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        Praise for

        THE SUNKEN CATHEDRAL

        A New York Times Book Review Editors’ Choice
A San Francisco Chronicle Best Book of the Year
A BBC Culture Top Ten Book
A Tampa Bay Times Best Book of the Year

        “A keen observer of architecture, landscape, and culture, Walbert takes inspiration from Debussy’s water music, referenced in the title and with impressionistic dabs of prose and subtle shifts of tone. Whether she is being technically exact or ingeniously playful, above or below the (High) Line, Walbert’s wistful glimpse of women reaching out during their last days of independence offers a penetrating look at New York and the world, post-9/11, post-Sandy, pre–the next disaster.”

        —Publishers Weekly (starred review)

        “Strange storms haunt this novel, as does the fear that New York—the city now, the city’s history—will soon be underwater. Elegant and elegiac.”

        —Kirkus Reviews (starred review)

        “Hypnotic . . . An unconventional and unsettling novel with vivid imagery and passages of pure poetry.”

        —Library Journal (starred review)

        “A sense of a remembered world that lives on just beneath the ever-changing surface is at the heart of Kate Walbert’s stunning new novel, The Sunken Cathedral. A powerful elegy for a fading New York City and for the planet as a whole . . . Walbert writes with such precision that she’s able to pack eighty years’ worth of personal and world history—war, climate change, marriage, parent­hood, friendship, death, grace, love, petty betrayal, and sudden violence—into a slim volume.”

        —J. Courtney Sullivan, The Boston Globe

        “Insightful about the mysterious ways our lives play out . . . Rich . . . May remind readers of Virginia Woolf . . . Although Walbert never allows her narrative to dissolve into stream of consciousness, she manipulates time and space as though they were as viscous as oils. And she allows the central plot to drip off the edges of this canvas. That effect is structurally emphasized by footnotes that read like little prose poems of ineffable grace. . . . Stories shift as subtly as twilight into yet other stories.”

        —Ron Charles, The Washington Post

        “Walbert packs everything into [a] series of braided narratives: deliciously human, memorable characters; the sensuous physical world; a tart omniscience shepherding a brisk pace. Best, she infuses The Sunken Cathedral with a sense of time’s relentlessness: how it pools and eddies, drowns or sweeps away what once mattered—and how we respond to our arbitrary placement in it. . . . Time is deepened in these pages by commentaries or expansions in the form of long footnotes—a form I’ve rarely liked elsewhere but which works powerfully here. . . . Walbert’s past oeuvre has notably examined the predicaments of women. She accomplishes that here again brilliantly, but this time her style allows easier entry, and her scope widens. An irresistible tone balances tenderness, excruciation, and vaudeville. . . . Sharp, richly imagined, The Sunken Cathedral serves—like much of Walbert’s work—as a lovely manifesto: Attention must be paid.”

        —Joan Frank, San Francisco Chronicle

        “Walbert, admirable for her willingness to experiment, is trying to tell—or show—us something. She has sought to give visual form to the fragmented nature of our existence, suspended between past and present, memories and associations forever intruding on fresh experience.”

        —Emily Eakin, The New York Times Book Review

        “Walbert takes her remarkable technical prowess to a new level. . . . a beautiful tribute to a city that’s continually in flux.”

        —Heller McAlpin, NPR

        “Walbert is a writer with the power to alter your view of the world. . . . The Sunken Cathedral is an experience, a friend, an intellectual companion, a jewel with many facets . . . a carefully curated collection of words that the author has polished to a brilliant shine.”

        —Martha Sheridan, The Dallas Morning News

        “Kate Walbert paints women’s lives in indelibly rich and vibrant colors. . . . Walbert skillfully uses footnotes to tell some of the stories. These are not the miniature theses of a David Foster Wallace footnote, but undercurrents to the narrative, deeply personal stories. . . . Walbert conjures [the] past as she embodies the present, in shimmeringly lovely prose embedded with jewellike details.”

        —Colette Bancroft, Tampa Bay Times

        “In The Sunken Cathedral, Kate Walbert renders an impression­istic portrayal of an imperiled New York, whose residents live with the threat of weather surges and terrorism in a city that is at once mythical and real . . . A brilliant allegory.”

        —Joseph Peschel, St. Louis Post-Dispatch

        “Compelling . . . The Sunken Cathedral is both wise and beautifully written.”

        —Katherine Bailey, The Philadelphia Inquirer

        “A brief book with limitless depth.”

        —Maggie Galehouse, Houston Chronicle

        “Walbert gives us prose that is poetic, luscious, and utterly exquisite, while remaining both accessible and elusive. She also litters her story with footnotes . . . these tidbits add extra color to an already brilliantly vibrant mosaic . . . I haven’t read a book this beautifully written since Ondaatje’s The English Patient.”

        —Davida Chazen, BookBrowse

        “Walbert is a keen transmitter of women’s voices, from conforming suburban wives in the 1950s to British suffragettes during World War I. . . . Walbert tunes in to a complex chorus of female characters in contemporary Manhattan, a city recently altered by climate change, tragedy, and new wealth . . . the novel is strengthened by Walbert’s use of footnotes, which allow her characters’ thoughts to move freely from the present to the past, uncovering private or previously unshared memories. . . . Ambitious, elegiac, and occasionally funny, The Sunken Cathedral is an emotionally resonant story of people caught in a time of unease and change—and a striking portrait of the way we live now.”

        —Lauren Bufferd, BookPage

        “Walbert’s style calls to mind the work of John Banville.”

        —Eddie Joyce, Washington Independent Review of Books

        “Walbert’s taut novel touches on all that is now at risk in the city—whether from a cascade of water or a cascade of money.”

        —Shelf Awareness

        “Walbert writes unlike anyone I’ve read before, imbuing each of her finely tuned sentences with stunning detail. Trust me: You won’t ever have been more eager to read the footnotes in your life.”

        —Bustle
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For Rafael


Our identity is a dream. We are process, not reality, for reality is an illusion of the daylight—the light of our particular day.

Loren Eiseley


I

The water rushed the low bank, its first destruction the unbinding of the strange bound sticks that had for years appeared along the West Side Highway bike path, sticks crisscrossed atop stones stacked in ways that suggested they meant something to someone. In an instant the water broke it all down, the detritus swiftly clogging the already clogged drains as the river rose—fast, there was pressure there, volume and shifting tides, currents, swells—over the West Side Highway bike path, flooding the recently resodded Hudson River Park, the roots of its sycamores and maples, ornamental cherry and dogwood too shallow to grip. The trees toppled and bobbed, knocking in a surging logjam the limestone foundations of the once tenement art galleries, the red-brick churches and garages, and too numerous to count glassy condo towers—each a flimsy envelope leaking carbon, heat, cooled air in summer. Now, capable of resisting nothing, their glass panes pop and shatter like so many bottles lobbed to the sidewalk, the ones that remain reflecting the darkening sky and the tempest of the day and the rising swirl of water as the higher, richer tenants stand in black silhouette.

Helen puts her hands into the rush of water. She knows it is unstoppable; ridiculously unstoppable. Too soon the famous buildings will buckle and go under just as easily as she did a little girl at the great waterfall at Great Falls. She went under in her daisy two-piece, her hard, pale body tight and smooth as the water that knocked her breath out, Great Falls too rough, her mother had warned. She could still hear her mother’s warning somewhere far away, distant as church bells.

She had known all along, her mother was saying.

What the hell had they been thinking? her mother was saying.

What the hell had any of them been thinking?


II

Simone had the idea: she might finish Henry’s last canvas if she knew a little something—think of the poetic justice, the symmetry! Wasn’t Roebling’s widow the one who actually built the Brooklyn Bridge? She had read it, Simone said. She was sure she had. Marie had no clue but then again, things like this never interested her—details and dates, the particularities of history. She had only agreed to accompany Simone to Twenty-Seventh and Sixth, to the decrepit-looking building that housed the School of Inspired Arts, out of their long friendship or, rather, out of a certain habit of loyalty. Standing at the battered door, SCHOOL OF INSPIRED ARTS written in blue ink and Scotch-taped above an arrow that reads HERE, Marie hopes Simone will change her mind, hopes Simone will forget this plan and suggest home, though Simone persists, pressing the buzzer once and then again until someone releases the lock and she pushes in.*

    * Before Marie’s own husband, Abe, had passed, the couples did everything together: vacations with the children, New Year’s Eve dinners, Sunday walks in Brooklyn, where, as the younger versions of themselves, they had lived among tenements and garment factories and untended walk-ups with impoverished front gardens—a statue of the Virgin Mary within a circle of begonia, a lone beach chair next to an American flag. It was in Brooklyn that Marie had first met Simone, in a weedy playground at the end of the boulevard Abe claimed went all the way to the Atlantic Ocean. The two were there every morning speaking French to the children as they pushed them on the swings, Simone’s daughter, Katherine; Marie’s little boy, Jules. French the children learned beautifully and then eventually refused to speak.

    “Come on,” Simone says, the elevator in the tiny vestibule predictably out of service, the handrail up the stairs worn and sticky—Simone commenting on the different smells—lasagna?—of the passing establishments until they reach the top, or sixth floor, the office of the School of Inspired Arts or, rather, its founding director, Sid Morris, his smock neatly folded on a metal chair, his small suitcase packed and ready at his feet. “In the unlikely event of an emergency,” he says, ushering them in, smiling as if he’d been waiting all along and here they were.

Simone introduces herself, explaining to Sid Morris why they have come and how they have no artistic training, per se, but believe they might, even at this more advanced age—and here Simone clears her throat—be advised on the principles of color and composition. Marie stands a bit behind, trying to gauge whether Sid Morris considers them ridiculous old women in boiled wool coats and solid pumps or potential students or, oddly, both. They might be both, or other: schoolgirls in pleated skirts and white blouses, Peter Pan collars pressed and starched by mothers only dimly remembered as seamed stockings washed and hung to dry on the line, hairpins clenched in pursed lips. Blue eyes, Marie thinks now. Mother had blue eyes.

“In short,” Simone says, Sid Morris standing and jingling what sounds like change in his pocket but what Marie will later learn is an enormous ring of keys, “we are happy to join a class, or participate in whatever way possible. You do, I should note, come highly recommended.”

This Marie knows to be a bald-faced lie. Simone has found Sid Morris on the community pinup board in Chelsea amid the flyers advertising housekeepers and the guy who for years has promised, a bit hysterically, to teach you to “Speak Spanish like a Native!” She has a way, Simone, of flattering; arriving for their weekly dinner at the Galaxy diner (Friday, rice pudding) or a theater date (only musicals, their hearing) to marvel at Marie’s dress or shoes—an old pair she dusted from her closet last minute. “But they’re new! They simply are!”

“Recommended,” Sid Morris repeats.

“Highly,” Simone says.

“Lovely word,” Sid Morris says. “One of my favorites.”

Sid Morris looks as Marie expected: unshaven face, tangle of eyebrows, beret for effect, and color smudged on his forehead. He’s as old as they are, a bit stooped but otherwise compact, fit, even, so that calisthenics are likely involved—dumbbells, jumping jacks, perhaps even one of those lumbar belts.

“That and reckoning, restorative,” he says.

“The three r’s,” Simone says.

Are they flirting? Marie thinks. She wouldn’t be surprised.

“Tell you what, Miss Simone and—”

“Marie,” Marie says. She forgot to introduce herself and Simone had barged ahead, anyway. Now the three stand in Sid’s small office, the smell petrol and turpentine and cigarettes, the look nothing more than a metal desk shoved against a cinder-blocked wall and a chair of the kind more frequently found abandoned on side streets—TAKE ME I’M YOURS! Scotch-taped to its clawed leather seat. Above this a reproduction of a predictable Van Gogh—sunflowers—and an industry calendar, its days x-ed in the kind of monthly countdown found in certain workplaces. To what end? Marie thinks. The end? Sid Morris has already x-ed out his day and it is not yet noon.

“Pleasure,” Sid Morris says, shaking her hand, his smile a line of stained teeth. He turns back to Simone and continues. “I don’t often do this so late in the game. With beginners,” he says, referring to Henry’s canvas now offered for view: the Brooklyn Bridge, sketched in charcoal gray, the sky the background along with other unidentifiable forms: billows of smoke or possibly gathering thunderclouds. It would have been Henry’s right to paint gathering thunderclouds, sick as he was, sick as he knew himself to be. Perhaps he cavorts in them now, in relief. He is in relief, Simone has said, not dead, exactly, but unseen; or did she say, It is a relief?

Oils a recent transition, Simone is explaining. He began with white, as white is everything when seen—whatever that means, it’s something she read—and then introduced blues and reds, the shadow colors, he had called them, though one traditionally would think gray, she says.

“Uh-huh,” Sid Morris says.

He expressed interest in shadows, Simone says, specifically the work of Turner, those soft colors. Would you call them soft colors? Turner’s minimal palette. Could you call it a minimal palette?

Sid Morris stands back and crosses his arms, impatient. Where does he have to go? He has already x-ed off the day.

“Very well,” he says, interrupting. “I have a Thursday group. We recently lost a few of our regulars—”

“I’m sorry,” Simone says.

“They left town,” Sid Morris says.

“Oh,” Simone says.

“It’s advanced,” he says. “I mean in skill,” he adds. “It might take some time to catch up. There’s a model, that kind of thing.”

“We’re quick learners,” Simone says.

“I don’t doubt,” Sid Morris says. He looks at Simone in a too-familiar way, as if he understands her intention to suggest something more magnificent. A certain gesture all it takes with Simone, who still sleeps with lotioned hands in yellow dishwater gloves, her hair set, eyebrows pencil-drawn just so: a GI wife. Henry—4th Infantry—had found her huddled in a coal cellar. Coaxed her out with a chocolate bar. He liked to tell the story: A feral cat, he would say. Lice. Scabies. Do you know scabies? Rhetorical question. Marie had also survived the war, that black, foul soap that left your scalp raw. But Henry liked to tell the story: how Simone, still a teenager, wore a dress of her mother’s, silk, shreds, once her favorite green.

*  *  *

Thursday and Marie and Simone cast out again for the School of Inspired Arts, not so great a distance from Marie’s brownstone in Chelsea, a fashionable neighborhood filled with gay men and dogs in stylish coats and today, due to the drizzle, matching booties. A Tibetan nanny pushes a plastic-sheathed stroller over the slick sidewalks, its rider a wide-eyed Caucasian baby, his mouth clamped on a pacifier. Marie links her arm in Simone’s and the two, hunched with age, their hair tinted a prettier, pinker gray, make their slow way east and north.

Marie had been the most reluctant to leave Brooklyn, Abe insisting they could be pilgrims in Chelsea, where he had found the brownstone for cheap, an SRO with a Monticello banister—he a student of these things—intricate molding, tin ceilings, a deep backyard, and a stained-glass window where, if you craned a little, you had a view of the Empire State Building. On certain nights, looping his long arm around Marie’s shoulders, he would pull her in to see the famous landmark through the stained glass, swearing that the spire—he always called it a spire, as if it were a church or holy place—looked even more magnificent seen through blue, or yellow. Years later, when the persons in charge began to light the spire itself—to save the birds, she had heard—Abe claimed he had known all along its need for color.

    Behind them lived a piano teacher—Mrs. Stein. In the early summer evenings Marie and Abe would hear the single notes of the beginners from the parlor floor of Mrs. Stein’s brownstone, windows open to the breeze, the beginners playing, then stopping, playing, then stopping, Mrs. Stein tapping their wrists with a ruler—that kind of woman, maybe Stern, in fact, maybe she was Mrs. Stern—instructing them to begin, again. Always to begin, again, the single notes, the same pattern, memorized by every child. She and Abe listened and watched as Jules dug in his sandbox beneath the cherry that finally grew, though at first it seemed it would never, stuck in the mud, a sapling she had bought from one of the wholesalers on Twenty-Eighth: the blossoms a promised pink. Abe built Jules a sandbox at its roots and in late spring would shake a spindly limb and make pink rain.*

    * Marie finds it almost unbearable that Abe is dead and she is alive. When the telephone rings, she often waits to listen again to his voice on the answering machine explain to the caller that no one is home, and to please leave a message.

*  *  *

The model, a too-thin girl with a tattoo of a crucifix on her arm and a serpent up her backside, drops her pose to stare as the two finally take their places—late, again, and this their fifth week—at their easels in the half circle, the other students mostly middle-aged, raincoated, scarfed, a collection of wet smells, furtive cigarettes, coffee. Among them a pharmacist on his lunch hour, a red-stitched Duane Reade across the pocket of his lab coat; a black-haired woman, Helen, with four daughters, who, in a past life, she has told them during Friendly Break, labored as an art historian; a young man who never smiles.

They unlock their tackle boxes as the model settles back, arms over head, eyes closed, lying on the broken-down divan pushed so close to the radiator Marie worries it might burst into flames; she can only imagine the egress. To her left, Helen appears absorbed in her submerged skyscrapers—the Woolworth Building, Rockefeller Center, the once Twin Towers—fish circling their windows. Did this have to do with global warming? The rising sea level? A foot before the end of the next decade! Jules told her just last week. “And you’re in flood zone A!”

Marie has no idea. She thinks to ask Helen but she has learned that talking is strictly forbidden before Friendly Break, Sid Morris wandering among them like a trainer among poised seals, stopping to make a suggestion or tap a shoulder or once, even, to stand very close to Simone and whisper something Marie could not make out. In the background, classical music plays from a paint-splattered radio, the New York station with the ancient announcer more frequently heard in doctors’ waiting rooms and other places where signs prohibit the use of cell phones—the last bastions of Beethoven or Chopin or, on racier days, Shostakovich.

Marie stares at her canvas: five weeks of work and still almost nothing. She thinks of Jules chalking the entire universe in just days: planets on the front stoop then suns and moons on the sidewalk, forests, magical animals, drawing until dark, when she would open the front door and ask where he had landed. California, he always said, given his interest in Disneyland. Once a late-night rainstorm washed it all away, or most of it, leaving Jules predictably heartbroken. Jules of the pink rain; Jules of the faint of heart. Jules crying, again. He had been planning something, his fierce little face, red-cheeked, pale, the lashes of his eyes wet with tears. Does he have a scraped knee? A gash? She blows on the raw skin, lightly, not even enough to extinguish a candle’s flame, and he closes his beautiful eyes and holds his breath.

“Marie!”

“Yes?” Has she been sleeping? She sits in front of the easel, tackle box now at her feet, the tubes of paint and brushes purchased at the art store on Twenty-Third Street after the first class, a discount for mentioning the famous Sid Morris, who suddenly looms behind her, too close, breathing. She smells the strong tobacco. Let the sonsofbitches arrest me, he had said; let the ghost of Bloomberg kiss my carcinogenic ass.

“Explain,” he says.

“What do you mean?” she says.

“I’d like to hear your thoughts,” he says.

The entire class waits to hear her thoughts.

“These are the suns,” she begins.

“Plural?”

“It’s a universe.”

“Oh.”

“And these are some planets and I skipped them because it got too hard and I’m working on the forest and animals.”

“This is a deer?”

“A rabbit.”

“Right.”

Duane Reade shifts on his stool. Marie understands that he is not so absorbed in his own work—that none of them are—as not to be listening. She looks out at them but they are pretending.

“You said we could do anything,” Marie says.

“I did,” Sid Morris says, touching her shoulder, lightly, quickly. “And you may,” he adds, moving on to Duane Reade.

“Speaking of rabbits,” Helen whispers, leaning toward Marie to take a look, though this, too, is strictly forbidden. “My British granddaughter has a jumping rabbit. She enters it in contests. The craziest thing,” she says. “It’s a new sport, rabbit jumping. They make them go over these tiny poles, like horses.”

“Really?” Marie says.

“God’s truth,” Helen says, turning back to her own canvas, where, it seems, she has decided to introduce magical creatures, or so this one appears, hunched, winged, its beak a weedy orange. It is perched on one of her toppled buildings as if a cormorant on a craggy rock, oblivious to the legions submerged.


III

The mothers, dressed for exercise, gather on the steps of Progressive K–8—Stephanie G. at the center, forty-five, give or take, her hair in short braids, dandelions woven into the bands—Elizabeth sees her and sidesteps but too late.

“Elizabeth!” Stephanie G. calls. “Elizabeth!”

How had she agreed to the idea at all? Now Stephanie G. blocks her path, clearly determined to see the vision fulfilled: Who We Are stories line the hallways of Progressive K–8 like so many snowflake cutouts in winter, each sincere and beautiful and excruciatingly heartbreaking for reasons Elizabeth cannot name and does not want to examine. The idea had grown out of the school’s pledge for better communication by way of stronger community, dialoguing through dialogue, something like that, one of those tautologically challenged declarations beloved by their new interim head of school—Dr. Constantine—an elderly woman whose early advocacy of sexual education in pre-K put her on the academic map. If everyone could share their roots, or dig down to their roots, or expose their roots the school might come together in a grand way, or at least in a way that would increase the parent participation in the annual fund drive.

It had all been outlined in an e-mail: IMPORTANT ANNOUNCEMENT FROM DR. CONSTANTINE, which Elizabeth opened expecting to read of another outbreak of nits on a fifth grader’s scalp or an additional plea for vigilance when patrolling the City blocks after pickup. This, Elizabeth’s favorite parental responsibility: mothers and the occasional bemused father wandering Bleecker Street in pairs regardless the weather, dressed in bright orange vests and carrying heavy walkie-talkies, a bit over-the-top, yet still: vigilance must be maintained, Dr. Constantine stressed, especially in the event of a What If.*

    * What Ifs were favorites of Dr. Constantine’s, who often opened her monthly Cappuccinos with Constantine by tossing What Ifs to the crowd: What If an earthquake were to knock out the power grid? What If an outbreak of avian flu occurred during a blizzard? What If I never do my homework? Elizabeth’s son, Ben, newly thirteen, now liked to throw back at her, What If I refuse to get out of bed?

Last month Elizabeth had patrol duty with a woman whose son was in first grade, a woman tall and thin with dark, New York hair and glasses suggesting a love of books or at least a graduate degree in the humanities. The two had wandered the block greeting other mothers they knew, nodding to clusters of students and telling them to get along, eyeing any stray man who seemed not to have a destination in mind, their hands gripping the walkie-talkies just in case they needed to call back in to, whom? Dr. Constantine? Central control? The crackle of static had felt comforting, as was the idea of a direct link to someone who might allay her more general fears: Dirty bomb a hoax, the voice would whisper; organic beef as good as grass-fed.

But this e-mail had a different message:

What’s Your Story? it read. We’re asking the Progressive K–8 Community to participate in a 3-E endeavor to Enliven, Engage, and Enlighten with Who We Are stories. Everyone has one: Great-Uncle Vic worked as a tailor for Chiang Kai-shek; Grandmother Sanchez escaped from Castro’s Cuba. Whatever it is, we want to know! And please, include pictures!

*  *  *

“So, who are we?” Ben asked that night at the dinner table.

“What?” Elizabeth said, distracted by the amount of cheese he had stuffed in his taco.

“Dr. Constantine said we were supposed to remind you,” Ben said, negotiating a bite. “I’m reminding you.”

“Oh, that,” she said, turning to her husband, who scooped the meat with a spoon and whose pale, delicate fingers, long and tapered, looked as if he should be playing a musical instrument. “What?” Pete said. “What are we talking about?”

“We’re supposed to write a Who We Are story,” Elizabeth said. “You know, where we come from, how we ended up here. They’re asking everyone to do it. One of those community things.”

Pete looked at her as if not comprehending. She had noticed this more and more about him, these brief synapses—hamster trances, Ben called them—and wondered if it had to do with his not sleeping, or maybe the hours he spent sitting at a desk staring at small numbers moving across a computer screen or on the device held in his palm. Perhaps he was waiting for his wife and son to morph into something else, for the trading feed to begin its loop across the bottom of the page: information, statistics, the rise and fall of the stock exchange; or possibly he hoped the text might offer links to other sites, sites that would explicate his family’s deeper, troubling mysteries—his wife’s increasing restlessness, his son’s unpredictable moods.

“My ancestors were Welsh,” Pete said. “You could write about that. The Welsh are interesting.”

“I thought Holland,” Elizabeth says.

Pete shrugs. “Somebody sailed from Rotterdam before the Revolution, but then there was also something about Wales. Nobody really knows.”

“If you were a girl you could be a member of the DAR,” Elizabeth says to Ben. “That’s kinda cool.”

Ben looks from one to the other then takes a tremendous bite of his taco, tomatoes and cheese and lettuce shreds raining down on his plate, and to the side of the plate onto the good tablecloth.

“Promise me you won’t take your first date out for tacos,” Elizabeth says.

“I promise I won’t take my first date out for tacos,” Ben says, his mouth full. When did he get so large, so ungainly, so hairy? He is all arms and legs, as if he can’t even fit into his chair. They sit on the chairs she and Pete bought in Mexico, right after their wedding. The chairs have rattan seats the cat has destroyed and are grease-stained and worn but when she looks at them she thinks of Pete speaking broken Spanish, attempting to bribe someone at the post office in Oaxaca to mail them freight.

“We could write how we had tacos on our first date,” Elizabeth says to Pete, feeling suddenly expansive, young; she might be twenty-eight; she might be walking on that beach in Mexico, the one where they stayed before leaving for Oaxaca, where the chickens and seagulls followed them for crumbs. They were eating galletas; they were leaving a trail in case they got lost. “We could write that when I took the first bite he wondered if he could have a second date, much less spend the rest of his life with me.”

“I did wonder that,” Pete says.

“First date?” Elizabeth says.

“What did we do?” Pete says.

“Chinese,” Elizabeth says.

“Right,” Pete says. “I was thinking egg roll.”

“Chinatown,” Elizabeth says.

“Right, right. You had the spicy braised fish,” he says, though she didn’t—at the time she refused to eat anything with scales.

“And then we went to hear music,” she says.

“Muddy Waters,” Pete says.

“Willie Dixon,” Elizabeth says. “And ate those little balls with the toothpicks for dessert. They were too sweet. They’re always too sweet.”

“I moved into your mother’s apartment. It was above Sherm’s—” Pete says to Ben.

“Sherman’s was an upscale diner and all day Sunday you smelled all the delicious—” says Elizabeth.

“Sausage.”

“Your father didn’t have a dime. We never ate out again,” Elizabeth says.

“One time your mother found this stray dog and asked the waiters if they had any leftover sausage—”

“Oh God!”

“For the dog,” Pete says. He smiles, remembering.

Ben has his eyes covered, head on the table, or the pretty tablecloth. “Should I be writing this down?” he says.

*  *  *

Two fathers sprint past Stephanie G., their jacket tails flying as if they can’t wait to get the hell to their jobs. Certain days the fathers turn out in impressive numbers, walking their young children to school, looking handsome and freshly showered, many in well-cut suits and a few in jeans and bomber jackets, good shoes, and one or two in grungy clothes. The fathers must exercise at different times, maybe earlier in the morning before they have showered, or possibly at night or possibly not at all, though in general the fathers look more physically fit than the mothers and, truth be told, Elizabeth thinks, younger. How could you account for this? How can you possibly reconcile the great inequities of gender—coupled with the perversions of age and the general randomness of everything? Who could you call to complain? Or is it whom?
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