice a year in the dreaming dawn, after night steno had closed. The doormen knew her; he’d hear her gentle tap on the apartment door, and when he opened it she’d be standing there in only her bra and panties, smiling, in her perfect middle-aged body, her office clothes draped neatly over one arm. And there was the neighbor, a tall, ethereal, full-lipped blonde he’d seen walking inside Gramercy Park, to which only the residents of the square had keys. He’d struck up a conversation and learned she was an aspiring cabaret singer living in the old women’s hotel on the southwest corner of the square until she found an apartment she could afford. He invited her up to see his. Her shoulders smelled of soap.


In these ways, years passed, as though they were endless. On certain weekends when Madeleine was willing, they’d go on overnight visits to friends in Westchester, on the train up past the Harlem tenements where he imagined himself living if all came to nothing, windows like wounded eyes in the brick façades, then the string of towns along the Hudson called out by the train conductors with stentorian reverence, the platforms passing like the stations of the cross. Yonkers. Hastings. Dobbs Ferry. Ardsley. The stately old homes full of children again, reclaimed from decline, from the fading past. Men and women, married couples he knew from school or work, comfortable in their skins, living as their parents had but with more money, certain of their children’s love, of the correctness of the world they inhabited. He saw only the surface of it, knew that it must be flawed, yet it stunned him, made his solitary life seem insubstantial and fraudulent. He had no idea how they went about it, how they knew to choose this place to live, this mate, this almost careless way they had with their children. The crowded tables at mealtimes, the comfort of the upstairs rooms. Madeleine in her bathing suit, giggling with a younger girl by a luminous blue pool in a summer dusk, the sky a salmon pink, the smell of cooking, the soft song of ice in glass, laughter, while he stood at the edge of a broad dark lawn. It was a world he was sure he would never belong to, a foreign country where at any moment someone might ask for his papers and he would have none to present.
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IN A PHOTO OF Sarah that he kept on his desk at work, she’s in a bassinet being pushed by her sister and brother down a sidewalk in a suburb of Philadelphia, the older children smiling at the camera, Sarah’s small face serious and framed in lace and tilted up at the sky as though staring at the sun. Born Sarah Bergman in Gladwyne, on the Main Line, to a self-made man and a dramatically beautiful woman of what was then called independent means, she was doted upon as the child who had not been planned, born prematurely, a curled thing in an incubator, clinging to life.


Everyone thought her father was a Jew because of his surname and financial success; it had been a matter of some concern to her mother’s parents, though they’d been assured he was Episcopalian. Still, Sarah’s mother made it a point early in most introductions to strangers to make mention of her husband’s church, so as to avoid confusion, and advised Sarah to do the same.


Sarah’s sister, Frances, had determined that Sarah would be the sweet, feminine girl that Frances, from the first, had no intention of being. She begged for money from her mother so she could buy clothes for Sarah and dressed her like a doll, her cheeks daubed with their mother’s rouge, and would prop her up in the living room to be admired while Frances escaped to the woods with the neighborhood boys to climb trees and fashion makeshift weapons.


Robert, the middle child, took his little sister more seriously, as though he understood she was at risk of being turned entirely into a vessel of others’ expectations. As soon as she was old enough, he would take Sarah with him to the Franklin Institute downtown, where he would sit in the darkened planetarium with her, teaching her the names of the constellations, the moons of Saturn, the order of the planets from the sun. He wanted to be a doctor or a botanist; he couldn’t decide which. Once, when they were a bit older, she went as Robert’s date to the wedding of one of his best friends, a boy from the neighborhood whose number had come up early in the first draft lottery and who was marrying his high school sweetheart before he left for Vietnam. Sarah and Robert danced together at the reception, the way he had taught her to dance, her left hand poised on his shoulder with just the fingertips, her chest always an inch from his, never touching, knowing his next step, anticipating it, but waiting for him to take it. The way a lady danced, he said. She saw the older girls watching them, envying her, and realized that her brother must be handsome.


He was strangely quiet on their last trip to the planetarium together. The program was about comets, the Oort cloud, all the objects that were not planets but still answered to the gravitational pull of the sun in their millennial orbits, their oracular reappearances when humans had all but forgotten them. She sat in the dark and held his hand as she had when she was younger, already knowing these stories, having learned them from him long ago. He was inattentive, frowning, and when she asked why, whispering under the narrative of the comets, he said nothing and pulled his hand away. Riding home on the train, she asked again, and that was when he said something she would not remember clearly, about his being different, about hers being the only hand he could hold, the only girl he felt comfortable with. And why should that be, he demanded of her suddenly. Why should that be? Late that night, thinking to calm him, Sarah led him into her bedroom and made him practice kissing a girl.


Sarah could not mention this to her mother or father, and Frances said to ignore him; he was being dramatic. Frances was going off to college and would never return, Sarah was sure; she was only waiting for the moment when she could leave them all behind. She had grown into a striking young woman with wavy black hair and piercing green eyes and had learned to dress in a way their mother thought proper, but she still had the cunning of a boy, a recklessness that Sarah both admired and worried over. She was no help in matters of delicacy, advised Sarah that Robert’s problems, whatever they were, were his alone.


Their father, George Bergman, commuted every day from Philadelphia to New York City, rising at five to catch the train at seven, then once in Manhattan sprinting down the stairs at Penn Station to the subway that took him downtown to his offices at the Bank of New York, One Wall Street. At the end of the day, he arrived home at eight or nine o’clock with the look of a man who had crossed deserts and hastened to make himself a martini. Alice, his wife, made the children wait for dinner so he could join them. This went on for years, six days a week, as the Bank of New York expected its executives to work on Saturdays. No one questioned it, and the children came to think of their father as merely away, at work, a perpetual state of absence that filled them with longing and curiosity.


At dinner one night, Robert announced that, unlike his elder sister, he didn’t want to go to college. George and Alice looked up together as though slapped; Sarah stared at her brother while Frances studied her fork. He saw no point in it, he said, especially while there was a war going on and half his friends had been drafted, some of them already killed and shipped home to graves he had visited. Their father sat looking at his only son, unguessable thoughts playing across his smooth face, his beautiful gray hair perfectly combed back, and with a steely evenness said that nothing needed to be decided just then, that Robert’s graduation was over a year off, that the war could come to an end by then, and all the craziness that was going on, the rebellion and the marches and the drugs, could seem foolish in a few years. So the thing to do, he said, was to proceed as though none of it were happening and do what would give Robert the most options later, which was of course to apply and go to college.


Robert had used all he had in him to make his opening statement and lapsed into silence, as they all did. Utensils clicked against plates; Sarah glanced from face to face and found no eyes meeting hers until Robert looked over at her from under his long hair and winked with a flicker of an eyelid so quick that she wasn’t sure she saw it.


Frances was gone by that fall, Sarah was sent to a Catholic girls’ boarding school in Connecticut, and Robert’s draft number came up around the same time he was accepted to Oberlin. It was a number, uttered on television by men in suits who’d plucked it from a spinning cylinder, that meant he would go to war after all, his father’s wisdom notwithstanding, and Sarah stuck close to her brother for as long as she could. Whenever she was home, they went to movies together, new ones about adventures in outer space with robots and romance in them, scary ones about monsters that hid in the bowels of ships for centuries, waiting for humans to come and find them, beautiful ones in black and white about grown-ups in big cities who were in love and therefore just as foolish and confused as any child. They disturbed her; the idea of fiction, of narrative itself, disturbed her, as it seemed another way of lying. Her first question to Robert as the opening credits rolled (and years later, to Conrad) was “Is this true?” He was never sure how to answer, for of course they were someone’s fantasies, and yet they were true. She could never have watched these things alone, without Robert. In some crucial way that her parents did not, he had made the world available and understandable to her, there in all the darkened halls of the waning years of their childhoods.
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