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			For Ben

		

	
		
			♦ Book 1 ♦

			Yes, he had done it. She was in the carriage, and felt that he had placed her there, that his will and his hands had done it, that she owed it to his perception of her fatigue, and his resolution to give her rest.

			—Jane Austen, Persuasion

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			From the time that his daughters could lift their rackets, William had loved nothing more than to watch them play tennis. As soon as the workday ended, he hurried home to get to their afternoon clinics in time. In the winter, he watched them play in the indoor courts, surrounded by echo, reverberation, and the smell of thick tarp and synthetic felt. Later, when they were old enough to compete, William spent his finest weekends at their tournaments, moving between athletic facilities that started, with time, to feel like home. After years of watching them play, he had begun to feel that there was something important—something historically continuous—about the ritual of walking to the club to see them perform.

			The occasions for this ritual were less frequent now. Only when Diana came home from Texas for the ladies’ club championship did he have the chance to resurrect that feeling. That crisp, fine pride of watching his girls on court. Elizabeth hadn’t touched a racket since she took up acting, and now she’d committed herself to yoga, an activity that William could not bring himself to classify as an athletic pursuit. Izzy walked away from tennis for no apparent reason when she was fourteen, and when she did, it was as though William lost a daughter. She shed every ounce of the nimble girl she had been, becoming instead an adult young creature who both saddened and confused him.

			But today, the second of June, 2000, he would walk to the courts again. Today, as he used to do so often, he had hurried home from the office, speeding along the treacherous curves of Kennedy Drive, propelled by his desire to see Diana play. He had jogged up the stairs to change into casual clothes, charged with the same excitement that used to thrill him when his girls were in tournaments. As he pulled off his tie, William examined himself in the mirror behind his closet door. He was still a fine-looking man. He had held up well. He hung his coat on a wooden hanger and changed into a yellow polo. He held his breath while he tucked it in, then took stock of himself once more. Diana had played in national tournaments. What was the ladies’ club championship compared to that? But still. Once more he would take his place in the lawn chairs behind the outdoor courts. Once more he would bandy jokes with the other members, who would lean against the fence, hoping to catch a glimpse of his Di. Once more her body’s expert movements would awe them into silence, and afterward the two of them would walk home together, he and Di, best pals, her racket bag slung across her back.

			Complete in his casual clothes, William hurried down the stairs. In the foyer, he stopped and looked out through the living room window to see Margaux planting pachysandra under the third linden tree. She was kneeling with her hands in the soil, her dark hair falling over her shoulders. Beyond her, the carriage house stood ragged against the sky, a ghost of its former glory. In its shadow, Margaux gardened, oblivious to its disrepair. Frustration spread through him. She had not remembered the significance of the day. She would not come with him to see their daughter win the championship match. She would only continue gardening, face forward, as though the world in which William and their daughters lived had disappeared behind her.

			In the kitchen, he passed Louise, absorbed in a gossip magazine, both feet up on a chair. William sometimes wondered whether he had accidentally hired her to lounge full-time in his kitchen, rather than to care for his wife. “Hello, Louise,” he said pointedly, and she uttered something incomprehensibly Australian without looking up from her page. “Goodbye, Louise,” he said, amused with himself, then took an apple for the road and stepped outside into the fading afternoon.

			It was a perfect time of day. He had the sense that a net of light had fallen over the world. He crossed his yard and moved out onto the golf course that stretched behind the houses of Little Lane, smelling the grass beneath his feet, luxuriating in the give of the soil. He, William Adair, moved easily against the resisting force of the world. He was a presence, walking across the golf course in his yellow polo shirt. This knowledge expanded him. He didn’t turn to dwell on the carriage house; instead, he moved forward, passing his neighbors’ backyards. So generous did he feel, so vast, that he waved at Mrs. Cheshire, who was taking her laundry off the line. He wasn’t annoyed by the flock of pink plastic flamingos that Sheldon Ball’s kook of a mother had planted in their backyard and that Sheldon had failed to remove since her death. It was a pleasant sensation to lift so high above the issue of the flamingos, to ascend over the carriage house. He even waved at the Muslim man who’d moved in at the corner of Little Lane and Clubhouse Road. Uzmani stood up from whatever surreptitious hole he was digging in his yard. He glanced over his shoulder, turned back with a confused look, then lifted his hand toward William. William shook his head at his own high spirits.

			The clubhouse rose before him: redbrick facade supported by white columns, settled between two magnolia trees. The symmetries of its architecture buoyed him; William was a man who appreciated columns. Rather than moving straight through the clubhouse, he took his usual detour down the back hall, lined with wooden plaques commemorating club tennis champions back to 1892. Under Men’s Club Champion, his own name—William Adair—appeared in gold paint seven times, from 1967 to 1974. Henry, his brother, won it from 1963 to 1965, before he went to war. Their father’s name appeared six times, in the span between 1941 and 1951, when his famous rivalry with George Legg drew spectators from as far as Delaware. And on the ladies’ plaque, William’s girls. Despite their mother’s genes, they were each born with enormous potential. Elizabeth was club champion from 1981 to 1983. At twelve years old, she beat Mrs. Weld, with her stolid thighs and her passive-aggressive pacifism in neighborhood association meetings. With her sunny collusions during the carriage house coup d’état. That was one of the best days of William’s life. If only he could once more see Elizabeth running up to volley, staring across the net with such intensity that Mrs. Weld started cranking framers up onto the clubhouse roof, he would die a happy man.

			And then. From 1984 to 1999 Diana reigned. What a satisfying thing it was to see, that column of Diana Adairs. Fourteen of them lined up, interrupted only by those two disappointing years. No one at the club could match that. Not Jack and Elaine Weld, with their simpering daughter. Certainly not that Cheshire girl. No, the clubhouse plaques belonged to the Adairs.

			Only Izzy was absent. There were, of course, a couple of Isabelle Adairs on the Girls’ Club Championship plaque, from the years before she quit. But she was the most talented of them all. William considered the carpet beneath his feet. It was more threadbare than he’d appreciated before: he would have to speak to the committee about recarpeting. The awareness that his clubhouse was fading lodged a quick pain behind his left ribs. His left hand involuntarily twitched; he clenched it into a fist. If only she would play again! Everything could be righted. If Izzy would walk back out on court, her limbs swinging, the racket precise in her knowledgeable hands. Even Elizabeth could return to the game, now that she was back from L.A. and her children were both in school.

			This prospect soothed him. His granddaughters, young as they were, already showed promise. The pain had passed in his rib cage, although his head had started to ache. William knew he shouldn’t dwell on old defeats. It was enough that Diana still played, enough that he still could make the walk for the Championship Match. She wasn’t finished yet. He’d picked her up from the airport three days ago, and when he saw her waiting on the curb, tears came to his eyes. She was standing, as she always had, with her racket bag slung over her shoulder, her hair in that familiar ponytail. When he pulled up, she swung the bag into the backseat, and it was such a familiar gesture that it pierced him to the core. His athletic girl. Every year she came back for the championship. She knew it made him proud.

			Beyond the clubhouse veranda, the grass tennis courts stretched their backs beneath the sun until they reached the line of chestnut trees that bordered Breacon Avenue. The chestnuts bent their heads in the breeze. William breathed; the smell of early-summer foliage produced in him a vivid recollection of bringing his young family to the club when they first joined. His little tribe, the family he’d made for himself. As clear as day, William saw Izzy as a baby in her mother’s arms, the afternoon light across Margaux’s face, the way Margaux seemed to look past the visible world of tennis courts and trees, an explorer scanning for islands. He saw Diana and Elizabeth as they once were, running out to the grass to turn cartwheels. Diana, ten years old and already more coordinated than any of the girls her age, outstripping Elizabeth, vaulting across the green. And Elizabeth right behind her, a show-off at fourteen, aware that she had her mother’s looks. A friend of William’s complimented her hair once, and she agreed with him: “Spun gold,” she said, then twirled. Such brilliant girls. From the moment he’d seen them, his heart had pummeled him with pride.

			In the stands behind court eight, Adelia had already found a place. She shaded her eyes with her hand and waved to him. William closed the space between them. “Miss Lively,” he said, taking her hand, playing a Victorian gentleman. She grinned the dear old grin. “Sir William Adair,” she said. “Of the Breacon Adairs. A pleasure, as always.” She made a place for him at her side. It was comforting to sit with her. The pink cardigan she was wearing reminded him of the outfit she hated having to wear to church when she was nine years old, and the feel of her shoulder was as angularly girlish as it was when they played tennis on these very courts.

			Beyond the bleachers, Diana was warming up against Abby Weld. Her body was loose; she jogged in place between shots, as she had since she started competing. She’d grown up jogging in place between shots. He hated to see her in that knee brace, but everything else about her movement had the particular sureness that only truly gifted athletes possess. She would have no trouble in this match. Elaine Weld boasted about how happy it made her daughter to play: “As long as Abigail’s happy, we’re happy,” she liked to say with that ostentatiously shy smile. “Varsity at Amherst is plenty good enough for us.” But it was all baloney. What child is happy when she’s losing? Not simpering Abigail Weld, with her mother’s thighs and her tearfulness. Twice in the club championships, William had seen Abigail Weld break down and cry. She was not a happy girl, and furthermore she had a weak backhand and Diana would clobber her.

			Diana warming up was a thing to see. There was a fluidity to her game, a perfection of technique, that made him relax into his seat beside Adelia Lively and feel the orchestra of his emotions tuning itself into a better harmony. The first game began and Diana served: up the ball rose, up to its highest point, and Diana unfurled her body. Liquid and matter at once, both feet lifting off the ground. She was still great. She won points tidily, as neatly as the little scoop of her leg and racket with which she picked up stray balls.

			Of course, at twenty-eight she was no longer a prodigy. William watched her, contemplating this fact. When she came up to the net to take a sip out of her water bottle, he was surprised to realize that she was getting older. One does not expect one’s children to age. She glanced over in his direction. She always found him in the crowd, even during her biggest matches. All her coaches had attempted to train this out of her. For years she had to give them a dollar every time she searched for William in the crowd. They worried that it broke her focus, but William understood what she was looking for. He pumped his fist in her direction; she nodded, returning to herself, then walked back out on court. There was the slight limp she had never shaken after knee surgery.

			She wasn’t the same after that injury. The year she was hurt, William continued flying to Texas for her team’s biggest matches, but after a while it was just too grim, watching her sitting on the bench with that enormous knee brace, crutches by her side, when she was supposed to be number one on the team. When she came back for summer break, she’d changed. His Diana, who had always been so sure. Adelia tried to help, God knows, but despite their efforts, Diana had lost something. And where had it gone? Where do these parts of our children fly off to?

			Diana was returning serve now, swaying low with the sun in her eyes. She was squinting. Elizabeth would have stared straight through it, no matter how bright. But not Diana. William could see her wavering, and it pained him. She was so good-looking once, quick and blond in her pleated tennis skirts. Since then her hair had gotten darker. Today she’d drawn it back in a limp ponytail. It was the club championship, after all; William wished she’d presented herself with a bit more pride. He reminded himself to have Adelia speak to her about that. Four years in graduate school was too much. Particularly for his Di, who had always loved to play outdoors. He had never imagined her as an architect. He understood—respected, even—her desire to choose the family profession; he himself had become an architect because it was an honor to inherit his grandfather’s firm. There was no dignity in breaking roughly with the past. And yet this was not the family tradition William had hoped his Diana would follow. Architecture had fallen so far from the days when his grandfather built his legacy. No, William had never dreamed his Di would spend her gifted life hunched over the plans for someone else’s parking garage.

			Texas, in general, hadn’t been kind to Diana. The architecture was abysmal, and the cement dragged on and on. He blamed those hard courts for the problems with her knee. He should have encouraged her to come back home as soon as she had that injury; he should have insisted on it, architecture school be damned. Considering this, William felt himself growing out of tune. Out of tune and helpless, watching his daughter play in a way that struck him as hopelessly old.

			Beside him, Adelia squeezed his hand. “If only Margaux could be here to see this,” she said. It was a silly thing to say, uncharacteristic of Adelia. William examined her profile. When she came back to Breacon, she seemed no older than the days when they played tennis after school. Then and now, people thought Adelia’s looks were hard, but to William she had always been beautiful. Her eyelashes and eyebrows were so blond that her blue eyes seemed uncurtained. Her cheekbones were a warrior’s: they deserved a streak of wet black paint. As Margaux faded, Adelia grew more fierce. And yet she, too, was growing old.

			And where was Elizabeth? And Izzy? Over her second bowl of cereal that morning, Izzy had made a sound that William had interpreted as assent when he asked her to please support her sister. It was not as though she had anything else to do on a Friday afternoon. With all the scorn that an eighteen-year-old can summon, she had joined a sum total of zero scholastic activities. She had challenged herself only enough to get in to Ohio University, of all incomprehensible places, and they had considered themselves lucky at that. She, of all the Adairs, had time to watch Diana.

			His daughters’ absence darkened William’s mood enough that he couldn’t afford a false smile when Jack Weld trotted out from the clubhouse to sit beside Adelia. “William!” Weld said, grinning excessively across the line of her shoulder. He was the kind of man who sheathed his calculating nature in an overabundance of cheer, the type of enthusiastic spirit who might stab you in the back and pretend he was just playing tag. William did not return the greeting; Weld’s presence revived his headache. “This should be a great match,” Weld was saying, but it would not be a great match. Abigail Weld was not even remotely in the same league as Diana. Weld stretched his legs. They were clothed in khaki shorts, culminating in a pair of weathered boat shoes. No socks. William hated sockless men in general, and in this case there was something particularly infuriating about the coiled athleticism of Weld’s bare calves. “What a day for a match!” he said. Neither William nor Adelia was responding to him; he was engaged in a conversation with himself, forcing them to listen in. “Listen, William! I’m glad I ran into you here. I’ve been meaning to talk to you. I wanted to say that I’m sorry about the way things worked out with the carriage house petition. I find Anita Schmidt as odious as you do. But it looks like people are just ready to let it go.”

			“That’s fine, Jack,” William said, although it certainly was not fine. He refused to look at Weld. He wanted to be alone with Adelia. There was a clarity to her presence that he needed. She was so intently focused on the match that her nails had dug eight red crescents into her palms.

			“Look, William,” Weld continued. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m with you. I understand the value of history on Little Lane. We have a past, and it wouldn’t be right to let it go like that, with the snap of a finger. It will break my heart to see that carriage house torn down. But we have systems in place. Rules for governance. We can’t just ignore the vote of everyone else on the street.”

			Adelia put one hand on William’s thigh. “What a point!” she said. “Focus, William, she’s playing, you’ve got to watch this.”

			But William couldn’t focus. His eyes were losing their grip on the match. An image of his carriage house, decaying in Anita Schmidt’s backyard, rose in his mind. It was a beautiful building once. Designed by his own grandfather, described in the papers as one of the foremost examples of shingle architecture in the United States. While other men of his generation dreamed of making their fortunes in industry, William’s grandfather dreamed of perfect spaces, of rooms designed so that within their walls you became a better version of yourself, more capable and brave. That was the kind of blood that ran in William’s veins. Inside the carriage house, there was one cavernous room and a loft under thick cedar beams. Encompassed by slabs of hewn wood, the air was hushed. It held promise. One corner was rounded into a turret shape; the roof was a series of intersecting gambrels, one for the turret, one for the carriage room, one for the owl’s nest that peeked up over the loft. Outside, the shingles were white on the siding, dove gray on the roof, weathered by decades of wind. It was the kind of house that belonged on a windswept beach, confronting the tumult. When William was a boy, there was a telescope in the owl’s nest, pointed out over the downhill slope of Little Lane. As children, he and Adelia, best friends by proximity, played pirates in the loft, surveying the houses beneath them and crying out their barbaric yawps. What she lacked in gender and years, Adelia made up for with ferocity. One evening she very nearly cut off her finger for the sake of a complicated escape; William had to hold her hand above her head, in the cathedral light that filtered through the owl’s nest, in order to prevent catastrophe. That carriage house, as it was maintained in those days, inspired William to go to architecture school. It was all that remained on Little Lane of his grandfather’s craft. The main house was rebuilt after a lightning fire, and since the subdivision, neighborhood covenants had all but required the construction of stucco faux-colonials. The subdivision, sloppily executed by William’s father, so that the carriage house fell on Anita Schmidt’s plot of land. And now the carriage house, too, had been sacrificed by the neighborhood association in their crusade for democratic mediocrity. How far it had fallen from its original form! His children had never known it as it once was. For them, it was a collapsing relic, rodent-infested, the window in the owl’s nest shattered and never replaced.

			William closed his eyes. He felt the crisp lines of his structure dissolving. “Weld,” he said, summoning his reserves, “I will say this once, and then I will watch my daughter play. My grandfather built that carriage house. If Anita Schmidt would let me on her property, I’d take care of the rodent problem. It’s a goddamn shame. That carriage house is my family. It’s history.”

			“Of course it’s history,” Weld said. “But it’s not actually historical, according to the county historical society.” He lifted his palms, innocent as a murderous boy. “I’m with you, but as president of the neighborhood association, I can’t just ignore the petition.”

			William’s headache had escalated. It struck him that what Weld was doing amounted to aggravated assault. There were arrows of pain lancing the base of his skull, spots in the field of his vision. He pressed his temples between his thumb and middle finger, then tried focusing on Weld for one final word.

			“I won’t talk about the goddamn carriage house,” he said. “My daughter is playing tennis. If you will, I’m going to focus on that.”

			Upon uttering this, he turned back to watch Diana, and his face went entirely numb.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Before the doctor ushered the girls into William’s room, he held a brief consultation in the waiting room. “Your father’s condition is stable,” he reported, holding his face mask politely folded in one hand. “Fortunately, the stroke was a minor one. It was lucky that Dr. Weld recognized its symptoms early.” He oriented his body toward the girls. Off to the side, excluded by their closeness, Adelia stood by herself. A woman not his wife, dressed foolishly in a pink cardigan with pearl buttons. But none of them had even been born when she and William stood poised on the brink of their lives, next-door neighbors on a crucially important street, their bodies thrumming with the voltage of all their potential. None of them knew. To them she was only a faded woman, dressed in a cardigan she’d chosen because it seemed cheerful, but in which now she felt childish and absurd, standing on her corner of hospital linoleum, watching William’s daughters experience a grief that rightfully belonged to them.

			The doctor consulted his clipboard. He puzzled for a moment, as if considering an allergy. “Adelia?” he finally asked, looking up from his notes.

			The girls turned toward her, and Adelia stood straighter to withstand their collective scrutiny. Diana was still dressed in her tennis clothes. Come stand with me, Adelia wanted to beg her. It would have helped her hold up to Isabelle, tall and polished, her face framed by long hair. To the scrutiny of a teenage girl, that particularly terrifying kind. But Diana only looked away, and even Elizabeth withheld herself, despite the bond Adelia dared to imagine they’d built this year. Elizabeth held her daughters by their shoulders, radiating such motherly authority that her sisters could scarcely help but be drawn to her side. Adelia had rarely seen them standing so close. In the moment of William’s weakness, a new intimacy emerged. Normally, they orbited around their father like planets in separate spheres; now Elizabeth filled the role of matriarch. All year she had floundered, lacking a role. Here, of all places, she’d hit a certain stride. Her gestures had taken on new breadth. She offered her sisters long embraces. A head or two beneath the level of their elders, Lucy and Caroline stood as guarantee of their mother’s maternal substance, clinging to her closely, moving with her as she surged into position at the family’s helm.

			And off to the side, shriveled Adelia, childless. The doctor had summoned her into sight, and the girls remembered this woman who had entered their lives ten years ago and persisted in clinging to them, an enormous burr. If they only knew that she, too, was once a girl their age. But how could they know? They took the luxury of staying young, these children of William’s. When Adelia was a girl, you couldn’t linger in your endless childhood. William asked her to marry him after his first year of college, and that was reasonable at the time. She was seventeen. Her family was moving to a suburb in Connecticut. When she told him on their way to the club, he shrugged: Then let’s get married now. She was younger than Isabelle, with no idea what it meant to be married. We’ll wait until after college, he said when he saw the terror on her face. Not terror at the idea of spending her life with him, just terror that they couldn’t be children forever. Even now the word “woman” made Adelia cringe. But then! At seventeen years old! When he asked her, she challenged him to a game of left-handed tennis: If you beat me, I’ll marry you. And then she creamed him, because she hoped they could stay as they were forever, through to the end of time. But he went back to college angry, and she moved to Connecticut. She wrote him letters, but his replies were curt: to one he answered, “These are things you’ll understand when you’re not a little girl.” It hurt her feelings. “I’m dating a senior,” she lied the next time she wrote. She hoped that would slow things down. Or else she was proving herself, a crafty competitive child. He never wrote back. After his senior year, he married Margaux and left late-blooming Adelia behind.

			Adelia averted her eyes from Elizabeth to focus on the grandkids: Caroline with her pink plastic glasses, squinting upward as if they hadn’t gotten the prescription right; Lucy glaring sideways at her older sister with that feasting expression that sometimes took hold of her face. Adelia wanted to go kneel beside them, to escape to their height. Normally, she felt antagonized by children, but these girls were different, these children of William’s blood. Adelia slipped into their company easily. If she could go to them now, the three of them could speak a language of their own, like dolphins or whales, beyond the radar of their sharp-eared mother or their complicated aunts.

			Lucy and Caroline, like her, were children of Little Lane. They came to be taken care of on weekends when Elizabeth had to work at the studio. When they did, Adelia walked over from her house on Mather Street and imagined that they were her own. Sometimes, in William’s kitchen, she tried to bake them cakes. She’d never had an instinct for baking, and the cakes were always flattened on one or all sides, but even so, the girls could be counted on to eat, and if Lucy wasn’t pouting, she’d ask Adelia to tell them about William when he was a little boy. Then Adelia would close her eyes and remember the sheen of his fair hair under the sun, the way he moved on court, the expression on his face as if he were just about to laugh, even when he was sprawling out for a drop shot. She’d point out the house where she lived as a little girl, across the street, with the long screened-in porch where she used to sit and wait for William to appear. She’d tell them stories about the carriage house, where she and William played games of pirate in the loft beneath its rafters. How their friendship ceased when he was eleven and she was eight—when those ages seemed too distant to cross—and resumed again in high school when he saw her playing tennis at the club. He leaned on the net post, watching her. You’ve gotten pretty good! he said, and she blushed so deeply that she felt it in the webs of her fingers. She’d tell them about the way she could beat him if they played left-handed, about the way he changed an empty house when he walked through the door and called her name up the stairs. About sitting in the carriage house and planning their lives, their legs swinging off the side of the loft. How, with him, oddly, she could feel new parts of herself: her kneecaps, the arches of her feet, the edges of her shoulder blades when they pressed against the cedar planks of the loft.

			These things she told the grandkids, closing her eyes to remember them better, and if she opened her eyes, there was William himself, sitting at the kitchen table or in his reclining chair, watching her above the horizon of his newspaper. He watched, and sometimes he entered the plane of their pretending so that for the length of an entire Saturday, forgetting that Margaux was only upstairs, they played the parts of the family Adelia imagined she might have had if she’d grown up as women are meant to grow.

			“Adelia?” the doctor asked again.

			“I am Adelia,” she heard herself reply, in a language that didn’t belong to dolphins or whales but sounded instead like cold fingers tapping against a windowpane.

			“Mr. Adair asked to see you along with his children,” the doctor said.

			They looked at her. Adelia had the strange idea that they might stand there eternally, blocking her way to his room, but already they were moving forward. Of course they wouldn’t block her. Not even Izzy would be so cruel. Elizabeth instructed her daughters to wait; they slumped in their shiny plastic seats as the elders filed in. Only Adelia, last in line, gave them a final look before the curtain that smelled of antiseptic parted before her and William appeared.

			His lips were dry. His shoulders were bare down to the blue sheet that had been pulled up over his chest. In the hospital’s fluorescent light, Adelia could see sad contours in his shoulders that she hadn’t noticed before. There were a few white hairs on his sternum, usually hidden by the collars of his polo shirts. His aging skin, his hair. She had somehow never imagined these components of William: he was William, entire, not composed of physical parts. Adelia could feel herself blinking rapidly to tamp down the emotion that was rising in her.

			In front of her, the girls each went to him.

			“Dad,” Diana whispered, leaning over him. She kissed him and he turned away. “Oh, thank God,” Elizabeth said, taking her father’s hand, shouldering her way to his side. “Thank God you’re okay.” William received her attentions; he seemed to be exercising fortitude. Isabelle’s kiss was briefer. She swept in and withdrew, sparing in her effusions. And then the three of them stood by his side.

			It would have been unimaginable, ten years ago, to see them in this state. When Adelia came back to Breacon after the second divorce, she saw them first at the country club Easter brunch. She knew she’d see them eventually; she’d come back for them, after all. For years she watched them growing up in Christmas cards; twenty-three cards were pinned with magnets to the refrigerator in her Brooklyn Heights apartment. The first one arrived just after her first divorce. She was living alone, twenty-six years old, starting her first year of law school. She’d dropped out of college and quit the tennis team to marry Ed in the middle of her senior year. She told herself she was staying on schedule and managed to feel proud. Two years later, she found herself crying over a fallen spinach soufflé: “I wanted more for myself,” she told him. He had only just gotten home from the office; he was wearing his suit, and in one hand he held a fresh glass of Scotch. “Then we’ll have children,” he told her, attempting to touch her with his empty hand. Her laugh sounded like a dropped glass breaking. And so she divorced him, Adelia the Brave. She found the Brooklyn apartment. From her window she could see barges passing slowly under the bridge. She finished her college credits and applied for law school. She wore knee-high rubber boots when she trudged through the snow to her classes; her hood had a fur lining.

			In December, she opened a Christmas card to find a photo of William with his wife and their baby, Elizabeth. She kept it on the refrigerator all that year out of loyalty, though catching a glimpse of it felt like swallowing a rock. Every night when she got home from studying in the library, she took her cottage cheese and olives out of the refrigerator and considered the surprised smile on Margaux’s face, the baby’s pale hair. She saw them once a year, so they changed dramatically each time. As she watched, Adelia’s jealousy shifted, and she became attached to them in her way. Five years after Elizabeth, Diana appeared, squinting and bald. Later there was one of Diana and Elizabeth dressed as crabs, crouched on the beach. Adelia could see William’s shadow on the sand beside them, cast from where he stood behind the camera. In an abstract sense, she started to imagine that she was their banished mother. It was easier with Diana, who had none of Margaux’s looks. She was fair, like William, broad-shouldered and strong. For a long time she had a page-boy haircut and the straight lines of a tomboy. She was the kind of girl Adelia imagined she could raise.

			In the same Brooklyn Heights apartment, with the Adairs pinned to her refrigerator, Adelia graduated law school and went to work at a firm. Her hours got longer. She had no family of her own and didn’t necessarily regret this until, at the age of thirty-six, she received the card with baby Isabelle. When she pinned that card up, Adelia understood that she was ready to have a child. She was ready to hold that baby in her arms. She felt it with a ferocity that nearly knocked her over. She had to kneel down on the kitchen floor and place her forehead on the vinyl tiles to steady herself, drawing deep breaths into the great empty pit of her stomach.

			The next morning she set about the task of finding a husband. What she ended up finding was Peter Magnusson, a lawyer three years her junior whom she met at a conference on tax reform. During their initial outings, he seemed sensitive and tidy enough to fit into her life without excessive disruption; it was possible, however, that her judgment was not performing at peak capacity. She was so blinded by her desire to have a child like Isabelle that homeless men started to look like they were a single shower away from paternal possibility. That spring she asked Peter Magnusson to marry her, and two weeks later they arrived at the courthouse to undergo a civil ceremony with a judge whose uncompromising stance on tax fraud Adelia particularly admired. That night she and Peter crossed the threshold of her apartment and she dreamed vivid dreams of immediate conception.

			Peter, as it turned out, was shy about anything that occurred in the bedroom and avoided it assiduously. In every other regard, he was careful of her feelings. He cooked her elaborate dinners, and she grew to love the sandalwood smell of the pomade he combed into his hair in the morning. But his excuses for sexual avoidance were manifold and increasingly embarrassing. For three years Adelia crafted various strategies for entrapment. Still, they never conceived. Dreams of immediate conception became dreams of immaculate conception. Peter’s presence was a constant apologetic hovering. They attempted in vitro fertilization. Despite the insane expense of the procedure, it failed to produce a blastocyst for Adelia to nurture. The doctor informed her that it was possible she had a “hostile womb.” That was something Adelia had suspected of herself for some time, but to hear a professional tell her as much made her cry in his office as if he’d told her that all the world’s children would die. By her side, Peter patted her hostile hand.

			After drying her tears, Adelia fired the doctor. The next ob-gyn was a fresh-faced woman in her prime childbearing years. She assured Adelia that there was no such thing as a hostile womb and proposed a second go at IVF. Peter seemed crestfallen at the news, yet determined Adelia forged ahead with her plans. On the day of the appointment, Peter accompanied her as far as the doctor’s waiting room and then stood and left the building. Two days later he reappeared in their apartment and told her he wasn’t sure he wanted a baby. A wave of exhaustion hit her and she slept for two days, which accounted for the only two sick days she’d ever had an occasion to take. After she finally got up, she walked over to the refrigerator, looked at William’s family, and started to cry. She was forty years old. In her first marriage, she missed the chance to play tennis as she might have played. In her second marriage, she missed the chance to have a family. And years ago, in ancient history, before she even understood that chances could be lost, she missed the chance to live with William and be his wife.

			Peter agreed to move out with an unconcealed relief that hurt Adelia to the center of her unwifely core. Injured Adelia returned to her routines. The smell of sandalwood started to fade. At night, after work, she ate her cottage cheese and olives, alone at the table that faced out over the East River toward the lights of Manhattan. In the morning she ate a bowl of muesli while standing up in the kitchen, perusing her gallery of Margaux’s girls. All these routines she performed without hope of a child. She felt this loss, strangely enough, in her gums, which became painfully sensitive to all temperatures. She started brushing with Sensodyne. She was given a promotion at the firm, and she underwent two periodontal surgeries. She took up Pilates at her local gym. Obedient Adelia was attentive to all her Pilates instructor’s instructions, and she improved quickly. Sometimes she surprised herself in the mirror, after she had showered in the ladies’ locker room. She looked like a woman young enough to have a child. But.

			On her refrigerator, Adelia collected three more years of Christmas cards, and then one arrived with a note from William. Adelia, it said. I’ve been reading the paper all these years in the hopes of finding your name in the Wimbledon finals. To no avail! Still, the Cheshires tell me they saw you on Montague Street and that you’re a partner at a law firm. I expected no less. Things here are fine. So many of the old families have moved away. I reminisce sometimes. It would be nice to have a friend from the neighborhood to talk to. Margaux has little patience for it; she’s always lived in her own world. But I do have tragic news. Anita Schmidt has taken the carriage house hostage. You remember the carriage house, don’t you? Dread Pirate Wendy’s Lair? Well, according to His Highness the County Commissioner it now belongs to Anita Schmidt. An error in the subdivision proposal that my father drew up. Nobody caught it until Anita took it upon herself to study the original plan. Anyway, we’re fighting it tooth and nail in the neighborhood association, but unfortunately many of the neighbors are assholes, as you may remember. She won’t even let me paint it. You remember how white it always was? It’s getting dingy now and there’s a crack in the owl’s nest window. You have no idea how it pains me to see. One of the foremost examples of shingle architecture in the United States! But I’m rambling. I’m sure you have little time for this kind of thing. I think of you often; I thought you should know. I hope you’ll come visit sometime. Work is blah but the girls are beautiful, and Diana has the kind of talent that hasn’t been matched on the eastern seaboard since the Adelia Lively Era. I’m attaching a clipping about her performance at this year’s junior nationals: third in the nation! She reminds me of a girl I knew when I was a kid. I send my love and I remain, Yours, William.

			Adelia pinned the card—and the clipping—to the refrigerator. In a week she’d memorized the note. After that week, she initiated divorce proceedings against her willing and helpful husband. She tried not to blame him for her losses. It was she, Adelia, who had always arrived too late. Instead, she set her mind to finding a way to relocate to the firm’s office in Philadelphia. By March she was back in Breacon, moving the furniture from her apartment into the gaping spaces of the house on Mather Street. She reassembled her gallery of Christmas cards on the new refrigerator door. She established routines that were sharpened this time by the knowledge that she might run into Margaux at the grocery store, Diana at the gym, William as he made his familiar way over the green to the courts.

			But to see them in the flesh at Easter brunch was something else. It took her breath away to find them there together, gathered around a table, eating a communal meal. They were like a still life: Family Gathered at the Easter Table. Margaux was there. She still went out with them at that time. She was the picture of a mother, with her dancer’s posture and otherworldly poise, her dark hair coiled at the nape of her neck. Elizabeth, seated at Margaux’s side, was just out of college, in full possession of the confidence that only a twenty-one-year-old actress can possess. She was wearing a cowl-neck sweater and her lips were dramatically red. At her side, Diana: broader-shouldered than she seemed in her pictures, entertaining the compliments of club members. And on Margaux’s other side, little Isabelle. Her plate was littered with cracker crumbs, and in the wake of that destruction she was drinking a Shirley Temple, lost in a dream world that Adelia saw and immediately wanted to enter. She approached them, and William stood up with such energy that the silverware rattled.

			“Adelia Lively!” he said, and she couldn’t answer because something was stuck in her throat. “I can’t believe it. Adelia! You look exactly the same as when I saw you last.” She hugged him awkwardly; they had never offered each other such a formal embrace.

			“Adelia,” Margaux murmured, smiling. Without the slightest trace of jealousy. But what did she have to be jealous of? Adelia and William had loved each other as children; Margaux was a mother, his wife, a person beyond. Adelia could only try to make her smile look less skeletal.

			“This is my family,” William said. He gestured to them. “My girls.” And how could they have been anything other than complete, backed by his pride? How could they have failed to become the talented creatures they were? She could feel William’s tenacity across every inch of her skin; the hairs stood up on her arms. It was this that made her love him first. You could be a Wimbledon champion one day, he told her when she was sixteen, the summer before he went off to college. He wasn’t even joking, just planning for the future. No one else believed in her like that. With him, a sense of her potential took shape. Her promise had texture and weight. With everyone else, she was only a girl. Her father called her Dee-Dee and bought her pearl-button cardigans from Bendel’s for Christmas. But William believed she’d be a champion, and two divorces later, having twice come up against all that she’d never accomplish, she’d returned to Breacon to find that his children had inherited the gift of his belief. She could see it in the way he looked at them, and she couldn’t help but envy them their luck.

			“How do you do,” she said, regretting at once the old-fashioned awkwardness of the expression. They returned her greeting impeccably, unaware that she’d come home out of ancient love for their father. And then William turned to her again. She could feel his eyes on her; it was a sensation so old, so nearly forgotten, that she reached for a chair to keep herself steady. “Adelia Lively!” he said. “It’s been so long. What brings you back to the old stomping grounds?”

			She concocted something about missing the smell of tennis courts. He beamed. “Do you still play?”

			She forced herself to be honest. “I haven’t for something like ten years.” She registered his disappointment and took a breath before diving back in. “But I’m back for a while now, and I’d love to pick it up again.”

			And now, in William’s hospital room, those children stood by his bedside in three states of fallen grace. Isabelle, her thin shoulders thrown back, hostile and defiant. Elizabeth, washed up, playing the role of daughter as if it were her comeback to the stage. And Diana, holding the broken center, no more than a shadow of the girl she was when she was playing her sport. They were not what they used to be. Though this might have caused Adelia to pity them, it only made her angry. They should have held up better for his sake. They had allowed themselves such depths of suffering. While he summoned all the reserves of his confidence, they had done nothing but practice the art of slow drowning. Drowning and waving. Dramatically drowning. Time after time, William with his fine athlete’s shoulders dove in after them, and now, when he needed them, they came before him in this state, waiting to be saved.

			“I don’t feel very strong,” was what he finally said, and Adelia heard herself emit a sound like air hissing out of a punctured can. All three girls looked at her. She composed herself again. “I don’t feel very strong, and I don’t want to talk much right now,” he said, repeating himself. “I’ve had to think about whether to say anything at all, because I know what I’m going to say will be hurtful. But I’ve been thinking maybe I’ve damaged them more by refusing to see the truth.” He paused to collect himself before continuing. “And the truth is, I’m disappointed in you. You’ve disappointed me.”

			“Dad,” Diana said, and Adelia looked away. Never in the past had she imagined such a thing. When he refused to acknowledge their failure, Adelia had acknowledged it for him.

			“Let me finish,” he said. “I want to say this while I can. You should know that the two of you—Isabelle and Diana—have broken my heart. You had all the potential in the world. You could have been so much.”

			The color washed out of Diana’s face, but she remained still, prepared to face the bald truth of her sentence. Elizabeth, absolved, flushed in a way that made Adelia want to exile her from the room. She had done no better than her sisters; she had not confirmed William’s consequence. Her only triumph had been that of bringing her children back home so that William could think of them as his own. In that one act she’d renewed her promise, but it was not for her to flush with exception. She’d fared no better than either one of her sisters.

			“I’m not sure how this happened,” William continued. He peered at Isabelle, as though hoping she might supply an answer. “Isabelle, for the life of me, I can’t say. What happened? What happened to make you change as much as you did?” Isabelle watched him. Her expression was flat beneath the arches of her eyebrows. He waited for her to answer him for a long time, then turned away and lifted a hand to his eye. His wrist was encircled by a blue hospital band. There was an IV tube hanging out of his vein. Adelia noticed for the first time that his eyebrows were disheveled.

			“And Diana,” he said. “For years you’ve persisted in suffering. Since the day you quit tennis, you’ve chosen over and over again to struggle.” He stopped and swallowed. “I’m not sure what it is in you. You should have seen yourself as a girl on that court. Everyone at the club would stop what they were doing and turn. They’d ask who that girl was, that brilliant girl. It breaks my heart to see what you’ve become.” He licked his lips. The vein in his arm that held the IV needle was purple under the skin.

			Adelia knew she was blinking too rapidly. The stillness was ruining her; if only they could move. If they could run, or swing, they would become themselves again. William would remember himself. She took a step forward, but as soon as she moved, Elizabeth swept over him. An exotic bird of prey, all feather and excessive wing. “Daddy,” she said, “you’re tired. Please. You should rest.”

			Isabelle surveyed her father, composed as a cruel priestess. “Dad,” she said, “that’s unfair to Diana. The only thing she ever quit was tennis, and no one can play tennis forever.”

			William focused on Adelia. “Tell them it’s time for them to leave,” he said to her.

			She shook her head, helpless and numb.

			“You’re the one who won’t let it go,” Isabelle continued. “You had one dream for her, and you won’t let it go. What was she supposed to do, play tennis until she died? Was that what you had planned?”

			“You don’t know what you’re saying,” William said. “I’m not feeling well. I’d like to be alone now. Adelia, tell them to leave.”

			Diana hovered, caught between apology and retreat. You’re better than this, Adelia wanted to tell Diana, but she and Isabelle were already moving out of the room.

			“Me, too, Daddy?” Elizabeth asked.

			“Yes, Lizzie,” William said. “I’d like to speak with Adelia.”

			Elizabeth kissed him on the cheek and stood. She held herself regally. “I’ll wait with Lucy and Caroline. They love you, Daddy.”

			“Tell them I’m proud of them,” William said. “I’m as proud of them as a person can be.”

			And then Adelia was alone with him, with William, whom she had loved from the time she was a little girl without knowing it was love. Without knowing that the end of such love was marriage. William, with whom she had played pirate in the carriage house, dressed in a Tanner of North Carolina dress she pulled behind her bike for miles to get it bedraggled enough. For which act of rebellion she was later spanked, but did not weep, because One-Eyed Pirate Wendy never cried. Her ship was the Carriage House Loft; William battled his way up the stairs with a toy sword his father brought back from a trip to Mexico. “I’ve got you, wench!” he said, and she: “You’re mine, slave!” And all around them light streamed in from the owl’s nest, so that they were suspended in its glow, weightless like the dust motes that swirled in the cedary air. He played with her after he was too old to be playing pirate in the carriage house; he kept pretending because he wouldn’t let her go. Now, in his hospital bed, she went and knelt at his side, pressing her cheek against his palm.

			“You’re fine,” she said.

			“No, Adelia, I woke up lost,” he said. “I’m lost.”

			“You’re right here,” said Adelia. “Nothing has changed.”

			He closed his eyes. “Does Margaux know?”

			“I spoke with her, but I’m not sure how much she understood. She tried to comfort me. Louise said she wasn’t clear enough today to come to the hospital, unless it’s important to you.”

			“It’s fine,” he said. “It doesn’t matter anymore.”

			Adelia stood before him in her cardigan. There was no place for her hands. This was not as it should be. She had hoped for this disloyalty so long, and to receive it in this state, with his forearm mapped by purple veins, his pale chest showing over his sheet.

			“I didn’t feel old,” he finally said. “I didn’t think that they were getting old.”

			“You’re still young,” she said. “Nothing’s changed. We’re all exactly the same.”

			“But they’ve sabotaged themselves.”

			“They’ll be fine,” she told him. “The girls are going to be fine.”

			“They could have been so much.”

			“They will be.”

			“It’s too late. They’re not children anymore.”

			“You’re wrong, William. It’s not too late.”

			“I’ve made so many mistakes.”

			“We all do.”

			“I should have married you.”

			Childless Adelia stared, clutching the sleeves of her cardigan in her own curled fists.

			“Move in with me,” he said.

			She caught her breath too sharply. “Wait, William. Wait before you say that. There are the girls, and Margaux. Don’t say such a thing too quickly.” He set his jaw. Because he wasn’t answering, because perhaps the idea would slink away to the place from which it came, Adelia heard herself chattering on. “You should think about this more. You might regret it. There are the girls to think about, and Izzy’s still at the house.” Adelia was ticking things off with her fingers. “We’re not children anymore. And there’s Elizabeth’s divorce, and Margaux, and the carriage house.”

			“Stop,” he said. “Stop.” Adelia stopped. The skin beneath his eyes looked bruised, and an unshaved spot of white stubble remained on his jaw. This was her William, after all these years. “Say you’ll live with me,” he said. “Just for a while. Just while I get my strength, and then you can go. But I will not go back to that house without you in it.”

			Because she was feeling too much, because there was nothing else to say and nowhere else to go, Adelia climbed into the bed with him. Her hands found him with relief. She was careful of the IV needle, careful with the contour of his body on the hospital cot. It was the first time she had lain in a bed by his side. So often, as children, they’d lain beneath the cedar beams of the carriage house. She remembered him smelling like grass. And now! How many years had passed, and only now could Adelia Lively climb into the bed of William Adair. Beside his body, pale in the hospital sheets. So much was fading around her. It was the saddest thing in the world. Blinking this away, she lay close to him, close to his face. She kissed the stubble of his hair. She kissed his eyebrows, his antiseptic shoulders. She kissed the wisps of hair on his chest and laid her head there, listening for the sureness of his brave competitor’s heart.

			“Is it too late?” he asked. Adelia blinked, blinked, blinked. She could feel his chest against her lashes as they moved. The chest of William Adair.

			“No, William. It’s not too late for anything at all.”
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