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For the three most important women in my life: my mother, Juliet; my sister, Jennifer; and my daughter, Lux.


The past beats inside me like a second heart.

—The Sea, John Banville


MONDAY



IVY

Her first instinct was to try and hide. She was at one end of the frozen foods aisle, right by the ice cream, and Jeremy was down at the other end, peering into a freezer with a washed-out blonde in a long, flowing skirt clinging to his arm.

Ivy’s son, Lucas, was sitting in the front of her cart, chewing on a piece of torn-off French bread, happy for the moment, but who knew how long that would last. She pulled a gallon of chocolate out of the freezer, plunked it into the cart, then began to make her escape when she heard his voice behind her.

“Holy shit. Is that Ivy Jacobsen?”

She turned, and Jeremy and the blonde were standing in front of her. He was smiling, but the blonde looked out of it, her eyes watery and slightly bloodshot, stoned. He hadn’t changed that much since she’d seen him last, over ten years ago now at least. His black hair was still spiky from his days of trying to be a punk rocker, and while she was happy to note that he no longer wore his customary black eyeliner, his eyes still gleamed a bright, cracked-glass green. His body was as lean and wiry as it had always been, and he wore his same uniform of black T-shirt and skinny black jeans. A silver chain around his neck held a green pendant partially covered by his shirt, and Ivy couldn’t decide whether it was a marijuana leaf or a turtle.

“Hey Jeremy,” she said, trying to sound surprised and pleased. “Wow, what are you doing here?”

“Um, I live here. Remember?” He laughed. “You’re the one who moved away.”

“Right, of course. I meant on this side of town.”

“Slumming,” he said, then both he and the woman beside him laughed. “Taking in the lame part of town.”

“That’s for sure,” the woman added in a low, smoky voice.

It’s all lame, Ivy thought, but said, “We moved back to Las Vegas a year ago. Frank’s mom was dying.” She nodded grimly, then added, “She’s dead now.” Her words floated out and hung over the head of her child, making her feel like a crass, terrible mother. This was her son’s grandmother she was talking about. The good one.

“Sorry to hear that, about Frank’s mom,” Jeremy said.

His tone was sincere, gentle, and Ivy recalled with sudden clarity the kindness he had often shown her, the tender way he’d cradled her in the old blue chair after her mother ran away. The peanut butter cookies he made for her with a chocolate kiss pressed into each one’s center.

“So who is this little pudgeball?” he asked, leaning to peer into Lucas’s face. He straightened up, then added, “This is Gretchen.”

The woman nodded. “Pleasure,” she said, in a mildly sarcastic tone.

Ivy introduced Lucas, who would be one this weekend, then tickled his chin to make him smile. “We call him Lucky,” Ivy added, then immediately wished she hadn’t. The revelation of her son’s pet name struck her as too intimate.

“Lucky,” Jeremy seemed to roll the name around in his mouth, tasting the flavor. “That’s a really cool nickname.” He smiled the crooked, flirtatious half-smile he’d cultivated in high school. “Though that sort of seems like something you should name a cat.”

“Our cat’s name is Ferdinand,” she told him, hearing for the first time how ridiculous that sounded. A cat named after a bull from a children’s book. A baby named after a cat.

“Still married to old what’s his name?”

“Yep,” Ivy said. “I guess my dad was wrong. It was smart of me to marry my high school sweetheart after all.”

“I thought I was your high school sweetheart,” Jeremy said, leaning closer.

She laughed again and glanced at Lucky, then Gretchen. Neither one appeared to be paying attention to this conversation. “Yeah,” she agreed. “I guess you were.”

He held her gaze for a moment, then said, “I heard you were working for a big drug company or something.”

“Oh, I was in sales at Elysian for about five years or so. I just quit to stay home with Lucky.”

“Selling drugs.” He smiled again. “Did I make it on your resume as a mentor or something?”

She frowned. “Very funny.”

“Hey,” Gretchen said as she tugged at Jeremy’s arm. “Let’s get out of here. I’m starved.”

“Okay,” he said, glancing down at her as if he’d forgotten she was there. “Motherhood suits you,” he told Ivy. “You look great.” He reached into his back pocket, then pressed a card into her hand. “Keep in touch,” he said.

“Thanks,” she said, sliding the card into her back pocket without a look, and watched as they turned and walked away, back down the frozen foods aisle, Jeremy swinging the empty red basket beside him.

Back home, Ivy warmed up some brown rice mush for Lucky, then made a cheese sandwich for herself, feeling jangled and off-kilter from her run-in with Jeremy. Every day, something here reminded her of her old life, the one she’d left almost twenty years ago when she moved to Wisconsin to go to school. Usually it was only something small: the sight of a bright pink oleander bush, the dry smell of creosote, a locust shell clinging to the mulberry tree out front. She realized that despite having been back in Las Vegas for a year now, this was the first time she’d run into an actual person from her old life.

She had agreed to move back here only if they could live as far away from her former neighborhood as possible. She never wanted to see that old apartment building again, never wanted to drive past the Charleston Mall, now called something else, never wanted to eat at El Burrito, never wanted to hang out in Jaycee Park, never wanted to risk running into her mother, though who knew where she was living now—maybe as far away as Paris.

Despite the fact that they were only renting this house, the move now felt permanent. Frank had been offered a job he loved, principal of Grant Elementary School, and now that Frank’s mother was dead, Frank’s father would be bereft without them.

This was how Ivy found herself in a part of Las Vegas called Anthem where every house was new and looked exactly the same: stucco, red tile roof, swimming pool, cactus garden, palm trees. Frank loved all of it: the warm weather, the pool, the nearby mountains, the lizards and snakes and wide streets. It was definitely a “nice” neighborhood for Lucky, Ivy had to agree, but it was sterile, lifeless.

Through the window over the sink she could see a mourning dove sitting on the branch of the acacia tree. She considered picking up Lucky and carrying him to the window to see the bird—this is something she would typically do—but she couldn’t summon the energy.

After lunch and cleaning up the dishes in the sink, Ivy remembered the card Jeremy had given her and took it out of her back pocket, staining it with warm water and soap. Black gothic letters in the center of the sky blue card read: JEREMY BURNHAM, CATERER. Beneath that there was a phone number, email, and website.

Frank had tried to convince her to hire a caterer for Lucky’s birthday party since the guest list—mostly adults with a few toddlers and infants thrown in—was nearing fifty already. She had argued against the expense, pointing to her own skills in the kitchen plus the fact that people mostly just want cake and booze at parties. But now, holding the card in her damp hands, she considered the idea.

She imagined Jeremy walking through the sliding glass doors carrying a tray of food, sitting down in the hot sun to pass out his peanut butter chocolate kiss cookies. He would look out of place in his black outfit. She would feel uncomfortable around him in her bathing suit. Frank would interject some sort of snide comment about the food, or Jeremy’s clothes or demeanor, anything that offered the opportunity for mild, sideways ridicule.

No, it would be a bad idea to invite an ex-boyfriend back into her life, to invite a person who’d caused her so much trouble and heartache. Jeremy had always been able to persuade her to do things against her essential nature, and she could feel his tug now, even from the small blue rectangle in her hands. She shook her head and set the card on the small shelf above the kitchen sink, unwilling to put it in the garbage can where it belonged. She could show it to Jane later; that was reason enough to keep it. They could laugh together about the idea of him catering a kid’s birthday party. What would he make? Mini pot brownies? Tiny shot glasses of rum?



JANE

It began to snow. Bluish-white flakes as big as moths landed on the new grass of the backyard, then disappeared. Jane watched through the kitchen window with disbelief. She’d been planning to wear sandals on the plane.

In the living room she could hear Rocky and Fern trying to wake Adam to say good-bye. She should go and say her good-byes too, but the snow held her, its strangeness this late in the year unsettling, somehow sinister. A robin hopped out from beneath the redbud tree and looked up at the sky, then spread its wings and lifted into the air.

In the living room, Jane found her children hovering over their father’s sleeping form. The two of them looked like urchins with their straggly hair and smudged, puffy coats. Fern’s purple tights held in her chunky, child’s legs like sausage casings. Jane thought she had combed their hair, and she had definitely washed their coats just last week, but their grubbiness persisted.

Adam stirred beneath their gaze but didn’t wake, so Jane moved to shake his shoulder. His skin was pale from the long winter, and the shadow of beard on his chin only served to emphasize his handsomeness, which annoyed her.

This morning in the mirror her own face had been drawn and tired, the pink stripe she’d added to her blonde hair after getting fired last week an obvious mistake. Its brightness broadcast her neediness, her desire to live another life.

“Adam,” she said in her normal voice, shaking his shoulder again. “The kids want to kiss you good-bye.”

He stirred then and opened his eyes, which were blue and surprisingly clear despite his bad habits, namely, drinking too much and sleeping too little. He smiled and reached for Fern, who was closer, then pulled her against him in a hug. Rocky perched on the futon beside him, and was given the second hug. “Your turn, Mom,” Rocky said, when the kids were both standing again.

She bent to kiss her husband on the cheek, but he reeked of beer, and she could only bring herself to kiss the air beside him. He gave her a wry smile, and she shrugged, then said, “See you in a week, I guess.”

Jane worried that the flight would be canceled, but it wasn’t even delayed, and she wondered if she’d imagined the snow, but there it was when she leaned to push up the rigid shade, still moving past the plane’s window as they waited for takeoff.

Their seats were near the back of the plane. Jane had an aisle, Rocky was beside her in the middle seat, and Fern was flying free of charge on Jane’s lap. The cutoff for flying on a grown-up’s lap was age two, but Jane had lied about Fern, who had turned three several months ago but was small for her age, in order to save money. It looked as if they might luck out and the window seat would be vacant, but right before the doors closed, a tall, middle-aged man with thinning gold hair scooted in beside them.

Jane nodded hello and the man nodded back, then looked at Rocky who was making soft explosion sounds. Up close she saw the man was younger than she’d thought, perhaps closer to her own age, thirty-six.

“I didn’t expect to see any kids on this flight,” the man said in a jovial way.

“Why is that?” Jane asked.

“Well, Las Vegas,” he shrugged and raised his palms. “Not much of a family destination, is it?” His voice was crisp, with the jauntiness of a Brit’s but he didn’t have a trace of accent as far as she could tell.

“I’m from there,” she said, trying to sound conversational rather than irritated. “Don’t worry, you won’t run into us at the craps tables.”

He smiled slightly, and she saw that he had terrible teeth. For some reason this cheered her. “Craps isn’t my game either,” he said. “Just going for a friend’s bachelor party. Which isn’t really my thing either. But he’s a friend.” The man shrugged again, then buckled himself in and pulled a magazine out of his briefcase. Jane tried to see the cover, wanting to know what he was reading, thinking it would tell her something essential about his personality, but he held it on his lap in such a way that it was impossible.

As the plane rose into the air at last, Jane felt a lessening of the pressure in her chest: they’d made it. The plane lifted, floating past the snow, tunneling through the heavy clouds, until finally they emerged into yellow sunshine. It came through the window, warm and reassuring as a hand on her shoulder. It occurred to her that she hadn’t felt the sun on her face like this in many days, and she looked forward to the week ahead. She would spend as much time as possible lying beside Ivy’s pool, absorbing enough heat and light into her skin to slough away this past winter, which still clung to her like a living creature, something damp and cold with a haze of gray fur.

“I’m hungry,” Fern told her, so Jane retrieved a bag of goldfish crackers from her bag and handed them over. Fern pushed it away with a frown, so Jane dug out the chocolate chip cookies and handed her two, hoping the rush of sugar would put her to sleep in an hour.

An elderly woman wearing giant glasses sat across the aisle, and she leaned close to Fern now and said, “Isn’t that a yummy breakfast?”

Jane nodded, offering the old woman a wan smile. Her voice was sugary, but Jane could tell her words were meant to judge. That was a Wisconsin specialty, saying things to kids that were meant to be a jab at the parents. Jane could still remember carrying Rocky in the Baby Bjorn around the Art Fair on the Square on a humid summer day, and the older woman who had leaned into his face and said, “Oh, you look so hot in there.” The woman never met Jane’s gaze, just talked to the baby on her chest, then walked away.

Maybe she was being unfair, calling it a Wisconsin specialty. Perhaps old women everywhere offered up criticism in this way. She suspected, however, that if she still lived in Las Vegas no one would ever speak directly to her babies. And would this be any better?

She could hear the couple in the row in front of her talking softly. “Wait until we get to the hotel,” a woman’s voice said.

“I can’t.”

“Yes, you can,” she said firmly, though her words were followed by a laugh.

Jane imagined they might be on their honeymoon, and an image of her own honeymoon, spent in a top floor of the Flamingo hotel flashed through her: She stood undressed in front of the floor-to-ceiling window, Adam behind her, holding on to her hips. Las Vegas had been a dusky pink in the early morning light, soft and lovely in a way it never was from a regular vantage point during an ordinary time of day. Her life, in that moment, had felt uncomplicated, gauzy with love.

Yesterday afternoon she and Adam had fought while the children were downstairs, most likely listening to their parents’ tense voices. Adam had promised the kids a trip to the children’s museum downtown, then changed his mind in the morning, explaining he was tired from such a long week.

“You can’t do that to the kids,” Jane said, calmly at first. “You got them all excited, then pulled the plug.”

“People change their minds. They need to learn that.”

“Then don’t promise them anything!” Her voice rose. “It makes you look like an asshole.”

“Well, maybe I am an asshole and they need to learn that, too!”

“I think they already have!”

In the end, Jane had driven the kids to the museum, her body tight with anger, and pulled them through the exhibits. Adam showed up half an hour later when they were in the room with the giant set of teeth and slipped his arms around Jane from behind, startling her. They hadn’t touched in weeks.

Jane was drifting toward sleep now, the plane riding smoothly through blue sky, when an abrupt dip in the air jolted her. She opened her eyes and quickly touched Rocky’s shoulder, Fern’s knee. The plane bumped again and Rocky said, “Fun,” and looked up at her with a grin, his single dimple denting a cheek. Fern started to cry.

Jane pulled her close and closed the tray table. She stroked her hair and murmured soothing words into the top of her warm head. “This is just called turbulence, sweetie. No big deal. Everything’s fine.”

Fern howled louder, and Jane instinctively covered her daughter’s mouth with her hand, then realized that looked a bit brutish on her part and took it away.

The man beside them sighed loudly, with obvious disgust.

“Sorry,” Jane said to him, then turned back to Fern and whispered fiercely, “Stop crying. Everything’s fine.”

The fasten seat belt sign dinged on and Jane told Rocky to put up his tray table, but he was right in the middle of a drawing and started to protest loudly. “I’m not done yet, Mom. One more minute!” He leaned over and began to draw furiously, pressing the crayon so hard against the paper that it snapped. He looked at the broken crayon in his hand, then began to cry too.

“Rocky, honey, it’s fine. There are more crayons.”

“No more black ones,” he sobbed.

The plane dipped again, causing Fern’s cries to grow in intensity. Rocky threw his crayon on the ground, crossed his arms, and continued his heartbreaking boy’s wail.

“For God’s sake,” huffed the man.

“Sorry,” Jane said again but gave him a look of pure hatred.

He absorbed the look, then pushed the button for the stewardess. “I think I’ll tell her that I need to move so you can purchase this seat for your daughter.”

“My daughter is fine right here.”

“She should have her own seat, don’t you think? She’s awfully big to sit on your lap for the entire flight.” He smiled meanly. “I have kids, you know. I understand the airline’s rules.”

“Look,” Jane said, trying to make her voice softer and appealing, but hearing the hardness that she couldn’t shake from her words. “I just lost my job. Please, don’t do this to me.”

There was a tap on her shoulder and Jane turned, preparing herself for the bland face of the stewardess. But it was the old lady reaching over from across the aisle. “Let me take her for you, dear,” she said. “I have a little practice with this.”

Without a moment of consideration, Jane handed her daughter across the aisle. Jane expected Fern to resist this stranger, almost hoped she would, but her daughter snuggled into the larger woman’s lap right away and within five seconds had calmed down and stopped crying.

Rocky was slowing down now, too. Jane handed him another cookie, and that stopped the tears as quickly as if she had turned off a faucet.

The stewardess appeared then at Jane’s elbow and asked the man if he needed something. “I’m not supposed to be up right now,” she added. “Because of the turbulence.” As if to prove her point, the plane dipped again and she fell against Jane’s seat, then righted herself.

“Sorry,” the man told her, looking sternly at Jane. “The problem has been solved.”

Jane returned his gaze, feeling a mixture of relief and hatred. She would not smile or thank him, no matter what, she told herself.

After a few long minutes of silence, the man cleared his throat and said, “I am actually sorry to hear about your job. What’s your line of work?”

She couldn’t believe he was trying to appease her now after having been so cruel, but she couldn’t bring herself to give a stranger the silent treatment, so she shrugged with as much nonchalance as she could muster, then said, “I was a reporter. At the Wisconsin Times.”

He nodded. “Lots of layoffs there I hear.”

“Yep,” Jane said, wanting suddenly to tell him that she had not merely been laid off, but fired for a single, ridiculous mistake, but this was a secret she’d kept from everyone, even Ivy, so she said nothing.

He nodded again, then picked up his magazine, which Jane now saw was Psychology Today. She couldn’t decide if this made him interesting or creepy.

The fasten seat belt light blinked off and the captain announced that they were free to move about the cabin. The crisis had passed; still, Jane felt a thread of unease run through her.

She looked over at Fern and saw she had fallen sound asleep against the woman’s chest. Jane felt a pulse of jealousy. That was one of her favorite parts of being a parent: holding a sleeping child on her lap. “Thank you,” Jane said to the woman.

“My pleasure, dear,” she said.

She looked across the woman toward the window, a brilliant pane of blue sky. They were likely close to Denver by now, where they would stop for an hour but not change planes. Jane wished she had booked the window seat. She wanted to see the silvery grid of the city beneath her, the white tops of the Rockies. Later, she would watch for the first signs of desert below the plane, recalling the bare mountains near Nevada that looked like the bumpy knuckles of a giant. Then the blue surprise of Lake Mead and the pale, reddish sand. Finally, the white and aluminum glimmer of casinos lined up in a row.

Rocky had finished his picture and leaned against her, asleep in an instant. Jane freed her arm and put it around his shoulder, pulling him closer. She smoothed his shaggy blond hair out of his eyes and rubbed his back through his sweatshirt.

“So what was it like,” the man beside her asked, “growing up in Las Vegas?”

She shrugged. “Ordinary.” This was a question she’d been asked hundreds of times, and she always answered that it was ordinary.

He shook his head. “I don’t buy it. C’mon, I really want to know.”

“It was hot,” she told him, as if reading from a script. “The days it rained—about four a year—were the ones we looked forward to.”

“I can see that,” he nodded. “What else?”

“I don’t know. It was normal to me.” She tried to think of things an outsider would like to hear. “I ate a lot of ninety-nine-cent breakfasts in high school with my friends. I saw a lot of people walking around in wedding gowns. I pulled my first slot machine when I was twelve, on a dare.”

He smiled, appearing satisfied, and turned back to his magazine. She, however, was now dissatisfied. I learned about disappointment there, she could have told him. I learned to live outside of my life, as if I were watching a movie.

But she could have also said that she learned about joy. About love and friendship and sex—the same things people learned growing up anywhere.

The drink cart pulled up beside her, and Jane ordered two glasses of orange juice for the kids when they woke up, then quickly asked for a glass of red wine for herself, despite the fact that she shouldn’t spend the extra money. She expected the man beside her to make a snide comment since it was still morning after all, but he said nothing, just ordered a Diet Coke and went back to reading.

Jane sipped her wine, feeling the warmth of it slide through her. The price of the wine was worth it, she decided, for this pocket of calm. Her children continued to sleep, and she thought about how strange it was that she’d arrived at this moment: she was a grown woman with two kids of her own, leaving her husband, flying home.



JEREMY

He had been trying to casually bump into Ivy for weeks, lurking around the new part of town where he heard she’d moved, but now that it had actually happened, he felt disappointed. He had imagined a long embrace, a shared look, a promise of future meet-ups. There had not been enough time, he decided, to get under her skin and remind her why she should want to be with him again, after all these years apart.

In the car beside him, Gretchen smoked a cigarette and fiddled with the radio, stopping on a commercial for dog food, then honing in on a classic rock station playing the Stones. Jeremy punched the button to shut off the sound and Gretchen gave him a wounded look. “What the fuck?” she said.

The curse word hit him in the gut. He couldn’t recall Ivy ever uttering a swear word. “I need some peace and quiet,” he told her. “My head hurts.”

“Oh,” she said, and crossed her legs beneath the long skirt. “Sorry.”

His head did hurt, he realized, and his stomach was churning with regret, though this regret was useless, he knew. Ivy had married Frank a long time ago, and now she had a baby, too, and she would never be his again. He thought he might be able to accept that if they could be friends.

At Gretchen’s apartment on Charleston, he fixed a goat cheese and red pepper frittata, then sautéed a side of asparagus, and they sat eating lunch together on the floor beside the coffee table. When the plates were cleared and washed, Jeremy reached under Gretchen’s long skirt and pulled off her black underwear, then they had sex on the green couch, her skirt billowing around their legs like a flowered sail. With his eyes closed, Jeremy tried to pretend the woman beneath him was Ivy, but it was no good. It had been too long for him to remember what Ivy felt like, though he did recall the slightly peppery scent of her skin in summer.

Gretchen’s neck smelled of coconuts, and he bit her shoulder to see what she would do, wanting her to get angry with him. Instead, she yelped, then laughed. The laugh reminded him a little bit of why he liked her, and they finished, then lay together on the scratchy couch, listening to the traffic outside without speaking.

After Gretchen left for work, Jeremy drove home and prepped for his party at six. It was for a small group out in Henderson, a book club celebrating a two-year anniversary, which struck him as odd, but he was happy for the work. He made a pan of pork tamales, a bowl of rice and beans, and fresh guacamole and pico de gallo. He was becoming known for his Mexican dishes, though he was also proficient in French and Italian cuisine. His grandfather on his mother’s side had been born in Guadalajara, and Jeremy always made sure to mention this when he catered a Mexican meal. Of course, he made up other relatives who were either French or Italian as necessary, but the grandfather was actually a real person who still lived in Texas with his aunt Pat.

He arrived early at the condo in Henderson and could tell the woman didn’t know who he was when she opened the door. She had hired him over the phone based on a recommendation from a friend, and it was likely she hadn’t expected a man who looked like he belonged in a punk band instead of in the kitchen.

“I’m Jeremy,” he said quickly, holding out his hand. “The caterer.”

She smiled, and Jeremy smiled too, then he was inside assessing the space and asking when she wanted the dishes to come out. The woman, Virginia, was older, maybe late forties, but she had an excellent figure and Jeremy couldn’t help but admire the curve of her ass beneath her jeans. He had her test the guacamole before the guests arrived, and she made a noise of appreciation that had the quality of a sexual moan. It was easy for him to imagine her in bed, and this imagining lightened the feeling of pressure he’d had in his chest ever since Gretchen had left him alone and gone to work.

The other women began arriving for the book club, and Jeremy got busy setting up the table in the dining room and heating the oven. He blended margaritas and salted the edges of the blue glasses Virginia had set out for drinks. There were six women and they gathered in a circle around the coffee table, three on the couch and three in chairs. Jeremy watched them through the opening over the counter as he made drinks.

One woman was younger than the rest and she looked like she’d been crying. Her hair was cut short and shone blue-black in the light from the window. Her heart-shaped face was familiar, though Jeremy didn’t think he actually knew her; he’d just seen her somewhere around town before. She was not pretty exactly, but memorable, with a vibrating presence that sent sparks out into the room. It was her eyes, he decided, their small, darting vitality and black sheen, the arched brows above them as perfectly drawn as an old-timey movie star’s.

Virginia put a protective arm around the woman and drew her back to the kitchen, where Jeremy pretended to be busy with the drinks while they murmured together in the corner. When they grew quiet, he turned and handed each woman a margarita, which brought the smiles he’d hoped for.

While the tamales were heating up, he washed his hands in the sink and looked out the window onto the sloping lawn and broad elm trees. Despite the nearby presence of other condos, the world was still, and Jeremy could almost imagine he was out in the country. His own apartment was near downtown, and the noise from the street below and the kids above him was at times unbearable. Gretchen’s apartment wasn’t much better, but he stayed there many nights now anyway, desiring the presence of her thin form splayed out in bed beside him. They had been dating for three months, and before that he’d had a surprisingly long dry spell, which had worried him to the point that he could now imagine asking Gretchen to move in with him just so he wouldn’t have to go through so many nights by himself ever again. He had been married, once, for two years. The first year and a half had been like a dream, but the last six months had been the worst of his life.

The younger, red-eyed woman—he’d heard them call her Kristina—came into the kitchen and asked for another margarita. He made one on the rocks at her request, and she leaned against the counter waiting. A heated discussion rose up from the other room, but it made no sense to Jeremy. He supposed this was because he hadn’t read the book they were arguing about, but it was also because these women seemed to exist on a different plane than he did, in a separate, more organized world that didn’t include noisy streets, or sex on scratchy green couches, or old girlfriends you’d talked into selling pot for you in high school.

“Here you go,” he said, handing over the fresh drink. He wished he could have one too, but knew that would be bad form on a job. In the old days he would have snuck half a dozen drinks in a two-hour period, then burned his hand on the oven or fallen over a kink in the carpet while holding a tray of fajitas. Both of those things had happened at the first restaurant he’d worked in after high school, but he was wiser now, an entrepreneur making a name for himself around town.

“Do you have a kid at Grant?” the woman asked him. “You look familiar.”

He shook his head. “No kids.”

“Did you go to Chaparral?”

He shook his head again. “Vegas High.”

“Hmmm,” she mused, studying him.

It was then that he remembered her. She’d been a waitress at that first restaurant, years ago, a witness to his bad behavior. “I have a familiar face,” he said, wanting now to hurry her out of the kitchen. “Lots of people think they know me from somewhere.” He smiled but was nervous, thinking her memory might somehow cost him this job. Oh, you’re the guy who fucked everyone over, the guy who stole all the cooks’ tips your last night, right? He imagined her revealing these bad deeds to Virginia, and word spreading everywhere about what a jerk he’d once been. No one would care that he was no longer such a bad guy. It was only his past that would matter to them.

She shrugged and thanked him for the drink, then returned to her seat on the couch. Relief moved through him as he removed the tamales from the oven and arranged them on a serving tray.

He brought out the tamales and cleared the almost empty bowl of tortilla chips, but left the pico de gallo and guacamole. Virginia hurried over from the couch and asked him to make another round of drinks, then looked at the food and said, “It looks wonderful. I can’t wait.”

These words lit a small light in the base of Jeremy’s neck, creating a warmth that carried him back to the kitchen and eased his worry about the waitress from his past life. He’d worked in that dump—what was it called again? The Crescent?—over sixteen years ago now, and even if Kristina did finally recall who he was, it could no longer hurt him. Lots of people did bad things when they were young, then reformed. It was an old story.

Making this second batch of drinks, he risked a glance at Kristina. She’d had long hair back then and the same magnetic presence. Her boyfriend picked her up in the bar most nights after work, looking like he’d just walked off Wall Street in a neat suit, his dark hair slicked back. People gossiped that she would marry him and be rich, then never have to waitress again. They had also gossiped about the weird outfits he made her wear in the bedroom—one was an elf costume; he remembered that—but Jeremy imagined that little if any of that talk had been true.

Ivy had been long gone by then, off to Wisconsin with Frank to go to college. He could remember calling her once, drunk, from the bar of The Crescent, and the way she had listened to him patiently even though it was obvious he was in bad shape and not making much sense. He had asked her to come back—he could remember that moment clearly—and the pause over the line, then the catch in her voice when she told him that wasn’t possible. At that point, she hadn’t yet married Frank, and Jeremy realized much later that he should have flown out there to see her in person, while she still had that catch in her throat. But he had been busy making a mess of his life and then he had met his wife, Stacy, at a party out in the desert, and he had forgotten all about Ivy for a long while.

Virginia came into the kitchen and helped him carry out the drinks, then followed him back and said, “Can you stay for a while? A few of my friends want to book you for things and they have some questions.”

“Oh, sure,” he said, wiping his hands on the apron around his waist. There was a promise hidden in her words, but he wasn’t sure if it was just about the extra work, or if there would be something else expected after everyone left. He couldn’t really fuck this woman, could he? He was with Gretchen now, and he had just found Ivy again, and he didn’t even know this person.

She touched his shoulder. “Okay. And feel free to make yourself a drink.”

He did make himself a margarita, and he sipped at it as he waited for the women to finish eating, then he cleared away the plates and serving pans and washed them all by hand in the sink, looking out at that green lawn. He was not expected to wash this woman’s dishes, only what he had brought himself, but the warm water over his hands was soothing, and the view of that lawn in the slanting orange light was something he could watch all day. He could hear laughter from the other room now. Everyone was loosened up from the alcohol, and their bellies were full of his good food. This was the part of the job he liked best: feeding people something that brought them happiness. He had not made many people happy over the years, but now he was able to do that. His food could do that.

Later, driving home through the dark streets, he tried to remember that feeling he’d had at the sink, of doing good, instead of Virginia’s soft mouth against his neck in the hallway, his hands up under her shirt and down the back of her jeans before his head cleared and he politely refused her. She had given up easily, but he did worry she would bad-mouth him now. He would deserve it, he guessed, for having let things go as far as they did, for leading her on.

The worst part of the night, however, had come before that. After talking to several of the women about parties they were having or planning to have, he had gone to gather his things in the kitchen, then turned to find Kristina watching him with a creased brow and narrowed eyes. “I remember you now,” she said in a soft voice, no longer friendly. “I do remember you.”



IVY

“I think you should give him a call,” Frank said, sipping his gin and tonic. “What the hell? It will make the party more interesting, that’s for sure.”

Jane nodded. “Yes, definitely more interesting.”

“Plus you need some help,” Frank said. “It’s a sign that you ran into him. Call him. Book it.”

The three of them were sitting around the pool drinking in the moonlight. Jane’s kids and Lucky were asleep. The night was balmy, perfect. Jane was stretched out on a deck chair. Frank sat on the pool’s edge nearby, swinging his legs through the water. Ivy was sprawled out in a chair beside Jane, drink cradled in her lap.

This was not the way Ivy had imagined the conversation going when she brought out Jeremy’s card, brandishing it in the air before her friend and husband. There had been wine with dinner. Two drinks since then. She had almost fallen into the pool after swinging the card around over her head, and when she sank down into the deck chair the sky spun very slightly above her.

As she looked up at the sky now it seemed to widen, then narrowed to the white, pocked half-moon, then widened again to include the only two stars she could find. “But I thought you hated him,” she said to Frank.

“No,” he shook his head. “Water under the bridge.”

“You used to call him a loser.”

Her husband shrugged. “He was kind of a loser.”

“I always sort of liked him,” said Jane.

“But he was a loser, admit it,” Frank said.

“Maybe,” Jane agreed.

“He was also kind and talented and smart,” Ivy said, frowning at Jane. What was she doing taking Frank’s side?

“Okay, take it easy,” Frank said, smiling. “That’s enough praise.”

Jane laughed. “Remember that time he talked us into skipping school and going to the hot springs? We couldn’t get the cooler down that sort of cliff thing, so Ramona rigged up a rope and Jeremy waited at the bottom with Kevin—is that who I brought?—and the cooler came loose and crashed, and all the Cokes inside it exploded?”

“But the rum bottle didn’t break,” Ivy said.

“I know, it was some kind of miracle,” Jane said.

“A fucking act of God,” Frank smirked. “Meanwhile, I was busy learning calculus so I could get into a good school and then get a good job so I could win you in the end.”

Ivy laughed. “Is that what you were doing?” She watched her husband smile over at her. Unlike Jeremy, his appearance had changed a great deal since she began dating him eighteen years ago during their senior year of high school. His hair, once lush and wavy, curling over his forehead and down to the collar of his shirt, had thinned and was now cut short, befitting his position of authority as a principal. His jaw had softened a bit as had his stomach, and he’d long ago traded his faded-out T-shirts with ironic sayings for striped polos and khakis.

Despite these changes, it was obvious women still liked him. The secretary at school greeted him with a certain smile. Waitresses always straightened up in his presence, tried to hold his gaze even when Ivy was sitting right across from him.

“So you think Ramona is going to show?” Jane asked. “I hope so. I haven’t seen her since Fern was born.”

“I don’t know. She reminded me that she hasn’t set foot in this town since high school. I guess I didn’t realize that.”

“Well, her mother made it pretty clear she didn’t want her around,” Jane said.

“But she’s been dead for five years now, hasn’t she?”

“Six,” Jane corrected.

“She did say she had a great present for Lucky,” Ivy said.

“I bet she sticks it in the mail and writes a funny note,” Jane said.

“No, she’ll show,” offered Frank. “She’ll want to see Lucky.”

“You should have seen her with him in LA,” Ivy said. “He was only two months old then, and she wouldn’t set him down except to go to the bathroom or when I had to nurse him. She even held him on her shoulder during meals.”

“She should have a kid,” Frank said.

“Another one, you mean,” Jane reminded him.

“How old would her son be now?”

“Nineteen,” Ivy said. “His birthday’s this week sometime. I remember it was almost the same as Lucky’s. That would have been weird, if it had been the same day.”

“Wow,” Frank shook his head. “Can you imagine having a nineteen-year-old son?”

“We will one day,” Ivy said.

“True.”

The three of them were silent for a moment. Ivy tried to imagine Lucky eighteen years from now. Would he look like Frank had in high school? She thought he would look more like her because he resembled her now. She hoped her too-big eyes and wild hair would work better for him than it had for her. She had grown into the hair and eyes eventually, but it had taken a long time.

“Sometimes,” Jane said, “I imagine leaving the kids and returning when they’re twenty or even twenty-five. When they’re grown. That seems like it will be the rewarding part, having grown-up kids who are out of all the bad and awkward phases and just beginning to appreciate their mom. We can meet for a cocktail, go out to dinner, talk about current events, books, movies. It will be great, I think. That part.”

“I love this part,” Ivy said.

Jane shrugged, and Ivy noticed again that her friend didn’t look quite right. She was too thin and angular, thinking of something else even when they were talking.

Later, lying in bed next to Frank, Ivy whispered, so as not to wake Lucky several feet away in his crib, “I’m sort of worried about Jane.”

“She seems good,” Frank said.

She turned onto her side and saw her husband’s profile etched against the dark. “Earlier, when Rocky was sitting on her lap after dinner, Jane looked like she wasn’t listening to him at all. She was in a different world. And she usually doesn’t drink as much as she did tonight. Also, she’s too skinny, and what’s with that pink stripe in her hair—is she in junior high?”

“I like the stripe.”

“You would,” she said and lightly pinched his leg.

“And maybe she’s just tired from her trip. And we all drank a lot tonight.”

“True,” she agreed. “Why do you have to be so reasonable? Why can’t you just let me worry?”

He turned on his side and faced her, though it was too dark in the room to make out his eyes. “Okay, go ahead and worry.” He put a heavy hand on her hip and pulled her toward him. She turned onto her side, facing away, and they fitted their bodies into their customary position: spooned together, his hand cupping the soft skin of her stomach, knee matching knee. Later, they would separate and sleep on their backs, and later still Lucky would cry and she’d carry him to bed and set him between them, where he would nurse then flop onto his back, deeply asleep, and stretch out his arms as wide as he could, taking up more room than it seemed possible for a baby to occupy.

Ivy tried to recall the position she’d slept in with Jeremy, in her single bed in that depressing bedroom all those years ago. After her father had gone out for the night, Ivy would sneak Jeremy in and they would have sex on her small bed, then curl into each other and sleep until the sound of her father coming in late and bumping into things woke them.

They had faced each other in sleep, his head tucked just beneath hers, his warm breath on her chest and throat. His arms would be curled up, fists beneath his chin, and her free arm flung over his shoulder. Her knees had been bent into his smooth, white chest. Even though she had been the one home alone, her mother already gone, it had seemed as if she were protecting Jeremy, cradling him against her for comfort.

She had loved him then almost as if he were a child, wanting to keep him close and safe from whatever dangers he faced outside her door. Usually she loved him with just plain infatuation, with teenage passion and intensity, but during those nights her love had been different, tender and mature. She’d stroke his back, his spiky hair, murmur to him as he slid toward sleep. It was not clear to her how this dynamic had developed, or if she’d even noticed it at the time, but she had liked it. She remembered that. It had felt like a relief after the back-and-forth passion. It had felt like she was learning to be a grown-up.

Frank was close to sleep; she could tell by the way his breathing slowed and steadied, and she was almost there too when a long whimpering cry sounded nearby. Ivy was up on an elbow and swinging her legs over the side when Frank pulled her back down. “That wasn’t our kid.”

“Are you sure?” She padded over to the crib and peered down at Lucky, who was soundly asleep.

In the next second, they heard Jane’s voice. “Shhh,” her friend said. “It’s okay, sweetie. Just a dream. Be quiet or you’ll wake up Rocky.”

Ivy resettled herself against Frank and listened closely but the voices were quieter now, a murmur coming through the bedroom door, which was slightly ajar. She wondered if she should get up and help Jane, then decided against it.

“Told you,” Frank said and pulled her closer. She wondered how she could have possibly mistaken Fern’s cry for Lucky’s. This error struck her as a flaw, tiny now, just a tear in the fabric of her role as mother, but as she lay there listening to Frank breathe, she imagined the tiny tear growing wider. Maybe that was how it had begun for her own mother: first she didn’t recognize her child’s cry, then she didn’t care whether she did or not, then she no longer even listened for it.


TUESDAY



JANE

When she woke at seven, the house was still quiet and her first thought was of Adam—or, rather, Adam’s absence. It had been a long time since she’d woken up in a home that didn’t also contain him. They hadn’t slept in the same bed for the past two weeks, but his presence could still be felt from the moment she awoke until he left the house for the bar at three. She couldn’t decide when he had begun to grate against her insides so that she could barely breathe. The simple act of brushing her teeth and going downstairs to make coffee in the morning had become an agonizing routine.

Downstairs, Adam would either be asleep, his body emanating a sort of primal heat through the French doors of the living room, or awake in his chair by the window listening to his headphones and eating a piece of toast.

She knew that part of his oppressiveness was brought on by her own guilt over what she’d done, but another part of it was just about him, about who he’d become during their eleven years of marriage.

Here at Ivy’s house, despite the inkling of a hangover, Jane already felt lighter, and she got out of bed and stepped over Fern’s sleeping form on the air mattress, then wandered out to the kitchen.

At the table, she found Rocky seated beside Ramona, both of them eating cornflakes. “You’re here!” Jane said, and moved around the table to embrace Ramona, who rose and opened her arms. “I didn’t even hear you come in.”

“This kid let me in.” She pointed an elbow to Rocky. “I could see him watching cartoons through the window, so I just knocked lightly and he heard me.”

“You’re not supposed to open the door without an adult nearby,” Jane scolded.

He shrugged. “I could see who it was. I know her.”

“You don’t think he should have let me in?” Ramona asked.

“No, of course not, sorry.”

Ramona smiled and sat back down to her bowl of cornflakes. Her skin was tan and her long black hair hung in her usual two braids halfway down her back. Her sky blue tank top had LONG BEACH MUSIC FESTIVAL printed on it in white cursive letters.

Jane started a pot of coffee. “We weren’t sure you’d make it,” she told her friend.

“I know,” she said. “Me either.”

“But she has a boyfriend named Nash, who told her she should go,” Rocky said.

“He thought it would be a good thing for me. A healing thing.” She smirked, then shrugged and ate another spoonful of cereal. “Rocky thinks Nash is smart.”

Rocky nodded. “He is.”

“But he has this goofy walk—more of a strut really—and I don’t think it’s going to work out,” she told both of them.

Jane laughed. “A strut. That’s not too bad.”

“You haven’t seen it.”

“Musician?” Jane asked.

Ramona shook her head. “He has his own company, something to do with heating and cooling.”

“Age?”

“Not sure.”

“Sounds serious,” Jane said, pouring herself a mug of coffee before the pot was finished brewing. The sizzling sound of hot liquid hitting the base of the coffeemaker jarred her, and she quickly slid the pot back into its space, then sat down between Ramona and Rocky.

Ramona shrugged. “He’s very sweet. And he has these laugh lines around his eyes that sort of remind me of the rays of the sun.”

“So he’s old?” Jane asked.

“No.” Ramona shook her head. “Weathered. He used to surf, I think. He’s cute, trust me. Except for the strut.”

Rocky laughed, then cleared his bowl and disappeared back into the family room.

“I like your hair,” Ramona told her now.

“Thanks.” She pulled on the stripe, then lifted the pink section of hair toward her eye for a better view. “It’s fading now, so it looks better. It was hot pink at first, really fucking bright. You should have seen the face Ivy made when she saw it. She pretended to like it but I saw the look. You know which one I mean.”

Ramona nodded. “Sure. I’m thinking I should chop mine,” she said, pulling a braid around to the front and yanking at it. “I’m a little too old for braids.”

Jane waved a hand dismissively. “You look great.”

“You don’t look so good.”

“I drank too much last night, after Ivy and Frank went to bed I kept going. Big mistake.”

She had gone inside the house with the two of them, put on her short red nightgown, and brushed her teeth. She had even gotten into bed beside the air mattress that held her two kids. Then Fern had cried out for her pillow and Jane had been required to lie down beside daughter until she fell asleep. Rocky slept beside his sister, already unfolded into a splayed-out and delicious-seeming slumber. She had felt resentful then for Fern’s need to have her nearby. It was midnight and Jane considered herself off the clock. But of course a mother was never off the clock, especially with Fern, who was a light and troubled sleeper.

When Fern’s breathing deepened and slowed, Jane had slunk carefully off the air mattress, as cautious as if she were leaving a crime scene, then wandered out to the kitchen and poured herself more gin with a little tonic. She downed that one quickly, then poured another and stepped back out onto the pool deck. Around three in the morning she woke up on the deck chair, still half blasted, under a sheet of moonlight so brilliant it hurt her eyes.

“I drank coffee all night playing at this club,” Ramona said, “then couldn’t sleep, of course, so decided to leave around three in the morning.”

“Why were you drinking coffee?”

“To avoid drinking booze.”

“Why?”

Ramona looked toward the window, then back at Jane. “Just trying to be healthier, you know? Also, I think I sing better with coffee, something about the warm liquid soothing my throat. I suppose decaf would do the same. Or tea. It didn’t occur to me at the time.”

“How’s the new album coming together?” Jane asked, then immediately worried the question would be unwelcome.

“Okay. Good, I think. Slow. Eric and Sally had another baby so that set us back a bit.”

Jane nodded. “Babies will do that.”

Ramona rose and cleared her bowl to the sink just as Fern wandered in, looking sleepy and disoriented. She crawled onto Jane’s lap, almost upsetting her coffee cup in the process, then Rocky appeared around the corner and draped his arms around her neck from behind, leaning his warm head onto her shoulder. “I want pancakes,” he said.

“Me too,” Fern added.

“Well look at this little beauty,” Ramona sang, leaning in to kiss the top of Fern’s head. “Remember me?”

Fern shook her head, and Rocky hit his sister’s arm. “It’s Ramona, dummy,” he said.

“Go give her a hug,” Jane suggested, but Fern shook her head and burrowed more deeply into Jane’s lap.

“Later,” Ramona suggested, then asked, “Can I go crash on your bed for a while? I’m burnt.”

“Of course,” Jane said, wishing she could return to her bed, but the day had begun and someone had to make breakfast for her children.

She sighed, then slid Fern off her lap, and extricated herself from Rocky’s arms to search the cupboards for pancake mix. “Why don’t you both go play while I do this,” Jane suggested.

“No,” Rocky said. “I want to help.”

“Me too,” Fern said.

She could feel her body contract. “No,” she told them. “I can make them faster by myself.”

“I want to help,” Fern said. “Please please please, let me.”

She didn’t answer, just kept searching the cupboards. It occurred to her they didn’t have pancake mix. Or even if they did, she could lie and say there wasn’t any, that cereal would have to do, but then Rocky called out over her shoulder, “There it is, Mom. Right there, see it?”

She did see it. It was not the mix she typically used but something healthier with whole-wheat flour that required the addition of eggs, olive oil, and milk. She suspected her kids wouldn’t like the pancakes created from this earthy mix, but she opened the box and got out a bowl, measuring cup, and frying pan.

Rocky did an excellent job of cracking in two eggs, and Fern was allowed to pour the mix, measured out by Jane, into the silver bowl. It was not as difficult as she had foreseen; still, their help felt like a burden. She wanted to do this by herself, to just get it done and serve it up, put this chore behind her. Something is wrong with me, Jane thought, watching Rocky stir the mix while Fern peered into the bowl. This is not oppressive, it is loving and sweet. This is my family.

Ivy wandered into the kitchen then with Lucky on her hip. “Look at you three little chefs,” she said. “I hope there’s enough in there for me.”
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