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He stared at the television, hypnotized by the noise they made: the unrelenting sound. The old house screeched and thrummed with it. He felt as if they were inside with him, despite the width of the continent dividing them.


The cicadas were singing.


He had never even heard of them before. But they had been there in the soil the whole time, unseen, leaching nutrients from the roots of plants, waiting for the right time to emerge.


They’d been featured on the news, too. One of the Portland activists padded in from the kitchen carrying a mug of kombucha, passed a joint around, and said it was only a matter of time before they showed up here. Not this cycle, of course, maybe not even the next, but eventually genetic adaptation would enable them to spread from the East Coast. The others didn’t buy it, there was definitely a reason you only encountered them back east; but the guy from Portland said the only surprising thing was that they hadn’t got this far yet.


He turned back to the screen: the wings of a nymph glistened in the sun, picked out against a Japanese maple. Its milky body was maggot-like against the leaves’ vivid green. It was waiting for its shell to harden. According to the scientist on TV, they didn’t sting, bite, or spread disease, posed no threat to humans, animals, or even plants, really. The reason accidents happened, the guy from Portland said, taking a long drag from the joint, was because people panicked: closed their eyes at the wheel, started swatting at them in intersections and on freeway ramps. Everything would be fine, the scientist on television confirmed, if folks would just stay calm.


There was something awe-inspiring about it, he reflected, lying back against the recliner’s ripped upholstery: they had been waiting out of sight this whole time, almost twenty years.


This was what they were watching in the living room, some of them sprawled on the floor, others on the sofa, when they suddenly heard it through the cicadas’ incessant drone: a pounding on the house’s heavy wooden door, as if someone was trying to knock it off its hinges.


They glanced at each other. Had there been a softer knock they’d missed, drowned out by the television? The thump of booted feet on the floor of the porch told them their visitor was not alone.


The television was still blaring when one of the guys from Eugene got up to answer. Coming! You don’t have to kick the fucking door down.


Before it opened and he was the first to register the looks of stunned disbelief on the others’ faces, he caught the scientist on TV saying it helped if you remembered that they were nature’s creations, just like us: they were a miracle.
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It was supposed to be temporary: everything would gradually return to normal.


According to the pamphlet from the maternity clinic, you couldn’t put an exact time frame on it – which it then, ignoring its own advice, proceeded to do: three months, give or take, for over fifty percent of couples. But you had to bear in mind that every couple was different; this was a tricky time.


You shouldn’t think there was anything wrong with either of you.


It had been a week since Alina left the pamphlet on the nightstand. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but when she saw it still lying there, untouched, she felt something inside her sink.


After the break had lasted another three months, Alina raised the issue.


Joe seemed surprised. ‘I thought it would still be too…’ He searched for the right word. ‘Complicated.’


‘I don’t think so.’


‘Really? Hmm.’ Then: ‘OK.’


They’d tried the first time three months after Samuel’s birth, and the experience had been an unexpected return to adolescence. It was like having to start all over again, concentrate on technique rather than content, guess how things would feel, what might work. Maybe this was what it was like, Alina reflected, for people with brain damage who had to learn how to walk again.


There were articles about it in the baby magazines at the library. Low estrogen levels meant it was natural if she didn’t feel like having sex.


Did she? Her entire body had started feeling foreign to her, fickle. They were going to have to try again, but would it go any more smoothly? Maybe it wouldn’t work this time either, which would raise the bar that much higher.


That evening, after Samuel was asleep, Joe climbed into bed in his flannel pajamas and picked up Masters of Chess. He read about the game’s world champions every night before turning off the light. Sometimes he would set out the chess things on his nightstand, move one of the pieces according to the diagrams in the book, and stare at the board, lips pursed, as if waiting for the pawns or knights to speak.


They used to kiss before turning in; sometimes it had led to sex, sometimes not.


She waited. Joe’s eyes skipped eagerly across the pages.


Eventually he became aware of her gaze. ‘What?’


‘I thought we… talked about—’


Joe’s eyes were blank.


‘Earlier today.’


‘Oh, yeah,’ he said, looking like he still didn’t quite remember. ‘That’s right.’


He set aside the book. They cautiously turned towards each other and lay there, each waiting for a sign from the other, as if the situation and all that it entailed were completely foreign. Joe gingerly reached out and touched her side. As if afraid his touch would hurt, Alina thought.


Joe’s mouth was familiar and felt right, but there was something mechanical about the whole thing. Is this what sex would be like with someone you didn’t love? But then she felt Joe’s warm hand on her skin and allowed it to rove at will, and it instantly remembered the route, the familiar contours.


Then the hand paused, made a minute change of course, and continued, but in an unaccustomed way. Alina monitored Joe’s movements and felt something was missing. And she saw that Joe knew it, too.


‘Would you like me to…’ he said. She knew what Joe meant; it’s what she had been hoping for.


‘Mm-hm.’ She nodded, not opening her eyes. ‘Yes.’


Then she saw the girl: sitting on the edge of the bed, gazing at them blank-faced, as if she’d always been there.


Alina whimpered and pulled back.


‘Did I hurt you?’ Joe asked, concerned.


‘No, but… maybe it’s still too soon.’’


‘Hmm,’ Joe said. ‘OK.’


She thought she caught a hint of relief in his tone; they wouldn’t have to try after all.


They looked at each other. She had always liked Joe’s eyes. They were the eyes of a kind man. He stroked her hair. ‘It’s going to be fine.’


‘Yeah.’


‘Let’s not rush it.’


‘OK.’


They turned away from each other, and a little while later she could hear that he had fallen asleep.


[image: image]


The girl had started in the fall.


Alina had seen her staring at her computer screen in Joe’s office, next to the door where there didn’t used to be a desk. She was sitting with one leg folded under her. The position looked uncomfortable, as if she hadn’t been able to decide whether to slump into a normal office slouch or arch over her computer like a cat. She had bobbed coal-black hair and a forehead furrowed in concentration, her lips lightly parted.


As she waited for her to acknowledge the presence of a visitor, Alina’s eyes fixed on the fat silver bracelet on the girl’s slender wrist. You get to spend all day here, she thought, and then pop into cute boutiques after work to pick out jewelry.


‘Excuse me,’ Alina finally said. The girl turned languidly, as if she’d been aware of her presence the whole time.


‘I was supposed to.’ Alina began. ‘Joe and I…’


The girl raised an eyebrow as if in disbelief. Then she nodded towards the far wall. ‘That’s his desk over there.’


‘I know.’ Alina’s voice sounded more clipped than she’d meant.


‘He should be back soon.’


Alina wasn’t sure if the girl didn’t know where Joe was or if she didn’t want to say. She stood in the doorway with the stroller, and the girl kept sitting in her peculiar position in Alina’s husband’s tiny office.


‘If Joe comes back, tell him I went to the bathroom,’ Alina said, turning away.


She pushed the stroller back down the hallway, overly conscious of seeming like a frumpy housewife – probably because, she thought, that’s what I am – and of the girl’s direct view of her as she retreated. She would have dressed differently if she’d known about the girl… The thought immediately irked her, the need to impress a complete stranger.


But who did the girl think she was? Of course Alina knew which desk was Joe’s. Alina had first brought him here and shown him around, they’d been here for ages, she and Joe; the girl was the interloper, the one who should have been asking Alina for advice.


Samuel stirred in his sleep and made a little noise, and her coming here with her son in his stroller suddenly struck Alina as embarrassing. Distracted, she walked too fast, and the stroller bumped into the corner of a table in the hallway. She tried to hum cheerfully and stand up straighter, but her cheeks were on fire. Once she had the stroller moving again, she glanced back; the girl in Joe’s office was concentrating on her screen as if Alina and the child did not exist.
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She had wanted to mention the girl to Joe. Just remark in passing that she’d noticed a new face at the department, someone who’d been assigned her own niche. In such a small unit, it made a difference who you bumped into in the hallways. Maybe they’d even see the girl socially at some point, say at the party they were going to throw?


The party, she thought: Joe had suggested it several times, but Alina was afraid of feeling like she was on display. People wandering around, inspecting their apartment, eyeing the food, Samuel and his clothes, toys, and crib, the record shelf, the living-room rug: so this is how Joe’s wife likes things.


When she looked around, she didn’t see much she liked or wanted. There was no light in the living room, because the switch on the lamp had been shorting out; Joe had promised to have it fixed and then forgotten. The switch and the wire were probably still traveling back and forth to the university every day in his satchel. She’d asked about it, but always at the wrong moment, and she didn’t want to make a big deal about something so trivial. The most prominent element of the décor was the drying rack filled with Samuel’s clothing: some of it from the maternity package given free to all expecting mothers in Finland, some hand-me-downs from Julia’s sister, yet others from the flea market. The very thought of people from the department in their home, surrounded by the smell of milk and heaps of food-stained laundry, was embarrassing.


‘It’s not very common to invite your coworkers over in Finland,’ she’d said, when Joe had asked again about hosting a party.


‘It is in the States.’


‘Yes. I’m just saying—’


‘I know, I know,’ Joe said and went to change into his squash gear, and Alina was never sure if he did know.


More than anything, she wanted to repaint the living room, correct her mistake. The walls had turned out too white. On the sample card the color had seemed fresh, but on a big surface it made other colors look harsh. The tiniest smudges stood out.


But Joe didn’t think it was a good idea to redecorate until things were clearer.


Alina’s heart skipped a beat.


‘What things?’


‘You know, like… where we’re going to settle down and…’


She waited for him to continue, and then realized that the sentence had come to its end. It wasn’t like they were going to live here for the rest of their lives, he finally said.


‘No, probably not for the rest of our lives. But for now,’ she said.


‘Couldn’t we just wait and see?’


‘See what?’


‘If we might find something…’ Joe said. ‘Maybe some opportunities back home.’


Back home. How easy it was to use the term in passing, home, its soft sounds, so natural and warm, as if it meant the same regardless of speaker or place. She stared at him, gulped and turned away.


‘Come on, Alina,’ Joe said, touching her arm, but she yanked it free.


He tried again: Come on, Alina. The way Joe pronounced her name, the stress fell on the second syllable and left the initial vowel silent: Leena. She’d liked it when they met; she’d wanted to be a person who needed a new, international version of her name.


‘We,’ she said. ‘Did you really say we?’


‘You know what I mean.’


‘Actually, I don’t.’


That evening, without being asked, Joe changed Samuel’s diaper, fed him his bedtime oatmeal, and put him in his pajamas, all without saying a word.


After breastfeeding Samuel, Alina lay quietly in bed, her back to Joe. She didn’t know if he could tell she was crying.


‘Were you thinking we’d live in Finland for the rest of our lives?’ he asked eventually.


Alina tried to think of the right question to ask back, equally obvious, supposedly neutral, but all she could feel was the tidal wave of unprocessed emotion crashing through her. A long time later, she heard him sigh, lower his glasses to the nightstand, and click off his reading lamp.


‘When were you planning on telling me?’ she said into the darkness.


‘We’ve talked about various options,’ he said.


Alina was dumbfounded. She was supposed to take that seriously? They’d played at making a list of all the countries they’d consider moving to; this had taken place in that little hotel room off Piccadilly Circus, before reality intervened. The list had included Poland and Ghana.


‘Is this because you didn’t get that job?’ she asked. ‘I thought you said you didn’t want it.’


Joe was instantly irritated. Alina’s stomach clenched; she wished she’d chosen her words more wisely.


‘Tell me,’ she said, caressing his cheek.


Joe looked at the ceiling, ignoring the brush of her hand. ‘I feel like I’m surrounded by an invisible wall.’


‘Socially or professionally?’


‘Both.’


Joe felt like Finns didn’t want to let strangers in. No one asked him out for coffee or invited him over. In their professional and personal lives, Finns seemed to close their social circles to outsiders. ‘Especially if you have no free evenings,’ he added.


Especially since I can’t spend evenings away from home. I’m not keeping you here, Alina thought. You should have said something if you didn’t want a baby.


Joe definitely didn’t want a second baby. Alina wanted three. They’d tried discussing the matter on a few occasions, but the conversation grew strained, and Alina felt like she was demanding something her husband was incapable of giving.


‘What are you thinking?’ he asked. ‘Say something.’


She thought about her father, who needed her help on a more or less weekly basis, dealing with the social security office or the bank. Dad hadn’t ever learned to use the bill payment terminals in the bank’s vestibule, although Alina had taken him there what seemed like a dozen times and held his hand through the process. How was she going to do that from the States? What if something happened to him? What if Dad got sick and needed help going to the store or reading the directions on his medication? Ever since Mom had died, Dad had become absent-minded and listless. It still seemed unreal to Alina that a woman who had radiated vigor and health could die a few months after the cancer diagnosis.


‘Have you felt this way the whole time?’ Alina said. ‘You should have said something.’


‘I didn’t want to worry you,’ Joe told her.


He stroked her hand and spoke in a low, steady voice. If anything came up, he explained, they could both think it over, decide then how they’d feel about a short stint in the States. What if Joe just kept an eye out on the off chance a suitable opportunity arose?


‘But only if it’s OK with you,’ he added.


Alina thought about her father, about who he would spend Christmas with, and felt a lump in her throat. She turned away. She didn’t want Joe to see her cry, she wasn’t sure why.


‘Does a short stint mean a short stint or a short stint that gradually turns into a long one?’ she finally said.


‘You can’t always plan out everything in advance,’ he said, and his tone made her feel like a petulant child.
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‘We’re moving to the States,’ she told her friend Julia, as the babies crawled around on the carpet at their feet. The lights were bright in Julia’s living room, and the television was on low. They were eating cookies and mostly ignoring the movie playing on the VCR, where a single woman and single man refused to see they were meant for each other.


When? Julia wanted to know. Where? For good? Would Alina work there? What kind of school would Samuel attend?


‘I don’t know,’ Alina said, blushing when Julia looked at her. Every day she expected Joe to come home and announce something had turned up in San Diego or Austin or Santa Barbara or Albuquerque and needed a yes or a no. She dreaded the conversation that would ensue, the arguments required of her and the barrage of counterarguments Joe would rain down in response, the war of attrition, the bargaining that would define their marriage and their life, Samuel’s school years and language, how everything would take shape.


‘Everything’s still up in the air,’ Alina said, turning away. She was sure things would work out for the best, she added.


Julia nodded. Her son Jimi, a dead ringer for Alfred Hitchcock, was already on his third diaper-change of the movie. ‘Things always do.’


‘It all depends on Joe’s work, really.’


Julia said she admired Alina, about to fly off to a foreign country, game enough to start all over again. As she listened to Julia, Alina saw herself through her friend’s eyes and was suddenly pleased to be going, to be the adventurous woman living life on her own terms. Moving began to sound intriguing, even enviable, and when Julia didn’t seem to question it, Alina gradually managed to convince herself that this was the way things were now, and this was, if not optimal, then at least tolerable. This was her life, and she had chosen it, and there was a price to pay for every decision, as well as for not doing, not going and not agreeing to anything. And the price for that was often the highest.
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It had been a challenge for Alina getting the stroller into the bathroom. After working it in through the narrow doorway, she stood in the fluorescent glare, unsure of what to do with herself, then washed her hands and waited. A little later, when she thought she heard the girl’s footsteps in the corridor, she laboriously maneuvered the stroller back out.


Joe was alone in his office. They embraced tentatively; Alina got the impression that he didn’t feel comfortable hugging in his professional persona, even with no one around to see. The building felt as deserted as a shuttered factory.


She looked around. Except for the girl’s side of the room, Joe’s office was exactly the same, which suddenly struck Alina as incomprehensible. Their home had undergone a complete transformation. The crib had taken over the bedroom’s lone unoccupied wall, their bed had moved from its former place, a diaper table had been drilled in where the second bathroom cabinet used to be. The basket of toys and baby bouncer formed an encampment – evidently a permanent one, although that hadn’t been the intention – in the middle of the living room. The girl had claimed half of Joe’s office and the baby half their home, but Joe’s desk, bulletin board, and bookshelf appeared untouched.


‘What are you looking at?’ he asked.


‘I just forgot what it looked like in here.’


Joe hitched his trousers and lined up the pens on his desk as if he found the slightest disorder disturbing. Alina was struck by the sensation that they were meeting to discuss some unavoidable but unpleasant arrangement.


She’d been a student here too once upon a time. It seemed hard to believe now. She tried to recall the material from her textbooks that had seemed so essential then, the minutiae that pretentious boys in ponytails had argued about in the cafeteria that had been of zero relevance since.


‘Well,’ she said, after they had sat in silence for some time. Joe looked at her and smiled.


‘Yes?’


‘Um… are we just going to stay here?’ Alina said, meaning his office.


‘Where would you like to go?’ Joe asked.


‘Go?’


Alina blinked. She’d imagined that he would want to show Samuel to his colleagues, some of whom she knew too, or at least had known. Hadn’t that been the point of the visit? Did Joe think she didn’t have anything better to do with her day than kill time in her husband’s office? Or was he waiting for Samuel to wake up? Alina started to wonder if she was perpetually leaving the most important part of what she wanted to convey unsaid.


Suddenly something indescribable and heavy washed over her and she had to sit down, but the only chair free was the girl’s.


‘What’s wrong?’ Joe asked.


‘I just feel a little dizzy.’


It’s probably dehydration on account of the breastfeeding, she was on the verge of saying, but then the office door opened.


The girl was standing by the open door. She was twirling an unlit cigarette between her forefinger and middle finger as if trying to signal something to Joe. Alina thought, Is she going to smoke in a room where there’s a baby?


‘Oh. I’m sorry,’ the girl said in English, and the twirling stopped. ‘I didn’t realize you were still here,’ she added to Alina in Finnish, somehow managing to avoid her gaze. ‘I was just heading out for a smoke,’ she said to Joe, and shot a quick glance at her cigarette, as if it had appeared there of its own accord.


The girl’s lips were red, freshly painted.


‘But you don’t smoke,’ Alina commented to her husband.


The girl raised her artfully plucked eyebrows at Joe: really? For a second, Alina thought she would burst out laughing.


‘To keep me company,’ the girl explained to Alina, in a mocking tone, it seemed.


‘I’m kind of busy today,’ Joe said in an unfamiliar, formal voice.


The girl raised her eyebrows again as if to say: let’s get back to this once that woman is gone, spun on her heel, and left.


Alina looked at Joe inquiringly.


‘I go along sometimes to stretch my legs,’ he said, and coughed. ‘If I have the time.’


‘You can smoke for all I care,’ she told him. ‘I’m just surprised.’


‘I don’t smoke.’


‘I meant that if you did, I wouldn’t mind.’ She tried to smile and lighten her voice. ‘What’s her name?’


Joe’s expression remained serious.


‘Aleksandra.’
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Alina had only gone to Italy because she felt guilty. The memory of it, though, still set her heart hammering. She would let her thoughts wander back to the trip whenever she felt like she hadn’t experienced anything in life.


She had been so young. It had only been a year and a half ago, but still: she had been so young.


She hadn’t wanted anyone else to learn about her abominable master’s thesis, let alone give a presentation on it. But Wallenberg had implied it was part of the deal.


‘P. Wallenberg would be pleased to welcome you to his team,’ he had announced, which would mean her doing a dissertation. Even at his most casual, Wallenberg spoke in a formal register. It was an attempt at humor, which Alina found touching: a sixty-year-old professor, still so inept. There was no one else on Wallenberg’s team. The students knew that he tried to lure someone from every cohort into continuing his work, his unique line of research in danger of dying with him.


In a way, the trip was Alina’s apology for not having the nerve to say she had no interest in writing a dissertation or rescuing Wallenberg’s life’s work from extinction; for even implying she was still giving the matter serious consideration.


As hundreds of conference participants surged into the main exhibition hall to meander through the poster presentations, Alina stood alone in front of her poster, praying no one would stop. They could all tell she was a fraud. She was ashamed of her study, its results, and the last-minute way she’d thrown the thesis together. The poster’s dimensions had been specified by the organizers but struck her as brazen. She still found it hard to believe that the university press had printed the big, black-and-white announcement just for her, for this. It must have cost hundreds of marks.


She did her best to look preoccupied and lost in thought, and to her relief everyone stepped briskly past. The people around her were discussing their research; she melted into her bland poster and felt her pulse rate gradually normalize.


Only fifteen more minutes, Alina thought, trying not to glance at her watch. She could hear the Spanish girl at the next stand explain her research for the thirtieth time. She repeated her spiel word for word for every new listener, down to the jokes Alina now knew by heart. I can cover for you if you need a bathroom break, she thought as she looked over at the approachable girl people liked listening to, laughing politely at the appropriate moments.


Suddenly Alina envied the girl everything: her research design, less sophisticated than Alina’s; her conclusions, over-confident in light of the data; her English, clumsier than Alina’s; the ease with which she presented her work. An audience had gathered around her, and the men in particular looked as if they had been waiting their entire lives for this encounter.


Alina snapped out of it when she realized someone was studying her poster. A brown-eyed, friendly-looking, non-Finnish man had stopped and asked her to describe her research to him. Walk me through it, he said. There was something touching about the expression, and suddenly Alina felt exhausted and bored of being so repressed and uptight and taking her ridiculous thesis and everything else so seriously, and so she briefly reported what she’d done and what she thought about it, as if the impression the man formed of her and losing her final shot at academic credibility didn’t matter – and, astonishingly, at that moment they didn’t. To cut him off before he could point out all of the study’s flaws, which made it impossible to draw any conclusions from it, Alina wrapped up by insisting how poorly the whole thing had been done from start to finish.


But the man frowned in disagreement. But listen: those were the words he’d used. And just like that, the moment was the opposite of what she’d envisioned: she was critiquing her own study, while a credible – that is, real – researcher who was not from Finland was defending it, as though it made perfect sense.


The most important thing is to ask the right questions, the man said, sounding so convinced that Alina wanted to believe him. Behind them, a group of distinguished-looking middle-aged men in sport coats were laughing at the beautiful Spanish girl’s joke, the one Alina had heard thirty-one times now and the brown-eyed man twice, and they looked at each other and could tell that they’d both picked up on this. They suppressed smiles, and the man rolled his eyes up to the ceiling to indicate he thought the joke was lame, too, and Alina started hoping he wouldn’t leave just yet.


The man thanked her and continued on to the next person – a pudgy, wheezy kid so poorly dressed he must have been some sort of child prodigy – and once the man was gone, Alina realized she was standing in front of her poster in a different way than before. Now when someone walked past, she looked them in the eye and smiled, and people paused and scanned her poster, which meant more and more people paused, and Alina described her conclusions to all of them as if they were valid and she justifiably proud of them, and to her surprise none of the people who stopped questioned this. Interesting, they said, and: Thank you. And: Are you planning on publishing the results? Could you send me the paper? And Alina was annoyed that she didn’t have a one-sheeter, the kind everyone else was handing out and that people were suddenly asking her for. She caught herself hoping that the time allocated wasn’t about to run out because she was just getting started. For the first time, the idea of joining Wallenberg’s team seemed viable, and she found herself momentarily envisaging a new life for herself.


As the session ended and she removed the thumbtacks from the easel, she thought about the brown-eyed man and his friendly smile, remembered the words he’d used to describe her study: methodologically sound. She wondered if he’d meant what he said or if that was just the way Americans talked, saying something nice to everyone even when it wasn’t true. She thought about the man’s name, Joe, and that of the university where he worked in the United States, which Alina recognized from the newspapers and the movies. She tried to imagine what his life must be like, and felt a momentary sadness that she wouldn’t be starting a dissertation, or coming to conferences like these and meeting polite, intelligent foreign men like Joe, ever again.


She rolled up her poster, slid it back into the cardboard tube she’d bought at the art supply store, and tossed the strap over her shoulder. Then she saw the man walk back into the exhibition hall: he seemed disoriented, but a second later noticed her and looked pleased.


She never did find out if Joe had returned because of her or for some other reason, but when he asked her to dinner, she accepted gladly.


[image: image]


I have to bring it up again, she thought, two weeks after the previous attempt. Maybe things would go better this time. Regardless of what happened, they needed to try.


But in the evenings, when it crossed Alina’s mind and the moment was right, the girl would be lying in their bed, smoking a cigarette. She’d offer one to Joe, and he would set aside his Masters of Chess and take it, and then the girl would pull back the covers, lean languorously on her elbows, and offer herself.


Alina would close her eyes and try to sleep, but she couldn’t help hearing the silver bracelet bang rhythmically against the headboard with every moan. The girl was lying beneath Joe in a studio apartment where the tables weren’t covered in baby clothes but glossy interior design magazines; he was lifting the girl’s firm buttocks against the wall of a filthy service station bathroom, or an empty lecture hall late at night, after everyone else had left. The girl was sitting, bare-breasted, on Joe in a musty hotel room or their darkened office, and she moaned and moved in a way he had always hoped Alina would but had never asked her to: like a cat.


Occasionally the girl would show up in the middle of the day; one time, she arrived dressed in an evening gown. Open to the small of her back, it revealed a small, tasteful tattoo on the girl’s shoulder blade. Alina had never seen a tattoo on a young woman before, only on sailors and convicted criminals. The girl took a seat next to her while Samuel was napping and Alina was watching a television series set in a British hospital, where the doctors didn’t tend to patients but lovesick nurses. The girl glanced at the television screen and then at Alina. Good, you think? the scornful look said.


Joe and I have so much to talk about, the girl’s arrogant body language signaled. Her victorious eyes demonstrated that the deal was sealed; the practical arrangements were just lagging a little behind, the way they always did.


Alina felt a constriction in her heart.


The girl already viewed herself as Joe’s true partner, imagined she’d rescued him from cosmic loneliness. You could see it in her serene, sated bearing; I wonder if you fully grasp what you look like, the girl’s raised eyebrows had asked that time Alina visited the office. I’m the only one Joe can discuss his work with, her judgmental eyes had said, challenge himself with: share his life with.


That’s why he doesn’t want to leave Finland anymore, the girl’s quivering lashes had telegraphed, although Alina hadn’t been able to interpret this message correctly back then.


Things are going so well for us.


Before long, Alina started to see the girl outside the house, too, while walking down the street with Samuel in his stroller, at a trendy restaurant with another childless, carefree friend.


Why did the girl always have to show up and spoil things? Alina would have done anything to get rid of her, anything at all.


This is absurd, she thought, as she pushed the stroller into motion again and the girl waved to her cheerfully through the restaurant window, smiled with her perfect, plump lips, revealing flawless, beautiful teeth. I need help, Alina thought, psychoanalysis, the longest and most miserable kind.
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Initially she’d held back. You were supposed to say no, at least at first. And that’s what she’d done, too, in her mind – up until the moment the waiter refilled their glasses and asked if they’d care for dessert. The longer they sat in the restaurant, the harder it became to resist the dim lighting, the wine’s warmth, Joe’s attentive questions that demonstrated how highly he thought of her.


In contrast to everything she’d imagined about herself, she mentally succumbed during the cab ride. She knew exactly what she was doing when, after that one last late-night glass of Calvados, she summoned up an innocent tone of voice and, heart pounding, asked Joe in the hotel hallway if he wanted to come to her room for a nightcap.


The next morning, when she told Julia over the phone, cheeks blazing, about the American and insisted there was no way she would ever do anything with him – only a few hours after the wine-mellowed early morning when she’d rolled a condom onto him with a surreal naturalness – Julia had said: everyone should have at least one vacation romance during their lifetime.


Alina had spent the last two nights of the conference in Joe’s bed. Italy in September had been so hot that they’d had to sleep with the windows open, the crickets’ chirping outside soft and foreign-sounding. Early in the morning, she’d scampered barefoot down the carpeted corridor, on the off chance Wallenberg knocked on her door before breakfast.


During the return flight, he had asked Alina if she was happy she’d come. Alina’s cheeks grew hot as she thought about what had happened, and that she was the one it had happened to; this time, she wasn’t the one hearing about it.


Alina had never had a one-night stand before, but she knew what was expected of her and was proud she’d been able to act appropriately. She knew she’d never see Joe again. You were supposed to let the other person go, disappear. That was part of the excitement, what men craved.


But when he suggested it, she’d agreed to a long weekend that fall in London, where he was attending another conference. ‘Again?’ Alina had blurted into the phone, and Joe had laughed heartily at the joke, although she had asked the question in all seriousness.


To pay for the trip, she had taken out her first and only student loan – and, to her surprise, without the slightest hesitation. Initially she didn’t even tell Julia, to whom she told everything, because her going would reveal who she’d always been, deep down inside: openly naïve, secretly slutty, or both. She was surprised, eventually, when on confessing she didn’t encounter the faintest trace of disapproval; instead, her friend’s voice echoed with surprised delight, like a mother whose toddler has finally dared to dip her toe in the water. For a fleeting moment Alina wondered if that’s the way things had always been, that you really could do whatever you wanted with your life. Her exhilaration was short-lived, however, stifled by the suspicion that Julia had, for as long as they’d been friends, seen Alina as repressing her womanhood.


But in London Joe was considerate and affectionate, and Alina envied herself, a woman who, without asking permission, flew off to London for four days to have sex with an American she barely knew because she felt like it. And the sex with Joe was bolder than with her ex-boyfriend, Joni Hakalainen. The things Joni had wanted in bed had made her feel uncomfortable and acutely aware of every unerotic detail the situation entailed, but somehow in London it felt possible to do many of these exact same things, even initiate them, and with Joe they didn’t feel awkward but lovely, which reinforced the growing impression that, without realizing it, she had spent her life to date driving down some peculiar side-road in too low a gear.


When Joe made vague murmurs about Finland she didn’t believe him, but as the automatic doors at Helsinki-Vantaa International Airport parted a few days before Christmas and Joe strode into the arrivals hall with his two suitcases to give her a long, possessive kiss, everything felt natural and as if they’d known exactly what they were doing all along. Natural was also how things felt as the snow fell in the darkness outside her studio apartment on those unhurried, lazy late-December afternoons when Samuel must have been conceived. The pregnancy came as a surprise, even to her. Could it be that easy? And although things hadn’t, perhaps, been thought all the way through on those December nights, and neither of them had envisioned that one unprotected, reckless weekend would lead to this, they had still done it together, and if this was the result, perhaps it was meant to be.


The long, lonely spring that followed Joe’s post-New Year’s return to the States didn’t bother Alina, either. She took pleasure in observing the changes in her body – her swelling breasts, the belly that felt like hers, yet unfamiliar. Never before had she stepped onto a tram, her entire body signaling look at me! Nor, oddly enough, did it feel the least bit wrong – even when Alina had always hated calling attention to herself. In a strange way, this wasn’t about her, but about something bigger, as if her body were radiating some infinite, transcendental truth. An essential element of the pleasure lay in the sensation of coming fulfillment, of the lovely summer with Joe that drew closer with every week. This allowed her to react with an amused tranquility to the maternity clinic staff’s concerned questions about her spouse, to their acquaintances’ pointed glances at her growing, unacknowledged belly, because she knew when Joe moved to Finland that summer things would be settled finally, permanently, and entirely.
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Now Alina wished she could go back and change everything: the memories of Italy and London, the crickets, her poster and the Spanish girl’s accent, the hotel room near Piccadilly Circus, how it had all begun.


The hazy, unreal start, the things that sent her breath racing and made the moments electric and full, she didn’t want to think about them anymore. Remembering the hotel room and the crickets no longer set her heart hammering; it made her weak, as if she hadn’t eaten properly.


She was a woman who’d made love to a stranger her first night abroad, consented to everything, gotten involved in a long-distance relationship that had no guarantee of success. Worse, she’d gotten involved in a relationship that meant another relationship, somewhere far away, had fallen apart.


She wasn’t like that.


She wished she could change the past to correspond to who she was, and who he was, who they were: a married couple, a family. Sincere, trustworthy people with hearts and souls.


At night, as she soothed the crying Samuel in her arms, she’d look at Joe sleeping on his own side of the bed. Joe wasn’t the sort of man, she thought to herself, who would do something like that: go to bed with someone he’d just met, risk everything, leave his partner and turn his whole life upside down for a woman he knew nothing about. He wasn’t like that.


But that’s exactly what Joe was like.


How could Alina have known? Joe hadn’t said a word about the girlfriend before London. From a certain tone of voice, something inside her instantly replied. From the momentary silence when she’d asked about his previous relationships. And sure enough, she recalled a casualness in his courtship of her, a certain detachment she’d wanted to interpret as self-confidence but that someone else would have seen through in a heartbeat. Later, when she’d asked, Joe had finally, as if it were some trivial detail, remarked in passing that he’d been dating someone, been engaged, as a matter of fact, and the relationship hadn’t ended until after the trip to London.


The entire weekend, the whole time in that hotel room in London, someone named Hannah waiting in the United States had been engaged to Joe.
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At the Vietnamese restaurant, following their first meeting, Joe had asked Alina which year she was in in her PhD program. She stammered before saying first, because she felt embarrassed to explain that she wasn’t a PhD student at all, just a master’s student, a gatecrasher at a conference for real academics.


She didn’t even know if their department had a PhD program the way they did at schools in other countries. People just did a thesis and vanished. There was a researcher who had an office along the same corridor as Wallenberg, but Alina had only seen him once. He carried tattered plastic bags and looked like he hadn’t bathed in months. Was Plastic Bag Man a doctoral student? She wasn’t sure.


‘First year?’ Joe looked at her in admiration. ‘You Europeans are light-years ahead of us. There’s no way our first-year students would be able to conduct an entire study on their own. None of them would be capable of doing what you just did. Not to mention the undergrads, in the States – they’re basically children.’


Alina was ashamed of having lied; now Joe was paying her compliments that didn’t have a shred of justification to them. Her cheeks flushed, and she had to excuse herself to go powder her nose. She was flattered by being thought of as European, as a forerunner. When she came back to the table, she had to concentrate so hard on her fat cao lau noodles it made her head ache; she’d never used chopsticks before, yet for some reason had claimed she knew how when Joe asked. But the fresh mint and some other herb she didn’t recognize, cinnamony, mingled tart and sweet in her mouth, and her heart leaped when she thought about where she was and with whom, how much life had to offer if you opened up to it.


Joe talked about the European mentality and how, since the 1950s, Americans had gradually been losing their souls. Alina listened and hoped it wouldn’t be obvious to him how little she knew about what he was saying. She made a mental note of the phrases he used so she wouldn’t embarrass herself if she needed them later: keep an eye on the job market, do a postdoc, do your undergrad.


Joe explained he used to think he’d like to do a postdoc in Europe if he didn’t get a job right away, it’s good to broaden your horizons. But when the postdoc at Harvard was offered, it had felt like too good an opportunity to turn down.


‘Idiot.’ He smiled to himself. Alina wasn’t sure why.


There wasn’t anything keeping him on the East Coast, Joe continued, especially now that he was probably going to have to move from Boston anyway. He could easily imagine himself living in Europe, at least for a while.


With some beautiful, intelligent woman, Alina thought, and was sad: Joe would pick some other, more attractive woman, move to a more interesting country, the Netherlands or Spain. Even Sweden.


Now his postdoc was coming to an end, and he was looking for a job. A job? Alina asked, and Joe looked perplexed. It took a while for Alina to realize that by ‘a job’, he meant a professorship. At the age of twenty-eight? There was clearly something about all this Alina wasn’t getting, but she was embarrassed to ask.


Joe told her that he’d looked at open positions all over the place. It gradually became clear to Alina that all over the place meant the United States, both East and West Coasts. Joe’s parents and almost all of his siblings lived in Boston or New York, he explained. It would be a long way from Europe at Thanksgiving.


‘But I guess I applied in California, too,’ he said. ‘It’s twenty-five hundred miles from Boston to LA. Helsinki’s not that much further.’


[image: image]


After moving to Finland, Joe lived in another time zone. For weeks he’d go to bed at four in the morning and get up at noon, boyishly enthusiastic about how light it had been outside all night. He wanted to get to work the instant he woke up. The leisurely morning cups of coffee Alina had been so looking forward to sharing with him never materialized, even on weekends, because he was always working.


In the evening, they’d walk down to the early-summer seashore, where the gulls guarded their nests – ‘What’s this river called?’ Joe asked – and when they got home they’d make love, and Alina would think: I have an American husband. She’d hold Joe’s hand as they walked around town, the baby contorting itself into absurd positions under her lightweight maternity dress, and she could see in Joe’s eyes how proud he was of the child that was on the way. People looked at them, and Alina could tell they saw she had a foreign spouse.


It wasn’t until later that she learned he had been offered a tenure-track position at UCLA. Joe listed the faculty members and told her their interests and at which conference he’d met them and where they’d done their doctoral work. This aroused a mystified admiration in Alina. She couldn’t have named more than a handful of researchers aside from Wallenberg, and those by last name only, from the bibliography of her thesis: she had no idea who they were, where they worked, or if they were even alive; she had never thought of the names in the studies she cited as real, living people with jobs and homes and relationships, not to mention that they could be her colleagues.


Alina asked Joe if he was disappointed he hadn’t taken the job. Summer had just begun, and Helsinki was lovely and warm; they sat at the hilltop café at Linnunlaulu, eating ice cream and enjoying the view across the bay. Lush swathes of nettles grew beyond the picket fence; sparrows hopped under the tables, ready to pounce on any stray crumbs.


Alina heard a tinge of something she’d never heard before in his voice and felt a painful pang above her big, new belly.


‘Argh,’ he said, waving dismissively. ‘Work is work.’


But later, she’d heard him on the phone, sounding agitated: How many offers like that do you get? And Alina remembered Joe’s brother David at the wedding, asking him in a low, serious voice, thinking she couldn’t hear: What are you doing?


Which meant: making a big, fat mistake.


After that phone call, Joe had looked pensive. Later, he asked in passing if Alina could imagine living in the United States.


‘I don’t know,’ she had said, and Joe had let the matter drop.


On Sunday evenings, he phoned the States. During those calls he laughed differently, used unfamiliar expressions, and mentioned about people she didn’t know. After the calls, he spoke more quickly, in a sharper, sterner tone.


‘Matt got an NIH grant.’


Or: ‘Jean-Marie got tenure at Northwestern.’


Or: ‘Maura Tumulty was asked to give a keynote at BU.’


And: ‘Danny had to settle for adjuncting.’


And she was supposed to understand the importance – or tragedy, in Danny’s case – of the event in question.


Alina had checked; Joe was wrong. It was much further from Helsinki to Boston than it was to Boston from Los Angeles: almost four thousand miles, over six thousand kilometers.
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Joe had wanted to go into the department his very first morning in Finland. Alina admired his dedication. He wanted to start taking Finnish classes and asked if the departmental secretary spoke English. When they got to the university, he stopped to admire the marbled walls, asked questions about the buildings Alina didn’t have the faintest clue how to answer.


Everywhere they went, he said hello to people who had nothing to do with the department and looked back at him, flustered. When he was introduced to someone, he immediately parroted the name back to them. He would repeat the names to Alina later, check if he was remembering them correctly: Jah-koh? Hey-key? Su-zah-nah?


The secretary who was supposed to give Joe his keys didn’t show up all day; they waited in the dimly lit, deserted corridor.


‘Is today a holiday?’ he asked – and Alina suddenly realized that he had pictured the department and the entire university totally differently.


Even Wallenberg didn’t know where the office assigned to Joe was located. When, after some sleuthing, they found it the following week, it turned out to be a tiny cubbyhole with no desk or computer, on a different floor than the rest of the department. In the bright summer sun, the window looked like it had been rinsed with dirty dishwater. A layer of dust drifted in the corners, along with a sheaf of dirty photocopies, stamped with black footprints.


Joe needed to make revisions to a manuscript that had just been accepted for publication, but none of the three books the reviewers asked him to cite were available at the university library. One he had to order through the Academic Bookstore, pay a hundred marks in postage and wait two months for it to arrive from the United States. For the second, his friend at Princeton reviewed the most germane points and summarized them over the phone. Joe looked discouraged after the call. When Alina asked if everything was OK, he smiled as if having stomach cramps and said: ‘Yeah!’ Course. I just took up a lot of Bob’s time. It might not be something I want to do every week.’ And Alina felt his smile prick her belly like a thorn.


Joe was forced to leave the third required book uncited, which didn’t prevent the article from being published, but Alina could see he wasn’t used to making compromises, no matter how minor.


‘Things are always tough in the beginning,’ he said, and: ‘The work is the same, no matter where you do it.’


In the evenings, when Alina announced she was going to bed, Joe would cheerfully reply OK and return to his laptop. Alina realized she’d been expecting something she wasn’t getting. When the baby’s kicks woke her up, she’d hear the keyboard and see the blue glow of the screen in the living room late into the night.


Until she met Joe, she’d never known anyone her age who owned a laptop. Her father had had a Mikro-Mikko the size of a television, and she’d grown used to the green dot-matrix letters flashing across the screen. Luckily Joe didn’t have a mobile phone; that would have been mortifying.


She tried to ignore the impression that there was something pompous, something American, about Joe. A little like Alina’s high-school classmate Karri, whom she’d run into on the street. Karri had boasted that he’d founded a company that was going to start publishing internet guides – thick printed catalogs of internet addresses, like phone books. A few years from now the whole world was going to be using the internet, Karri raved, and when that happened, the catalogs would be a must-have, as necessary as a normal phone book. Maybe they could even be delivered automatically to every doorstep! Karri was going to be rich.


Alina hadn’t dared to say what she really thought. The idea of the catalog might have made some sense, if the internet itself were the slightest use to anyone. On a few occasions, she had heard the internet being talked about at the university in the hushed tones that technology-loving boys used to demonstrate their advanced degree of solitary superiority. When the department, in a fit of technological bravura, acquired a brand-new 386 computer that came equipped with the internet – apparently it was something you could buy from the computer store – she had asked a cute, fit tech boy to show her how it worked; initiating something with him had been the real impetus rather than the World Wide Web. Alina could still remember her own plunging sense of disappointment. The boy didn’t respond to her advances, and she didn’t get what anyone saw in this internet everyone was talking about. It was like a Potemkin village from a communist country, a deserted mud-puddle of artificial techno-hubris lacking any signs of life; you couldn’t get anyone to visit even if you forced them.


Email could have been a useful invention, in theory – if anyone ever used it. But the mailbox that the university’s over-eager computing department had, without asking, set up for her and everyone else was always empty, and she didn’t know anyone who would have emailed her in any case. She could have sent messages to her friends at school, but in order for them to realize they’d received anything, she’d have had to call each of them individually by phone and tell them to make the trek to campus to check their mail.
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June had been warm and sunny that year. The air smelled of sand, the wind rustled in the pale-green birches. Joe oohed over Topelius Park and wanted to sit on café patios and eat smoked herring (‘if that’s what a Finn would order in a place like this’).


He found it amusing and admirable that whoever designed the toilet in Finland had included two flush buttons, to conserve water. He told all his friends about it, and his friends also found it amusing. During his Sunday evening phone calls, Joe listed facts about Europe to his mother: even the dingiest dive bars didn’t throw beer bottles in the trash. The university canteens had porcelain plates, for students! Baked salmon and salad for a couple of bucks. Imagine that, the state subsidized students’ meals! The climate wasn’t as bad as you’d think, either, surprisingly similar to New England. They even grew apples.


The apples in particular no one seemed to believe.


Alina hadn’t wanted to admit it at first, but something about Joe’s attitude bothered her. It took her a while to figure out it was his sales-pitch tone; when Joe talked about Finland, he sounded like a real estate agent. She grasped this at David and Marnie’s Long Island wedding, which, because of her big belly, she needed her doctor’s permission to fly to. Joe would tell his relatives about the public libraries that let you take home LPs, or even laser discs, and Alina thought: he has to sell each one of them on Finland individually.


Alina had hoped the wedding would be an opportunity to grow closer to her mother-in-law. But as she listened to the Hebrew ceremony, she felt like she started to understand Joe’s mother, who kept Alina at a distance. The instant Alina rested her hands on the magnificent hump that was her belly, Joe’s mother would shift her stern gaze elsewhere. As she observed the wedding couple under the chuppah, the guests in their yarmulkes, Joe’s mother beaming as Joe stomped on the glass, the guests shouting Mazel tov!, as she watched the arms lift the newlyweds overhead in their chairs, as she listened to the words of the wistful songs, Alina felt like she gradually understood. Joe would never be able to give this to his mother, even if Alina converted, even if they arranged a similar ceremony, which was no longer possible, and even if they did everything else in life the same way, which was also no longer possible. The best she could be for Joe’s mother was a foreign, hard-working substitute.


Did it make things better or worse that she was Christian? Alina couldn’t say. When Joe’s mother asked out of the blue at the wedding table what Alina believed in, she’d been forced to confess she didn’t know. In hindsight, she’d tried to imagine that the question hadn’t been intended as criticism. She’d had her hands full trying to make out what Joe’s mother was saying to her in English while the music played and the baby pressed on her bladder; she’d been waiting for an appropriate lull in the conversation so she could excuse herself to visit the ladies’. After this embarrassing exchange, Alina had come up with a religious position she could present when asked: I believe there’s some incomprehensible power that different religions refer to by different names. This she could stand behind. But no one ever asked again.


At Joe’s mother’s request, Samuel would be raised attending a Jewish school and congregation, so he could join the congregation at his bar mitzvah if he later chose. Alina hadn’t been opposed; just the opposite, it felt natural and important. Yet in retrospect, she’d started wondering if she should have had stronger views: would she have better earned the respect of Joe’s mother and family by standing up for something, anything, even militant atheism?


‘Argh,’ Joe said, when Alina shared her doubts with him. ‘It’s nice to have some traditions, but…’


When they filled out their son’s birth certificate, Joe wanted to put down scientist for father’s religion and the closed system of the laws of physics for parish.
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Someone had said it at David and Marnie’s wedding: Joe suffered from HS, Harvard Syndrome. For the too highly educated, life was a series of disappointments and the vague sensation that the future hadn’t opened up the way it should have, that the rest of the world was perpetually in their debt.


Alina didn’t know what Joe was telling his family about Finland these days, but at home he wasn’t raving about nine-month maternity leave anymore; instead he complained incessantly about the weather, about how it was never sunny in Finland, even in the summertime. He criticized Finnish academics, who were superficial and lazy, students who took exams without having studied and never graduated. How was a country like this ever going to pull itself out of the economic doldrums? The grants and funding decisions were like something out of Ceausescu-era Romania. Why couldn’t Joe apply for a grant intended for Swedish-speaking Finns? Alina tried to explain that the system was set up to protect the rights of minorities, sort of like for the Native Americans, but as she said the words, Alina could hear herself how hollow the comparison rang. ‘Hadn’t Swedish-speaking Finns historically been privileged rather than marginalized?’ Joe asked. And a private foundation that disbursed research grants only to those who had been born in Savo province? Such a tiny country – but academics received funding on their place of birth, not merits or talent?


Things probably would have turned out differently, Alina thought, if Joe’s own research hadn’t proved so problematic. The idea had been to conduct experiments on primates, which was how he’d justified the move to himself in the first place. The department of animal physiology had a macaque population that, through significant effort, had been bred for alcoholism. Alcohol had nothing to do with Joe’s prior work, but he had said that with a sufficiently successful set of experiments, he’d be able to justify it to himself and his future employers.


When he applied for real jobs, as Joe had started to say. Which meant: in a different country.


But of the two PhD students Joe had expected to run his experiments, one was pregnant and had a full-time job and, over the course of the fall, dropped out. The other one started, but stopped showing up at meetings without any explanation. (Lab meetings, as Joe called them, although Alina had tried to warn him that it would sound ridiculous to Finns.) Joe couldn’t get hold of them no matter how hard he tried. Eventually someone told him that the non-pregnant student had ended up in the psychiatric ward at Hesperia Hospital.


‘How does anyone ever get anything done in this country?’ Joe asked, when the ground was covered in frost and the main topic of conversation at the department was the date of the upcoming Little Christmas party. Alina was holding Samuel in a nursing pillow, sitting on their couch, where a hollow the shape of her backside had formed. The monkeys had been drinking the sugar-ethanol solution for months, but because there was no way Joe could single-handedly keep up with a series of experiments designed for three full-time researchers, the monkeys developed alcoholism isolated in their cages, for no reason, and he raged to Alina about the thousands of marks this was costing every day and why didn’t anyone seem to care?


‘Maybe you shouldn’t have designed such an ambitious study,’ she made the mistake of suggesting. She was irritated that everything seemed to be Finland’s fault, even though the work was Joe’s. Not to mention that they’d just had a baby in September, and as tender and loving as Joe could be with Samuel in the evenings, it still felt like he was some sort of footnote penciled into the margins of Joe’s life.


‘Ambitious?’ Joe stared at her as if she were an imbecile. ‘This is the most ridiculous, piddliest, smallest, simplest thing I’ve ever come up with, because I thought that, OK, this should be doable in a developing country. But evidently even this was asking too much. Even this!’


‘Maybe it’ll just take longer to finish than you thought.’


‘I’m not going to be able to finish it all! It’s too late to measure the baselines! The whole project, down the tubes!’


‘So why didn’t you measure them, then? What are you shouting at me for?’


‘I would have measured them, goddammit, if I’d have known I was going to have to do the whole thing myself! How come you can’t rely on anyone around here, how come no one is held accountable for anything?’


A week later, Joe still hadn’t calmed down. He said living in Finland was like having dementia: you lost more brain cells with every month that passed. He needed to be in an environment where he’d be challenged to think more critically, do more and better; to be somewhere he just might learn something new. Now he was regressing alone in his cubbyhole, forgetting things he used to know, growing accustomed to nothing being expected of anyone and falling further and further behind in the race. He was never going to publish again, never speak at a conference. How was he going to find a job?


And again: Joe meant a real job, an American one.


‘Oh, for God’s sakes,’ Alina said. ‘A few years isn’t going to ruin your career.’


Joe looked at her. His eyes were red.


‘How would you know?’ he said.


And despite the words’ sting, Alina realized she wouldn’t.
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As she stepped down from the tram, Alina tried to gauge how she felt. It was supposed to feel as if you were suddenly missing a limb, or as if you’d headed out of the house without remembering to dress, the first time you were separated from your newborn.


The city admittedly looked different without Samuel along. She watched the women hurry past, bundled in their parkas against the February cold, and wondered if they were mothers, and if so, where their children were. Or hadn’t they wanted children? When she saw a stroller, she caught herself smiling at the woman pushing it and feeling vaguely offended when the woman didn’t notice her the way other mothers did when she had a stroller, too.


After a little while, she realized she’d completely forgotten Samuel, had found herself preoccupied with things that had nothing to do with her son or motherhood. She was momentarily alarmed – had she forgotten her baby somewhere? – and had a remarkably bad conscience, even though he was safely in Julia’s care.


The sidewalk was uneven and slippery despite being sanded. Yesterday had been warm; the snow had melted from the rooftops and the roadsides and re-frozen during the night. Alina glanced at her watch as she rounded the corner where the entrance to the department came into view. She paused and looked around. It was only twenty to. She’d gotten in the habit of leaving the house early on account of Samuel’s clothing and diaper changes, and she’d done it again today, even though Samuel wasn’t along. Joe might be trying to wrap something up before he ended his day.


She walked slowly to kill time, the dirty sand at the curb rasping under her shoes. The sky stretched out overhead, an unbroken expanse of gray. People swathed in black winter-wear weaved their way through the cold current of cars. She felt like she understood Joe. Finland wasn’t the easiest place in the world. But was life really that different anywhere else? Besides, soon it would be spring again, and after that summer, short but ravishing, and Joe would enjoy that, too.


They needed a breather. A day in Nuuksio, she thought, would that help? The woods, the peace and quiet, the fresh air. At least it couldn’t hurt. She’d look up the trails, get a proper baby pack to carry Samuel in, big enough for him in his snowsuit. They’d cook sausages on the shores of a wilderness lake, Joe would love that there was a stockpile of firewood for day-hikers, that no one needed to guard it or sell it, that people could be trusted to only use as much as required for their own needs and not steal.


Alina walked up the stairs to the department and headed towards Joe’s office. He’d be pleased she’d been thinking about him, about what might cheer him up. Maybe they could go this upcoming weekend. The hike might also help with what they still hadn’t tried again. As she knocked on his door, she remembered she’d decided she wouldn’t disturb him just yet.


The idea of slipping away before he answered crossed her mind, but then the door opened. Joe looked at her, for a fraction of a second as if he didn’t know who she was.


‘I’m sorry. I guess I’m a little early.’


‘Hi.’


‘I have a fun idea,’ Alina said. ‘I was thinking you might think it’s fun, too.’


Joe looked at her as if his mind were still somewhere totally different.


‘But we can talk about that in a sec.’


‘OK.’ Joe looked irritated. ‘I’m still kind of in the middle of something.’


‘Take your time. Come down when you’re ready. I’ll go for a little walk.’


He doesn’t even care, Alina found herself thinking as she backtracked to the stairwell. Exiting the building, she thought about Nuuksio and what national parks were like in the United States: the giant sequoias and the seeds Joe had sent her from San Francisco, the eagles he had photographed from the bluffs of the Potomac and the Shenandoah. Would Nuuksio be a disappointment for him, too small and unimpressive, like everything else in Finland?


It wasn’t long before she’d walked around the block and was standing in front of Joe’s building again. Only a few minutes had passed.


She needed to waste another fifteen.


Lost in thought, she meandered back inside and past the elevator. The door to the courtyard stood behind it and down a short flight of steps. Alina happened to glance out through the glass in this door and was surprised – at first happily so, but then her heart skipped a beat.


Joe was standing in the courtyard with the girl. Both of them were in shirt-sleeves, even though it was almost ten below. The girl was smoking and telling Joe something; they were hunching in towards each other. Joe’s expression was carefree and light-hearted, the one Alina realized she hadn’t seen in ages. The girl’s final words were lost in a burst of shared laughter that carried in faintly from the far side of the courtyard.


Alina waited for them to go inside. Instead, the girl lit another cigarette, Joe jumped in place like an athlete warming up, and they continued chatting.


She watched this from the echoing corridor, could hear the sound of her own breathing in the darkness.


By the time Joe emerged from the front door with his bags, he was fifteen minutes late.


‘Did you get your work finished?’ Alina asked, and Joe said: ‘Yes.’
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The auditorium smelled of smoke. A fire, evidently a real one, had been lit in the iron stove on the stage.


Alina tried to sit still. She had promised herself she wouldn’t eavesdrop on the conversation. She was missing the whole performance, when for once she could have enjoyed a two-hour break, live a scintilla of her former, pre-baby life, one that had included cultural interests.


She’d caught the first snippets back in the cab. She and Joe had been sitting in silence, and the girl had immediately slipped in between them. Alina had a hard time hearing their low-pitched conversation over the radio and the engine noise.


‘…the baby changed… relationship?’ the girl asked.


Joe’s amused grunt, which meant: You’d better believe it.


‘In what way?’ the girl asked.


Alina pricked up her ears. She considered asking Joe to repeat himself, to insert herself into their conversation. The thought set her heart pounding; she could feel her forehead grow damp.


‘Well, of course… we don’t… which makes it that much… harder.’


‘It’s important to talk.’


The girl wanted to lend a sympathetic ear, hear all sides of the story. She knew how to tamp down her own enthusiasm, not to frighten away the skittish feelings she was coaxing out of Joe.


‘As a matter of fact, I haven’t really talked about this with anyone until just now…’ His tone was soft, confiding.


‘Wow, that must… hard. Doesn’t your wife want to.?’


‘Things between us… where we come from… kind of changed… so that I don’t even really think about her that way anymore.’


Alina heard Joe sigh. When she involuntarily looked over, the girl was tenderly caressing his cheek. Joe lowered his head onto her shoulder, burdened with care.


A sudden torrent of cursing and banging roused Alina from her reverie. She saw the actors running and bellowing in their military uniforms, chins covered in spittle, remembered she was still sitting in the theater. One of the actors was whacking a hockey stick against the stage.


The performance seemed to amuse Joe, which was surprising, considering he couldn’t understand the dialogue. The girl was sitting on his other side, holding his hand; she pointed at the stage and whispered something in Joe’s ear. He nodded and they smiled, enjoying the performance and each other’s company. The girl was dressed in low-slung trousers and a slinky knit top that skimmed her breasts with a lack of restraint Alina would have found embarrassing.


The girl had it so easy: she didn’t have to pick her outfits based on which two she could fit into after childbirth. The girl probably had a membership at an expensive gym-slash-spa, where she wrapped herself in plush bathrobes and sipped tea.


Alina thought about tomorrow and the Tunes for Tots class she’d be taking Samuel to at the park again, unless budget cuts had forced it to close. Her son was too small to do anything except sit in her lap, so she’d be singing children’s songs along with the other mothers as if she couldn’t think of anything she’d rather do with her day: three little ducklings went off to play, over the hills and far away. But when the three little ducklings refused to return, Daddy Drake flew over the lake and shouted: QUACK!


It was only then that the three little ducklings came hurrying back.


After squirming in her seat for a while, Alina let out an audible sigh. The middle-aged man sitting on her other side glanced at her, but Joe’s eyes stayed glued to the stage. She coughed. Joe continued watching the play, his hand in the girl’s. Alina looked at her watch; still an hour left.


Fuck this.


She grabbed her purse.


Excuse me. Excuse me. Excuse me. Excuse me. She didn’t turn to see the expression on Joe’s face as she fought her way over people’s legs in the cramped space.


He caught up to her at the coat check.


‘What happened?’


‘I’m just not interested in watching potty humor.’


‘I thought it was surprisingly funny.’


She stalked off without waiting for him to get his coat; her ankle folded as she hurried down the stairs. Alina was sure the girl never forgot how to walk in high heels. She felt the urge to pick up a big cobblestone and hurl it through the window of one of the expensive Jugendstil apartments lining the street.


She was at the end of the block before Joe emerged from the theater’s doors and shouted to her to wait. She continued up the icy pavement as briskly as she could in her heels without turning around.


Joe had to run to catch up to her.


‘What’s going on? You just leave without saying anything?’


‘If these two hours are all the free time I’m going to have for the next six months, this is not how I’m going to spend them.’


‘Baby,’ Joe said softly, wrapping his arms around her. They stood there. ‘This was supposed to be our night out together.’


He peered into her face. Alina felt the tears an instant before they flooded over her cheeks, and thought: I’m being unreasonable. Why am I behaving this way?


‘I’m sorry,’ she said, wiping her eyes. ‘I’m just tired.’


‘It’s OK,’ he said. ‘Things have been hard on you with the baby.’


Which was true: Samuel had slept poorly all week, or all month, she couldn’t keep track anymore.


‘Should we grab a drink?’ Joe asked. He led her to the door of a small wine bar.


He ordered a big glass of red wine for her and a beer for himself, pulled up a chair, and spoke in a soothing voice. She listened to the steady, low stream of talk coming from his mouth as if it were a hypnotist’s suggestion. She felt the warmth of the wine and looked out at the people heading, without the slightest hesitation, exactly where they were supposed to be going.
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Alina found herself returning to Joe’s mother’s question. That it kept nagging at her must have had something to do with her own instability, her problems with Joe, as well as Joe’s family’s connection to its roots. And yet as she sat breastfeeding, the ever-present water bottle and women’s magazine at her side, she felt something important was missing. Maybe this was what Joe’s mother had tried to hint at; maybe this was why Alina was acting so crazy with her husband right now. Or was she still so offended by Joe’s mother she couldn’t shake the question? Maybe both.


What did she believe in? Since Samuel’s birth, she’d found herself contemplating God relatively often, considering she didn’t think she believed in one. Her ponderings did not take the form of deliberate searching of an individual with a propensity for religious or philosophical reflection, but more the haphazard staggering of a drunk towards any door where whoever answered wouldn’t spit in her face.


Once again, she felt a pang of envy for Joe’s Judaism. She hadn’t been to church more than a handful of times since Confirmation camp. Once or twice, maybe, at Christmas?


She remembered the pastor having talked about longing. That she could relate to – if the longing she felt was the same thing. Her heart burned, constantly and for no discernible reason, kind of like being offended or having lost something. But was this what the pastor meant?


She tried to remember the pastor’s name, but she only remembered his baleful air, the black beard and a sort of imperviousness, something she’d think about in bed at night but couldn’t quite put her finger on. She remembered the pastor having listened in silence as some of the girls had talked about Olympic gold medal winner Lasse Virén, about how success had gone to his head, and that’s why he couldn’t run anymore. The pastor had suddenly looked at them and said: ‘You girls have no idea what you’re talking about.’


That’s what he’d say during lessons, too: you’re talking without any understanding of what you’re saying. There was a seriousness to the pastor’s tone that made it impossible not to believe him. After Confirmation camp, Alina had never dared voice an opinion about Lasse Virén ever again, or running in general.


Alina remembered what the pastor had told her about God on the last day, after quizzing her on her memorization: you can always turn to Him.


Especially on those still blue winter afternoons when a cranky baby felt impossible and the days so crushingly lonely that life was reducible to restrained tears, on those days in particular she found herself thinking about Confirmation camp and what the pastor had said. One time she went so far as to pick up the phone, look up the parish numbers in the phone book, and pick one to call based on the gender and sound of the name. But she had no connection to that parish. She lowered the receiver and didn’t make the call, knew she never would.


Once the receiver was lowered she remembered how she’d wanted to talk to the pastor about God on the last day of Confirmation camp. She’d decided she wanted to be one of those kids who goes to counselor training and helps the pastor pick the songs for youth night. But there outside the church, after the bus had pulled out, when she approached the pastor to ask him about counselor training, he said: ‘All the best,’ and Alina had only been able to reply: ‘Thanks, you too.’
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She hadn’t meant to look.


But Joe’s bulky laptop was in the same room as the cupboard where they kept the iron. It was the only place with a free phone jack to plug in the squealing modem, with its robotic squawks and rumbles. Alina thought it was crazy to pay higher phone bills for a computer – who needed an email connection at home? And why?


As she went in to get the iron, she thought about the coming evening. They hadn’t made love a single time since Samuel’s birth, and again tonight they would each climb in on their own side of the bed and go to sleep. Joe would delve into Masters of Chess; she would turn off the light and think it was still too soon and that she shouldn’t dwell on things.


Then she saw the computer screen.


Joe was working, his back to her, and at first she just happened to notice the list over Joe’s shoulder, saw that it was formed of many of the same words over and over, and her curiosity was piqued.


Aleksandra Viitasalo, it read on the screen. It took a second for Alina’s mind to make the connection to black, blunt-cut hair and comic-book eyebrows.


Aleksandra Viitasalo Re: thingies


Aleksandra Viitasalo Re: Vs: Re: thingies


Interspersed with the odd David Chayefski or Pertti Wallenberg, and then:


Aleksandra Viitasalo Re: Vs: Re: Vs: Re: thingies


Aleksandra Viitasalo Re: Vs: Re: Vs: Re: Vs: Re: thingies


Aleksandra Viitasalo Re: Vs: Re: Vs: Re: Vs: Re: Vs: Re: thingies


Aleksandra Viitasalo Re: Vs: Re: Vs: Re: Vs: Re: Vs: Re: Vs: Re: thingies


Alina could feel her pulse throbbing as she bent over to get the iron from the bottom shelf, where it lay wrapped in its soft cord. Dozens of e-mails… over several days? Or all on one day?


She had fed and dressed the baby, put him down for his nap, washed the dishes, vacuumed, ironed: because Joe needed to work.


Didn’t he see enough of the girl at the office? What was so important that it required this fusillade of messages? Didn’t he want to spend his free time with them, his wife and child?


Joe had never said a word about the girl.


Joe had ‘needed to work.’


But as it turned out, what Joe needed to do was take care of thingies.


The baby monitor clicked on, screeched with Samuel’s howling. The wail penetrated the white noise of the transmitter as if her son were crying from outer space. Alina rushed out onto the balcony, brought the carrier inside, and started undressing Samuel. She could hear Joe tapping away at the computer, tap tap.


Alina hadn’t read the messages. She had just caught a glimpse of one. At most a couple.


She would definitely not read her husband’s email.


Samuel was bawling his lungs out, tiny face distorted and bright red. Alina heard his voice giving out. Had he been crying for a long time? Hadn’t she heard, or hadn’t the alarm been tripped immediately?


Joe tapped out his emails. So that was more important? Evidently. Left bootie, waaaah! OK, Samuel, calm down now, tap tap tap. Right bootie, waaah! Everything’s fine, Samuel, tap tap tap. Right hand through the sleeve of the padded overalls, waaah! Tap tap, left hand, waaah!


Samuel was undressed and shrieking in her arms when she heard Joe go into the kitchen and open the fridge.


‘Do we have plans for Saturday?’ he asked.


‘How should I know?’


Joe stood at the bedroom door and tried to make eye contact with her.


‘Is something wrong?’


‘You tell me.’


Joe’s face was blank.


‘Did something happen?’


‘You tell me.’


‘Hey,’ he said, and circled around in front of Alina so she wouldn’t be able to avoid his gaze.


‘You could help out, too, sometimes, goddammit!’ she suddenly shouted.


She was being unreasonable, she thought, as she flung Samuel’s booties to the floor, hysterical. It’s the hormones, the breastfeeding, I’m not really like this: always some crisis or other. Samuel had stopped crying, but now he started bawling again and tried to corkscrew out of her arms.


Joe looked at her in disbelief. Without saying anything, he took the baby, lowered him to the bed, and started removing the clothes Alina hadn’t gotten to yet. It’s all right, Joe said to his son in a soft, low voice, everything’s all right. He took a clean diaper out of the drawer, picked up his son, and headed for the bathroom. Alina followed, wiping her wet cheeks and looking on as Joe washed Samuel’s bottom and dried their son tenderly with a towel.


Joe seemed offended, justifiably so, Alina thought: she was a madwoman. Why couldn’t she be normal, sensible, stable? But at the same time, she heard another voice rebutting every argument she presented: she had been far too patient, too accommodating.


Too much of a nobody: that’s why people walked all over her.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said quietly.


‘You could have told me you needed help,’ Joe said. ‘Of course I’ll help. I just didn’t know.’


‘And you could have told me you had twenty more emails to write to that girl.’


Joe froze. Alina was no longer agitated; her voice was calm. Did I really just say that? she thought in disbelief. Suddenly she felt strong.


Joe turned to her. ‘Excuse me?’


‘That girl.’


‘Who are you talking about?’


‘Come on, Joe. A second ago, when I came in for the iron… Your email was up on the screen. I just happened to see.’


‘You read my emails?’


‘Of course not! But you spend more time with that girl than you do with us! You were supposed to be working, but all the time you were sending messages to her.’


Joe stared at his wife. Then, without saying a word, turned back to Samuel.


‘Listen,’ Alina began, ‘I think there are all sorts of things we should tell each other.’


Joe rocked Samuel in his arms, refusing to look at her. ‘Like what?’


‘I’m not saying there’s anything specific. I just mean maybe we should tell each other things that don’t mean anything… maybe especially those. Things that haven’t happened, at least not yet.’


Joe looked like he still didn’t understand, but he kept listening.


‘Like the girl,’ Alina said, and explained how she’d spent far too much time thinking about Aleksandra, the girl from the department, for no good reason. ‘I keep imagining,’ she said, ‘that you’re having an affair. And if you are, now would be a good time to tell me.’


Joe stayed silent.


The same with the plan to move to America, she continued, and what customs and traditions they’d observe. She and Joe and the girl and going to America and country music and Christianity and the Eppu Normaali album Valkoinen kupla – which was important to her but meaningless to Joe – were suddenly distinct and clear in their own places in her mind. She wanted to know about the girl, but to her surprise she wasn’t angry or jealous, at least not at the moment.


And she shared how she’d been thinking about moving to America and preparing for it but still wasn’t clear as to what Joe was intending or doing or hoping. She told him she wanted to be included in major decisions, like moving to another continent or their child’s religious upbringing. She told Joe she wished he’d share his mental steps and shifts that would affect their plans, even tentative and trivial daily fluctuations, because Alina was interested, she wanted to know, they were man and wife!


She didn’t understand it when she started, but suddenly she was more wholly in the room. She could feel her own contours more clearly, and Joe’s presence, and this insight strengthened her.


In that instant, she realized she was ready to leave with Joe, had been the whole time: she would be happy to move to another continent, even permanently, if that’s what he wanted. But Joe had to ask! Why hadn’t he? And she was suddenly embarrassed about how she’d used her father as an excuse. But now, as she felt unfettered and whole, she was prepared to admit even this. And she wanted to share her insight with Joe, too, so he would know her a tiny bit better.


Then she noticed the girl sitting on the floor, listening and eating a popsicle. When Alina had finished, the girl gave her a nod of approval. Alina was surprised. The girl waved at her and walked out, first out of the bedroom and then out the front door.


But Joe sighed, closed his eyes, and dug a thumb and forefinger into his eyelids. ‘You’ve changed.’


The lump formed in Alina’s throat even before he started listing the differences in her since the wedding and the baby: she was more impatient, weepy, unenthusiastic, inconsiderate.


‘I’m sure I have,’ Alina shouted, devastated that he could not appreciate the flash of insight she’d just experienced and the big step she’d taken. And his stony face and words reminded her of all the times Joe hadn’t noticed or guessed or bothered to know what she wanted, and how each time she’d promised herself she wouldn’t carry it around, but now she pelted him with all of them, one by one, down to the very last.


She couldn’t keep up with the twists and exhausting subplots of the arduous, bitter discussion that ensued, or how it ended. After they finished, she wasn’t at all sure her husband grasped that she’d experienced a moment of enlightenment. What she gathered was that, before the conversation, Joe had wanted to leave Finland with Alina, and now things were completely different.
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Four days later, she came back to the emails. She’d been thinking about them and come to the conclusion his reaction was justified: it had been wrong for her to look at them. It wasn’t her business who sent the messages in Joe’s inbox, and she wanted him to know that.


Reading someone else’s email… that was like rifling through pockets, rummaging through the garbage for receipts.


As she apologized, she noticed Joe’s set jaw and hard eyes. Her husband didn’t have such hard eyes. She’d hoped to see Joe’s sternness gradually melt now, to feel some relief from it. And indeed the hard stare had gone. But it wasn’t the same old Joe there in their place; this was someone else.


He listened to her apology, as if from a distance. When she was finished, he nodded curtly, and said: ‘Don’t worry about it.’
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Alina was washing the dishes when the girl reappeared by her side. The girl pointed at the living room, and Alina lowered the scrub brush to the sink.


Look, the girl’s eyes said. They were full of compassion.


Alina followed the girl’s gaze into the living room, where Joe was sitting on the sofa, browsing through his yearbook from Brown. He had shown it to Alina once. The pages were populated with identical headshots of young Americans in their funny graduation caps, their American smiles, against backgrounds in implausible colors. Pictures of teams playing American football or that mystifying form of netball, lacrosse.


Joe didn’t realize they were watching him. How sad and vulnerable, how small he looked, Alina thought, as he browsed through the blackand-white images. The pictures were of his friends from college, who were now shaping the future of science and founding research centers as professors at the American universities Joe used to speak of like a first love, but which he no longer mentioned.


For a second, Alina thought he would start crying. He’s become so broken, she thought. She glanced sideways and saw the girl looked sad, too.


Alina realized what had happened: Joe had applied for jobs and hadn’t gotten anything. A wave of warmth surged through her.


‘Joe,’ she said softly.


He looked at her. Alina walked into the living room, sat down next to her husband, and touched his shoulder. For a moment something sparked in Joe’s eyes, and then it was gone.


‘Come here,’ Alina said, spreading her arms to give him a hug.


But Joe shut the book, stood up wearily, and slowly carried it over to the desk drawer where it was kept. Alina had said it was the wrong size and shape for the bookshelf. He walked back over to her and stood there in front of her as if not knowing what to do.


Alina wrapped her arms around him. Joe hesitated for a moment but then relented. He was warm in her arms; she felt his shoulder blades under her fingers, the major and minor muscles, her lonely American husband.


‘Joe,’ Alina said, ‘I’m sorry things turned out this way.’


‘No, I’m sorry,’ he said, and once again Alina was sure he would cry. She had never seen him cry before. Apparently he had when Samuel was born, but she had been so drained from effort, loss of blood, and relief that she barely registered the presence of Joe or the midwife.


Alina felt him cautiously stroking her hair and saying her name: a-Leena.


‘I spoke with Jack.’


The name cracked like a whip, even though Joe was speaking so quietly she could barely make out the words.


None of this will become real if I don’t let it in, she told herself.


Jack Demekis was from MIT, someone Joe spoke of in the same affectionate, reverential tones as he spoke of his grandfather.


I spoke with Jack.


She heard the ragged way he was breathing, the shuddering and gasping for breath, and remembered she had seen this once before: in the maternity ward, right after Samuel was born and the umbilical cord was severed.
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That evening, Joe didn’t take his book to bed. He lay on his back, looking sad. Alina felt a tightness in her chest, but she’d promised herself she wouldn’t cry.


The whole day, she had felt as if she were wrapped in an invisible blanket. It was a peculiar, almost comforting sensation, similar perhaps to a drowning person when they finally stop struggling and let the sweet, warm exhaustion in. During the day, she’d felt tears suddenly streaming down her cheeks.


Joe’s hand was on her shoulder, and she closed her eyes and felt the strap of her nightgown rise and then fall. Joe kissed her shoulder. Baby, he said. But his voice sounded apologetic. Joe was big and hard on top of her, and she realized it was happening now, now he wanted it. Alina could feel his weight on top of her, and had to strain to draw air into her lungs.


Her chest throbbed when Joe kissed her. She felt the blood rush to her face and fingers and toes. Joe looked serious, and she could feel his hands where they were supposed to be, where they and only they knew how to go. Alina’s body throbbed: don’t cry, don’t cry.


She raised her arms straight up, her nightgown was gone, Joe yanked off her panties, her panties were gone, and she sensed what Joe tasted like. She had to put every ounce of energy into keeping the swelling wave of emotion at arm’s length, and realized that this time everything would work, that whatever the source of the problem had been, she no longer had to fear it.


She stopped Joe’s hand.


‘Wait,’ she said.


‘What?’ he asked.


She looked into the corner of the dark room, and out the window, where the cold lights of the parking lot glowed.


‘What?’ Joe asked again, trying to follow her gaze. But the girl wasn’t at Joe’s side, behind the curtains or outside the window. She was nowhere to be seen. Alina scanned the dark room for a long time before she believed the girl wasn’t going to come to her aid.


‘I don’t know if I want to,’ she finally said.


Her heart struck fast. Her hands were cold, and she thought, here they were: Samuel and Joe and her.


She had to say it once more, first to herself and then out loud, I don’t want to, before she was sure it was true. She couldn’t see Joe’s face in the darkness and couldn’t tell what he was thinking. The apartment was still, but in the dense silence she could distinctly hear the sound of something finally break.





MAGICICADAS


BALTIMORE, MD


From a distance, they looked like bees. The black, hardened body, the yellowish wing-stubs like an old man’s toenails.


Joe scanned the article as he stepped out the doors of the library café and into the sun, heading for his office. Organic Nicaraguan fair trade coffee splashed from his overfilled paper cup to the back of his hand. Had it really been nearly two decades since the last time? The New York Times had dedicated three front-page columns to them, in which a professor from Berkeley speculated as to the impact of climate change on their distribution.


Magicicadas: before long they would blanket the lawns and the sidewalks; their quivering wings would cover trees, roads, and rooftops. They had spent almost twenty years germinating in the soil, but now they would dig their way out. Freshly molted, they looked like ghostly moths, red-eyed and translucent, surreally pale. Joe remembered the feel of the living carpet underfoot, the crunch of the nymphs’ abandoned shells being crushed by every footfall.


Other front-page news included the long-awaited iAm device, which would apparently at long last hit the markets this fall, the tech bloggers’ messianic expectations, the market’s nervous twitches. And not a day without the smiling face of Freedom Media billionaire Ted Brown, this time in an article about CEO compensation, which had yet again risen to a record high.


It had rained during the night. The morning sky was clear, the temperature mild. Joe dodged a puddle on the pavers and crossed the lawn to Bloomberg Hall, where a couple of students sat outside, studying in the spring sunshine. A custodian was spreading wood chips the color of red wine in the planting strips fronting the brick walls. The sharp, chemical-sweet scent of fertilizer wafted up from the soil.


Spring was divine in Maryland, warm and sunny, before the suffocating greenhouse summer. Joe walked down the stairs to the department and into the men’s room. It was already a few minutes past the hour by the time he was washing his hands and his phone rang.


It was Daniella, of course: his daughter had started calling him in the middle of the day about all sorts of random things. There was something touching about it: his little girl whose every sentence stressed her independence but always called her Dad during passing period. Fifteen-year-old Rebecca never called anymore, even in direst need.


He’d call Daniella back as soon as he dried his hands. It was only after his phone stopped ringing that he suddenly remembered what he’d forgotten.


Shit.


Lisa.


Joe stood there, soapy hands in the sink. He was supposed to have submitted a request for Lisa to be enrolled as a PhD student for another year. Lisa was his best student, but she hadn’t received a single job offer yet. Might she be doing something wrong? Did she sound overly apologetic, too sweet? Lisa’s dissertation was basically finished, and it was superb, if not the most marketable. Still, Joe had been sure someone would hire her right away.


Under the circumstances, it would be better if she didn’t graduate.


He’d promised Lisa to confirm things by yesterday; someone might cause a stink, because postponing graduation dragged down the department’s statistics – meanwhile, he should have been in the seminar room four minutes ago, introducing guest lecturer Stan Lippman, who was no doubt already stroking his magnificent whiskers, gunning to run through his PowerPoint.


Joe was afraid Lisa would settle for adjunct: teaching introductory college courses, often at starvation wages. Commutes of hundreds of miles, eighteen-hour workdays without vacations. Or health insurance.


He was roused from his musing by his phone ringing again: Twinkle twinkle little star. He quickly rinsed and dried his hands. Twinkle twinkle little star. He would keep Lisa on as his TA, would recommend she postpone her doctoral defense no matter what Barb said. At least that way she’d keep her health insurance. And be a brand-new doctor during the next hiring cycle, not a last-year loser.


Joe pulled out his phone. ‘Hello?’


The problem Lisa hadn’t grasped was that after a year or two with no success in finding a job you got a reputation for being unhirable. There was no point upsetting students for no reason, but the job market was growing steadily more ruthless. And Lisa had so much potential.


‘Joseph?’ said the caller. ‘Hi.’


Joe’s heart skipped a beat.


‘Alina?’


He had to step away from the hand-dryer, which, despite its apocalyptic wail, was astoundingly inefficient.


‘Sorry to call out of the blue like this.’


The accent acted like a scent: Alina’s voice carried him back through the years, like a fairy-tale trapdoor he fell through into a mirror-image world.


They fumbled between hellos and awkward how are yous. Alina spent a long time searching for words. Apart from the adorable intonation, Alina had always spoken English like a native when they were together, but now he could hear she no longer used it every day.


Joe realized she was approaching the real reason for her call when he heard her voice crack. ‘I’m just calling because… Or I mean, I thought you ought to know.’


‘What’s wrong?’


‘Samuel’s over there somewhere. Maybe.’


Joe paused. ‘Here? In Baltimore?’


‘Well, um… In the States. That’s all I know.’


‘That’s fantastic! Is he coming to see us? Or a friend?’


‘No… not really. As a matter of fact, I’m not exactly sure what he’s up to these days. Or, he’s told me all sorts of things, but…’


When his ex-wife didn’t continue, Joe asked: ‘You gave him the number and address, didn’t you? You have our new address, right, West Chestnut Parkway?’


Phone propped awkwardly between his chin and shoulder, Joe dried his hands on his trousers, grabbed his backpack, and hurried out of the bathroom. He was almost ten minutes late; the others would be wondering where he was.


‘No, he’s…’ Alina said. ‘I don’t think he’s planning… Or I mean, I don’t know where he is at the moment. He originally went to the West Coast, to Eugene, but… yeah.’


Joe saw Kathy Liebgott wandering around the far end of the corridor, clearly looking for him. She started heading for the stairs. Joe covered the phone and tried to catch her attention: ‘Kathy! I’m coming!… Listen, Alina, I really have to go. I’m already late. I have a lecturer to introduce.’


‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Sorry I called. This was a little… stupid anyway. I mean… I don’t want to worry you.’


‘It’s really nice hearing from you. Let’s talk more tomorrow. I’ll call you back,’ he said.


He remembered Alina always being thrown by this way of getting off the phone: I’ll call you back. To her it sounded like, right away, as soon as possible. He’d had to explain that in the US that wasn’t exactly what it meant. Like the What’s up? Alina had taken as a conversation starter and to which she’d always offer a thorough reply, much to the listener’s amusement.


Joe rushed to the lecture room, where Kathy stood at the door, frowning. He apologized for being late and introduced Stan Lippman, who was waiting his turn with a broad smile fixed in place.


Worry? Joe thought before the lecture began. Was that what Alina just said? After Stan Lippman got started, Joe’s thoughts bounced back to Lisa: next year she would get a job offer and everything would work out for her, he was sure.
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Snow and shame: the smell of Helsinki, twenty years ago.


Joe thought he could relate to how Monica Lewinsky must have felt, turning down autograph seekers at the airport: I’m kind of known for something that’s not so great to be known for.


To his son, Joe must have represented one thing and one thing only. He was the father who had abandoned Samuel.


Joe remembered his own father’s fork stopping halfway to his mouth when Joe told them he was moving to Finland. It was permanently tattooed on the folds of his brain, the way Dad had looked at him and said:


‘Finland?’


Dad’s tone meant Joe was intentionally throwing away his education, his future, and his family’s values.


In Dad’s defense, Joe had to admit that his father had asked questions and listened carefully, eyes crinkled in concern, desperately scanning Joe’s face for some detail that would make his son’s plans the least bit comprehensible. Joe had insinuated that Mom and Dad were elitist and stuck in their ways; that they thought Ivy League schools were the only places in the world anyone was capable of accomplishing anything.


Finland was an unexpected but life-saving solution: he’d go there instead of throwing himself into the rat race at some elite American university, regardless of what Dad had assumed.


But Hannah: it was like an invisible fist clenching around his heart. He had to tell them that now, too, that he wouldn’t be marrying his fiancée. Joe had sensed how happy, even relieved, Dad in particular had been when he and Hannah started dating.


‘But what is it you want?’ Dad asked him then. ‘What is it you really want?’


Joe had wanted Alina; he’d wanted to be in Europe, he’d wanted a life that their family and friends hadn’t already lived and that wasn’t laid out in advance by his previous choices. He’d wanted a world where you rode to work on a retro one-speed bicycle, cool and composed, he’d wanted to flee George Bush Sr.’s oil-military-entertainment imperium, and live instead in liberal, cultured, elegant Europe, where the Berlin Wall had come down and the Soviet Union had fallen apart; Europe, where people drank wine on terraces on linden-lined boulevards and smoked cannabis openly at street-side cafes, ate croissants with jam for breakfast. Where African-Europeans weren’t shut off in ghettos, where turbo-charged financiers weren’t allowed to take the government hostage, where major corporations and banks weren’t bailed out by taxpayers, but where independent women were paid to take long, cotton-soft maternity leave without having to worry about money. To Europe, where people weren’t religious to the point of imbecility, where defending the Palestinians didn’t mean you were self-hating. Where evolution wasn’t a matter of opinion, and where no one threatened the lives of doctors who worked at abortion clinics.


That’s what he’d wanted.


But really? What had he really wanted? Joe felt a pang.


‘By all means, apply for work wherever seems best to you,’ his dad had told him. ‘Your mother and I just want you to be happy.’


‘But…’ Joe said.


Dad looked at him. But what?


‘But… You say by all means apply, of course we want, but you mean but…’


‘It’s your life,’ Dad said, looking at him seriously. ‘Do you understand? Your decision.’


‘The question is, do you understand?’ Joe said, and forced himself to look his father in the eye. He was startled to hear the words come out of his own mouth, and instantly saw the hurt he’d caused. Dad looked old, older than before.


Joe had the urge to apologize and ask what Dad thought, really thought; he could use some honest advice right now. But he already knew what Dad thought; it was exactly what Joe had decided to ignore, and then proceeded to, because the whole point of the plan was to prove that Mom and Dad were wrong.


Dad looked away and said, feeling the word out: ‘Finland.’ He pursed his lips, trying to get a sense of how Finland tasted as an idea.


‘The University of Helsinki has just founded a Center of Excellence,’ Joe said, and could himself hear what this sounded like.


‘Joe,’ Dad said, and looked at him. ‘Europeans might say things like that sometimes but.’


‘They do research over there too, you know,’ he said. ‘Believe it or not. They have universities.’


‘Joe,’ Mom said. Her tone meant: don’t speak to your father that way.


Dad opened his mouth to say something but left it unsaid. He appeared to wrestle with himself, then shook his head and started over: ‘Let me get this straight. You’ve been offered a tenure-track position at UCLA, one of the best universities in the world, but you’ve decided to accept… a year-long postdoc in Finland?’


Joe’s cheeks blazed.


‘Helsinki collaborates with Stanford, Berkeley, and Oxford. They talk about innovation and networking a lot more than we do.’


‘Joe.’ Now Dad looked amused. ‘Have you ever heard of anyone at Stanford needing to convince anyone how connected and innovative they are?’


‘Dad, maybe you’re not aware,’ Joe said, ‘what good work they’re doing in Europe these days, even in the smaller countries. It’s because of the quality public education and the free universities. Because half the population isn’t sent out on the streets not knowing how to read, to sell drugs and mow each other down with Uzis. Besides, work isn’t the only thing in life.’
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