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ONE

When my sister Odette called to tell me Dad hadn’t shown up for rounds, my first guilty thought was that he’d had a heart attack on the Garden State Parkway, that his Benz had swerved, swiveled, and scraped against the railing near exit 142 until it flipped into the opposite lane like a beetle on its back, ready for the picking of crows. He’d fumbled for the aspirin he always kept in the cup holder, in a wood and silver pillbox he couldn’t unclasp when it mattered at last. Blood would mat the silvery-red mix of his still-thick hair, his eyes would be open, he’d be dead, and I’d never have a chance to prove him wrong.

Of course, my second thought was to feel horrible for my first.

“No, he didn’t say anything to me,” I said. I almost suggested she call Olivia, but I knew she didn’t need to, because Odette and Olivia, my twin sisters, know each other’s opinions, their desires and mistakes, without speaking in words. Though sometimes I am party to this peculiar frequency, sometimes I stand feeling like the last chosen for a team because they are identical twins, and I am their triplet, number three. I don’t match physically (they are four inches taller than I and my eyes are hazel green to their clear, cold blue) or hear as clearly in the ether of their silent communication.

“I think I’ll try Mom again,” said Odette. She was using her distinctive stage whisper that meant she wanted everyone standing in that hospital room at Robert Wood Johnson to know she was conducting important business on her cell phone. She was allowed to have a cell phone. She was a doctor.

“I can,” I sighed, thinking I didn’t want to.

“Just wait,” asserted Odette, but we both already knew I’d procrastinate awhile and then go seek out Mom.

“Dinner he would miss—rounds, no. I’ll start and give him another hour,” Odette finished.

If I were talking to anyone else, I’d have been unable to relinquish my frustration. Even Olivia didn’t root me to myself like magnet to steel.

I did feel calmer when I heard both my sisters’ voices. And I could tell them apart—Odette’s had an almost imperceptible deepness, a quiet, sad quality, a clarinet, while Olivia was all flute, in all circumstances. No one else could hear this, however.

We were polyzygots—they were identical, monozygotic, one egg and one sperm met and then split into two zygotes. I was fraternal—another egg, another sperm, but the same timing, which means I was like an ordinary sibling in terms of genetic material, and they were halves of a whole.

We had this special triplet quirk called Party Trick we developed in elementary school, time of Ouija boards and Monopoly (you would never want to play a strategy game with us; we knew how to team up and committed our own form of natural selection): we could speak word by word, each of us in turn, with the fluidity and natural cadence of a single person speaking. We were sleepover favorites when we were little; this was captivating, no matter how dull the subject. “We” “don’t” “like” “ham” “because” “it’s” “too” “salty.” It wasn’t practiced. We had a pact to do it whenever one of us asked—something we used rarely as adults, but still, it was always there, ability, connections, quirk, Party Trick.

In the middle of this crisis, I was struggling with my computer, trying to gain access to an online exam I needed to take in the next twenty-four hours. The server rejected my password. I was all ready, notes, coffee softened with Ghirardelli chocolate powder and half-and-half, a final exam indulgence. I had a bag of carrots and a bag of cheddar bagel chips and a giant sports bottle of water, even though I knew, from my undergraduate research, that bottled water is less stringently regulated than tap. I had my blanket and my most devoted mutt, Alphabet, who was lying on my feet as if he knew I wouldn’t walk him until I’d at least half finished the timed exam. You could only log out and back on once. I had to get an A. I hadn’t done as well on the lab portion as I meant to, but that was because I’d broken up with Feet (officially Ferdinand, an engineering graduate student from Spain who had fabulous dimples and little regard for my privacy), my brief boyfriend whose nickname should have kept me from giving him my phone number in the first place.

Sitting ready at my desk, I tried to log on. I used my password, dogdocClem, but the system said it was invalid. Dad always did this: he made us worry. He blustered in at family gatherings and brushed away queries about his lateness like lint from a suit. But somehow we all worried he was Not Okay—and I was the especial queen of worrying this—as if his Okayness held together the very universe.

I tried again, pounding the keys as I typed in my account number and the password. I was still invalid. I felt invalid. My head throbbed and I was still wondering whether Dad was all right. So instead of starting my exam, I apologized to Alphabet, restarted my computer, and got up to go see my mother.

Maybe he ran away, I thought, as I walked up to the conservatory. My father had built two additions for my mother: an art studio, because she had once casually mentioned she might like to take art classes again, and the conservatory of flowers, a long, inventive, difficult-to-maintain greenhouse that extended from the back kitchen into the lawn. She was usually there, my mother, though we had full-time gardeners for the roses and the vegetables that would be transplanted, after the last frost, into a raised plot by the three maidens’ fountain. Mom made exquisite botanical drawings, having taken a class at the New York Botanical Garden before we were born. Sometimes I thought she was simply a woman of too many talents and opportunities—each was diluted in the soup of all her possibilities.

Maybe he went up to the house in Vermont because he is getting senile and thought it was summer vacation. Maybe he’s had enough of keeping everything gripped in his fist and he let go; he went mad, like King George III.

I’d been mulling, for about six months, the possibility that my father might have early dementia, or even Alzheimer’s. I’d researched the topic when I should have been studying chemistry. Symptom one: memory loss that disrupts daily life. This was a disruption, for sure, though generally his focus on—and memory of—family commitments and plans had always been rigorously limited. Symptom two: challenges in planning or solving problems. No. Yes. Maybe. He had twice had Mom reschedule her plans for an anniversary party because he had forgotten about other commitments. But this wasn’t new.

“I’m going to have to go to the golf outing,” he said, the second time. “You don’t have to come.” My mother had sighed, dialing her party planner.

Symptom three: trouble with tasks at home, work, or leisure. No. He seemed to have no problems with work. Until now—not showing up for rounds. I was probably getting ahead of myself. I never used to get ahead of myself; I used to let the world unroll like a scroll, the beginning happening before the middle and the end, but ever since Cameron, I’d wanted more dimensions, I’d worried more about the unrevealed paper.

So when Odette called I should have just waited, I should have circumnavigated the mess of other people’s early and late, but I was a triplet, and triplets have extra arms, extra eyes, extra marginally obsessive worries. I thought of my father standing by his car, staring at his keys as if they were foreign objects. Last week, I’d been witness behind the carriage-house curtain as he stood like that for a moment; was he thinking, or was he lost inside his own head? Was this the beginning of a crumbled father? The beginning of interventions and wheelchairs? No. No. Maybe. 



TWO

All the way from the carriage house, where I was living, to the main, where my mother lived mostly alone, but for the occasional large presence of my father, A Very Busy Man, I tried to stop visualizing an accident. He’d been hit by a truck as he tucked his car door shut, giving it the love pat I’d observed with nausea—and, if I’m being honest, a simultaneous pleasing familiarity—since he bought the car. It was now almost ten years old, a top-of-the-line Mercedes sedan. Dad bought his car when the twins neared the end of Harvard undergrad; Odette had teased him and called it a Nazi car when he drove his prize into the drive. It was April, spring break, and my mother’s three hundred daffodils from White Flower Farm smeared the lawn with cream and gold, trumpets of triumph.

Dad had turned the deep plum color of his quiet anger, and Odette giggled, Olivia giggling to match her anxiety. I felt the bubble of it, but refused to succumb.

“Nazis are not funny,” said my mother, holding her hands like stop signs in front of the twins, two twenty-year-old women who were home from Harvard, finishing their medical school applications. Harvard and Oberlin were the first step in our lifetime of long division. I had to listen harder to hear them whenever we reunited.

“Yeah,” said Odette, who was at the peak of her rebellion, which was a mild phase, and tolerated well, like many of the newer antibiotics. Olivia, because she was the same as Odette, rebelled quietly. She got a tiny, tiny tattoo of a rose just above her shoulder blade, much like the rose that had been named after our mother. She also had it removed in an operation she described as “excruciating, but elegantly successful,” the next year.

“But Mercedes did use the Jews in factories—I read,” I had said, wanting more, wanting my dad’s face to blossom into rage. We were just post-teen years; we were pushing out the margins of family. My father, who controlled everything, the money, the order of the house, the comings and goings. As long as I could remember, we asked him to be excused, we asked him if it was okay to go out, we asked him if we could speak at dinner, in subtle ways, waiting for one of his lectures to subside, like requesting to speak freely in front of a superior officer. Part of me thought of it as civility and respect, but that part was dormant.

“This subject is closed,” my father said. “The Holocaust is history, and this car is something I have desired for a long time and you girls won’t ruin it with your delayed adolescent lashings.”

“Hey,” quipped Odette. “I didn’t lash.”

Olivia furrowed her brow with insignificant rage, but said nothing.

“It’s okay,” he said, cupping Odette under his shoulder. He took my mother under the other arm, and Olivia leaned on Odette. They were like a family of birds in a single nest. Olivia reached for me, and Odette silently told me to come in closer, but I could only hold their hands.

“Mom?” I asked, walking into the conservatory, as if she could be anyone else. My mother’s hair was a perfect artificial light, blond-streaked brown that matched my sisters’. I didn’t know why she didn’t dye it red like mine—her original color was in-between. If it weren’t for the crow’s-feet, you might mistake her for one of her daughters. She used Botox, though we weren’t supposed to know about it. The sad part was that she probably only did it because her friends did, not because she wanted to be smooth in that strange, paralyzed way brought on by toxic injections.

“Over here,” she said. She was by the Octavia rose, the one named after her. There were specimens in the New York Botanical Garden, in the Conservatory of Flowers in San Francisco; the Octavia rose had won best in show twice in the mideighties. It was peach-colored, with tight, small blossoms and pale pink veins that made the petals appear almost like a light-skinned woman’s translucent skin.

“It’s got something,” she said. “Maybe a must. Or bug—” She sighed and waved her hand over the plant as if imparting a magic spell.

Blight, gall, I thought. We knew these ailments from an early age. We helped her with grafting projects.

“Do you know where Dad is?” I asked her, casually testing the thorns.

“Don’t break those,” said my mother. “It’s not good for her.

“He’s at rounds I believe. You can check the Diary.” She smiled, benevolent, but ignored my question and continued tending her rose.

“He isn’t—that’s why Odette called.”

“Your father leads his own life.”

Wake up! I sniped, but only internally. Olivia was the only third who could actually say things like that to Mom—some small piece of Dad was lodged in Olivia by nurture, or maybe nature; maybe a dad gene expressed itself somehow with louder song in Olivia than Odette. She had the tiniest pinch more confidence, the tiniest bit of directable anger in the chiaroscuro of her eyes.

I wanted to ask again, but I didn’t want to hurt her. When my mother answered questions with obscurities, she was shutting down. I had to be gentle with her—this was the way we were closest—unlike my sisters, I avoided maternal conflict. I wouldn’t scratch at her surface for the welling of sap.

Still, I tried once more. “Do you think he forgot to write it in? Has his memory seemed different lately, Mom? Do you think he forgot?”

She fingered a thorn. “No. He is getting older, but he’s not senile.

“Sometimes I don’t know why I bother with this prima donna flower,” she deflected.

“Because she has a lovely name?”

“Maybe.” My mother smiled again, but this time it was enigmatic. I could almost imagine her dumping the rose on the ground and dancing up the aisle of the greenhouse, freed at last from a single domestic obligation. My mother was talented, and kind, and thwarted, but I think she took the yoke of beauty and detail willingly. She could do more—Dad wasn’t stopping her, he just wasn’t paying much attention to her choices, I thought. Maybe her maybe marked letting Dad and his flower go just a little in return for his benign neglect.

In the front hall stood a tall sideboard that had belonged to my father’s family. The drawers were lined with shoddy velvet, and silver teapots, six of them, huddled in the glass cabinets on the bottom. Paul Revere supposedly cast one. In the drawers Mom kept the two important books of our family lives, books I had resented for years and now looked upon as a ridiculous compulsion, my parents’ control manifest. My sisters were both married, both pregnant, and in private practice—together—an ob-gyn and a pediatrician, nothing as fancy as Dad’s career, but manageable, matching, and compatible, more or less, with motherhood; while at the same age, twenty-nine, I was living the single-student lifestyle in my parents’ carriage house, so I might have to look at the books once in a while. I couldn’t ignore them: the Diary, which listed where everyone important (being my mother or my sisters, mostly; Dad only put in his work appointments, but my sisters were tracked religiously. I had a spotty record ever since I left for college) was at any given time. Even now that Odette and Olivia had their own suburban minimansions in Princeton Junction, on the same street, three houses apart, Mom kept their work schedules, their own ob appointments (she attended the hearings of the heartbeats), their vacation schedules, in the Diary. They were so full, my sisters—I felt it when I was with them, the slowing of all systems after a meal. Packed patient schedules, occasional dates with their husbands; it would only be busier soon. I felt how wanted and whole and overwhelmed they were, each centered in the middle of a seesaw, unable to move for fear of losing balance. I knew it was easier for me; I was unencumbered, except for the tipping of my own concerns.

I checked the book for today and it just said Rounds, Odette; Office hours, Olivia; Inspect conservatory, Octavia; and Rounds, Charles. I sort of wanted Final Exam for Organic Chemistry (prerequisite for Vet School) Online After She Gets the Fucking Computer to Log Her In, Clementine at the end, but after I finished packing for Oberlin almost a decade ago, I’d ripped out a page of the Diary, swearing I didn’t want to be part of such anal, weird, Waspy, Big Brother recording. Dad had agreed, calmly writing me a note that said Mother would no longer list my whereabouts in the Diary, but he’d like to know in general when tuition would be due and whether I’d please my mother with my presence at Thanksgivings and Christmas.

I was living in the carriage house behind my parents’ mansion with my dogs, Ella and Alphabet, a ferret named Cheese I’d kept since someone abandoned him at Oberlin, and a boa constrictor, Skinny, whom I’d rescued from a sewer when I first moved home. Feet, my ex, was with me when I dropped my cell phone into the leaves, then kicked it into the storm drain like some physical-comedy act. I reached in, lying on the sidewalk while Feet stood above to make sure no one stepped on me, and felt Skinny before I felt the phone. Skinny, ever friendly, twined himself up my forearm, and I was not repulsed, which I took to be a sign. Also, no one claimed him, though I contacted the university, the shelter, and the police, who thought at first I was putting them on about a five-foot boa.

Skinny was puzzling; he often escaped his tank, though the cover latched on the outside. Sometimes I found him under the bed; sometimes bathing in light on my dining room table. Feet had convinced me to keep him. Feet liked snakes. He also read my journal—the main reason we broke up. He read what I’d written about our sex, that I preferred talking with my friend Eli to sleeping with Feet, that he drooled excessively when, well, attending to my needs. I have always felt that anyone who read my journal (and my sisters had done so, especially when they were afraid I was possibly suicidal) would have to be responsible for what he or she read. Odette and Olivia could handle it. Feet couldn’t. He ranted at me, complaining that I didn’t like sex (not true), that I spent too much time with my animals and Eli. That I didn’t know just how good I had it. We fought vociferously, outside his dumpy graduate student housing, a cinder-block wonder two blocks from campus. When we finally broke up, it felt dirtier than anything else about our relationship, and I was still washing my hands of it all.

Anyway, now I had Skinny as part of the entourage. I’m fine with snakes, but I don’t think they’re meant to live in tanks, and Skinny required a massive tank, since he was a massive snake. I also minded buying frozen rats and baby chicks, but Skinny needed to eat. I helped him shed by letting him rub against the knobby oak table legs in the dining area of the cottage; my father once watched with a combination of admiration and what appeared to be feigned disgust.

It was a hidden side of my father; he loved being with the animals, becoming as soft and fresh as Skinny with his new skin. He played tree for Skinny, eyebrows animated with the sensory delight of a huge snake wrapping and climbing. He was willing to look unsure of himself with animals—lying on the floor with the dogs, discussing things in barks and growls. Dad with my menagerie was younger, mischievous, unembarrassed by dog hair on his good sweaters. I remembered him as our childhood tree when he came to the carriage house—our rock to climb, my sisters and I playing in the water in the lake. He refused to communicate with Cheese, the only animal he didn’t trust. But Ella was his secret love.

Once when he thought I wasn’t in the carriage house—which had been his alternative lair when it wasn’t the guesthouse—he came by to talk to Ella and told her all kinds of things, including how lovely she was, what a good dog, what a good listener, what a beauty. I’d listened from the bathroom trying not to laugh at my stodgy, serious father’s sweet tone, and then emerged with a towel on my head, pretending I hadn’t heard anything.

Still standing at the sideboard, I checked the other book, the Accounts. To my disgust, my mother—who had lived part of the sixties as a young woman, who had had her own career and an apartment in the Village and beatnik friends and who had smoked pot and designed her own Marimekko dresses and danced at Hepburn-like happenings—my mother submitted to having an allowance. My father recorded, on the front page of every month, what she was allowed to spend. She kept the books, paid the taxes, paid the gardener and the milkman, back before the money when we had two bottles of cream-top delivered in a silver, insulated box by the front door at our tiny, proud two-bedroom Tudor in Oakville, New Jersey. We girls shared the second bedroom and rotated outfits, fighting over who would get the one new dress of the season, bickering over socks. Wrestling for a tiny taste of independence. Later came the money. And Princeton, where Dad grew up, which was close enough to his new position as Chief of Pediatric surgery at Robert Wood Johnson Hospital. Now the monthly allowance was absurd, what some people made in a year, but still, everything was accounted for. The bank accounts were in Dad’s name, and he wrote out a check each month for Mother, like some fifties throwback, as if he didn’t trust her.

I don’t know why she allowed it. I don’t know why she didn’t leave him when he jealously asked about her daily activities and then left for golf weekends without providing a number or bringing his cell phone. I once read that the jealous could anticipate their own guilt; surely Dad didn’t really mind what Mom did with her hours when he wasn’t there, unless he was asking in an obscured sort of language of love.

Sure, he had a beeper, but we knew better than to call pretending we were related to work. She had a busy life—and now that I’d seen it up close, I knew it rivaled a professional life, but it wasn’t one—and she deserved one. Or maybe I just wanted her to want one. Odette and Olivia thought she was fine, that she had enough; neither of them had the same flood of fear when Dad was late. I imagined she still smelled the collars of his shirts when he came home for dinner, breathing him in like a woman in love.

The Accounts showed a lot of expenditures this month. Two parties, one a joint baby shower for my sisters—just over, virgin mint juleps and all—and one an anniversary party for my parents, to be held in three weeks. It would be catered, of course, with tents in the backyard and a dance floor. A jazz band that also played standards. My mother had given me a CD and asked me whether they were good. The New Black Eagles. They were fabulous, I told her, wondering whether I could bring myself to wear something formal. Whether I was willing to wear heels to humor her. Whether I could bring my friend Eli, now that Feet was history and I was tired of dating unsuitable men. Odette said she’d set me up with a sweet, young intern, but I said no without needing any words.

“Nothing here,” I called to my mother from the kitchen door.

“I’m sure he’ll turn up,” she said, as the phone rang. She made an entrance with an armload of roses, clippers, and thick leather garden gloves. She smelled green. I answered the phone, as requested: “Lord residence, Clementine speaking.”

It was Olivia. Her voice was strangely nasal, as if she’d been crying. Since she was pregnant, she’d been more visibly different from Odette, in a way even those who were not part of our trinity might observe. Olivia’s belly grew up against her ribs in a firm half-sphere like an embedded balloon. Odette had a pillow, the bottom curved like a teardrop. Odette’s azure blue eyes looked tired; Olivia’s were vivid and wary. Odette was working with a midwife-doctor team, but Olivia was having none of that nonsense. She told me she wouldn’t mind a C-section. Odette was shocked.

“Clem,” said Olivia. She sighed.

“Is it about Dad?” Knowing it was.

“Is Mom okay?” she hedged.

“She doesn’t seem to care that Dad’s AWOL.”

Olivia was quiet. I tried to read the quiet.

“What? What?” I asked. “Do you know what happened? Is he okay? Why are you suddenly unreadable?” She knew what I meant—I couldn’t know what she knew.

“No. I mean he’s okay. I mean, I don’t know exactly what happened.”

I was the only one skilled at holding a secret for long. I knew her need to tell was almost physical, almost autonomic. She was suppressing a tell-sneeze.

“Still,” I said. “You can’t fool your sister.”

I’d felt this need myself, but I was good at resisting. I imagined it was squared with my sisters; an exponential urge.

“Clem, I know why Dad’s gone.”

My heart started anticipating fight or flight.

“Okay—so where is he?” I asked, thinking, again, that he could accidentally have stepped in front of a bus; that he went to his parents’ former house, wherever that was. That he was at their graves right now, communing with the dead.

He could have fallen in a manhole in Manhattan. He could be having an affair with a prostitute in Red Hook. It happened all the time, respectable men, afraid of growing old. I thought it, but I didn’t believe it. Heart attack, I thought again. If he had a heart attack, if he died, I’d never have a chance to be his favorite, even for a moment.

“I don’t know where he is,” she said. “Just why he’s gone.”

I was speechless.

“He did something,” she said, and now I could tell this wasn’t pregnancy congestion; she’d been full-on sobbing. “A long time ago, actually. And I’m not going to be the one to tell Mom.”

“Olivia?” I pushed away all my odd fantasies. This sounded real.

She didn’t answer.

“What did he do? Embezzle? Have an affair? Fake his medical license? Murder someone?”

“It isn’t funny, Clem. He left me a message,” she sighed dramatically. I couldn’t read her sigh. I hated that.

“Okay, okay, so what did he say? Where the hell is he?” Why you? I wondered. But Olivia had always been the tiniest hair ahead. Loved more by a fraction of a nose. I’d suspected it, and now I knew it. She got the first heavy-as-a-fist hug hello. She’d been born first by a minute. I was last, though the family joke was that I was still a middle child. Olivia’s birthday phone call was first. Dad trusted her just the smallest bit more—no one else would ever notice, but I read it as well as the secret language of my sisters’ faces.

I remembered, swimming in my own little lake of self-sympathy, that one year when we were kids, he brought us gifts from a conference—I’d gotten a pen that contained a floating, plastic, small intestine with a sandwich that moved through if you tilted the barrel. I thought it was the best thing ever, making throw-up jokes with abandon. Odette received her very own reflex hammer (with a drug-company name etched into the handle), and tested it on us each. I hated that funny-bone sensation. Olivia’s souvenir, however, was a real stethoscope. A real one. For listening to real hearts. He gave her something functional and grown-up and different. He trusted her more, and because I’d been eight or nine and prone to bathroom jokes, I hadn’t realized until later how unfair it had been.

Then my sister Olivia said something akin to blasphemy, something so horrible coming from her I half expected a thunderclap.

“I can’t tell you,” said Olivia. “But I listened to his message and then I did a little digging. And he’s an asshole. We’d be better off if he were dead.” 



THREE

Here are some words I would use to describe my father: stubborn, loyal, handsome, secretive, important, distinguished, powerful, charismatic, bossy, charming, brilliant, unfair, prejudiced, magnanimous, uneven (with long legs and a short, bullish torso), and occasionally, in small and dangerous ways, spiteful. I’d kept a journal, my version of a confidant, since I was ten and had probably used each of those words in my rantings. Also, in the past two years, perhaps just because we’d fought so long in our quiet ways and then I came home—and saw him up close more than I had in about a decade—he was beginning to shrink, both physically and in terms of his power over me. He was getting old.

For all my resentments, I loved the man. I loved the way his hair was slightly too long and too wild. I loved the way he clasped my hands when he greeted me, as though I were an honored guest. I loved that he actually cared what I did with my life, enough to be nearly constantly peeved with me.

On the day I came home to live in the carriage house, Dad helped me lug my bags and pets inside. He lowered a suitcase and held open his arms inside as if to call the air in as welcome. He carried the sedated Ella into the house and set her atop the throw pillows on the couch, tucking a cashmere blanket around her. I relinquished a tiny gasp—dog on furniture.

“She’s special,” he said, patting Ella, who panted and drooled and twitched with a desire to leave the realm of chemical sleep.

“Like you,” he finished, turning quickly back to the door as if encumbered by the emotion.

In the doorway he looked out and said, “Remember those neighbors who kept sheep?”

“The Bells. They had goats, Dad. They were having a go at cheese, remember?”

“No, it was sheep.” He stomped his foot, a recalcitrant child. “Well, that’s it then,” he finished, and trudged off, leaving me to rebalance my internal scales. It was goats, I knew it was goats; we’d had to shoo them off the driveway more than once. Maybe that was the first time I thought Dad might be more than just a little forgetful. I had neither of his parents as reference of aging, so I just thought about it, patting my sleepy dogs in turn.

We never met our parental grandparents; Dad kept the details of his family contained like internal organs, vulnerable to light and air, safe only in the confines of translucent muscle, fat, skin, and skeleton. Dad’s parents died long before we were born, late babies that we were; my mother was forty and Dad was forty-four, and Dad obscured all the rest of the family history, genetics and stories alike, as if they were valuable, volatile secrets. In third grade all three of us had to make family trees, and Dad wouldn’t even tell me whether we had any aunts or uncles on his side of the family. In our room, Odette said, “He was an immaculate conception,” and Olivia and I laughed and tried not to think about our parents having sex.

[image: images]

Though my mother liked to say we were New Yorkers like her—she was Upper East Side raised with a driver and a doorman—we were actually born in Red Bank, New Jersey, in the Riverview Medical Center, because we were four weeks early and Mom and Dad were down the shore at a cousin’s engagement party. Mom’s ob-gyn had said it was safe to travel. To this day Mom says it was eating excessive quantities of shrimp cocktail that started her labor; she couldn’t stop dipping them in the spicy sauce, it was as if we craved the iodine. Even thinking about that, I imagine it was O&O, my sisters, who demanded that luxurious overindulgence in a single prenatal voice. I was probably content with cranberry-orange juice mixed with seltzer, and little toasts with red-pepper toppings. I wouldn’t have complained, even though I don’t like red peppers.

My mother is fond of calling us her three wishes—she always said we were the first multiples in the family since before the Mayflower. Supposedly there were several sets of practically prehistoric twins, but we were the only ones in recent history. If you asked my dad whether multiples run in his family, he’d answer, “Only multiple intelligences,” and launch into a subject-garroting lecture on frontal-lobe electrical impulses or his colleagues who ignored the hand-washing mandate in favor of less effective squirts of sanitizer.

Our first house was in Oakville, New Jersey. Before the money. The radiator covers looked like flowers if you stared at them, or like birds in flight, or the thousand disgusting geometric seeds of a green pepper. We spent hours listening to our five records on a kiddie record player we received collectively for our birthday. The Jungle Book, Free to Be You and Me, Hair, which was completely inappropriate, but no one noticed, James Taylor’s Sweet Baby James, and Abbey Road. When I was eight, I wanted to be a rock star, or to sing on Broadway. I wasn’t sure how these were dissimilar, but I stood in the center of our room being a powerful entity, collecting all the heat and light from the world by giving it song. Of course, in chorus at school I sang quietly, afraid to make loud mistakes.

“Cut it out!” said eight-year-old Olivia, marching in, holding Odette’s hand as easily as one might hold a pen when writing.

“Too loud,” said Odette.

“I thought you two were playing four-square in the driveway,” I said, hoping they’d go away, and wanting them to stay. It was a crowded Sunday, and time alone in the room was precious. When they were with me, I felt squeezed and possessed—like a swaddling: comfort colliding with desire for freedom.

“We’re done. We’re playing Sorry now.”

“I don’t want to.”

“We do. You’re yellow,” said Odette.

“Ha ha, you can’t make me play,” I said.

“But you want to,” said Olivia, and sadly she was right. Odette soothed me more; Olivia saw my darknesses and light. I lifted the record player arm from “William Wants a Doll” and sat on the circle of green nylon rug Mom had bought to match our pale green bedspreads at the store in town where you could get stick candy in the front if you were a good customer. We loved the lemon stripes.

We played Sorry. There was an unspoken balance; if you bumped a sister back to start, you turned for the other sister next, even if you had to reverse your progress to do so, even if you had to give up a good play in the name of silent fairness.

That time, though, Olivia bumped me twice. The second time I glared at her, feeling both an inexplicable peace and expected fury.

“No,” I said. “I don’t want to go back to start, and I don’t want to be yellow and I don’t want to play anymore.”

“Spoil,” said Olivia.

“Sport,” said Odette, but she smiled. “I don’t blame you. Yellow always loses.”

“No,” said Olivia. “Clem just doesn’t want to play fair. And she didn’t want to play in the beginning.”

“So you’re punishing me?” I laughed and rattled the board, just enough to disturb the little Hershey’s Kisses shaped pieces into chaos.

“We don’t punish.” Odette looked at Olivia. She was saying something silently, and I couldn’t hear it. I hated that. I squeezed my eyes shut to listen, but all I saw, all I heard, were the fireworks of squinched eyes and the percussion of Mom emptying the dishwasher. I suddenly longed for my mother, who braided our hair, who made mine French braids because my hair was easier to manage, because I wanted them. My mother who sent me kisses from across the room, who didn’t read my mind.

“What?” I said, but I wasn’t asking. Olivia had moved in close to make me play, but now she shifted away. Odette packed up the game. Odette could never bear to let a fight erupt into full volume.

“Clem doesn’t have to play if she doesn’t want to,” said Odette.

“But she did, she wanted to.” Olivia gripped the box top.

“I don’t want to do things just because you say I do,” I said.

“But I only say so if you want to in the first place,” said Olivia. Odette pulled at the box top and the corner tore.

“I’m tired of being so known,” I said. Not really, said my sisters, and I heard them, and they were right. I kicked the box when I left the room, in search of a privacy I would never have and never wholly wanted, either.

The money came after Dad finished his residency; this was stipulated in some kind of trust, and even more came when our grandparents—my mother’s parents—died. I had a limited repertoire of memories about my Me and Da, as Mom taught us to call them. I remember Me had musky mink coats and wore dark red lipstick and diamond-chip earrings. I remember Da smelled of limy cologne and pipe tobacco, and that he coughed like a sick seal. They always brought us dresses with crinolines and gave us savings bonds in crinkly, flag-embossed envelopes, which Mom put in the Accounts ledger and we never saw again. We were meant to make a big show of thanking them, though it meant nothing to me at the time, savings bonds. Once when we learned to play Monopoly (Odette and Olivia arbitraged and traded the best properties so they each could purchase hotels), I asked my mother if I could use my savings bonds as get-out-of-jail-free cards in Monopoly. She laughed and held her hand to her thin, white throat, Mom’s nervous gesture. She didn’t answer, which meant I wasn’t supposed to ask.

Even then, my mother and father went away without us sometimes. Our father often had business trips, conferences, doctors’ retreats that I now know were sponsored by drug companies. We never went along, though we were invited. There were a few family vacations, but they were mostly at some mysterious relative’s house in the Hamptons, or, after the money, the house on the lake in Vermont.

When they left us when we were young, Me or Da or my mother’s sister, Aunt Lydia, would come to care for us. Lydia still lived in Manhattan and was six years younger than Mom, which meant it was almost okay that she wasn’t married and had a job in an advertising agency as an artist. Lydia wore silver rings on every finger and braided our hair. She brought a hatbox full of makeup and tweezed the twins’ eyebrows. I was tempted to submit to all that attention but was repulsed by the idea of tearing out hairs. We always stayed up late with Lydia, but she would suddenly become an authoritarian when we became too silly, rolling on the floor and saying potty words to delight each other.

“Up to bed,” she’d say, slapping her thigh. At that moment, we didn’t know whether she was being funny anymore.

“I mean it,” she’d say, making no eye contact. So we went. That slap on the thigh made it seem as if she might actually strike us, though she never did.

The weekends with Lydia were fabulous, though. We made homemade wheat-crust pizza and ate sauce and cheese from the bowls while it baked. The sauce came from a jar but tasted like metal and mouthfuls of basil.

Lydia always brought art supplies—sketchbooks and Cray-Pas and charcoal sticks that sat light as a bird in the hand. I wasn’t very talented, but I loved watching her hands move. My drawings were lumpen, rigorously wrong, but she never wiped away my work or said anything other than “It’s all about the process.”

She sat with me, sketching, even after Odette and Olivia lapsed into boredom and traipsed off into their collective world of stick forts beneath the hemlock trees. Lydia would set up a still life of pears, grasses from the backyard, a cracked rubber Pinky ball we never played with anymore.

“We’re alone together!” I said to Lydia.

“Like sisters.” She grinned, her mouth barely asymmetrical, like Mom. She liked the idea of being one of us.

“No,” I said. “Sisters are together but not alone.”
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