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			To my teacher and friend, ­Max Ma­­­­­leshko

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			I WAS BORN THE year Disneyland opened, the year Elvis sang “Heartbreak Hotel” and McDonald’s raised their golden arches, the year James Dean died. My first car was a powder-blue Mustang with white bucket seats and the summer before I turned sixteen, Elyse and I used to drive it up and down the road between our houses with the 8-track blaring. Elyse would prop her long, tan legs against the dashboard and click through the songs with her toe. Our favorite band was the Rolling Stones, promising us over and over that time was on our side.

			I believed them. When I was young, I thought the future stretched out before me like some long, shimmering road, and that the girls would always stay pretty and the boys would just plain stay. I was a member of the luckiest generation to ever have been born in the luckiest land on earth.

			So it was a bit of a shock to wake up on a perfectly average August morning and find my husband dead in the bed beside me.

			[image: text break]

			"NOTHING HAS TO CHANGE." 

			Is he kidding? Everything’s changed. I’m a fifty-two-year-old widow, which is the last thing on God’s green earth I ever expected to be . . . No, wait a minute. Rich is the last thing I ever expected to be, and evidently I’m that too.

			A year has passed since Mark died, and I’m sitting in a conference room listening to his lawyer tell me that we really must settle the estate. Apparently there is a socially acceptable number of days that a widow can spend lying in bed watching HGTV and eating takeout, and I have just passed that limit.

			The lawyer’s face is grave, not with the professional solemnity the occasion demands, but with a more personal kind of regret. This man played golf with Mark. He’s been to our house for dinner. He has, on many occasions, poured me a glass of wine or pulled out my chair. I don’t know the other attorneys gathered around the table, but I assume the sheer number of them is evidence of the size of the estate. It has taken a long time to make financial peace with Mark’s sons in California and Japan, to set up educational trusts for the grandchildren he rarely saw, to wait out probate, to honor his commitments to various charities and schools. But now everyone has been paid up and paid off and the lawyer extends his palm to me. For a strange moment I think he’s expecting me to tip him, but then I see he’s trying to shake my hand. He’s what . . . seventy? Seventy-five? Somewhere near Mark’s age and thus well past the point when most men retire. Maybe he’s upset because this all cuts too close to home. The big house, the German car, the heart attack, the fifty-page will, and, finally, the younger, blonder second wife sitting here before him, fidgeting like crazy in her black knit St. John suit.

			“How much is left?” I say, and I know it’s the wrong question. It sounds vulgar, grasping, as if I really did marry an older man for the money just like everyone at the country club said I did. I’m fouling up everything. I didn’t realize so many people would be here or that they would seat me at the head of this long, scary table.

			“I think we all can agree that the important thing is not to touch the principal,” the lawyer says. “But we can close out the estate account and easily create enough cash flow . . .”

			That isn’t what I asked him. I look away and my eye catches another attorney, a bespectacled young woman in a business suit, whose hair is pulled back in a bun. She reminds me of those secretaries in old sitcoms who stand up from behind their desks, unclip their hair, fling off their glasses, and suddenly become beautiful. Her expression is appropriately serious, but nothing about her disguise fools me. She’s one of those women who try to hide their femininity, but that trick never works for long. Suppressing sex is like holding a beach ball under the surface of the water—the harder you push it down, the harder it will eventually spring back up.

			This young lawyer sees me watching and she winks, or at least I think she does, but that’s too creepy, that she would look down this long line of men and wink, so I probably imagined it. I imagine lots of things. I see stuff no one else seems to see, and besides, coming here always rattles me. I never feel like I’m dressed right. I met Mark when we both worked at a bank, but I doubt that anyone around this table would believe I used to be a junior VP of finance. When I’m faced with these legal papers, I become math impaired, unable to divide or subtract in my head. The female attorney is staring at a document on the table, biting her pale lip. She didn’t wink at me. I must be losing my mind.

			“Actually,” I say, in my most cheerful and reasonable voice, “I’m asking how much there is in total.”

			“Without touching the principal and without acquiring even the slightest risk, we can deposit eleven thousand a month into your checking account,” the lawyer says. On the one hand, my mind reels because it’s a staggering amount of money for someone who owns her house and car outright, for a woman whose favorite food is pizza, and whose idea of a vacation is visiting her best friend from high school and sleeping on the couch. But on the other hand, he’s saying that even from the grave Mark has put me on an allowance. A very generous allowance, but an allowance nonetheless.

			“You won’t have to leave Mark’s house,” the lawyer says, and then quickly corrects himself. “What I mean is, you won’t have to leave your home.” He was actually closer to the truth the first time—Mark was living in that huge empty house when I married him and all I really did was decorate it. Hang some curtains and paint some walls, cram some rosebushes into the ground. Everyone always saw my husband as strong and powerful, but another image zooms back to me now, the first time he took me over to see the house. Mark looked as shy as a little boy as we stood in the foyer, which was so empty that it echoed, and he said to me “What do you think of this big old box? Do you think you can fill it with something, like music or color or flowers . . . or a life?”

			His little misstatement seems to have rattled the lawyer. He clears his throat and adjusts his glasses before continuing, glancing down at the stack of papers as if he doesn’t know damn well what they say. “Yes, the house is yours,” he repeats, “and there’s no need to get a job, of course.” And here a slight titter of laughter runs around the table at the very suggestion of something so ridiculous as Kelly Wilder Madison filling out a W-4 form. “Mark arranged for the continuation of his contributions to the charities he supported so you’ll still be—”

			“Invited to serve on their boards,” I finish for him. “Welcome at the teas and galas and auctions.”

			“Of course,” he says. “The only thing you really need to know is that—”

			“I get it,” I tell him. I stand up, my head still swimming, and the lawyers all rise at once, like a congregation getting ready to sing. “I understand what you’re saying. Nothing has to change.”

			[image: text break]

			I WANT THINGS TO change.

			I know I’m lucky. I know that a cash flow of eleven thousand a month is what my daddy used to call a high-class problem. But I’ve lived for too long in a world where everything is controlled and monitored and predictable. I know the number of steps leading into every medical building in Charlotte, North Carolina. I’ve parked in the handicapped spaces, run in and gotten wheelchairs and run back, and counted out pills and become a master of low-sodium cuisine. And I’ve made tablescapes—endless tablescapes, which are like centerpieces, only bigger. They run down the full length of the table and their purpose is to give the meal a theme. Tablescapes cost a frigging fortune and they take forever to do, but they’re my specialty, the task that’s delegated to me at every charity dinner. Sand dollars and blue glass in the summer, gourds and leaves in the fall, holly and crystal in the winter, and tulips wedged into overturned moss baskets in the spring.

			I know none of that sounds very original. In fact, I know it’s downright ordinary and that meals don’t need to have themes. But years ago I did a tablescape that everyone liked, and in the world of charitable causes, if you do something right one time, they expect you to duplicate it, with the smallest possible variations, for the rest of your life. After a while, I actually started to dream about ­tablescapes­ . . . but that’s not the point. The point is that I’ve spent the last twenty years of my life pretending to be a whole lot more conservative and stupider and nicer than I really am.

			“You deserve a younger man,” Mark said to me once, but he said it in bed so he probably was talking about sex. When he had the first heart attack and his doctors told him to be careful, we knew what they meant. That night I scooted over beside him and laid my head on his chest and told him that this was all I wanted. He made a sad little grunt of disbelief, but it was true. I’ve always liked cuddling better than sex, and besides, when I married him I knew what I was signing up for. I wanted a safe place and Mark gave me one.

			According to this tableful of lawyers, he’s still giving me one.

			On the way out, I ask the receptionist if they validate parking, a question that seems to amuse her. She takes my ticket, but I know she’s thinking that the widow of Mark Madison doesn’t have to worry about two dollars an hour for parking. The widow of Mark Madison could spend the whole day driving in and out of parking decks all over town, just for the hell of it. She thinks I’m silly, or maybe even tight and mean, one of those women with millions of dollars in the bank who dock the maid for being fifteen minutes late, but she stamps my ticket and as I turn to go I see the young female attorney again. She is standing in the doorway of her office. I smile and she nods slowly. Like she’s congratulating me for something, but I can’t imagine what.

			[image: text break]

			WHEN I GET IN the car there’s a call on my cell from hospice. I tell myself I’ll wait until I’m out of the deck and reception is better before I return it, which is a stall. I know why they’re calling. They’ve found me someone new.

			My last client—hospice calls them clients for some reason, as if we were styling their hair or remodeling their kitchens—was a man named Mr. Duggan who didn’t seem to have a single memory beyond his Louisiana boyhood. I used to come in every day to just sit at his bedside and listen to him talk. “You’re good at watching people die,” one of the nurses said, and when I flinched, she quickly added, “What I mean is, you have a lot of patience.” 

			Strange thoughts preoccupy people near the end. They don’t regret mistakes, or at least the ones I meet don’t. Maybe those who have maimed or molested or raped lie on their deathbeds filled with remorse, but most people have lived polite little lives and they tend to think more about what they didn’t do. The chance that slipped by, the door they were afraid to enter, the lover they let walk away. Mr. Duggan in particular talked a lot about pirates. I’m pretty sure he’d never been a pirate—he was small and neatly groomed and well insured. He may have been remembering a dream or a movie, an old Halloween costume, or a game he played back in the bayou. Because that’s another thing about the dying: they circle all the way back to the beginning. I’ve heard them calling their siblings and childhood playmates, their voices breathless, as if they were running hard across an open field. Wait for me, they mumble. I’m right behind you, I’m right here.

			“He has no idea what’s happening to him,” Mr. Duggan’s daughter used to say to me, her voice dripping with relief. “He doesn’t even know who he is anymore.” I’d nod because she needed me to nod, but inside I disagreed. I always had the funny feeling that this man was having the most lucid moments of his life. Later, after his daughter was gone, I used to go back into his room and lean over his bed. “Where are you now?” I’d ask him. “Tell me everything you see.”

			Because this is what I have agreed to do: I have agreed to make tablescapes and to be the one who sits and waits once a situation has been declared truly hopeless. The doctors don’t stop by much anymore when the patient is CTD, as they say in the shorthand of oncology. Circling the drain. The nurses only come in for the pain meds and the families hover in the doorways, assuring one another that it’s over long before it really is. It mostly falls to us, to the volunteers, to be the final witnesses. “What does the shoreline look like?” I’d whisper to Mr. Duggan. “Are you off the coast of Africa? Or is it more like Jamaica? Maybe China?”

			CTD. The phrase is funny and cruel and accurate. Because I’ve always imagined our lives to be funnel shaped. They grow narrow as we age and we all begin to swirl faster and faster until the concept of a day or an hour or a year no longer has any meaning. Maybe there’s even some sort of gentle sucking motion that pulls us down with the last breath and we pass from one world to the next just as easily as water goes through a tube. I hope so. I hope it was like that for Mr. Duggan. I wasn’t there when he died, but if you take all that stuff people say about Jesus and Buddha and Muhammad and set it aside, I’ve noticed it’s usually the pirates who go easiest when their time finally comes.

			They haven’t given me a new client since Mark died. That’s hospice policy. After a volunteer loses someone in her own family they switch her to fund-raising or clerical work for a year. Thanks to Mark’s friends, most of whom have way more time and money than they know what to do with, I’ve been good at bringing in cash. I thought they might leave me in fund-raising indefinitely, but just last week when I was in the office, the client coordinator called out to me as I was walking past her door. She asked me how I was doing and I said fine, that it had been almost a year. She’d frowned and said, “A year? Already?” 

			So that’s why they’re calling, to give me a new client. I drop the phone back into my purse. Why didn’t I insist that the lawyer tell me how much money I have? I’m a grown woman and I have a right to know, but I let him cow me just like I always do. If Elyse had been there, she would have grabbed him by the lapel and said, “Bottom-line it for us,” but Elyse is living in Arizona now, throwing pots and drumming and chanting by the light of the moon with a circle of crazy women, and besides, I can’t rely on her forever. I’ll run by the library, I decide, and then I’ll stop at the grocery and pick up something for dinner. And tonight I’ll get my bottle of wine, go into Mark’s office, and write the law firm an e-mail. For the subject line I’ll type “Bottom-Line It for Me.” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			AND THAT'S HOW it all started, at the lawyer’s office, with my being told I’m some variation of rich. Or maybe the story really begins an hour later, in the grocery store, at the moment when I stole the apple. Because I’m not naturally a thief. In fact, that apple is the only thing I’ve ever taken in my whole life that wasn’t mine.

			Okay, maybe the second.

			[image: text break]

			THE SHOPPING AREA CLOSEST to my house is a place with fountains, gazebos, and park benches called the Village at Canterbury Commons. I used to be sarcastic about the name, but now I’ve faced the fact that I’m paying good money to be near all this simulated charm, and besides, the center has everything I need. A ridiculously upscale grocery, a Starbucks, a Walgreens, a ballroom dance studio, a day spa, a branch of the library, and the holy trinity of takeout: Chinese, Mexican, and Italian.

			The grocery is almost aggressively dark and cool inside, and it’s designed to emulate a medieval hill town on market day. There are slate tiles beneath my feet and rough wooden beams over my head and there are trees, live trees, clustered in the corners. The aisles are deliberately crooked, to make them seem all the more like winding streets, with nooks and random alleyways, as if you’re lost somewhere in Italy. The stock boys look like waiters in their black double-breasted tunics and they whisk by with sample trays bearing jams and cheeses and dark chocolate dusted with kosher salt. I’ve come here often in the last year, despite the expense, because they make up so many individual salads and put them in the coolers. It’s an easy place to shop for one.

			In the seafood grotto they’ve piped in the sound of crashing waves. They’re overdoing it, trying too hard, the way people always do when they’re faking. I select a single piece of tuna, which the man behind the counter wraps in brown paper and ties with a string. It’s like an old-fashioned gift, the kind of tuna Julie Andrews would sing about. I have my quinoa salad and my bottle of pinot gris and all I need now is a piece of fruit for dessert. The produce section holds the true masterpieces of the store—strange fruits with strange names. Jujube. Mamey sapote. Rambutan. Horned melons. They tumble artfully across burlap sacks, reminding you that they’re fresh off a dock somewhere, and the displays are carefully lighted, with the shadows planned to fall a particular way, to tempt the eye in a certain direction.

			Despite the bounty—or maybe because of it—I’m not a good shopper. I buy the same stuff over and over, because otherwise I become paralyzed with possibility. Take this pyramid of artichokes, with their leaves curled around each other, all green and purple and plump, arranged in perfect symmetry, protecting the edible heart. I could reach for one. I could carry it back to my kitchen, but when I got there I wouldn’t know how to cook it. I’ve seen them roasted on a grill but I’ve never understood exactly what that entails. I suppose I could put it in a pot and steam it, but how long does that take and if you overcook it, don’t you risk turning everything brown and mushy? Besides, at some point in the process you must take scissors and snip off all the thorns and I’m not sure how to do that either, and then there are these key limes which are as small as olives and an ugly yellow color. I know this means they’re the good ones, the real key limes and not the engineered clones, but how many of them would it take to make a pie?

			The phone in my purse vibrates and I look down. Hospice again. I’ll have to call them back, but maybe not today, when all I want is to go home. The library books in my tote bag were each chosen because the blurbs on the back promised happy endings. No kidnapped children or exploding car bombs or emerging family secrets. And at the last minute I threw in a Jane Austen—sweet Jane Austen, who never fails to fix it all by the last page, who marries off her heroines to the only men in England who value a woman’s character over family fortune, the only men in the world who have ever valued intellect over beauty. I’ll go home and read and eat my tuna and drink my wine and deal with hospice tomorrow.

			There’s a little girl sitting in the buggy beside me, kicking her chubby legs. She’s holding a pink and gold fruit in her hands like a ball. A guava, I think it must be, or is it a papaya? I grab something from the nearest stand. My hand comes back with an apple, but an apple is good enough, and I feel suddenly exhausted, suddenly teary, and I’m relieved when the phone stops ringing. I can’t face death right now. I can’t even face a guava. 

			I pay and leave, loaded down with the books, the wine, and the groceries. The surprising weight of a single woman’s Friday night. It’s hot out here on the street, way too hot for the black suit I’m wearing, but it was the only thing I owned that seemed appropriate for the lawyer’s office. Another wave of dizziness rises up in me. I never ate lunch, and there’s no telling what, if anything, I had for breakfast. I stop for a moment to shift the bags and take a bite of the apple, and it suddenly hits me that I didn’t pay for it. That I held this apple, this sad little apple, the whole time the checkout kid was scanning my groceries. How distracted must I be to not notice I had something in my hand even while I was sliding my credit card and approving the amount? Why didn’t the checker say something? I’ve never shoplifted in my whole life and I’ve turned to go back and pay when, from the dark recesses of my purse, my damn phone vibrates again, sending a jolt into my side like a cattle prod. I’m looking down and digging for it as I push open the door with my hip. Just when my hand finds the phone, it stops vibrating, and I look up.

			I’m inside a large, bright room.

			The walls are covered in mirrors and for a minute I see nothing but images of my own body, reflected back at me from every angle. The floor is wide and blank, like an ocean. There’s a rack in the corner crammed full of spangled dresses, a big oaken bar with stools, a sagging couch, and an enormous blinking sound system, the components awkwardly linked together with a visible snarl of cables and cords. Music is on. Sinatra.

			This isn’t the grocery. I’ve managed to stumble into the dance studio beside the grocery. Canterbury Ballroom, I think they call the place, and I notice it, in a peripheral sort of way, when I go into the grocery every day. The studio has trophies in the window, like the kind they give children for soccer and karate, along with a group of framed pictures. Women in thick fake eyelashes with their hair slicked back, smiling these maniacal smiles as they wrap their arms around spray-tanned men in open shirts. I’ve always wondered how such a tacky place ended up in such a pricey part of town.

			“Hello there,” a voice says, and a girl stands up from behind a desk. Her hair is one of those colors never seen in nature, somewhere between red and purple and brown, and the style is very severe, a china bowl cut with long bangs. “Did you come in about the free introductory lesson?” 

			“I don’t know why I’m here,” I say, and the girl nods patiently, as if something about me has already made that all too clear. As I step deeper into the room, I can see that two people are in the corner, dancing—or at least sort of dancing. An old woman is being steered in circles by a much younger man in a black T-shirt and black pants. He carefully matches his steps to hers, moving slowly, slightly off the beat. Two of a kind, Sinatra sings. Two of a kind.

			“I’m Quinn,” the girl says, extending a hand. Her fingernails are short but the polish is the exact same color as her hair.

			“I’m Kelly Madison. No . . . no. I mean I’m Kelly Wilder.” Apparently at some point in the course of this morning, I have decided to take back my maiden name.

			Quinn nods again, as if she’s used to greeting people who don’t know their own names.

			“This is embarrassing,” I say, “but I accidentally stole an apple from the grocery next door”—and here I shift the bag again and hold out the apple to prove my point—“and I was trying to go back to pay when my phone rang and I looked down and I ended up here . . .” It sounds even stupider when I say it out loud.

			And Quinn nods yet again, with that same annoying yoga-girl exaggerated calm. “So you don’t want to dance?”

			“Well, of course I do. Everyone wants to dance. I mean, someday I want to dance but right now I’m just trying to pay for my apple. Coming in here was an accident.”

			“You know,” Quinn says, tilting her head, “I’ve never believed in accidents.”

			“Neither have I,” I hear myself saying. And it’s true. I believe in a lot of things, but accidents are not among them.

			“So you’re here for the free introductory lesson.”

			“Evidently.”

			Quinn turns and her hair moves as a perfect unit. “We have a few forms for you to fill out,” she says, walking behind the desk.

			Forms? I almost bolt. An introductory lesson sounds harmless enough, but filling out forms is a commitment. Sinatra has finished and the man is heading toward the music system. He brushes by me as I duck my head and rummage through my purse for an ink pen. It’s impossible to write and hold the groceries, so I put them down on the couch and, after a moment, sit down myself. The form is pretty much what you’d expect—name, address, and contact info, including next of kin. In case the samba kills you, I guess.

			And then a single question: Why do you want to dance?

			I sink back into the couch and stare at myself in the mirrored wall. There are gold chains stretched across my chest, hooked to big gold buttons. My clothes are expensive, but the word “frumpy” also comes to mind, and it occurs to me that this suit is a uniform for a job I no longer have. And my face . . . it’s like the air is slowly but steadily seeping out of me and I’ve started to pucker around the seams. Living among people twenty years older has given me a false sense of my own youth and now, surrounded by mirrors, I see exactly how much I’ve aged. That the hair I’ve always described as “ash blond” is actually streaked with gray.

			“Our group class starts at seven,” Quinn calls out. The room is so big and so empty that her voice echoes. “Feel free to stay if you want to. Today we’re doing jive.”

			“I can’t,” I say. “I’ve got tuna.” 

			“There’s a refrigerator in the back.”

			“Oh. That’s very kind of you. But I have a salad too.”

			“It’s a big fridge.”

			The man in black has pressed some buttons and music swells up again, something with violins. I know the song but can’t quite place it. I smile at Quinn and shake my head. I’m not the sort of woman who just wanders in off the street and puts her groceries into a strange refrigerator and starts to jive, and furthermore I don’t know why I want to dance but I suspect it has something to do with the fact that I live alone in a five-thousand-square-foot house, I have eleven thousand dollars a month automatically deposited into my checking account, and I have absolutely nothing to do all day. I struggle to my feet—the couch is not only lumpy but low—and carry my bags and the form to Quinn’s desk.

			“That last question is a stumper,” I say, but Quinn merely looks up from her computer screen and asks if I can come in at four o’clock next Thursday afternoon for a lesson with someone named Nik.

			“No c,” she says.

			“Nik with no c,” I repeat.

			“Short for Nikoli. He’s Russian.” She shrugs. “Both of our male instructors are. Oh, and one more thing. When you come for your lesson, wear the highest heels you have. Preferably ones with slick bottoms.”

			I am already halfway out the door when I turn and look back doubtfully. I’d assumed I’d wear running shoes and workout clothes. This is exercise, isn’t it? Something like Zumba class at the Y?

			“Heels,” Quinn says again, plopping a heavily tattooed leg onto the desk in a single fluid movement. Her shoes are at least three inches high and the bottoms are covered with suede. The straps cross in front and buckle behind the ankle. Very sexy in a Betty Boop kind of way.

			“I don’t have any shoes like that,” I say. “Nothing remotely like that.” What does this girl take me for? If I had shoes like that I wouldn’t need to come here in the first place. A woman who owned shoes like that would be leading a conga line down a gangplank somewhere in the tropics. She’d have a loud, outrageous laugh and a thousand lovers, and I get a sudden faint glimmer of why I might want to dance. But I push the thought down like a beach ball and say, “The only heels I have are something I bought to wear to somebody’s wedding.”

			“Wedding shoes are better than nothing,” Quinn says. “But the higher the heels, the better you’ll move. No really, I swear. It’s like you have to deliberately get yourself off balance before you can learn how to balance. I know it doesn’t make any sense, but trust me.” 

			For some reason I do trust her, but I still stand, halfway in and halfway out the door. It would be easy to say forget it and walk away, but my eyes drift once more to the couple in the corner. What dance is this—the foxtrot? A waltz? Or just an elaborate sort of shuffle he’s made up to accommodate a woman clearly old enough to be his grandmother?

			Yet . . . there’s a heartbreaking kindness in the way he dances with her. He deliberately reins himself in, downplaying his youth and strength, and he turns her gently, again and again, as if he is showing her off to an imaginary crowd. She is barely moving but he has managed to make her come alive. Everything about the woman is absurd. There are smears of turquoise on her eyelids and even from this distance I can tell that she dipped a shaky finger into a pot and slashed the color on like war paint. Her hair, most likely a wig, seems a little off center, as if she is Carol Burnett pretending to be one of her old movie stars. Some grande dame unaware that time has passed her by.

			But this man is completely focused on this woman. He sees her. Most men do not look at aging women. I know this because in the last five years I have begun to fade from the eyes of men. And yet this particular man, young and strong as he is, sees this particular woman. He swirls and bows and pivots around her, honoring the space she occupies. And when she finally turns back toward me, I can see that she is radiant with joy.

			One of my feet is inside the studio, on the glossy floor of the ballroom, and the other is on the sidewalk. It would be as easy to go one way as another. I have Jane Austen and pinot gris and a single piece of tuna inside a sack and if I’m sure of anything, it’s that I don’t ever want a man to touch me again. I doubt I have to worry about it. That part of my life is probably over, and yet I can’t seem to look away from the couple in the corner. The woman’s face is happy. And mine, I know even without looking, is not.

			It would be easy to say forget it and hurry home.

			I should say forget it and hurry home.

			But instead, for some reason I will never understand, I lean back toward Quinn and ask her, “Exactly where’d you get those shoes?”
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			"I REALLY FELL DOWN the rabbit hole today,” I tell Elyse. It’s just after nine. I’ve grilled the tuna, covered it with salsa straight from the jar, and emptied the salad onto a plate. I started on the wine two hours ago, and I’m a little floaty as I wedge the telephone under my chin and carry everything to the table.

			“Like how?” Elyse’s voice through the phone is indistinct. She’s either out on her patio, where reception isn’t good, or her mouth is full, or both.

			“For starters, I went to the law office and they told me I’m rich.”

			“Well, that’s swell, but we already sort of knew that, didn’t we?” She pauses for a moment and swallows. “How rich?”

			“They wouldn’t tell me.”

			“Wouldn’t tell you? Why not? Is it set up like a trust fund?”

			“I guess. They deposit eleven thousand a month in my checking account. I’m not supposed to worry about anything.”

			“Jesus. You didn’t ask them the principal amount? I mean, is it yours to do what you want to with, or does the estate control—”

			“I don’t know. And I don’t want to talk about that part right now.” I feel a little tickle of shame. After dinner I really do need to send that lawyer an e-mail demanding he give me the total. I stab a lettuce leaf and shake it until most of the dressing flies off. “Because that’s not even the weird part of the day. After I left the law office I went to the grocery and somehow, I don’t know how, I ended up in the dance studio beside it and I signed up to take a lesson. So get out your calendar and circle the date in red. This is the day Kelly Wilder officially lost her mind.” 

			“You’re going back to Wilder?”

			“The point is, I signed up to take a dance lesson.”

			“What’s weird about that? You always liked dancing.”

			“This isn’t club-style dancing. It’s ballroom, the sequins and spray-tan shit that comes on public access late at night.”

			“Ballroom’s hot,” Elyse says. “Everybody’s doing it.”

			“Exactly. I’m a cliché. And then, as if the lessons weren’t bad enough, I furthermore agreed to buy special shoes to do it in. They have really high heels and straps that wrap around your ankle and the soles are suede, and you can’t even wear them on the pavement, you have to carry them around in a little silk bag. Why would they make shoes you can’t walk in?”

			“Probably so you can slide your foot.”

			“What?”

			“Suede soles would make it easier to slide your foot. Dancing is a sport, so you need a sport-specific shoe.”

			“I hate it when you’re logical.” I take a gulp of the wine. “But I haven’t told you the strangest part of all yet,” I say. “All the lawyers were moving in unison, like zombies, and I got the feeling that one of the female lawyers was winking at me. Then when I was in the produce aisle at the grocery I got all flipped out about what kind of fruit to buy. There were so many choices and they were all so beautiful and there was a little girl holding a guava and for some reason the whole thing made me feel like crying and I ended up with an apple.”

			Elyse is silent. She waits.

			“They have a thousand kinds of fruit,” I say. “Glamorous exotic stuff, and I choose this scuffed-up little red apple like you can get at the BI-LO. And then—you’re going to love this part—I accidentally fucking steal it. I mean I hold it in my hand all the way through the checkout line and by the time I realize what I’ve done, I’m out on the street. You know me, what a nerd I am. I turn around to go back and pay and I accidentally wind up in a ballroom studio instead and then before you know it I’m agreeing to get suede-bottomed shoes and let some Russian who’s probably sprayed orange lead me around the dance floor for a million dollars an hour. I’ve become that woman, Elyse. You know—the old pathetic kind who pays men to fuss over them.”

			“Maybe the apple was enchanted.”

			I laugh, despite myself.

			“Well, you have to admit the whole thing’s pretty Disney-fied,” she says. “There’s a mysterious fortune, a number that cannot be uttered aloud. A stranger winks at you. You take a bite of an apple and boom, you’re pulled into the ballroom against your will. And now you’ve got to find some magic shoes that the minute you put them on will make you start to dance.”

			“They’re just a pair of fuck-me heels. Nobody said they were magic.” 

			“Personally, I blame Cinderella,” Elyse breezes on, and across two thousand miles I hear her fork clank against her plate. “Or maybe Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz. Between those two, there isn’t a woman alive in America today who doesn’t think her whole life would be transformed if she could just find the right pair of shoes.”

			“What’d you make tonight?”

			“Tuna too,” she says, laughing softly.

			Elyse and I like eating together. North Carolina and Arizona are in different time zones but I eat late and she eats early, so it isn’t an issue. I always sit in the chair that faces the setting sun and sometimes I wonder if she sits facing east. She knows I need these little rituals, that I’m not yet accustomed to having dinner alone and maybe never will be. I imagine her out on her adobe patio, her hair tied in a loose knot at the back of her neck, squinting like a French film star. Living out west agrees with her. She seems taller since she moved there, rangy like a cowgirl, with a kind of elegant messiness. Elyse doesn’t bother with Botox or Spanx or highlights to hide the gray. She doesn’t need to. For Elyse, pretty would be a step down.

			“I’m cracking up,” I say, surprising myself. For the second time today I feel like crying, but then again, I often cry when I drink.

			“Oh, Kelly, you’re not cracking up. You’re trying to act like it was an ordinary day, but it wasn’t. Settling the estate means the last link to Mark is broken, so of course you’re rattled. The dancing is a great idea. You can’t stay all boxed in and bunched up forever.”

			“I know, I know. It’s been a whole year.”

			She hesitates. “It’s been a lot longer than a year.”

			I sit up straight. It feels like she’s slapped me.

			“Mark wasn’t so bad,” I say. “It’s not like he could help getting sick.”

			“I didn’t mean Mark,” she says. There’s static on the line. She must have walked off the patio. She must be standing in the sand among the cacti, looking up at the mountains. “Are we ever going to talk about Daniel and what happened way back then? How he broke you?”

			For almost forty years, Elyse has been my witness. The sister I never had. The sister I never particularly wanted. The only person in my life who knows about not only Mark and Daniel but the man before that and the one before that. Whenever I left a job or a boyfriend or moved into a new apartment, she was right there, but I guess I counted on her to have the same selective amnesia I had. Because when you’re young and going straight from one mistake to another, you want your friends to remember only the things you want them to remember. You want them to say, “Yes, he’s the first. The first one who really matters. All those other times were just for practice. Here, in this moment, is where your real life begins.” 

			Elyse has never been especially good at this. Her memory’s a damn bear trap and it’s never let go of Daniel. How like her to bring him up now, on this day when I’m already half-drunk and half-upset.

			“I didn’t realize I was broken,” I say. “Or at least I didn’t realize that’s how you saw me.”

			“I don’t. You know I don’t. Okay . . . no talk of Daniel. At least not yet. But have you ever noticed how when you lose one thing, your mind kind of circles back to everything else you ever lost? You break up with a guy and boom, it’s like all the guys you ever broke up with suddenly pull in your driveway and get out of the same car. Or you walk into a funeral home and you remember every other time you’ve ever been there and the next thing you know, five funerals are going down at once. You start crying and you don’t even know why, and people say ‘What’s wrong?’ and you say ‘Nothing,’ but you still keep crying. So I’m just saying that losing Mark might be like losing Daniel all over again.”

			“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say, although of course I do. Elyse likes to point out obvious things in a really surprised tone of voice, like she’s single-handedly broken some great new philosophical ground. It’s one of the things about her that is simultaneously annoying and endearing. 

			I carry my plate over to the rubber dish rack in the sink. It was hard to find this dish rack. Apparently they don’t sell many of them anymore—I had to go to Walmart and Target and then Sears. But I never seem to dirty enough dishes to bother running the dishwasher. I use the same coffee mug, wineglass, plate, and three utensils over and over, washing them, letting them dry in the rack, and then picking them back up again for the next meal. It’s ludicrous. A kitchen this size really belongs on the set of a Food Network show. Or it should at least be in the home of a woman who does more than open a prepackaged salad and put a piece of tuna on the grill. My bed looks like it’s hardly been slept in. Just one corner turned back, and I carry the newspaper to the recycling bin the moment I finish the sudoku. Everything stays creepily clean because even though I barely leave an imprint, I feel too guilty to fire the maid. It’s like I think any minute the real owners of this house will be home and I’m going to have to get out fast.

			“I didn’t mean to upset you,” Elyse says.

			“You didn’t,” I say. “But that dance studio . . . it was so tacky, Elyse. All silver and blue and sparkly and over-the-top. It was like you took everything that’s me and created the opposite. I think I’ve gone and done something stupid.”

			“Well, thank God,” Elyse says. “It’s about time.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			THERE'S A PHOTOGRAPH of me and Elyse in my kitchen, above the desk where I stack my cookbooks, and after she and I say good night, I pour another glass of wine and wander over to look at it. It’s from our college years, the summer we spent in Europe.

			Our parents had bought us Eurail passes, the good kind with unlimited travel, and it didn’t take either of us long to figure out we hated the youth hostels with their hairy shower drains and Czech girls trying to steal our jeans. It was much better to sleep on the trains, so the nights when we couldn’t afford a hotel room we would just go down to the station around ten and climb on the first one that stopped. We were good at flirting with the conductors, and if the cars weren’t full, they sometimes upgraded us to a sleeper compartment. There were many mornings that summer that we would awaken with no idea where we were. Elyse would push aside the blinds and wait for the depot sign to appear. That’s how we went to Seville and Dresden, to Bern and Antwerp.

			It’s how we went to Florence too, and I pick up the picture that shows me and Elyse, standing in the Accademia, where they keep Michelangelo’s David. Elyse had been insistent that if fate had taken us to Florence, we may as well see him. She was an art major and had a somewhat old-fashioned idea of a European tour. She dragged me through an untold number of cathedrals and galleries and she repeatedly referred to an out-of-date, torn-up Fodor’s guidebook.

			The euro had not yet been invented, and we changed countries frequently, so the currency was always an issue. The side zipper pocket of my backpack held kronor and francs and guilders and pence, a jangling mass of European money that I would hand to shopkeepers to sort out and just hope that they were honest. The line to see David was long, so we decided to buy the special pass that lets you go in with small groups. This privilege cost something like a million lira, but who knew how much that was? It seemed like a gelato was a million lira, and so was a bottle of wine or a flight to London.

			But paying extra did mean we were shunted toward a much shorter line that wrapped around a little gift kiosk while the rest of the tourists glared. I wanted to rent headsets but Elyse said no, we didn’t need them, that I would understand everything if I just took a deep inhalation and let the art come inside me. It was August and by this point Elyse and I were really getting on each other’s nerves. I was tired of her lectures about observing and absorbing, and perfectly willing to pay a million more lira for some nice calm English voice to tell me what the hell I was looking at.

			“You’ll understand as much as you let yourself understand,” Elyse said, and I’d given her the finger while pretending to scratch my cheek. She was so sure, even then, that she would become an artist, which I guess she has, even though it’s hard to reconcile her hand-thrown Hopi pots with the grandeur of David. “My queer little bowls,” she calls them, stressing her southern accent on the word “queer,” but there’s pride in her voice too, the pride of someone who has never once wavered, who has always known precisely what she wants out of life.

			My dreams were vaguer, and thus easier to ignore. I told people I planned to go into business, and fervently hoped that they didn’t ask me what kind. Because I really had no idea what I meant by that statement, only that I knew I wanted to earn my own money. It was a strange ambition to have in the seventies, especially for a girl. Everyone else was about drugs, sex, and music; money was just something that we simultaneously disdained and counted on our parents to provide. But Elyse would laugh and ask whether someday, when she was a starving artist and I was a captain of industry, would I open up my big brass gates and let her in? And then she would add, “Thank God one of us is practical.”

			 That day in the Accademia in Florence, I let Elyse talk me out of the headsets, just as I’ve let her talk me in and out of things our whole lives, and they finally admitted about ten of us past the velvet rope. As we entered the gallery, we all turned in unison to face down the hall toward the sunny rotunda where David was standing. He looked exactly how I expected him to look, only better. For a second I almost got what she’d been talking about.

			“He glows,” I said to Elyse, and she smiled.

			“Yes,” she said. “Some of them do.”

			The place was packed and, special group pass or not, we were going to have to work our way down slowly to the rotunda. At least there was plenty to look at and sometime in the middle of that European summer I had started to notice that what’s on the way to the famous stuff is often more interesting than whatever it was you originally thought you should see. The hall was lined with a series of statues called The Prisoners, big, heavy blocks of marble with wild half-carved men. They were thick-limbed and powerful but trapped within the blocks, their bodies writhing as they struggled to break free.

			“I wonder if the sculptor meant to leave them that way,” Elyse said.

			“We’d know if we’d gotten the headsets.”

			She consulted her guidebook. “ ‘The Prisoners,’ ” she read. “‘Sometimes called The Slaves. Michelangelo started this series when he was fifty-nine and worked on them until he was seventy.’ ” She snapped the book shut. “Shit, that’s eleven years. They must be as finished as he wanted them to be.” 

			The last slave on the left bothered me the most. His arms were flexed in an obvious struggle to pull his head free from the marble. “It’s like the statues are making themselves,” Elyse said solemnly. The night before, as we’d traveled from Rome to Florence, she’d read to me how Michelangelo claimed he didn’t create David—that he’d found him sleeping in the marble, completely intact. That he’d simply picked up his chisel and carved away everything that wasn’t David. It’s a sweet thought, I guess, that some perfect man is already out there waiting and all we have to do is find him and brush off the dust, but Elyse had snorted when she finished reading and said, “Bullshit.” 

			I looked at the dates on the brochure they’d handed us along with our tickets. Michelangelo finished David when he was a young man himself, not even thirty, and The Prisoners had come much later in his life. It was odd, I thought, that in the beginning he was looking for pure beauty already formed and in the end he was willing to let the art fight its own way out of the stone. The headsets probably would have explained it all.

			The crowd loosened up a bit as we passed through the gallery and got closer to the rotunda where David was waiting. We walked around the base of the statue a few times and then sat down on a bench. I haven’t been to Italy since, but I doubt you can walk right up to David now. They probably have ropes and Plexiglas and high-tech security. But on that summer day, Elyse and I just sat there, shockingly close, looking up at the veins in his arms, the rippled muscles across his shoulders. You could see his ribs and the slight indentation around his sternum, and the toes of his left foot were unfinished.

			“He’s subtle,” Elyse said. “What makes him human is that he’s not too smooth.”

			“I know,” I said. “In fact, the closer you get, the wonkier he seems. When you really stare at him, his hands are too big and his feet are too big. His whole head is too big.”

			“He looked perfectly proportional from the end of the hall,” Elyse said, rubbing the back of her neck. “Of course, art changes depending on where you’re standing.” So we stood up and walked out of the dome, linked arms, and began to approach David from different angles. There are paintings and statuary all around him in the Accademia. Wonderful things, I’m sure, and priceless, but none of the tourists seemed to look at any of them. David was the star.

			Elyse and I walked toward him from the north and east and south and west and finally ended up back on the same bench where we had started.

			“The man on the pedestal,” Elyse said softly.

			“He’s afraid of something,” I said.

			Elyse shook her head. “Not afraid, just wary. He’s looking at Goliath.”

			“His penis is kind of small,” I said. “Considering the rest of him.”

			“Well,” Elyse said slowly. “It’s not like it’s erect, is it?” We sat in silence, contemplating this. We were young then, and pretty. I’m not sure either of us had ever seen a penis that wasn’t erect.

			“Even so,” she finally said. “You’re right, it doesn’t look promising. And there’s something weird about his pubic hair.”

			“Way too perfect. Like it’s been brushed and styled with a blow-dryer.” We got the giggles and they rang through the dome.

			“I like The Prisoners better,” I said.

			“Yeah,” said Elyse. “Me too.”

			“But you were right,” I admitted. “We really didn’t need the headsets.”

			As we were leaving, Elyse asked someone to take our picture. Just a quick snapshot with one of our cheap cameras. At some point through the years I had it blown up and framed, and it’s my all-time favorite photograph of us, which is why I keep it here in the kitchen, even though it’s faded to gold and gone a little fuzzy. It’s the image of two girls caught at the end of something, although of course we didn’t know that at the time. Elyse had handed the camera to some cute young guy in the crowd. An American student, like us, just one more boy who’d be going home at the end of the summer, just one more boy wandering through Paris and Amsterdam and Rome. When we asked if he spoke English, he’d dropped his headset down his neck and said, “A little bit. I’m from Pittsburgh.” Everyone laughed and of course we’d decided the next logical step was to find a café and a cheap bottle of wine. When he lifted the camera to his face, he told us to say “Parmesan.” 

			Kind of funny. At least he was trying. Elyse and I exchanged one of our glances. Mine, I thought to her. This one is mine.

			In the picture Elyse and I are standing in the bright dome of the Accademia. We’re both wearing jeans and T-shirts. Our backpacks lie at our feet. Elyse must have just released her hair from its braid, because it’s expanded around her head like a low halo, and I’ve pushed my sunglasses back and am smiling broadly, so broadly that my eyes have squinted down to nothing. You can’t see much of David at all, there’s the irony, but Daniel’s shadow falls between us on the floor. He is crouched and bent with his arms all akimbo and his shadow looks like the passing of some great bird, an albatross or an eagle. It was the summer just before we both turned twenty. Before life began to chip away at us like a sculptor into marble, reducing us from endless unformed possibility into the women we would ultimately become. 
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