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Late at night the fairy tiptoed to the window and waited for the ghost. The ghost rode in on the wind and tapped on the glass and made it shake in the window frame. The rattling glass was the ghost’s music and its signal she should come out and fly.

The fairy had done this many times before so she was not afraid. Sometimes the ghost squeezed himself through the window and stayed with her in her bed but other times he let her know that they were going flying. She pushed the window up just the tiniest bit so that even if someone knew she was gone they would never guess she had left through the window. Then she held her breath so she could shrink enough to escape.

The ghost helped her exit by poking a ghost finger through the crack. The fairy walked the finger ledge and settled into the hollow between the ghost’s neck and shoulder which formed a cradle to nestle in. He liked it best when she curled up because often he was sad and when he was he did not like it if you looked right at him.

Everything became quiet as they flew. They went up very very high where all the noise faded. They couldn’t hear mothers and fathers fighting or dogs barking or even a telephone ring and the silence was beautiful.

If people saw the fairy they would have seen her pass by so fast that they would mistake her for something else such as a leaf swept up by the breeze in autumn.











SOME TIME AGO,my brother Andrew began looking up girls from high school. At first I didn’t think much about it, because I didn’t realize it was going to be girls, plural; I thought it was just going to be Josie Bower. That was the girl he mentioned: Josie, who had survived cancer, but missed much of fifth grade, and whom many of the boys considered a tomboy, and therefore one of their own, before she had the surgery that left her with a limp. I had some curiosity, myself, about how Josie was doing. When he called to tell me he’d found her in Connecticut, I was eager to hear about her. I didn’t exactly get it back then; I thought it was nice that he wanted to find out how she was doing after twenty-five years.
But Josie, who taught history at a private school and who was the mother of twin girls, as well as twin kittens, proved to be only a jumping-off point to Alice Manzetti, who had been her best friend in high school. Alice had something of a reputation, though I have no idea whether it was deserved or not. In fact, no girl’s reputation was “deserved,” because the boys were admired for being aggressive and the girls were blamed if they didn’t resist capture. In retrospect, I think that because Alice was dark-haired and a little exotic, she would have had her reputation no matter what she had orhadn’t done. Our father called her “a looker.” Mrs. Manzetti was her daughter’s opposite: shy, self-deprecating, with no fashion sense whatever. Mother and daughter neutralized each other. Mrs. M—as she was known—came to every sports event because Alice was a cheerleader. Some of the meaner boys called Mrs. M “the Witch,” but I found her dark, curly hair flecked with gray attractive, and I thought it was noble that in spite of her husband’s consistent absence, she came to everything, shy as she was. I was also shy, but I tried to pretend otherwise. I chewed gum (better than cigarettes as a way to avoid talking) and grew long hair to hide behind. I hung out with the vaguely artsy crowd that disdained makeup. To this day, I don’t know how to apply it. All our defenses seem so transparent years later—it left me wondering whether Josie might actually have wanted sympathy, though she insisted her surgery never be spoken of, and whether Alice might not have been so outgoing, but just the flip side of her mother.

I’ll never know, because my only information was what my brother reported. Then and now I’ve admired his ability to connect with people, but my life is the opposite of Andrew’s. Since my husband’s death—he died in his thirties, not long after finishing medical school, in a car crash that was not his fault—I’ve lived in the carriage house in Cambridge he and I rented, which I managed to buy with the insurance money. I work as a freelance copy editor, editing manuscripts that sometimes come to me so incomplete that at the end of a paragraph by one particularly lame writer I found, in parentheses, “You fill in.”You fill in:that became my mantra, whenever I felt put upon. Although I have friends, I don’tfeel the need to see them constantly: a phone call, or even a postcard (ours has been the generation of the ridiculous postcard), suffices. I see my brother often, because he lives nearby. Andrew and I are close; there was never any estrangement, even during the time he was married and living on the West Coast. I don’t like planes, and his marriage was so turbulent that time after time he and his wife would cancel visits east because they’d stopped speaking to each other. Even if I had liked flying, it was not exactly pleasant to realize I’d probably be subjecting myself to a tense few days if I went for a visit. Andrew is embarrassed about those years, though he’s hardly alone in having made a mistake in marriage.

After their breakup, he plunged into a hectic social life with women before he started looking up girls from high school. He and I would be having coffee, and he would mention that a woman I’d never heard of was so threatened by some female colleague he knew from work that she’d suddenly become clingy (Sue McCamber), or he’d tell me that in the middle of the night he’d realized that the woman he’d been dating had begun infantilizing him (Dana—or was it Dina?). The discussions he and I had about the women reminded me ofJeopardy!:some bizarre action described, with some girl’s name the inevitable solution.Who is Sue McCamber?

Andrew introduced me to Sue McCamber after she had figured in his life for several months. Sue was the divorced mother of a little boy. She was younger than my brother, and slightly New Age flakey (she saw significance in her son’s middle name being the same as my brother’s). Still, I came to like her. She was pretty—is pretty, though I don’t see heranymore, since he doesn’t—in an unself-conscious way, and charmingly bumbling in her girlishness. One time she walked out of her clog and hobbled for half a block before she realized what was wrong and started laughing. She didn’t mind asking what a word meant if she didn’t know, and she was always the first to jump up to help, even if all you were doing was making tea. No one before me had ever made tea for her. All her life, all she’d seen was tea bags. You’d think that with fancy coffee places opening everywhere she would at least have seen freshly brewed tea, but she acted as if she were at a seance, looking into my eyes for a sign when I placed the teapot on the table. The next time she came she brought scones. I had hand-cut marmalade, and even Andrew—who prefers a beer, or strong coffee—really enjoyed the tea party. Several times I took care of her son while she and Andrew went to dinner and a movie. The people in the big house that hides my house from the street have a small boy also. I was quite experienced in looking after children and, frankly, Vincent was so well-behaved and bright that his visits were a pleasure. I don’t know why Sue and Andrew broke up; his account to me was garbled and seemed to have something to do with living vicariously. He seemed to assume that he and I were implicated, together—as if my baby-sitting and his long relationship with her were one and the same, and I must not settle for being a nursemaid instead of a mother, just as he could not settle for being a husband, instead of a lover. Why a person couldn’t be both I couldn’t imagine, but it was none of my business. There was the further complication that he had been seeing another woman when he’d dated Sue: Dana-Dina, whom I never met.

The woman I did know, and liked very much, was Serena Wythe. He went so far as to buy her an engagement ring, though that was the beginning of the end. She came to my house with him in a lull between snowstorms, and helped shovel my walk. Though he tried to make light of their good deed, saying he couldn’t stand another minute of being cooped up inside and that they’d made the long trek over so he could introduce me to the woman he’d fallen in love with, I saw in retrospect that he had come, as he sometimes did, because I was a touchstone, and when things got too crazy in his life, he had a tendency to want to retreat to surer, safer territory. That was what I always represented. He didn’t usually make such retreats alone, interestingly enough, but rather to bring along the person who had upset him; I once explained this to a friend by saying that it made me feel like those people who demagnetize watches—when on the arm, the watch simply stops. Once my brother clasped my wrist—a habitual gesture, when he was upset—it was as if he assumed that magically the connection would deactivate his anxiety. In any case, this was some time before he began looking up high school girls. That day he was there to shovel snow and to announce his great love for Serena. Also, unbeknownst to her but obvious to me: he was there to ask me, in effect, to make it all—except the snow—go away.

She reminded me of someone. She was unusually pretty, so you’d think that I’d have known at once why she looked familiar—but it took a while before I brought back the face of the nurse who told me in the hallway of intensive care that my husband had died. I had never seen that particular nurse before and only saw her briefly then, yet I found that yearslater her face had imprinted itself in my mind. At the time, I had been shocked—as had the nurse—that the doctor who was supposed to have told me had not. Considering the extent of Mac’s injuries, some part of me had been waiting to hear it, but for a split second I had tried to convince myself that nurses, in the middle of the night, were simply not so strikingly beautiful, and that therefore she was a hallucination. Someone gorgeous enough to be a beauty pageant winner did not look meaningfully into your face as if it was a camera and then announce the death of the person you most loved. Of course, the desire for a delusion ensures that you cannot have one: the little story I told myself dematerialized long before it ended. It was not until much later that I summoned up the face and remembered how much I had once wanted it to be proof that I was having a nightmare. So okay: my brother’s girlfriend had reminded me of the long-ago, beautiful messenger of death whose words changed my life forever. That still left the real girlfriend, the one who phoned me when her relationship with my brother ended, to see if I could shed any light (as she put it) on his abruptly dumping her and disappearing. She calledbeggingme to meet her for coffee.

I had been working on an article about drag racing—my copyediting job is a wonderful way to gather trivia, which is sometimes useful in conversation, though it more often appears, bizarrely, as bleeps in my dreams—and had spent the morning preceding her call reading up on “red-lighting,” the term for handicap racing, practiced by the driver profiled in the piece. I had been taking notes to make more accurate the writer’s description of the helmet the driver wore, gettingthe terms right (eye port and vent port were, as I suspected, two separate things), when the phone rang and, through the answering machine’s screening device, I heard Serena’s voice and knew instantly that something was wrong.

In agreeing to get together with Serena, I didn’t pretend to myself that empathy motivated me. It was more a matter of expedience; my intuition is good, and I could pick up many levels in her voice—enough that if I didn’t do what she wanted I knew she’d call back and become hysterical. My job, too, can be seen as an outgrowth of being self-protective. There was a time when I could sit at a desk amid colleagues and tolerate their eccentricities, listen to their problems, catch their colds, sympathize with their being misunderstood by the boss or by their husband or even by their cat. I enjoyed the dullness interrupted by sudden crisis; I took pride in being the person people came to with copy that needed to be sharpened immediately with whateverYou fill inwas missing. I’m still in contact with my former secretary, who lives in Seattle and works for Microsoft. I am the godmother of her youngest daughter and send the child pop-up books that she thanks me for with crayoned pictures in which everyone floats. They visited me two years ago at Thanksgiving, and we had a wonderful time hiking around in the snow, laughing and remembering old times. This friend met my brother on that trip back east and never indicated the slightest interest in him, beyond noticing the family resemblance, which might have been the first time I realized that I was always waiting for such a thing to happen: that my brother would put the moves on Darryl, or that Darryl would begin flirting with my brother. But there appeared to be zerochemistry.So much so that I wondered if something might have been going on behind my back. I remembered how oblivious every single student at our high school had been about Andrew’s affair—a silly word for teenagers, but that’s what it was—with Patty Arthur.

When Serena called I had just burned the toast and then spoken to an author in Stowe who had included in his book on Vermont life a number of recipes that apparently couldn’t be reproduced, though he steadfastly maintained that they had been passed on to him by a retired baker. Angry readers had written the publisher, who had forwarded their complaints, along with the request that I find someone to test the recipes before the second edition was published. I suppose they thought I’d call my good buddy Julia Child, since she lived in the same town? What I did was re-create the recipes myself, making substitutions any cook could see would make more sense. How the writer mistook baking powder for yeast I’ll never know, but that alone made some recipes bakeable, if not exactly delicious. As my improvised muffins were cooling, I put two slices of rye bread—my usual breakfast—in the toaster, because the muffins had turned out fine, but unlike everyone else on the planet, I preferred toast to muffins. As I was taking a quick shower, the toast burned, popping up black and smelly, the smoke permeating the house. It gave me a headache, and by the time Serena’s call came I was already thinking seriously about just going out to clear my head before I started in on the afternoon’s work.

I agreed to meet her, though I didn’t want to. I did my best—in our brief conversation—to make sure that she understood that I knew perfectly well that there were twosides to every story, but that my loyalty was to my brother. I said I could assure her that he was not known to be impulsive, and had no history of being self-destructive (answering her two primary questions). I told her that I did not want to discuss Andrew’s shortcomings, though I believed he had them. I suggested a place to meet. I added that I was sorry and that I liked her very much, personally. What I said was no longer entirely true, though by then at least I knew that my revised, queasy perception of her had to do with something that was not her fault at all. Before she was the messenger of death, she’d been the person who shoveled my walk, and subsequently included me many times when they went out on dates, as well as going out of her way to develop a friendship with me. She had invited me to a fashion show at Louis for which a model friend had given her tickets, and another time to a private tour of an exhibit she knew I wanted to see at the Gardner.

When I walked into the coffee shop, Serena was already there. I ordered at the counter and brought my cup of tea to her table. She smiled wanly. She said: “I respect the fact that you’re loyal to your brother. I asked you to come because I thought I could make you see things my way. The thing is, Andrew’s disappeared and I don’t know what went wrong. I guess what I was wondering is whether you could tell me whether there might have been something I missed.”

“Relationships are complicated,” I said. That was such a vacuous remark that I added: “He and I aren’t confidants. About something like this, he wouldn’t necessarily say much of anything to me.” I had still given her nothing. “I don’t know anything it would help you to know,” I said finally.

She looked up and asked: “Do you know about the baby?”

This question told me significantly more than I wanted to know.

“You didn’t know we dated several years ago, did you?” She didn’t wait for my answer. “I never know what you do or don’t know,” she said. “I got pregnant by accident. I knew he was involved with somebody else. You probably know who it was. In any case, I didn’t know him very well, and I’d just started my first job. I didn’t want a baby, and he was . . . well: he was horrified. I mean . . .”

I leaned forward, though I wanted to withdraw.

“I wouldn’t say anything about this now, except that in some odd way it created a bond between us, and he kept in touch when I moved,” she said. “Then he wanted me back. I was living with a composer in Denver, working for city government. I told you that. But he said he’d thought a lot about me. What I thought he’d thought about was the mess we’d gotten into, because that was whatI’dthought about. But I did fly back for a weekend. And he swept me off my feet. When I went back to Denver, it was to pack my stuff and move. I wasn’t here two weeks, and he wanted to marry me and have children. He didn’t care which came first—my getting pregnant or us getting married. And it scared me, because it seemed like he wanted to pretend the past hadn’t happened. At the same time all of it was some intense, speeded-up version of our past, he . . .” She took a sip of her cold espresso. I let my tea sit there. “This time—what? It was going to be like the other stuff didn’t happen? The two years I’d spent with another man, his relationships with women, the abortion . . . so I asked him to come with me to this psychologistI’d seen just before I decided to go out to Denver. We went twice, and I think he sort of had the guy hoodwinked, a little. He toned down all the drama and sounded very rational—well: he sounded like he really loved me, which now as we can both see, he couldn’t possibly have . . . anyway: he’s gone wherever he’s gone, and I’m here to say good-bye.”

“I’m really sorry,” I said sincerely.

“I know,” she said. “I know. I don’t see why it had to end this way.”

“I don’t know where he is,” I said. It was a half-truth. I knew he had been seeing some woman from work on the side, but I didn’t know her name. I hadn’t realized he hadn’t been living in his apartment.

“I didn’t have very warm gloves,” she said, beginning another story somewhere in the middle, “and he came home that snowy, miserable day with a bag from Lord and Taylor with very nice gloves inside, and in one of them—you already know this, but you don’t know everything—inside one finger was the ring, and I knew what it must be the minute my finger touched it. It took a few seconds to find the ring, and while I was doing that his expression changed from a—what would you call it?—from that sly smile of his to outright grinning, but then when I couldn’t get it out right away, he grabbed the glove back and said, ‘It’s a sign that everything is wrong.’ He shook it. The ring fell onto the floor. Then he started to cry.”

This was not what I wanted to hear—that my brother had become so unhinged. Also, her story was too long in the telling—she was telling it to good effect, but she was making me suffer, just the way she had.

“I met you the same afternoon you got engaged,” I said. “You both seemed very happy.”

“We were! Iwantedto marry him. But I’d never seen him so distraught. I thought: Does he really believe that a ring getting stuck in the finger of a glove is an omen, or was he worried all along? And don’t you see—I was right. I should have taken it more seriously, but I pretended . . . oh, I don’t know what I pretended. That I’d ruined his surprise in some way, by being clumsy. He was embarrassed about getting so upset. We kissed and made up. Then nothing would do but that I put on the ring and the gloves, and a jacket, and we visit you. He was like a kid who’d made something in school, running home to show it to Mommy.”

I realized that she was speaking metaphorically. Neither Andrew nor I could stand our mother, so her analogy wasn’t a good one. More likely, we would have dropped our drawings in the trash.

“Do you know how he broke up with me? He left a note, coward that he was. He moved out while I was at work. All he said was that I would be happier without him—which decoded meant: he’d be happier without me—and that in big ways, and small ways, there was just too much sorrow between us.” She stopped. “You wouldn’t have an aspirin, would you?”

I rummaged in my bag, glad to provide something. She shook two pills from the little bottle and went to the counter to ask for a glass of water. When she came back, she said simply: “Thanks.”

We sat there. For a few seconds I felt it was urgent that I think of some way to respond, and then for another few secondsI did my old trick of imagining myself floating above the scene. I peered down into the corridor of intensive care. In all the time I said nothing, she fiddled with her espresso spoon.

“I have no idea what goes on inside his head,” I said. I couldn’t resist: “Does the psychologist have any perspective on this?”

“I haven’t gone back,” she said.

“Maybe that would be someone to ask,” I said gently.

She pursed her lips. She shifted, sat up straighter. “Right,” she said.

“That was stupid of me to say. Cowardly, like my brother,” I added.

“Right,” she said again.

“I really don’t understand it. Even if I asked, I can’t believe he could account for himself in any way that would make sense.”

She looked at me. This was an intensely unhappy person. “I’m sure there’s no simple explanation,” she said, “but do you think that because your mother was so passive, he assumes women are just there to be acted upon? Do you think this might be some baroque way of getting even?”

“I don’t . . .” I had been about to repeat what I’d already said to her. I thought of our mother buying clothes that she intended to wear to night school, where she planned to study nursing. How uncharacteristic that she had once done something that might have brought her closer to our father. Or maybe our parents had been closer in a time I couldn’t remember. Maybe he had wanted her to work in his office. She had not even finished the first year of school. I was notsure whether the drinking made it difficult for her to study, or whether her inability to focus on the work had made her pick up the bottle. Andrew maintained that he remembered a fight in which my father screamed at her, over and over, that one did not learn nursing by sitting in a movie theater. Andrew went down the hall. Our father had our mother cornered. “This is notthis,” Andrew remembered him saying, pantomiming a silly dance step, then pantomiming giving an injection. “This is notthis,” he had apparently said, kissing an imaginary lover, then touching his ears with an invisible stethoscope to listen to a heartbeat. He took himself so seriously. Maybe Andrew’s problem—or part of it—was thathedid, too. At the very least, he eventually made sure, in every significant relationship, to do something that would necessitate the other person’s taking him entirely seriously.

“I’m going back to England to work in my family’s business,” Serena said. She unzipped the fanny pack she wore around her waist. Perched on the stool, she looked vulnerable, her silky hair falling in front of her face, her mouth set in determination. She took out a business card. “That’s where you can reach me if you ever come to London,” she said. “I’d like to see you. I didn’t exactly get around to saying all I came here to say, but I don’t want to take any more of your time. Don’t give the card to him—it’s just for you. I enjoyed our friendship, even though it was just beginning. And the other thing—and then I’ll go—is that I have to confess to at least one person that I am the stupidest woman on the planet. I’m going from here to a clinic to have another abortion. You’re going to die from shock, I’m so full of bad news. I’m sorry. It’s unbelievable how stupid I was. But your brother, I haveto tell you, is a monster. I know I’m overstepping my bounds, but I had to say it to someone, and I don’t know where Andrewis.”

I didn’t know where he was, either. At his job, with its flexible hours, where he was valued so highly? His job at the computer company, where he always said they liked you more, the less you liked them? Playing handball with Hound at the gym? Pumping himself up to look great in another woman’s arms? He had a way of being omnipresent, though he was almost always somewhere else. That was Andrew: on the way from something, on the way to something. He gave the impression that his life happened in the transitions between activities, in his movements from person to person.

Serena put her hand on my shoulder as she walked away, and under the light touch I felt so heavyhearted, so flatfooted that even though my impulse was to follow her, even though I debated running after her long after she’d left, I only sat there, eventually taking up the same spoon she’d fiddled with and placing it in the empty espresso cup.

Outside, people crowded the sidewalk, hurrying wherever they were going. A glum-looking teenage girl in platform shoes clomped along on spindly legs, coltish and unsteady, her eyes as black-rimmed as a raccoon’s.

As I walked home, I tried to think what I wanted to say to Andrew, but the more I obsessed about it, the foggier I became about whatshouldbe said. I’d told her the truth when I said I couldn’t read his mind. No one can read anyone’s mind, except that certain people can have a pretty good idea of what goes on in certain other people’s minds when they’veknown them all their lives. So I guessed that she was right—that he had been trying to atone for the past by reenacting it as part of the present. He did have an impulsive streak, I decided.

Though he’d never prefaced the story by saying that he’d dropped everything to do whatever he’d done, or that the idea had struck him like a bolt of lightning, eventually I came to realize that on the day he’d flown off to reunite with a girl from high school he’d been at work in the morning and halfway across the country by dinnertime. He presented these rendezvous as somewhat harried and comic, as if he were a clown stooping to scoop up his hat, instead of boarding a plane and disembarking to rent a car and drive to the home of someone who was for all intents and purposes a stranger. He was strange, but so was Serena. I began rationalizing Andrew’s behavior, but reminding myself of the very things I’d said to her: that there were two sides to every story; that if asked, I doubted whether he could shed much light on his actions. Stronger rationalization set in later: I wondered if there wasn’t something problematic about a woman who got pregnant twice by the same man, when she did not want his child. And really: swept off her feet? No difference whether they married first or the pregnancy preceded the marriage? She was as impulsive as he was.

By the time I put the key in my door, I was better. Shaky, but calmer. But I should have left a window open: the sharp smell of burnt bread still permeated the house, and my headache resumed immediately.
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A month or so after Serena’s departure Andrew began dating a woman he said was very special. I always got confused, unable to remember whether she was Jeannie or Janey. If I’d been able to put a face with a name, I might have remembered, but he hadn’t brought her by and, frankly, I wasn’t very interested. I had met a lot of his girlfriends over the years, and with the exception of his wife—whom I knew less well than some of the women he’d dated—he’d never had a long-term relationship with any of them. Then he dropped into conversation that Janey was the sister of Miriam Pendergast, with whom we’d gone to high school. I was two classes behind my brother, and Miriam was my age but had skipped two grades, so that as a fourteen year old she was in my brother’s tenth grade class. She didn’t quite fit in with the tenth graders, but she was so intelligent that she had little in common with the eighth graders, either. She sort of went back and forth between the groups, like a messenger confused about where to deliver her message. It was a surprise to everyone that she didn’t get into her first-or her second-choice college. I forget where she did go, but in any case, she wasn’t there long. She flunked out after a year, or maybe it was a semester, and there were rumors that she’d been hospitalized. I remember being in the room when our mother asked our father what he’d heard about Miriam. Because he was a doctor he tended to know about any disasters that befell people in the community, even if they happened in absentia—but his version of things was only that Miriam had decided to take a year off to decide what she wanted to major in. Even if he’d known otherwise, our father tended to make assertions that would end conversations, rather than further them.Now Andrew had found Miriam, many years later. She was unmarried, living in a house in the Hudson Valley with several other women. He assumed she was gay, though none of the women seemed to be her companion. He had gone to see her not long after he and Serena parted. Her younger sister, Janey, had been visiting that weekend, and the three of them had gone out for dinner at a Chinese restaurant. At the end of the evening, he had kissed Miriam on the cheek, but he’d palmed her sister his business card. “Listen,” the sister had said to him, as the business card slid into her hand at the end of dinner, “I don’t do things behind my sister’s back. If you want to see me again, maybe we’ll get together, but this isn’t the way to go about it.” She had held the business card up like someone flashing her paddle at an auction. Miriam, he said, had seemed more embarrassed than he was. So he had been very surprised when, later that night, Janey had called his motel room and invited herself over—it was the last thing he thought would happen, though he did remember having mentioned the name of the motel. Janey had come there after midnight with a pint of Courvoisier and a box of chocolate truffles, wearing a raincoat with only underpants underneath. It had frightened him—if I was to believe his story. He had insisted that she tell him what was going on, and it had all spilled out: her sister’s two hospitalizations; the family’s constant worry that Miriam would stop taking her lithium; the crazy childhood they’d had, being beaten by their mother and coddled by their frightened father. Janey herself (so she said) was the only child who’d emerged unscathed. She presented herself as someone up for having a good time, while her sister aspired only to further repression,and their brother, the baby of the family—well: that was a story for another night.But listen, she’d told Andrew,you can’t choose favorites in front of her, because it makes her crazy. Paranoid crazy. So keep the business cards with your condoms: don’t bring them out unless you’re sure.


I was amazed—I was often amazed—by Andrew’s stories. He seemed to move in a world that only vaguely resembled life as I knew it. I was willing to believe all the clichés: that it was a jungle out there; that nobody worthwhile was ever available at the time you were looking; that all the men with any sensitivity were gay. I’d married young, and then been so traumatized by Mac’s death that for years I had to force myself to leave the house. I wouldn’t date, and when I eventually did I was so explicit about wanting nothing, and offered so little, that men quickly drifted away. I lost friends because of being so defended. One friend who was always curious about new men I’d met got angry when I lectured her about the futility of all the nonrelationships, as if she, herself, had been my suitor. She thought I had no perspective on how lucky I was, being attractive and not having to go to a job every day. She had bad skin and was always on a diet, and only married men would have anything to do with her, and then not for long. She saw me as a Cinderella who preferred to go barefoot, unescorted. In her view, I could have had a fairy-tale life, and I’d chosen to exchange that for sequestering myself and disdaining would-be princes. This was a figment of her imagination, of course. She was angry and depressed and, worse yet, not wrong about herself and her chances. Another friend, who was her exact opposite—girlish, optimistic about the right people finding each other in the world—stoppedbeing optimistic when her husband slept with their baby-sitter, and the baby-sitter’s family sued for statutory rape. She faded away from my life—as she faded away from her own—with no exit line, optimistic or pessimistic. I suspect that if her children hadn’t already been old enough to speak, they would have learned very little language from their mother. I did get depressed, seeing what was going on around me. I’d had my share of wildness when I was younger. I smoked pot, dropped acid, and when I was in college I thought the most interesting aspect of dating was finding someone inappropriate. But the moment I met Mac, I had no more desire to act out. I only wanted to be by his side. As silly as it sounds, being with him was so comfortable that it seemed inevitable—a kind of closure, as well as a beginning. While he studied, I read detective novels; while he played basketball, I watched from the stands. When he went out with the guys, I sat in his chair watching TV or reading until he returned. Andrew joked that I would take up knitting next, and I did.

I had not been as close to my brother as I became during the years I was married to Mac—and we married six months after we met. It was Mac who used a cousin’s connections to find Andrew his first job in Boston; Mac who liked Andrew so much, himself, that he asked him to be his best man. One of the ways Andrew and I became closer was through being Mac’s coaches; we would stay up late at night to quiz Mac on highlighted passages in his medical books, while Mac would want to digress, asking Andrew and me to tell him stories about our childhood. He couldn’t believe we were serious when we told him how much we disliked our parents. It wastrue, though we realized the tendency to want to top the other’s stories only made us monstrous and humanized our parents. Well, yes, Mac had an uncle who’d been alcoholic, and he could understand how if one’s mother. . . . Or: Mac’s own father had been absent from the house much of the time, but didn’t we believe that that generation thought differently about parenting? We never agreed with him. We would insist that our mother was drunker than other drunken mothers, and have the story to prove it; we would name my father’s girlfriends, getting sympathy from Mac by enumerating the cruel ways other kids let us know that our father wasn’t loyal to our mother, since the mere fact of his philandering didn’t much impress Mac. “But you both came out of it intact,” Mac would say. And secretly pleased that he thought so, we deferred to his opinion, felt better because of it. We both very much wanted him on our side, always, so we would only make moderate protests: my insomnia, Andrew’s lack of motivation to focus on a career, my tendency toward passivity, Andrew’s tendency to take our father as his role model where women were concerned.

Except for their noticing us perfunctorily, often just long enough to punish us, we had sensed before we could articulate it that we were extraneous in our parents’ lives—drunken accidents, for all we knew, or more likely symbols of our father’s sexuality. They missed our graduations; they never gave us a birthday party; they pretended to be poorer than they were as a way of insisting we couldn’t have the things other kids had, when the truth was that both of them preferred their private pursuits to their children’s, so that they did not enjoy shopping for us. They disliked each otherand that dislike extended to what each had produced with the other person: devious children (as my father always said); two self-absorbed piggies (my mother). “But you see, you proved themwrong!” Mac would say. He was five years older than I, three older than Andrew. He was an only child, raised by an aunt after his parents died in a fire. He had gone through college on athletic scholarships. Family life fascinated Mac. He insisted upon seeing our pranks as necessary childhood rebellion; he interpreted our poor schoolwork as meaning that two obviously bright children had been failed by the system. He was, I suppose, the dream parent any child might wish for, though of course we could tell him more than we would ever have dared tell our parents. We even told him stories we didn’t quite have a fix on ourselves, such as the story of Patty Arthur.

Patty Arthur was Helen Fox’s daughter. Helen had given birth to her when she was sixteen, and in our community she was Hester Prynne, and Patty Arthur was Pearl. When the Foxes arrived, suburban lawns were suddenly bordered by a deep forest. Everyone who mentioned what was called “Mrs. Fox’s situation” whispered, and the mothers were all very kind to, even solicitous of, Helen Fox, including our mother. Patty was always known as “Poor Patty Arthur.” There was a family, two brothers and a baby sister, that had come after Patty, from Helen’s marriage to Mr. Fox. How did we know so much about the Foxes? How had their secrets become so public? Our father worked at the hospital with Mr. Fox. He was an administrator, though, not a doctor. Whatever they did, the Foxes were never as good as everyone else. Even if they had their lawn landscaped, which they did, the busheswere inferior to everyone else’s bushes. Girls were cautioned not to let happen to them what had happened to Mrs. Fox. When she walked down the street, people pointed at her (thinking they were doing it subtly) as a living example. Her daughter Patty came in for even worse treatment: kids who knew perfectly well what the situation was taunted Patty by asking why she was so much older than her parents’ other children. On Halloween the Foxes’ house got pelted with eggs, whether or not they opened the door for trick-or-treaters. Patty was quite thin—now, I realize she was anorexic—and her hair was limp, with the barrettes always sliding out. She looked defeated, so of course the mean kids set out to defeat her. She was picked last for teams; if she gave a wrong answer to a question, there was giggling, though there was indifferent silence if anybody else screwed up. I was never mean to her, but I was never nice, either. At least, not until she returned one September after spending the summer at what my father would describe only as “a special camp” (“Don’t give those piggies any ammunition!” my mother’s retort) and looked much better, with a nice haircut and bangs. Also, she had gained weight. I complimented her as we walked toward the school bus. She looked nice, and something made me say so. You would have thought I’d crowned her queen: she drew herself up, smiled, while looking into the distance, and said quietly, “Thank you very much.” It confused me, and I didn’t have anything else to say, so I walked on. But that night she called and invited me to her house. She sounded nervous, and not at all regal, on the phone. In the background, I heard the baby crying, and also, I thought, her mother’s voice, quietly urging her on. Iblurted out yes. I was to go to her house—to Poor Patty Arthur’s house—that Saturday, at noon. The notion frightened me so much—even now I couldn’t say why, but I do remember being simply terrified—so I asked my mother what I could do to get out of it. In spite of her condescending attitude toward the Foxes, all she would say was that I was an awful person, and that it was my genes, from my father’s side, that made me that way. Then she poured a drink and dismissed me. I went directly to Andrew. He understood instinctively that of course I wouldn’t want to go, but in his own confusion about what I should do, he suddenly volunteered to go with me. I doubted that what Patty had in mind was my brother and me, but I was so happy he’d volunteered that I jumped at the idea. Then I held my breath for two days, hoping he wouldn’t change his mind.

He didn’t. Only slightly grudgingly, saying that he was doing me a big favor, he got on his bike, and I got on mine and we rode over to the Foxes’. It turned out that no one was there except Patty. The whole family was gone, toys left behind, mess everywhere, dirty dinner plates on furniture in the living room, ashtrays overflowing. If she was surprised to see Andrew, she didn’t let on. “Come in,” she said, smiling her slightly remote smile. I quickly told her that my brother had come along because I wasn’t sure where she lived. “Everybody knows,” she said, refuting me. But she said it nicely. Even wryly.

And then our very weird afternoon began to unfold. She mentioned her brothers, who were playing at a house down the block, and she said that the baby was with a baby-sitter. As we followed her through the house, she mentioned thather parents had gone to Baltimore for the day. She added that her mother had left a pound cake, and that there was orange juice and Coke, if we liked.

Then we were in her room. It was small, with a big bed taking up most of the floor. On the bed were piles of beautiful pillows. It became the style, in the eighties, to bank pillows on one’s bed. I had never seen so many, of all shapes and sizes, clustered together. Her aunt traveled abroad—to places like Morocco, she told us—and always brought her a pillow as a souvenir when she returned. Then she began explaining how some of the fabrics were made: with dye and embroidery. Some of them, though, had been made by Patty, herself. She said that she looked for art deco fabric at rummage sales. I had never heard of art deco, and couldn’t decide whether it was interesting or ugly. I really remember that: standing in the room, absolutely mystified, but also interested, thinking:Pink and gray is a very nice combination.Andrew, it turned out, had recently read something about Morocco in aNational Geographic. He began to talk to her about the stone used in Moroccan architecture.

The bed was not the only thing of interest in her room. She also had an aquarium. Her very own aquarium, with fish whose colors were so intense the Moroccan fabrics paled in comparison. Andrew turned out to know quite a few things about angelfish.

She showed us an album with pictures of the camp she’d gone to over the summer. It was quite amazing, with a big waterfall and a hay wagon on which people were taking a ride. I could see her, smiling. She pointed to someone she identified as “my best friend”—a blonde with sunglasses ontop of her head and crinkly eyes. She handed me the book to flip through. Andrew was staring into the aquarium.

I remember my feeling of confusion as I stood in Patty’s room. Everything seemed at once particular and impersonal, as if we were touring a museum. Finally, she asked again whether we wouldn’t like some cake and something to drink. “Sure,” Andrew said, and preceded us out of the room, down the hall to the kitchen. The kitchen was much worse than the living room in terms of dirty plates, but the cake was on a cake stand—it was a Bundt cake, not an ordinary pound cake—and there was a silver cake server next to it, which she used to cut us big pieces. The cake was marbled with chocolate, I saw with delight, as she cut into it. Also, there was some sort of glaze—a thin icing over the cake. I followed her to the kitchen table, but she passed by the table and went to a window seat and scrunched herself into the corner, patting the cushion to indicate that we could both sit beside her. We all ate appreciatively, though Andrew stood, leaning against the counter, looking past us, out the window, as if the view was as captivating as life inside the aquarium. Finally she gave me a little clue about what we were doing there. She said: “You seem more mature than other girls at school. I was glad that you said something nice to me the other day.”

“Oh,” I said, suddenly confused. “Oh, well—”

“I had heard that your brother was very nice,” she said. She spoke as if he wasn’t there. I could see that her remark got Andrew’s attention.

“So,” she said, “if you two want to be friends, it’s my goal to make friends this year, and you’re the people I’d most liketo be friends with.” Had she taken a sudden shine to Andrew and included him, or had she known that I had an older brother?

“Sure,” I heard Andrew say.

She smiled. I nodded yes. This was, to my way of thinking, a pretty odd encounter. It had that remote, superpolite tone my mother sometimes used when she was angry.

“That is a very, very conventional school we go to,” she said. “I’m not just being stubborn when I say that most of those people aren’t worth getting together with.”

“Yeah, some of those guys can be real assholes,” Andrew said.

He had finished his cake and was helping himself to a second slice. Who, I wondered, did he have in mind? What exactly had one of them done that had made him an asshole?

“I sort of led you to believe that my mother made the cake,” she said. “Actually, I made it this morning. From a recipe inGourmet.”

“You did?” I said. It was excellent cake.

“Uh-huh. Sometimes I’m afraid it might seem like bragging if I say what things I’m interested in. Like baking,” she added. After a little pause, she said: “Morocco.”

“I’m friends for life with anybody who can make this cake,” Andrew said.

“I hope so,” she said. “That would be wonderful.”

I almost said thatso was I. But I suddenly realized that my feelings weren’t the issue. She had known I had a brother. What good fortune made him accompany me she probably couldn’t account for any more than I could, but in that instant it came clear to me. She was playing it cool, but thiswas the scenario she’d most wanted to happen. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. I didn’t know what to do, dizzied by a combination of insight and instinct. And something else, which I wouldn’t have expected: the realization that Ididlike her—that if it was my brother she was interested in, I would try to give him to her.

“I’m supposed to be somewhere!” I said, looking at my watchless wrist. This was the best I could do: get out of there as quickly as I could; become the White Rabbit. If I’d been wrong, of course he could have left with me. But I wasn’t wrong.

For the rest of high school my brother and Patty had what might have been the only secret relationship in the entire school—at least, I never heard the slightest bit of gossip—and, of course, because of what I’d done, I had impressed my brother with my great loyalty. It was part of the reason he was so loyal to me, always. I had only been looking for protection, but they had seen me, instead, as the one who determined things.

I remember knowing that something had changed in my life forever, feeling more lonely than I had ever felt before, picking up my bike from the front lawn, where the kickstand hadn’t held in the deep grass. My brother’s bike stood upright. I looked at it for a minute before setting out. It was a melancholy feeling, riding home alone. Maybe the first time I’d felt melancholy, which until that point was only a word I’d heard my mother use, on the rare occasions I’d asked her, futilely, why she had to drink.
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The same week I heard Serena’s sad, bizarre story about her relationship with Andrew and the dastardly way he had behaved toward her, I was sent a book-length manuscript to edit—no research required; just a straightforward editing job—on the subject of people who had survived a serious childhood illness. The first essay was by Josephine Bower Epping. I passed over the name, but by the time I had read the first few lines, I realized that I had been sent a book that contained a piece by a person I knew. Nothing like that had ever happened to me before.
I had a funny feeling as I began to read. I wasn’t at all sure I wanted to know what Josie Bower had to say, though illness itself rarely made me squeamish. My intuition told me that there was going to be something about Andrew in the piece. I felt almost as if I were snooping. Or worse yet, that fate had sent this particular manuscript my way deliberately, to throw me a curve. I was torn between walking away from it—physically walking away—or reading as fast as I could. What were the chances that Josie Bower would write about her cancer, and that twenty-five years later, someone who had known her—someone whose brother had probably screwed her—would be handed what she’d written to edit?

The essay began matter-of-factly. She described the way the tumor was found: on an X ray, after she’d fractured her ankle. She described the difficulty of treating such a tumor. She described the surgery and the radiation, during which all her hair fell out, and then her shortened leg, when it came out of traction. She hated not the limp so much as the lift in her shoe. She said she had tantrums, wanting the lift to be taken out. Whenever possible she would go barefoot, toexaggerateher limp. She said that in hindsight, she could see it had been very difficult on her mother, whose show of support included throwing away all her own high heels and wearing only flats. This was Josie’s point of departure for saying that it had made her feel ashamed because her mother had been defeminized by the surgery—that she had realizedthatbefore she had thought about her own situation: the perfect daughter had been revised; the mother’s own assumptions about femininity needed to be changed. The essay was going to be about her mother, as Josie had seen her as a child, and her mother as Josie came to think about her as an adult.

I read that Adelle Bower had been having an affair with a doctor in the town. The day Josie was hurt, Adelle ran into him—her lover—in the corridor of the hospital. She was upset, but not terribly upset. Still, he hung around and tried to calm her when it appeared there was something irregular on the X ray. A mass. He was not their doctor, but Josie had seen him before because she had been at parties with the doctor’s children, when he had come to pick them up. She digressed to say that the doctor’s wife was an alcoholic.

So then the concern, the confusion, remaining in the hospital for further tests, which her mother’s lover patiently tried to explain to her. My father was kind to his patients, but abrupt with his family. Josie’s father was away on business; at first, a fractured ankle hardly seemed reason to return. But at the end of the day, his wife called and he returned immediately. Then there was a new doctor at Josie’s bedside. Her mother had told her not to mention Dr. X to her father. Not even to say that he had visited the room. To Josie’s question about why not, her mother had replied that if Josie wantedMommy and Daddy to stay together, the best thing she could do would be to say nothing. If her mother had said nothing, Josie doubted whether she would ever have had reason to ask about the doctor. But her mother’s admonition had resulted in a mystery, and perhaps because she needed something to distract her, she needed to requestion her mother time and again.Already learning the ways of being women, Josie wrote.

The essay, itself, was suspenseful. I was sure I would have been riveted even if I hadn’t known her.

Much more about the discovery of the cancer. And then: one day, when the surgery was over, the doctor—Dr. X, about whom she wasn’t supposed to talk—came into her hospital room, bringing with him his son. A boy that age was not allowed in, but because he was the doctor’s son, the nurses looked the other way. The doctor had brought her daisies. Daisies, or some other flower. He seemed concerned. His son hung back, alarmed at the machines and the intravenous tubes and other hospital paraphernalia. She remembered recognizing him, and his faintly acknowledging her. He had been carrying a glass of water, in which the flowers were put, though it was the doctor who placed them on the bedside table. His son was reluctant to move close to the bed, and Josie was embarrassed because he was a boy . . . and then suddenly Josie’s mother was in the doorway, surprised—not happily surprised, it seemed—to see her daughter’s visitors. Josie’s mother and Dr. X ended up quarreling. Right in front of the children. Now, Josie wrote, she realized that her mother had felt that Josie’s illness had come as punishment for her affair, and she had tried to end her relationship with the doctor. There had been an argument, with her motherslapping the doctor, and the doctor whispering harshly, grabbing her wrists, trying to hold her as the boy ran out of the room. Finally things calmed down, but then there was another problem for the doctor. Where had his son gone? Josie had been frightened, and in an effort to calm her, her mother explained the situation to her: that she and the doctor had fallen in love some time ago, but that it was over now. That was why she had asked Josie not to say anything to her father, and that was why she and the doctor had struggled in the room—because Mommy wanted to be with Daddy, but that was not what the doctor wanted.

What Josie had to say in the rest of the essay was that having the emotional trauma of her mother’s situation as well as the physical trauma of her own had been a terrible burden. When her mother tearfully said that if her daughter would never again walk in pretty shoes, then neither would she, Josie had not protested, because in some ways that seemed fair: that her mother be punished. It was not until years later that she realized Dr. X was the person who prescribed the pills her mother took too many of.

One day, the doctor’s son was in her house when Josie returned from school. It was years after Josie’s surgery. He had come bearing a bottle of pills from the doctor. Just as if she’d walked in on a drug deal, and that was what the doctor’s son had been doing—handing over a bottle to Josie’s mother, who had been crying, slumped in a chair, still in her nightgown, though it was late afternoon. The doctor’s son had been the delivery boy, and when he saw Josie, he had looked even more uncomfortable than he had in the hospital room. It was not until they were teenagers that they everspoke of it, and even then obliquely, as they stood in line waiting to see a movie. “My mother hated your father,” Josie remembered telling the doctor’s son. And the doctor’s son replied, “We hate him, too.” A week or so later, with no contact except in passing at school, they had paired off at a party and Josie had had sex for the first time. She knew that what she was doing was different than having a real boyfriend. But what Josie took away from it was that she would, someday, have a boyfriend. That knowledge had made her happy, but from her mother she had been withholding, secretly glad that her mother walked in ugly flat shoes.

The author’s note said that Josephine Bower Epping lived with her husband and twin daughters, Mira and Maureen, in Fairfield, Connecticut, where she taught history at a private school. There was no mention of the twin kittens, no mention of the fact that just recently, Josie had seen the doctor’s son again. She must have thought it was fated: that at certain intervals Andrew was bound to reappear, and that there was a silent understanding that she would couple with him. After all, she taught history. She no doubt had some interesting thoughts on how people repeat the past.

It would be an understatement to say that I was stunned. I could not even pretend distance from the piece. I was, of course, going to have to reread it, to see if there were any mistakes of spelling or punctuation—but one go-through was enough for the day. The idea that I might query anything struck me as mordantly funny.Note to author: Did my father really bring flowers?The image of my ten-year-old brother in the hospital room was all too vivid. I’d been allowed to travel back in time to see a scene that had determined the way mybrother approached the world. It was like some old movie about time travel, on late-night TV: the reluctant boy hanging back, the sick girl in the bed; the angry woman fighting with the man. It was instructive, but at the same time it seemed information I shouldn’t have—the way you reflexively avert your eyes if you glimpse a stranger naked, or the way you stare at, but do not quite focus on, a highway accident.

I turned the pages over, putting them facedown on the desk. How many times had he run the odd errand for our father? He had been clever enough to elude “Dr. X,” but how had our father gotten him to go to the hospital in the first place? By playing on his sympathy for a classmate, or by bullying him, which was how he usually got his way? It made me sad to think of Andrew forced to go there, so upset he ran from the room to hide, suffering who knew what punishment afterward.

Josie’s essay had the rather ponderous title “Not Just a Child’s Illness.”




By the time Andrew mentioned another girl from high school, I had been feeling so sympathetic toward him that I’d almost forgotten how exasperating it was that he’d been on his single-minded quest. It had been months since he’d talked about high school girls.
He had rediscovered someone special, he told me. “I know. I know. I know I’ve said that before, but this time I think you’ll be interested to hear who I’ve found,” he said. We were at my house. He’d brought over a movie to watch onthe VCR, and a plastic container of take-out sushi. Little dishes of soy sauce sat on the floor like dying lily pads. We were on the floor because the table was covered with papers from the project I was working on, so Andrew had decided we’d better have a picnic. We had often made ourselves picnics as children, which we ate in the woods behind our house, but they consisted of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, and Hershey’s kisses Andrew won in some card game he played at recess. We could hardly wait to finish our sweet sandwiches so we could eat our sweet dessert; if we could have had all our meals in the woods, we would have. This meal he had provided was an adult treat—so adult that there wasnodessert. It had been good of him to get food and bring it over; if I’d told him how much I’d like some Hershey’s kisses, he would probably have gone out to buy them, but I had learned in childhood that you should not ask for things. Old habits died hard. I was also not sure whether it was the candy I wanted or the pleasure of his pleasure: his favorite candy was Hershey’s kisses; mine had always been Mounds bars. Why—when he had done such a nice thing, when he was so happy and relaxed, and when I was, too, really—why all of a sudden was it on the tip of my tongue to mention Serena?

“Who is it?” I asked.

“Rochelle Rogan,” he said.

Rochelle Rogan! RochelleRogan! I let my incredulous expression say it all.

“Oh, come on,” he said, opening a Kirin from a six-pack he’d put on the footstool. He handed the bottle to me and opened another. “Come on, you’re not going to say that you still have some grudge against Rochelle.”

When she was fourteen, she had fainted at her stepmother’s memorial service. It was the first such service to which I had ever been. Behind the flower-flanked podium her voice had quavered and she had fallen like a rag doll to the floor, upstaging her stepmother even in death. Not one girl in the audience thought she had truly fainted. Not one of us believed it, because she had said days before that she was sure she was going to faint. She had announced that she was going to take one of her father’s tranquilizers, but that she was still sure she wouldn’t get through it. Someone suggested that she stay home and not try. Someone else, behind her back, said that she bet Rochelle had already bought new underwear. Rochelle had “fainted” when making out with Richard Lippe and ended up swallowing a bottle of sleeping pills when he found another girlfriend. She had her stomach pumped in the emergency room. If she hadn’t been so silly about her desperation, people might have responded. But as it was, she thought she’d become invisible if, even for a moment, she wasn’t noticed.

“Just don’t marry her,” I said sourly.

He stopped eating. “What do you know about Rochelle? You haven’t seen her in over twenty years. Okay—so maybe she showed off a little. We were all maneuvering for position back then. We all did whatever we needed to get attention. You were perfect?”

Had he invited himself over to insult me? I said: “I wonder-what attracts you to her now, when you could have been with her back then. Any boy could.”

“Women are so vicious about other women. Did you hear what you just said?”

“Women are vicious? Think about how you treated Serena,”I said. “She gave me a little debriefing before she left town, you know. She had a delightful story about the note you left her when you split. She told me about pregnancy number one and pregnancy number two. She was off to have an abortion the same afternoon I had coffee with her.”

“She told you that?” he said. “What did she do that for? She was always trying to insinuate herself with you, but that was going too far.”

“I’m not sure she was trying to insinuate herself, as you put it. I think she might have felt close to me, and she might have needed a friend,” I said.

“She didn’t leave without tracking me down and telling me what she thought of me. She stalked me, Nina. She waited in the lobby of a friend’s apartment for me to come down in the morning, and the doorman and I had to restrain her.” He had squeezed his hands into fists. He looked at them. He got up quickly, went into the bathroom, and slammed the door. For a long time, I didn’t hear anything. I tried to imagine what it would be like: to have a brother who dwelled for a long, long time in my bathroom, like a mushroom growing under a log.
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