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Prologue





ELEANOR

They had been happy people, thought Eleanor.

When others spoke of what happened to her family, they shook their heads. But the Olsons were so happy!

Happy, and peaceful.

Eleanor believed she had been a good mother, teaching her children not only to say please and thank you, not only to keep in their elbows while cutting food, but also, when the roast was burned, to compliment Mrs. Murchison on a magnificently cooked meal. When they received gifts, her children wrote detailed notes. Dearest grandma, we had our furst snowfall last thursday, and I wore that eggskwisit blue skarf you gave me.… Photos were sent—Douglas and Ginny squinting in strategic feverishness at the Monopoly set from her husband’s boss, Jeremiah Reynolds; pink-faced and tangled in their room playing Twister, a gift from the mournfully barren wife of their longtime accountant. Because politeness indicated good breeding. And Eleanor believed that small gestures of consideration—a door held open, a dinner plate cleared—cultivated a mind-set of good citizenship.

So, when the time came, her children helped blind men at crosswalks. They hauled Ms. Henderson’s groceries from Safeway to her clapboard house. Many times, at the end of dinner parties, Douglas, a mere thirteen, came downstairs to help Pamela Strouse into her thick mink coat, smiling through her Glenlivet kisses, offering his elbow to steady her. How courteous your children are! people had always said. How well you have raised them! When the Westport library burned down, the children sold lemonade to raise money for the reconstruction. Once, on her way home from college, Ginny pulled off I-95 to help a woman with a blown-out tire and nearly got struck by an eighteen-wheeler. At this Eleanor put her foot down. For the sake of your mother’s heart, she had said, do me the courtesy of staying alive.

Being a parent wasn’t easy.

First came the breastfeeding and burping, then frantically intercepting every coin, paper clip, and rusted battery in a ten-block radius. Horrid images kept you up: fingers and fan blades, foreheads and marble floors, necks and venetian-blind cords. When your children made it safely to grade school, every finger and toe accounted for, you had to steer them away from the kids who spoke out of turn, who set tacks on the teacher’s chair and whiled away afternoons in detention.

The reward for all this, of course, was the adolescent protest perfected over the centuries: the silent treatment.

When you suggested to Douglas that his college girlfriend wasn’t an appropriate guest for a family holiday, he might scowl as you lay the silver on the Christmas table. Such sights were needles in a mother’s heart. Had you misjudged? Had you gone too far? But you endured the difficult moments because, in the long run, your children would be thankful.

Eleanor’s own mother knew this.

“Let him go,” she had said when Eleanor fell in love with Howard Brinkmeyer her senior year of high school. Her mother said his parents would want him to find a nice Jewish girl. He was not going to marry a blond girl named Eleanor Haggarty; she might as well wait for John Glenn to invite her to picnic on the moon. She was an experiment for him, a shiksa hors d’oeuvre to cut his hunger before the main course. Having married at seventeen, her mother worried that Eleanor was wasting time. Did Eleanor want to turn out like Alice Freeman? Or worse, like old Miss Barksdale? Being alone—they had lost Eleanor’s father to cirrhosis—was no easy life for a woman. Still Eleanor sulked for months. By flashlight she read Romeo and Juliet and soaked her pillow with tears; she cut her hair in a bob and declared she would join a convent. But when, a couple of years later, Howard proposed to a girl from his synagogue, and Eleanor met Gavin on Cape Cod, she knew—though she certainly didn’t admit it—that her mother had been right.

It was 1968 and Gavin had just graduated from Yale. From her raft in the ocean Eleanor had seen him running on the beach, kicking up sand. He seemed led by his chin, his blond hair blown back in the breeze. A while later, when she came splashing out of the water, he lay sideways on the sand, reading. He set down his book and smiled.

“Someone pinch me.”

“I’m not falling for that,” she said.

“Ah, the mermaid speaks. But does she go to restaurants?”

That night, over lobster rolls and fried clams, they squeezed lemon wedges and licked their sour fingertips and spoke about what they wanted to do with their lives. Or Gavin spoke, and Eleanor listened. She didn’t know what she wanted to do, but she loved the way he talked—about his heroes, people like John Kenneth Galbraith, John F. Kennedy, and his own father, who had been a two-term mayor of their Massachusetts town. He confessed to funny habits, like keeping track of the votes of Supreme Court Justices. He said he had his best ideas when he was running long distances, that the world became crystal clear in the sixth mile, that he could see his future. He said he either wanted to be a public defender or a professor. He hated hypocrisy and laziness.

Eleanor said she didn’t really hate anything.

Afterward they drove to the beach and Gavin pulled apart pieces of saltwater taffy, which they each chewed in a giggling race to name the flavor: cinnamon, bubble gum, peach. The smell of barnacles and wooden docks and sea foam brushed warmly over Eleanor’s face. From the trunk Gavin pulled out a violin and played Bach’s Arioso and people in nearby cars turned off their engines and climbed onto their hoods to listen. He seemed the most passionate and dazzling man she had ever met.

This, of course, was before the war.

“Stick it out,” her mother said after they had married and Gavin returned from Vietnam, sullen and withdrawn. A lot of war wives were whispering about divorce. A classmate from Wellesley had paid a week’s typing-pool wages to talk to a lawyer, then slipped Eleanor his business card, insisting she wasn’t going to spend the rest of her life married to some nut job who threw kitchen knives at the sofa: “The foam is popping out everywhere!”

Would that be Eleanor’s life? No, her mother said. Make the coffee and iron his shirts. Serve him steak au poivre with baked potatoes and kiss him before bed. Say yes if he wants to touch you, even if you are sleeping. Don’t ask what’s wrong. Pretend everything is fine and soon enough, it will be. There were few marital problems, she added, that couldn’t be cured with a baby.

Eleanor said she didn’t think Gavin wanted a baby.

Her mother said, “That’s why God made safety pins.”

Her mother was dying, and Eleanor feared the dual blows of being orphaned and divorced.

She got pregnant. They had Douglas, then Ginny. They moved to Westport, Connecticut.

Their life progressed with a deliberate contentment. She tended their new house, raised the children—but Gavin remained remote. There were no violin serenades, few compliments. He spent his mornings jogging miles in the dark, before the sun was up, and in the evenings he pressed his eye to his large black telescope and gaped at the moon.

“There better not be a naked lady up there,” she’d joke.

He brought home a solid paycheck from Reynolds Insurance, along with an annual sales bonus that allowed them a modest one-week vacation in Newport, and on her birthday each year, a bouquet of pink roses. He never threw knives at the furniture, never stumbled home sour-mouthed from scotch, never leapt to the ground at the bang of a backfiring car, and for this Eleanor counted herself lucky.

“As you get older, Ellie, there are few things you want in life but for your children to be safe and healthy,” her mother said the morning she passed away.

Eleanor would later understand what she meant.

As she sat on the sofa at night with her Reader’s Digest, waiting for her husband to come home, she would take stock. What did she have? What had she accomplished? She would look around at the photographs from family trips; Douglas’s high school lacrosse trophies; Ginny’s first published academic article; the crayoned artwork of Douglas’s twins; and she would think—My children are grown and healthy adults. I have beautiful grandchildren. She would thank the Lord that everyone was at peace, everything was in order.

She could happily buy the groceries and weed the garden because everyone she cared about was well.

But if someone were to try to threaten that? Was there a length to which a mother wouldn’t go?





Part I





GINNY

Ginny flicked on the kitchen light. The stuffed brown grocery bags sat exactly where she’d left them the night before when her department chair called. Distracted by another one of Priya’s tantrums, she’d forgotten about them entirely.

It was still dark out, and as Ginny leaned close to the window to glance outside she felt a draft; mental note: get some kind of insulation, or putty, or a whole new window. She made lots of mental notes lately, though she suspected that actual notes would be better, since after two months her bathroom faucet still went drip, drip, drip and she had nothing resembling a doorbell or a dead bolt. She’d spent so many years in Manhattan passing her super in the hallway—at which point her mental Post-its magically came to life—she was having a hard time remembering that this suburban house was hers, and if anything needed fixing, she’d be the one wielding the wrench.

Switching on the space heater at her feet, she let out a long yawn. She was never up this early. Early risers bragged about the start of the day, getting a jump on things. What was the big deal? It was just like late at night, her favorite time. Only she hadn’t had any coffee yet and her face—the windows over the sink unkindly moonlighted as mirrors—was shockingly puffy.

She turned the radio on, softly—an NPR broadcast explaining the history of Thanksgiving. And the grateful Plymouth Pilgrims… No, no, no. Off! They always prettied up the story.

Ginny appreciated that Thanksgiving still got people elbowing onto airplanes and trains, piling into minivans and driving hundreds of miles to see family; it was one of the few times she saw her brother and his kids. But she could never get over the wild historical inaccuracy of the thing.

Most people knew only the Pilgrim and Indian prologue: how the newly landed Plymouth colonists couldn’t make heads or tails of the local flora, how they had the fishing skills of desert nomads, how they couldn’t track an animal to save their own skin. Only half survived the first New World winter. Enter Squanto of the Wampanoag tribe. He taught the Puritans to catch eel and grow corn, introduced them to squash. With his help, 1621 brought a massive harvest, so Plymouth’s governor invited Squanto’s entire tribe for a three-day feast of wild duck, boiled pumpkin, fish, berries, lobster, and plums.

But this festival of thanks wasn’t repeated for another fifty-five years, by which time the Wampanoag were gone. The pudgy Pilgrims were now thanking God Almighty for their victory over the heathen natives.

Ginny had seen the original 1676 First Thanksgiving Proclamation, the crisp yellowed vellum on which a beautiful calligraphic script complained that the Almighty Lord had “brought to pass bitter things against his own Covenant people in this wilderness.” Still, he was almighty, so the Pilgrims didn’t overdo the whining. “It certainly bespeaks our positive Thankfulness, when our Enemies are in any measure disappointed or destroyed.”

Pass the cranberry sauce! Another slice of sweet-potato pie in honor of the slaughtered Pequots! The day was a celebration of genocide, which was why modern descendants of the few Native American survivors, Ginny occasionally noted over dinner, did not gather on the last Thursday of November to happily devour turkey.

But she’d promised herself this year not to say genocide, or get into any lectures on Colonial history. Actually, she’d promised her brother. He called it a buzzkill. And the truth was—was this a sign of age? A dawning conservatism?—the actual buzz of being a buzzkill was wearing off. She had mortgage payments. She had a daughter.

Ginny tiptoed to the bottom of the stairs and listened to hear if Priya was moving around yet. Nothing.

And it wasn’t as though Ginny couldn’t rally feelings of patriotism. She knew enough of world history to realize that if she’d lived in any other era, in another culture or country, there was a chance that at thirteen she’d have been left to die on a mountaintop, an Aztec sacrifice to fend off drought. Or she might have been stoned for promiscuity; she had gotten around. It was lose-lose with primitive cultures—they got you for being a virgin or for being a whore. At best, an unmarried thirty-four-year-old woman who couldn’t cook a proper stew would be sent to live on the community fringes with the widows. Yes, her country had committed sins, but in the context of human civilization, Ginny cut it some slack.

Anyway, it was too early to be thinking like this. Today was going to be an unprecedented event in the Olson family!

She got the French press started: grinds, water, stir, wait. She’d learned this from her father. Making coffee was the only time he set foot in the kitchen, because he was particular about its strength. So at age fourteen Ginny started drinking coffee, standing beside him early in the morning while he carefully rolled up the sleeve of his gray suit, his spoon clinking the glass exactly ten times. Percolators are for peasants, he would say with a wink. That was his saying when he didn’t like something. Salad, paper napkins, Christmas cards—all for peasants.

And then she grew up and spent her college years studying the habits of, well, peasants. It struck her now that that might have been her sad attempt to get closer to her father: Dad talks about peasants. Sign me up for peasant studies! Call it anthropology! Of course, they rarely talked about her work. They rarely talked. When she called, her mother always picked up, practically before the phone rang, like some Wild West pistol draw. Oh, your father’s off doing something… Ginny sometimes imagined her father tied to a chair, gagged, desperately inching closer to the telephone while her mother declared he was fine, fine, fine.

Her fantasy, of course, was that he wanted to talk but that circumstances prevented him from doing so. Which was not true. Her father was simply quiet, aloof. He liked his telescope, his newspaper, his morning runs. He barely read her dissertation when it was published. But there were advantages to that. She knew—thank God—he’d never lay eyes on her most recent article, “The Emasculation of the American Warrior,” in the Journal of American Cultural Studies. Not pleasant reading for a Vietnam vet.

Ginny poured her coffee and looked at the counter. In between a bag of apples—were you supposed to refrigerate apples?—and a red mesh sack of potatoes lay the frayed notebook pages on which she had scribbled notes for her speech.

The night before, Mark Stevens, the department chair, had called from the airport to invite—or actually persuade—her to give the keynote address at a feminist geography conference being held in March. The Twenty-first Century: Putting Women in their Place. The only thing Ginny hated more than conferences billed as feminist were conferences with clever titles. But Mark was throwing her a bone. The stipend was good, and after her emergency sabbatical that fall, she needed to pad her résumé for her tenure review.

Her department was on her side, but there were still university reviewers to contend with. Her work had become dangerously interdisciplinary; integrating paleontology and anthropology into American studies was seen as stepping on other people’s toes. (Academics, Ginny knew, had colossal toes.) She’d published a book of poetry on Colonial themes, which had garnered her attention that could work against tenure. Also, some people did not appreciate the irony of their popular lecture course—The History of the American Family—being taught by a woman who showed up at every university function with a different date, one of them, regrettably, a graduate student.

Perhaps because she was a bit of a loner, social networks had always fascinated her. After majoring in anthropology, she spent two years in Sudan and Nigeria studying the family structures and social mores of the Dinka and Yoruba. She lived in a grass hut and sipped Nescafé from a tin cup every morning. She strung beads and wove grass baskets and herded cattle, and at night, by the soft glow of an oil lamp, scribbled data and observations in her notebook. It was a mind-opening and spiritually stimulating experience that ended unfortunately with an affair with Dr. Blaise Langley, her married field advisor, whose ideas about his own family structure and mores were, in the end, a bit too open-minded for Ginny’s taste.

Back home, American cultural geography won her over for graduate school. She was done with ringworm and mosquito nets and advisors who thought they were Indiana Jones. For the first ten years, she was consumed with research and teaching. Migration maps were thumbtacked to her apartment walls; encyclopedic census reports barricaded her bed. She skipped out of parties early and smuggled thermoses of coffee into the special collections division, reading through the night about life on the frontier.

The early settlers amazed her—they had pluck, they led lives of sweaty drama. Theirs was a world of corsets and whipping posts and indentured servitude. People worked the land and died in ungainly ways. Modern life, in comparison, seemed a cinch.

As the smallest political unit of society, the family struck Ginny as the perfect microcosm for examining social change. Alimony, social security, domestic architecture, medicine, child care, war—they were all products, to some degree, of the evolving family. Ginny had once spent countless nights fervently debating other PhD candidates as to whether industrialization caused or reflected the shift from extended to nuclear family.

Now, at thirty-four, she didn’t care so much. Like those college dorm-room debates about the meaning of life, the conversations were like bubble gum or gobstoppers—junk you eventually lost the taste for, or feared you’d choke on.

Her first years teaching—when she watched her students shuffle into class in their Puma sneakers and Diesel jeans, slinging overstuffed North Face backpacks onto their desks—she went off on passionate tangents about the Dinka and the Yoruba, pleading against capitalism and urban individualism (God, she hoped they didn’t know she lived alone in a high-rise), and their eyes would collectively roll. They liked their lives. They liked their gizmos. And now, though she hid her cell phone and iPod when she approached the room where she gave her Primitive Utopias lecture, as soon as she was clear of campus, Ginny pawed through her purse and rescued her electronic friends and then, like her students, lost herself in a private sea of sound waves.

At least she listened to world music.

But Ginny had recently curtailed her tirades against consumer culture, her outrage over the societal ramifications of industrialism. She worried it sounded like the misery of a single woman with too much time on her hands. Also, her classes were beginning to bore her. Semester after semester her lectures were the same—the curse of history, you had nothing new to talk about. Once in a while, just to spice things up, to see some faint shock on her students’ faces, she’d dim the lights and throw on a slide show of Colonial birth-control methods.

Here we have a very leathery-looking pig-intestine condom. Notice the ties on the end to fasten it. These were extremely expensive, thus reused dozens of times.

Next slide…

Mainly, she sat in her small campus office, waiting for students who rarely showed, amusing herself by inventing fake historical movements and academic jargon.

I am diarrhetically opposed to the diabetic polemic on the Combustible revolution. Revisionist hysteriography!

Clearly, a massive paradigmatic shit has occurred here.

What do you call an obvious case of tuberculosis? Conspicuous consumption!

Or she put her feet up on her desk and threw darts at the bull’s-eye she’d covered with a photograph of John Wilkes Booth.

Squirrels scurrying up a tree outside caught her attention. The rising sun cast a soft light on the square patch of grass outside her house. She couldn’t properly call it a lawn, didn’t want it to be a lawn. She had never seen the point of landscaping and lawn mowers. All that work to have a patch of nature that looked entirely unnatural? Ginny would have preferred a bit of jungle out front, a touch of rain forest, a thick vine her guests could swing in on.

Guests! She looked at her watch and surveyed the room to see what she could do quietly. Scrub the potatoes, peel the apples? Open the cans of pumpkin?

She opened the eight cans, orange goop plunking into a large glass bowl, then tossed them into the trash. She was religious about recycling newspapers, printer paper, cereal boxes—anything to do with saving trees—but she loathed washing dishes, and so the empty cans and jars of marinara sauce went zip!, straight to the garbage.

Ginny rinsed her hands and assembled her cookbooks. The coffee was finally doing its work, her synapses firing at normal speed. She couldn’t believe she was doing this—hosting a family event.

How her mother had protested when Ginny called to explain that she wanted everyone to come to her new house in Mamaroneck for Thanksgiving.

“Oh, dear. I’ll make up an itinerary for you: when to start the stuffing, the turkey, because nothing’s worse than a bunch of guests angrily waiting to be fed. They will practically—”

“Mom,” Ginny had cut her off, “all you need to do is finally meet Priya. Just come.”

Her mother went silent, having been chastened many times—perhaps unfairly—for her bossiness, a tendency that by this age Ginny knew her mother could not control. Then she whispered, in what almost seemed the voice of a child, “I’m excited.”



DOUGLAS

Douglas was getting ready to load the car as Denise skipped down the stairs in her aerobics-class way, wearing pink velour sweatpants and an old sweater. Her bright blond hair was pulled into the tight, high ponytail she wore for yard work. The twins, Brian and Brandon, and his youngest, Laura, followed sluggishly in their play clothes.

Denise clapped. “We’re leaving in T minus ten, everybody, okay?”

“That’s what you’re wearing?” Douglas asked.

“I didn’t want to make Ginny feel like we’re expecting something fancy.”

“You look like you’re expecting hot dogs.”

“I’m allowed to be comfortable.”

“You wear a cocktail dress for Arbor Day.”

“Suddenly you’re Mr. Fashion? This meal will not involve sipping from china, I guarantee you.”

“Denise, would you rather visit your own family?”

This, as always, silenced her. Douglas did not want to engage in the all-too-familiar argument that would end with Denise storming his cluttered desk to pull out unpaid bills. This was the first day in months he was going to be able to spend with his children and he was feeling festive. He was also eager to see Ginny’s “phenomenal deal.” She’d bought just after the bubble burst, snagging a preforeclosed three-bed, two-bath. The listing she had e-mailed three months earlier—subject line, To Buy or Not to Buy?—had said oak floors, a sunporch, and a buildable acre, under $350K. Not to mention a good school district. All just thirty minutes north of Manhattan. Buy! Buy! Buy! For a person who didn’t know the first thing about finance or real estate or even a credit report, Ginny had snagged a bargain. At least someone was benefiting from the 2007 market massacre.

Denise was clearly miffed, though. If anyone other than Douglas’s mother was going to cook a family feast, she thought it should be her.

“Well, I’m putting on a tie. My sister is not serving us Schlitz.”

“Put on a tuxedo if you want, Doug. I don’t care.” Which wasn’t quite true. Denise liked to pick out his clothes: blues and grays that she said brought out his eyes, loose-fitting sweaters that hid the spare tire he’d recently developed.

Denise, on the other hand, had maintained her figure, as well as her year-round tanning-bed glow. His wife had a stunning ability to keep herself together, to stay fit, better than most women her age with three children. In fact, she looked almost identical to the twenty-four-year-old version of herself he’d married, except for her eyebrows. Over the past year her eyebrows had been plucked to near invisibility. At night, he’d see her leaning into the bathroom mirror, tweezers glinting from her hand. It was frightening to watch, but even when she climbed into bed, the crescents above her eyes red and swollen, Douglas politely pretended not to notice. It was stress. And he, alone, was the cause.

One of her balding eyebrows arched at him now:

“Would you at least first hand me the juice boxes,” she said, “and the disinfectant towelettes and help me get ready for this unnecessary drive?”

They packed up the Lincoln Navigator, loaded the dolls and the Game Boys, an array of antibacterial gels and wipes, the car seat, the GPS, and his present for Priya. Over the years their trip preparations had become militaristic: checklists and double checks; a final inventory. If push came to shove, they could survive an ice age in that car. Denise had set her watch alarm to a five-minute departure warning, and when the alarm beeped, they herded the kids in—chop, chop, chop—programmed Ginny’s address, and started the engine.

So later that night, when the detective asked, Douglas knew with certainty that it was 11:00 a.m. when they left the house.



GINNY

I said I was doing the cooking, Mom.”

Her mother had arrived early, alone, hugging a pyramid of gravy and cranberry-sauce vats.

“Don’t be silly! These are just little tidbits. Nibbles.”

From her purse she pulled an apron and fastened it over her Thanksgiving sweater. “Put me to work!” She planted a noisy kiss on Ginny’s cheek. Ginny thumbed off the parentheses of her mother’s Maybelline Pink Peony lipstick, a vibrant fuchsia she had worn religiously since Easter brunch 1996, when Ginny’s father looked up from his lamb roast and said, “You know, Eleanor, that pinkish stuff brings out the green in your eyes.”

Her Shalimar, as usual, nearly knocked Ginny down. Her mother was a potpourri of consumer scents: Oil of Olay, Listerine, Woolite, the sulfuric bite of her Loving Care. If her mother ever abandoned her array of chemicals, Ginny doubted she would recognize her.

“Well, when do I get to meet my new granddaughter?”

“She’s napping,” Ginny said.

“I’ve been waiting months!”

“Wine, Mom?”

“It’s much too early for wine, dear.”

Her mother began unpacking her elaborate collection of dishes in the shapes of the items served in them. Then she unloaded a plastic-wrapped tart. “It wouldn’t be Thanksgiving without my pear tart with the graham-cracker crust.” Her mother opened the refrigerator and gaped at the disarray. “Goodness, let’s just leave it out.”

Ginny uncorked a bottle of Chardonnay and poured a glass. She took a long sip and scanned the kitchen: an assembly line of bowls and pots and cutting boards.

“I did come early so I could be the first to meet her.” In fact, Ginny’s mother arrived early for everything—dentists and doctors appointments, of which there were many; movies, so she could get an aisle seat in case of a fire; her own surprise fiftieth birthday party, which she had sniffed out, arriving early to set up the proper cups and napkins and plates rather than endure a noisy chorus of Surprise!

“You want to go shake her awake, Mom?”

Her mother waved away the suggestion. “Listen, sleeping can be a sign of illness. I raised two children. I have expertise. All my lady friends are bombarded with questions by their daughters. Does my daughter even ask me about which bedtime stories to read? What to do for a runny nose? You must turn to somebody with questions.”

“God bless Google,” said Ginny.

“And you trust these strangers on the Internet?”

“You make them sound like child predators.”

Her mother’s eyes flared and she shook her head vigorously, as though shaking away the image of a man in a dark van offering a lollipop to a girl on the street. Then, as though remembering the times Ginny had chided her anxiety, her mother collected herself and smiled brightly.

“Well, it won’t do to have you drinking alone. I’ll have a little sip. Just a taste to keep you company. Oh, that’s way too much. Ginny, it’ll go to waste!” Ginny and her brother called this their mother’s refuse-and-booze strategy. By initially refusing alcohol, in her mind, she never actually drank it. “Well, okay, yum, that is lovely. Zip dee do, straight to my head!” She touched her cheeks. “You know, you look very good, Ginny. You’re rosy. Like an Eskimo.”

“Mom, you’re always assessing me.”

“Arrest me for paying my daughter a compliment.”

Her mother couldn’t help herself. Ginny was her product. Like an apple in the supermarket she was inspecting for wormholes.

Ginny dumped the potatoes into the sink, let the faucet hiccup on. “Look, there’s a recipe on my laptop screen out in the living room. Would you print it?”

Her mother sipped her wine, adjusted her bulbous gold clip-on earrings. “I hope those aren’t russet potatoes. Please, if you love your family at all, you must use red potatoes, red creamer potatoes. And honestly, I cannot go mucking around with people’s printers. Don’t you think someone should set the table?”

Her mother looked at her watch, eyes widening with alarm, and dramatically tightened her lips, making it clear she was extending the maternal munificence of keeping them zipped. She grabbed a fistful of utensils and strode to the table.

God knows why I thought she could click print, mused Ginny. Her mother couldn’t change a tire or a lightbulb. She didn’t know the difference between a flat head and a Phillips screwdriver. Remote controls? VCR? It’s not that she was stupid. She went to Wellesley. But she grew up having things done for her, first by her father, then by her husband. She would sooner stare at a broken television for hours than crouch down to see if it was plugged in.

Suggest she jiggle a cable, and she’d say, “Ginny, do I look like an electrician?” Or, Ginny’s favorite response, “My hair is wet.” Her mother didn’t want to be electrocuted.

If anyone lacked the frontier spirit, the desire to meet a challenge, it was Ginny’s mother. Excuse me, but how long before we get to Oregon? I was told this was a trail. This doesn’t feel at all like a trail. Ten miles out of Missouri her mother would have been shoved from the wagon.

She wanted to feel useful, but not be useful.

When Ginny’s mother came of age, housework could eat up the week. But in the last twenty years, the world had belched out an array of machines and services that allowed women to squeeze chores into one day. Microwaves and laundry machines. Wrinkle-free fabrics, frozen dinners, Cuisinarts, nonstick pans—Febreze! As far as Ginny was concerned, nothing in world history had done more for women’s liberation than Chinese takeout. A piping-hot, tasty meal for four in little white cartons! For under twenty-five dollars! That had been the subject of Ginny’s first published paper: “How General Tso Liberated American Women.”

These changes should have given Ginny’s mother time to learn Spanish, or yoga. But new activities frightened her. So cleaning house turned into a tea ceremony. She stretched out errands as though she were paid by the hour, by the number of times she opened and closed the trunk of her powder blue Lexus. One day she needed milk, the next day she had to carpe the sale on red seedless grapes. Dry cleaning was picked up and dropped off on entirely different trips. It would have taken a team of Nobel Prize—winning physicists a month to calculate her carbon footprint.

Like the work of tollbooth collectors and movie-ticket sellers, her services were being rendered obsolete by technology.

But what happened to people when the world made their sacrifices unnecessary?

“I could have gone to Columbia graduate school,” her mother sometimes reminded her children, stressing how their grandmother advised her to forsake a master’s degree and instead start a family when their father returned from Vietnam. She said it with a demure but self-righteous smile, or with laughter—as though she couldn’t believe she would ever have done such a crazy thing! But who mentioned a thing so frequently unless it bothered her?

If her mother had more than one glass of wine, she would bring it up several times at dinner. “Children, do you know where I could have gone after Wellesley?” and Ginny’s father would say, “Since we’re on the subject, Eleanor, do you know where I could have gone?”

Then she simply asked someone to pass the spinach.



DOUGLAS

Good, his father’s car wasn’t at Ginny’s house yet. The last thing Douglas wanted was extra time with his father, who would no doubt grill him about the latest round of subprime write-offs. Once they got the game on, they’d be fine. They’d talk sports. He just had to stall until then.

His mother’s car had already claimed the only patch of blacktop, so Douglas parked on the street. Even at a distance, he could tell her tires were low. It irked him that his mother, a woman terrified of car accidents—she religiously read the police blotter to identify dangerous local roads—was so lax about car maintenance. He’d have to check her engine oil, ask her when she’d replaced her brake pads. The last time he’d been in the car with her it had rained, and her windshield wipers merely smeared the water around. Worse, she had contentedly leaned forward, her nose virtually to the glass, squinting through the blur as though she had no idea wipers existed that would allow her to see the road.

“Welcome, welcome!”

A storm door slammed as Ginny stepped out of the house in flip-flops and blue jeans. She hugged herself in a long, rust-colored cardigan. Her red hair was pinned in its usual loose bun, her freckled face happy and glowing. She wore her signature purple cat-eye glasses. Douglas always felt a momentary shock when he saw this carelessly glamorous woman who was his sister. A far cry from the pudgy child whose doughy face was scaffolded with braces and bifocals.

Douglas threw open the door of his Navigator. “We bring hungry mouths, Gin!”

“God, you all look like you just stepped out of a William Merritt Chase painting!”

Denise shot Douglas a glance. She found Ginny’s compliments pretentious. But Ginny was an academic; it was to be expected.

Stepping from the car, Douglas took in the yellow colonial saltbox—a post-and-beam construction with a flat front and center chimney. Ginny had explained that the layout was a holdover from the time when houses were taxed on the number of stories: the front was two stories, but the back roof sloped down to one. All Douglas cared about was that home buyers paid 10 percent more for anything quaint: developers had started building saltboxes again.

“So you went colonial,” he said.

She grinned. “It did seem fitting.”

The place desperately needed a paint job and new shutters, the yard was strewn with yellow and red leaves that needed to be raked, but it was set back nicely on a level, buildable one-acre lot. Normally, it would have sold for a good half million. His sister had done well.

Ginny stepped forward to help unload the car. “Don’t tell me you got another SUV?”

His sister’s social conscience was a gland that never stopped salivating.

“Denise wanted red instead. I aim to make my wife happy.”

“Two SUVs!” sneered Denise. “Fat chance.” She made straight for the trunk, and Ginny froze for a moment, registering the tension. Fortunately for Douglas, the twins, who had just turned nine, exploded from the backseat.

“Well, look how enormous you’ve gotten!” said Ginny. “How will you ever fit in my house? Dougie, what are you feeding these kids? Camel cannelloni? Hippopotamus burgers?”

“Our favorite new food is Worcestershire sauce.”

“Oh, good, ’cause I’ve got a barrelful inside!” They charged the door, and Ginny leaned into Douglas. “What’s that?”

Denise was unloading a pile of foil-covered plates.

“Hummus and Wheat Thins,” said Denise. “For the twins. They always get hummus and Wheat Thins before dinner.”

Ginny sulked at her flip-flops. “Great. Excellent.”

Douglas lifted Laura out of the car, careful not to separate her from her tablecloth. This was a red and green tablecloth, from Christmas three years earlier, that his daughter had grown attached to. Now, at age five, if anyone tried to take it from her, she screamed. Douglas thought the glittery gold thread attracted her. Sometimes, Laura begged the twins to mummify her in the tablecloth and parade her through the house. Which Douglas found impossibly cute.

One of the shocks of fatherhood had been how much more enamored he was of his daughter than of his sons. He played catch with his boys and took them to action films, but he was so absurdly mesmerized by Laura that he could sit on the lawn with her for hours just picking blades of grass. She was happy and magical and the way she whispered “Daddy” with her licorice breath made him feel like a king. The high-wire act of his domestic life was masking this favoritism.

Ginny swept her arm into a purple foyer, which smelled of incense.

“You like?”

“Nice casa, Sis.”

The foyer, despite the purple, had a pleasant arch that made it seem more spacious than it was. It flowed nicely into the living room, which had been painted mauve with white baseboard. As they all started in, Ginny raised her palm: “Shoes, guys!”

Douglas set Laura down, heeled off his shoes. The oak floorboards needed refinishing. He gave a good knock to the foyer wall. “Plaster, huh. When was the place built?”

“Oh, 1950, or maybe 1960. Pre—civil rights.”

“Basement?”

“A messy one.”

“Then it was probably the forties or the fifties. By the sixties it was all concrete-slab foundation.”

Denise marched the kids into the living room and began unloading bags. Douglas could see her rapidly scan the space like an auctioneer, trying to figure out how to erect a play area for Laura in what was barely a quarter of their own living room. He figured the ground floor was about twenty-six by twenty-four feet, the upstairs half that. On a full acre, most people would have bought the place for a teardown.

Douglas knocked another spot and heard the hollow thud of drywall. “Someone’s done renovations. Does it still have the original fusebox?”

“Probably.”

“Gin, you need to know these things. You at least had an inspection?”

Between her chaotic romantic life and her teaching and writing, his sister had little interest in life’s necessities. She paid bills months late, forgot to file taxes. She could explain, in tireless detail, the medical-insurance practices of seventeenth-century Dutch immigrants in Pennsylvania but forgot to pay her own premiums. Adopting a child and buying a house within a three-month period was a lot to bite off, especially for Ginny.

“Yes, yes, yes, Doug.” Her chin dipped with affectionate pity, always sorry for her businessman brother’s obsession with paperwork. “I have a tome on this house and you’re welcome to read through it if that’s your idea of a fun Thanksgiving.”

“I’ll say two things and then I’ll stop: if they found even a hint of Radon you need to get an abatement system in here pronto, and for the love of Allah, make sure the electrical system is up-to-date. You’ve got two-prong outlets. I don’t want you turning on a light and going up in a bonfire.”

“What about meteorites?” She shook his shoulder in mock terror. “Have you seen my roof?”

“I’m not kidding, Gin. Look, I have an Estonian guy who’ll rewire this house for fifteen hundred dollars.”

“How much for meteorite proofing?”

“You got ibuprofen? I’m starting to feel a big pain in my ass.”

“Aw, Dougie, I’m just being careful.”

“You know, Ginny, if you do some rewiring and fix the roof, maybe get a paint job on the outside, you could probably flip this place in a year and make good money.”

“No flipping!” Denise called from the living-room floor, flanked by the children. “Do not get your sister started on flipping.”

He wished his wife wouldn’t act like as if his ventures had all been failures. Negative energy, too much negative energy. He wanted to remind her that she hadn’t complained when flipping made them a hundred grand in two years, or when he used the cash to fly them to Acapulco and to Disney World. She certainly hadn’t complained when he bought her a double-strand diamond bracelet. But he wasn’t going to argue; no, today was all about recharging his battery.

“Now, Ginny, I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt, assuming that I don’t need to explain the dangers of lead paint.”

Ginny threaded her arm through his. “How about a drink, Dougie?”

“First things first. Where’s my new niece?”



ELEANOR

Eleanor stood alone in the kitchen, examining the mess her daughter had made: potatoes and parsnips splayed all over the counter. Soiled cutting boards, balled-up plastic bags, and—well, Eleanor would have to rinse this out—a mug of coffee that appeared to be hours old.

Eleanor was not surprised. For years Ginny had bristled at the idea of women in the kitchen, as though roasting a pork loin and baking raisin bread were acts of degradation. Also, Ginny had never much liked Thanksgiving, offering an almost undetectable rolling of the eyes each year as she arrived, which Eleanor thought stemmed from her daughter’s experience in Westport Elementary’s Thanksgiving play. Cast as the turkey at age nine (through no fault of Eleanor’s, Ginny was a plump child), Ginny wore a brown leotard with feathers and a red paper beak, and was required to squat onstage for the play’s full second act as the little Pilgrims and Indians circled her, singing “Oh, What a Harvest, What a Friendship!” As the curtain fell, several mischievous Pilgrim girls plucked the feathers Eleanor had spent hours gluing. Tucking her in that night, she braced for Ginny’s tearful query as to why she hadn’t been cast as a Pilgrim, preparing a full explanation of the inevitable misdeeds of ill-bred children and the importance of forgiveness. But Ginny merely lay beneath her blanket, working something through her head; finally she declared that during her time onstage she had thought long and hard about what it was like to be a turkey, to think turkey thoughts, to feel turkey feelings, and that henceforth (this was the year Ginny used “henceforth”), she would no longer eat animals.

It delighted Eleanor that now her daughter was at least trying to cook.

For there had been a time—years ago, admittedly—when Eleanor had thought Ginny would grow up to be exactly like her.

The young Ginny would patter into Eleanor’s room, storm her closets, and then parade about, lost in the fabric of Eleanor’s beige housedresses and seersucker suits. For her grand finale, Ginny stepped into Eleanor’s sequined black dress, and tottered around in her high heels, her neck hung with pearls.

“How on earth do you doooo?” Ginny exclaimed. “I’m Mrs. Olson, and the pleasure is all mine.”

At the grocery store, if Eleanor smelled a melon, Ginny would sniff it, too, and at the checkout register, she demanded to put the items on the counter herself and to hand over the coupons. As a treat, Eleanor would sometimes hand Ginny her wallet and let her count out the money.

At school, her daughter made her cards with drawings of a small bunny rabbit—Eleanor called Ginny “Bunny”—beside a mommy bunny rabbit; inside they said: I miss you, Mama Rabbit.

Ginny studied photo albums of Eleanor and said, “Mama Rabbit was so pretty.”

Once, in Bloomingdales, Ginny wanted to look at the Hello Kitty section. But Eleanor’s attention had been caught by an end-of-season outerwear sale. That year, with Gavin’s promotion to junior sales broker, he had raised her allowance, which meant she could afford a new winter coat. She slipped excitedly into a green cashmere double-breasted one, fastened her purse on her shoulder, and spun around.

“Does Mommy look elegant?”

But Ginny was nowhere in sight. Tearing through the coat racks, Eleanor shouted her name. Finally she spotted a young woman riding the escalator down toward her, Ginny at her side.

“Good God. Where was she?”

The woman shook her head slowly, remembering something awful. “I saw her with a man. He was holding her hand and something didn’t feel right, you get that queasy feeling in your gut.”

“What man?!”

“That creep is probably in Poughkeepsie by now. I asked your daughter, ‘Do you know that man?’ and he ran like the cops were coming.”

Eleanor tugged off the green coat and threw it on the floor.

That afternoon, on the train back to Westport, Eleanor felt a headache coming on. Her brain seemed to be pressing into her eyeballs. She had lost her father and her mother, as well as her younger sister; Eleanor was no stranger to grief. But to lose her own child? She felt she had glimpsed a black chasm. She had seen, for a moment, how merciless the world might be; there were no limits to what could be taken from you. Yes, she could return to her white clapboard house, but on the periphery, on buses and subways, on sidewalks and in cinemas, in deep and distant forests, dark forces lurked. A strong passion stirred within her: She would defend her children with sticks and stones; with her fingernails, her naked fists.

“I have never been so furious with you,” she said, climbing into bed with Ginny. “How could you have gone off with that man? It is simply not the behavior of a child who cares one iota about her mother.”

Ginny’s eyes were red. “I just wanted the Hello Kitty. All the girls have it.”

“And do all the girls wander off with strange men?”

Eleanor patted her hair, the heat of her daughter’s scalp rising through her fingers. She kissed Ginny’s forehead, more forcefully than she intended.

“Ouch. I’m sorry, Mom.”

“Now this headache won’t go away. I’ll have to take an aspirin, I think. Maybe two. Do you think I should take two?”

“If it hurts bad.”

“Yes, I think so.” Eleanor laid her head on her daughter’s shoulder. “Whatever happens, Ginny, don’t tell your father or Douglas about this. They simply will not understand and it will upset them. You won’t tell them, right?”

And her daughter, who even as a child understood loyalty, never told.

They shared other secrets. One afternoon, years later, Ginny left a note on her mother’s dresser.

Dear Mom,

Maybe you think it’s too soon, and maybe you’ll say no, but I think the time is absolutely right for me to start wearing a brassiere. Many other girls in school are wearing them, as I am made to see every day in the locker room. And I am one of the only girls without one. Do not get the wrong idea please because I do not think I have big boobs. But sometimes when I wear a t-shirt now and there are boys around, I am uncomfortable. If you do not think I am ready I will understand but I do think I am ready and it would be sad if you didn’t think so too. Also, I read in a magazine that there are health benefits to wearing a brassiere for your spine. I lost the magazine but I could go to the library and see if they have it. Anyway, I will be in my room, waiting for your answer.

Love,

Ginny

Eleanor arranged a shopping expedition for the next day. She set her hair and put on her best dress and plaid coat. She dressed Ginny in her burgundy gingham smock, and when the saleslady asked, “Is this your lovely daughter? So grown-up!” Eleanor beamed with pride.

Lavender, pink, ivory, white—they bought four brassieres with adjustable straps. That night, Ginny locked herself in her room for hours, finally emerging as Eleanor was preparing dinner.

“Do I look like Dolly Parton?” Ginny giggled, twirling into the kitchen.

“You look positively lovely.”

At dinner, Ginny eyed her chest, shifting the shoulder straps and scratching at the clasp. She entirely ignored the casserole on her plate, an act for which Eleanor normally would have admonished her, except that Eleanor felt herself the guardian of a magnificent secret. Her daughter was becoming a woman.

A month later, when Ginny’s menstruation began, they locked themselves in the upstairs bathroom while Eleanor explained the various sanitary options, and the responsibilities of a woman to store these well out of sight, and to dispose of them discreetly.

This would be the last time Ginny sought her advice.

If only Eleanor could have pinpointed the day Ginny slid away from her. But no unpleasant incident prompted the change. It was merely, as the parenting books had warned, an adolescent withdrawal.

“Ginny, would you like to come to the store?”

Her daughter was busy, she was tired, she found the glare of the store’s white lights oppressive.

If Eleanor happened to mention (and naturally one had to make conversation) that she wanted to buy fresh-cut flowers for a party, or pick up Mr. Brinkmeyer’s favorite gin so that he would feel at home, she’d say, “Mom, Emily Post runs your whole life.”
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