







Was it Possible that Declan


Might Still be Here?



Oh God. I brushed my hair back from my face, gave thanks that I’d worn the figure-hugging T-shirt, licked my lips. The attraction I’d felt for him when I first met him, when I first started working at the bar, had dissipated in the face of his many high-drama romances and our developing friendship.

But then I slept with him, and all those years of friendship went out the window. I thought of him now only as an ex-lover, as a fantasy who’d fueled hundreds of orgasms in the time since I’d last seen him. Oh God. I pressed my nose to the blackened window, and there, drawing a Guinness from the ancient brass tap, was my fantasy.

I could just walk away, leaving him none the wiser. I could go home, work on creating my future.

Or I could go through that door. Say hello. Have a beer. Revisit my past.
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Chapter One




“Mommy, Mommy!” my five-year-old daughter Amanda yelled, slamming her way out of her father’s car. “Maya called Daddy a jerk-off!”

She hurtled up the front walk toward where I was crouched under the hedges, trying to clear the dead leaves away from the hyacinths and tulips, and leaped on top of me, knocking me backward onto the wet lawn. I shut my eyes and pulled her close, burying my face in her mango-and-sweat-scented hair.

“That’s not a nice word, sweetie,” I said, feeling her heat above me, while below the damp from the grass was already seeping through my clothes.

“I know,” said Amanda, pulling back and looking at me gravely. “That’s what Daddy told Maya. And then she said, okay, she was sorry, he wasn’t a jerk-off, he was a dickhead.”

I bit back a laugh.

“Why did she call him that?” I said, working to keep my face as serious as hers. “Did they have a fight?”

Amanda only shrugged. “Can I go play Barbies?”

“Sure.”

She scrambled off me and ran up the stairs into the house. I had barely made it to my feet, and was still trying to get a look at what was going on inside the car, when the passenger door shot open. Now it was Maya tearing up the walk.

“Mom,” she said, as she whizzed past me, “tell Frank to leave me alone.”

Frank was already out of the car, also hurrying my way. This was a real shocker: Usually he was peeling out within nanoseconds, heading back to New York, not even cutting his engine in his eagerness to flee. It had been weeks since I’d gotten so much as a glimpse of him, and now I tried to keep from gawking, so transformed was he with his newly lean body and his bleached blond spiky hair, his suede jacket and—my God, could it really be?—teeny tiny hoop earring dangling what looked like an ankh.

“What’s going on?” I asked him.

I could feel Maya breathing behind me, sucking her rage in and out through her teeth.

“Nothing,” said Frank, trying to look around me to where she hid. “She’s just being fifteen.”

“If you don’t fucking tell her,” Maya said, “I will.”

“See how she talks now?” Frank said. “This is okay with you?”

Dickhead, I thought. “Tell me what?”

Frank took a deep breath. “I’m leaving the firm, Kennedy. I’m becoming a yoga instructor.”

Frank, who couldn’t make it through a cocktail-party conversation without mentioning he’d gone to Harvard Law. Frank, who used his legal stationery to write to the local newspaper to complain about faulty garbage collection. Chucking it all for the downward dog.

Now I really did burst out laughing.

He drew himself up to his full height, which wasn’t all that tall. “I object to your ridicule.”

“You’re not a lawyer anymore, Frank,” I said, still chuckling. “Remember?”

“This is about healing,” Frank said. “This is about giving back to society.”

“This is about you covering your ass,” Maya said.

Frank opened his mouth, then shut it again. “I don’t have to put up with this,” he said, lifting his hands in surrender. “I’m out of here.”

He half-turned and had started to move back down the path when Maya spoke again.

“The thing he didn’t want me to tell you, Mom, is that we met her. We met Sunny.”

Frank froze. Maya held her breath, waiting for my reaction. And I stood rooted in my spot, trying to take it in. I knew about Sunny, of course, the high school surfer girlfriend Frank had run into last fall at the Oyster Bar. Had gotten reacquainted with, had slept with, had left me for. I knew all about her, but my daughters were not supposed to. Not yet.

“What do you mean, you met her?”

“She came to the apartment, Mom. Duh! She came for dinner Saturday night and she was still there when we woke up this morning.”

Frank broke in. “Maya, I warned you not to go running to your mother with all this misinformation.” He took a step back toward me. “Kennedy, this is not what it seems.”

“She was wearing a diamond ring, Mom,” Maya said from behind me. “Way bigger than yours.”

Without thinking, I reached out and pushed Frank. Hard. Leaving a muddy handprint on his pristine suede. I should turn him in to the maharishi for wearing dead cow.

“You promised me, Frank.” I advanced on him. “You agreed we were going to give them time to adjust to the separation before we introduced other people into their lives.”

“It’s been four months, Kennedy,” he said, backing away.

“Four months is nothing. They’re nowhere near ready.”

He stopped. “I think you’re the one who’s not ready.”

He said this so quietly that it didn’t even sound at first like it had come from him. It was more like a voice in the air, one of those voices that crazy people heard. Behind me, the screen door slammed; Maya had retreated into the house, leaving the two of us alone. I blinked.

“What do you think I’m not ready for?” I asked him.

“To leave the past behind. To start a new life.”

That uncharacteristically straightforward no-bullshit statement coming from Frank hit me like a hardball between the eyes. Reeling, my gaze swerved and I looked blindly beyond him, desperate for something, anything else to focus on. What I found was Mrs. Husk’s cherry tree across the street, which seemed overnight to have come into bloom. For months I’d seen only a tangle of black branches, and now suddenly there was this cloud of pink. Gaping at that pinkness, I realized that Frank was right. I had not, until that moment, accepted that he was gone and that my life was once again my own. And right then, ready or not, I knew that my future had already arrived, and that I was sailing into it by myself.

•  •  •

Unfortunately—or maybe not—I didn’t have much time to think about what I was going to do now that I had again become master of my own domain. As soon as Frank left, Amanda pulled me into playing Ken to her Barbie. And then there was the evening’s pizza to order—one of the main advantages of single motherhood: not having to give a fuck what he wants for dinner. And then once I had Amanda bathed and settled down in front of her Sunday night TV shows, I had to go see what Maya had been doing all evening barricaded in her room.

Halfway up the stairs to the third floor, I could hear the clack clack clack of her computer keys. Her door was open and she was sitting in the dark near the window, illuminated only by the blue glow from the screen. She’d outgrown the green-painted antique chair at her desk—she was taller than me now—and her long, muscled legs sprawled into the shadows. When she saw me, she stopped typing and covered the screen with her hands.

“Homework?” I asked, trying for a casual tone, attempting a smile.

“No.”

“E-mail?”

“No, Mom. Don’t you have, like, something else to do?”

“Not really.” I crossed the room and perched on the edge of the wicker chair near her desk, one of my flea market finds Frank would not allow downstairs, in “his” part of the house.

“Well, I do, Mom, okay?”

“No,” I said, hearing the nervousness in my own voice. It wasn’t often these days that I confronted her about anything, not wanting to piss her off any more than adolescence and her crumbling family already had. “Not okay. I want to talk with you about what happened today.”

She let her mouth drop open and batted her eyes, which I guessed was as much encouragement as I could hope for.

I took a deep breath, trying to summon what little advice I could remember from those books on how to talk to your teenager. “I know what’s happened between me and Frank is hard for you,” I said. “But Frank loves you, Maya. You’ve got to know that.”

“Well, I don’t love him.”

“Oh honey,” I said, “Frank may have done some things that weren’t very nice, but he is your dad.”

“He’s not my dad.”

I sighed deeply. I’d started going out with Frank when Maya was five, the age Amanda was now, moved in with him when she was six, married him when she was eight. Her biological father hadn’t lived with us or supported her since before she could remember, and she’d seen him only a handful of times after that.

“He’s the only dad you have.”

“No, he’s not.” And that’s when she dropped her hands from the computer screen and I saw what was there:


Marco Rivera

Bronx, N.Y.

718-555-6987




Marco J. Rivera

Bronx, N.Y.

718-971-2910




Marco Rivera

Manhattan, N.Y.

212-987-2335



“Maya,” I said, my breath catching in my throat. “What are you doing?”

“I’m trying to find him, okay?” she said, her hands fluttering back to the screen, too late. Through her fingers, I could still read the name: Marco Rivera. Her real father.

“Oh, Maya,” I said. “You don’t really want to do that.”

“Yes, I do.”

“Maya. There are things I haven’t told you.”

She narrowed her eyes at me—the amber eyes with the Asian tilt that were so like his. As was her thick hair, darker even than mine and as straight as mine was curly. And then there was that aggressive streak that made her seem to almost relish confrontation. “What?” she said, sticking out her chin, just like he used to do.

I took a deep breath. “Drugs.”

She laughed, startling me. “I know about the drugs.”

“How do you know?”

“What do you think, Grandma’s jabs just whizzed by me all these years?”

“It wasn’t only grass, Maya.”

“I know, I know: coke, crack.” She waved her hand impatiently. “What else?”

I thought about it. What hadn’t he done?

“He stole to get money for drugs,” I said. “He was arrested.”

“He was young. George W. Bush was arrested when he was young. What else?”

What else? She needed more?

“I’m just afraid for you, Maya,” I wailed. “It’s been so long.” When I thought of Marco at all, I imagined him in an alley somewhere, on a bench, drunk, strung out, toothless, as good as dead. I tried a different tack: “If he was capable of being a father to you, I think we would have heard from him long ago.”

The chin came out again. “You don’t think he wants me.”

Just knowing this thought had passed through her mind made tears spring to my eyes. “No, no, that’s not what I’m saying.”

In fact, we’d both really wanted Maya, me as much as him. Whenever I told anyone I’d gotten pregnant at nineteen, they always assumed it was a mistake. My own mother offered me $100,000 at the time to have an abortion, which made me so angry that I cut off all contact with her. Even after my mother and I made up, when I finally broke up with Marco, I swore I would never take money from her for any reason, never let her control me that way, a resolution I still kept.

Marco not only wanted Maya, he aspired to being an ideal father, which was what started his trouble with drugs. He’d played major league ball for about two minutes and when we got together, he worked construction, as a bicycle messenger, whatever job he could get that—combined with my waitressing tips—would pay our East Village rent. But having a baby, that introduced a whole different way of life, an entirely new side of Marco. He knew I was from a rich family—the reality, more precisely, was that my mother had married a series of progressively richer men—and he wanted to “take care” (his words) of us in “high style” (his words, too). It didn’t matter that I told him that I’d never cared about having a lot of money, either making my own or living off my mother’s. When I protested that I wanted to keep working, that I was happy to contribute to our household expenses, he only laughed. His outmoded brand of Latin pride would never allow his wife, the mother of his baby, to work.

And so he started dealing drugs. He told me he was working as a trader on Wall Street and I believed him. I was naive, and I wanted to believe him. It was the golden age when people rose from the mud to make millions in mergers and acquisitions, as well as the era of crack cocaine. Marco kept the yuppie charade going—he’d even get up in the morning, put on a beautiful suit, and leave the apartment—until he started using drugs himself. Then it was downhill fast.

“Marco really loved you,” I said, thinking carefully now about how to explain all this to Maya. “You were the most important thing in the world to him. But he just couldn’t hold it together, sweetheart. He wasn’t capable of being a good father to you, and I think that broke his heart.”

Her face softened as she considered this. Then suddenly her eyes widened and brightened as if she’d seen something wonderful. “You know what I remember?” she said. “I remember him coming to Frank’s apartment on my birthday, and bringing me that pink dress with all the ruffles, and I remember he and Frank got in a fight.”

That had happened. Marco had been high, as usual, and Frank had challenged him, and they’d gotten into a shoving match that Frank won only because Marco, who had been muscled and powerful when I first met him, was by that point so dissipated he could barely stand up. The next year on her birthday, Maya had put on the ruffled dress, by then so tight it bit into her waist and strained across her shoulders, and waited in Frank’s vestibule, certain Marco would appear. She waited for four hours. Then she took off the dress, marched out into the hallway in her underwear, stuffed the wad of pink ruffles down the chute to the incinerator, and never asked to see Marco again.

But that wasn’t what she remembered now. She remembered getting the dress; she remembered feeling her father’s love. And I could understand, despite all my misgivings, why she wanted to feel that again.

“I’ll help you,” I said, hearing the tremble in my own voice even as I tried to convince myself I was on Maya’s side. “I’ll help you look for him, and if you find him, I’ll help you connect with him.”

“You really want to do that?” Maya said.

“No,” I admitted. But I’d already decided I would do it anyway. Marco had scared me for a long time, but it scared me even more to think of my teenage daughter going to see him without my backing her up. And, I thought, I’d been too afraid of too much for too long. I’d gone from being a teenager so self-confident I had a baby and supported her on my own to a thirty-four-year-old woman who was scared to drive on the highway, who was afraid to walk alone through New York streets where I’d lived for years. How had that happened? I didn’t know. I just knew I wanted to be different.








Chapter Two




Once I had accepted that Frank was really gone from my life, I wanted his stuff out, too. The Brooks Brothers suits and the hole-ridden jockey shorts. The ponderous history tomes and the pretentious jazz records. It all went into bags and boxes, down to the basement or off to Goodwill. The only thing I didn’t pack up or give away were the antique Fendi and Brooks Brothers ties I’d collected for Frank over the years, and that I’d always liked way more than he had. These I loaded into the back of the Volvo and carted over to my friend Jeannie’s shop.

It was my favorite time of year in Homewood, when the weather first turned warm and all the tiny green leaves popped out on the huge trees that arched over the town’s boulevards. The sidewalks seemed suddenly thronged with young mothers, pushing carriages holding the winter’s crop of babies, little legs flailing free for the first time. The new Starbucks, just down the street from Jeannie’s, had put tables out on the sidewalk and it seemed as if the half of Homewood that wasn’t pushing baby carriages was sunning itself there, reveling in a caffeine-fueled frenzy of believing itself finally and officially hip.

Jeannie’s door was propped open to let in the warm air, and I burst into the shop, buoyant from some combination of the weather and the new forward thrust of my life. Since Frank’s December 26th departure, I had spent far less time with Jeannie and in the shop than usual, burrowing in at home and wanting to avoid Jeannie’s lectures about how beneficial a stable two-parent home was for women and children. I loved Jeannie. She had been my best friend since we were fourteen, and would be my best friend, I hoped, forever. But now I needed her to help me grab hold of my new life, whatever that might be, rather than clutch at the one I was leaving behind.

“Do you think you can sell these?” I asked, dumping Frank’s ties on the scrubbed pine table that served as the shop’s counter.

Jeannie slowly turned to face me, looking, in the shadows of the shop, like the teenager she’d been when we met as roommates at Miss Forster’s School for Girls in the hills of Virginia. Her hips were narrow in her skinny lime-green silk capri pants and her tawny brown hair was piled high atop her head in some retro do, huge antique Mexican silver hoops swinging from her lobes.

“What’s the matter?” she said. “Doesn’t Frank want them anymore?”

“No, I don’t want them anymore,” I said.

“Listen,” she said, leaning closer, “I had this inspiration. What if Chip and I took the girls for a weekend, give you and Frank a chance to get away together, just the two of you….”

I held up my hand to stop her. “It’s over, Jeannie.”

“But after ten years together,” she said, “and the girls…”

“Jeannie, seriously,” I said. “I want to sell these ties, but beyond that, I’m here because I need to start working again.”

When Jeannie first opened the shop, two years before when her daughter Phoebe started school full-time, she asked me to be her partner. I’d wanted to but Frank had been against it, arguing that Amanda still needed me at home, that he was busier than ever at the law firm. So I’d settled for filling in on the occasional afternoon or weekend, plus contributing style ideas, all for occasional and not very lucrative pay.

“Sweetie,” Jeannie said, looking pained. “There’s not really any money.”

“But you said sales had doubled from last year.” Starbucks had brought a lot of new foot traffic to Jeannie’s block. And the shop looked gorgeous, all decked out for spring, with antique white linens and copper pots of orange tulips and a new shipment of painted furniture that I loved, each piece costing approximately my entire living budget for the coming year.

“I know,” she said. “It’s better. But still. I mean, if you wanted to put in more hours behind the cash register I could use the help, especially with summer coming, but I could afford to pay you only maybe seven bucks an hour.”

I calculated. Even if I worked forty hours, which amounted to just about all the hours the store was open every week, I would gross less than $300, take home under $250. Live in Homewood on $1,000 a month, total? During the Frank years, I spent that much on restaurants and movies.

“But if we were partners, maybe we could work out something for more money,” I said, talking quickly in an attempt to stay composed. “If we expanded the business…”

Jeannie shook her head. “I work more than I want to now,” she said. “Listen, if you come up with some brilliant expansion idea I’d love to hear about it. I’d love for us to work together, you know that. But all I really want to do is arrange things in pretty little groups and have an excuse to go to the flea market.”

“I understand,” I said, blinking fast, smoothing the ties across the pine table so I’d have something to look at besides Jeannie’s too-smug face. Jeannie didn’t have to worry about money because she had Chip, whose year-end corporate bonus was worth more than most people’s salaries. And until Frank left, I’d luxuriated in that kind of financial backing, too. “Of course. That makes total sense.”

“But with child support,” she said. “With alimony…”

“No,” I said. “No, there’s not going to be as much of that as I thought.” Telling Jeannie about Frank’s new yoga career was going to have to wait for a moment when I was feeling more of a sense of humor about my change in fortunes.

“Oh, honey,” Jeannie said. “I’m sure you’re going to figure out something great. You always managed to find a gig, make the money you needed, pay the rent.”

That was the person I wanted to be again, that girl with the fuck-you attitude who slung burgers and beer on and off for years at Declan McGlynn’s bar, who modeled shoes and sewed pillow covers and carted the lights around on shoots for music videos. Yes, I’d been a mom back then too, but I’d been a mom like Madonna (with a lot less money) or Jennifer Connelly (without the Oscar-winning career)—urban, sexy, with an even better figure than I’d had pre-baby and a kid who thought it was normal to eat goat cheese salads in sidewalk cafes and sleep till noon.

Could I be that woman again? Was she still in there somewhere, beneath the sneakers and the khakis and the ten o’clock bedtimes?

“I know what we should do,” Jeannie said. “I think it’s time.”

I had no idea what she was talking about. She went to one of the painted cupboards, the biggest and most beautiful and most expensive one, dark blue decorated with the palest pink roses, and turned the brass key that unlocked the top panel. From its depths she extracted something rectangular, brick-sized, wrapped in a piece of pale lavender silk. I recognized that silk. It was the same silk as always, and within it, I knew, were Jeannie’s tarot cards.

Jeannie had brought those cards to Miss Forster’s with her from Pittsburgh, she’d taken them to Barnard where we roomed together and then to the apartment in the East Village where she and I lived before Marco moved in. For years she read the cards for me nearly every day, but the last time I’d let her read them was the day I finally decided to move in with Frank, the day after the night I slept with my longtime boss, Declan McGlynn. The cards had been so decisive that day: Move in with Frank, they said. You’ll marry; you’ll have a beautiful child. And as it all came true, I never wanted Jeannie to tell my fortune again. If there was something besides this in store for me, I felt, I didn’t want to know it.

“No,” I said.

“Oh, come on.” She pushed Frank’s ties aside, carefully unfolding the silk that encased the cards, and began shuffling them in that stiff way that was so familiar. “The moment is right. You need to know what’s going to happen next, don’t you?”

“Jeannie, really, no,” I said, laying my hand on top of hers, unsure myself why I so adamantly did not want to go forward with the reading. It was just for fun, right? I didn’t really believe in fortune-telling, did I? But maybe that was the problem. Maybe I had believed in the cards too much last time, and followed their advice when I should not have. Because from this vantage point, the advice to choose Frank was clearly and seriously wrong.

“How are you going to know what to do?” Jeannie asked.

She was serious. And maybe when the question was whether to go out with John or Jim, or whether to head uptown or downtown on Saturday night, asking the cards had been a good way to decide. But not now, not when the issue was what to do with the rest of my life.

I laughed, grateful finally to have something that brought me back to the good mood I’d been in when I first walked through the door. “I’ll just have to decide for myself,” I said.

“You’re not going to leave Homewood, are you?” A worry line creased Jeannie’s otherwise flawless brow.

Okay, that possibility had crossed my mind. As I’d shoveled out Frank’s junk, I’d fantasized about moving to a cabin in Vermont, a flat in London, a shack on a beach in Tahiti—somewhere glamorous and exciting and far, far away. And if it had just been me, I might have even done it. I certainly would not have stayed in this sleepy suburban town, where everybody was married, it seemed, where everybody did what was expected from one year to the next. Frank had dragged me here kicking and screaming, and it seemed wildly unfair that now I was stuck here while he was back in the city, which he’d always claimed to hate. But to my daughters, this was home, and they needed that stability. And maybe I needed it, too. If only I could figure out how I was going to afford it.

“Jeannie, don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere,” I said, laying a hand on her firm, freckled shoulder.

At that moment I felt a gust of wind from the direction of the shop door, and in swept Barb Rogers, Homewood’s premiere realtor and Jeannie’s neighbor on her stretch of shopping street. With her Dorothy Hamill haircut, corduroy skirts, and shoes that looked good to go on the golf links, Barb bore little resemblance to Jeannie’s typical moneyed-and-stylish customer. But Barb, an unlikely collector of items ranging from dolls to World War II memorabilia, was one of the shop’s biggest spenders.

Blinking into the dimness of the interior, Barb took a minute to recognize me. “Oh, Kennedy,” she said finally. “I’ve been thinking about you. Now that you’re on your own, are you going to sell that big house of yours?”

“No,” said Jeannie.

At the same moment, I said, “Yes.”

The notion of selling the house had occurred to me before, of course, as a component of all my European and Tahitian escape fantasies. But now I saw a different way to do it.

Jeannie was looking at me with a hurt and baffled look on her face. “You just said you were going to stay in Homewood.”

“I am,” I said happily, excited at my sudden ability to glimpse, if I held my head at exactly the right angle, a short stretch of my road ahead. “I’m going to sell it and Barb’s going to help me find something cheaper right here in town.”








Chapter Three




The next time the girls were scheduled to spend the weekend with Frank in the city, Maya refused to go. Rather than confront him with this news on the telephone or at the front door of my house, giving him the opportunity to use his lawyerly wiles to talk us out of it, I volunteered to meet him at the Museum of Natural History to do the handoff. This was exactly the way I put it—“do the handoff”—careful not to either mention or not mention Maya.

Still, Frank was mistrustful, seeming to think I must have a powerful ulterior motive—murdering him, maybe—for braving the drive into New York. Spending my teen years at a girls’ boarding school, then college and most of my twenties in Manhattan, I hadn’t learned to drive until we moved to Homewood and never progressed far beyond piloting the Volvo—or the Vulva, as Maya called it—around town or along the back route to the mall. Any highway or city driving had always been handled by Frank.

By the time I reached the museum, my stomach was in a knot from the drive, and the tight black T-shirt I’d worn in a nod to cool—the attitude, not the temperature—was patchy with sweat. I was so wobbly that I had to take off my high-heeled sandals and walk barefoot, Amanda’s hand clenched in mine, down the hot dirty sidewalk. Still, I was proud. I may have felt like throwing up during the entire trip down Route 3, through the Lincoln Tunnel, and up Tenth Avenue. I may have been the slowest car on the road, all the other vehicles swerving around me and blaring their horns, but I’d done it, I’d made it, and that alone was an enormous accomplishment.

Frank was already waiting in the museum’s lobby, sitting on a bench near the curled tip of the dinosaur’s bony tail, checking his watch. His hair might be bleached and spiky, he might have given up his suits and ties for jeans and suede jackets, but he still checked his watch every thirty seconds.

“Where’s Maya?” he said right off the bat, peering around me and Amanda.

“She’s not coming.”

“Why not?”

“She didn’t want to, Frank.”

“And you let her stay home?”

“What was I supposed to do, hog-tie her and haul her in here? She’s taller than me now, Frank. She’s even taller than you.”

“Oh,” he said. “Now I get why you offered to drive in here. You were covering for Maya.”

His brilliance was dazzling, especially to him. “Let it go, Frank. If it’s anybody’s fault that she doesn’t want to see you, it’s yours.”

Frank stiffened. “I really do not want to get into this with you in a public place. Is that why you wanted to come here? To confront me?”

“Frank, I don’t want to confront you. It’s not always all about you, okay?”

He blinked. “Then what’s it about?”

“Nothing, Frank. Maybe I just have something I want to do in the city.”

He looked at me suspiciously. I did have another reason for being in New York, but not one I had any more intention of sharing with Frank. I wanted to go down to my old neighborhood in the East Village and hunt for Marco, or rather for Marco’s ghost, or maybe for his ghost within me. I didn’t really expect to find him still there, but then again, I’d never been able to return to that neighborhood, so inextricably was his presence linked for me with East Ninth Street and Avenue A and Tompkins Square Park. Given Maya’s quest and my promise to help her, this seemed like a logical first move.

And then there was my own quest to let go of the past, as Frank had put it, and figure out what I was going to do with my life. I’d been thinking a lot about my years in New York, about the choices I’d made and hadn’t made back then, and I was curious to revisit some of my old haunts in search of the ghost of my younger self, to figure out whether she still existed somewhere inside me.

“Do you have a date?” Frank asked. “Is that why you’re so dressed up?”

Amanda picked that moment to jump up on the bench beside him and hop away from us, and I couldn’t resist the impulse to lean into the opening beside him.

I put my lips up close to his ear and whispered, “Losing you has turned me into a lesbian.”

He jerked back in alarm and stared at me as if he’d always suspected it, that close friendship with Jeannie and all.

“What I’m doing here is none of your business, Frank,” I said. “I’m ready now. I’m leaving the past behind.”

“That’s fine,” he said, as if I’d been waiting for his permission. “That’s appropriate. Come on, Amanda.” He stood up and seemed to be aggressively not looking at me. “What would you like to do today, sweetie pie?”

Amanda flung herself across his back. “I want to go to the Planetarium. Okay, Daddy? Please?”

“Sure, pumpkin,” he said, darting his eyes toward me. “Then later we can meet Sunny for dinner.”

Score one for the asshole yogi.

“I’m going, Frank.”

“When will you be home?”

“Later.”

“Who’s staying with Maya?”

“Maya’s been baby-sitting for other people for three years, Frank. She doesn’t need anyone to stay with her.”

Frank seemed about to keep arguing with me, but then he just sighed. I held my arms out to Amanda and she leaped into them. I hugged her for a long minute, savoring the feel of her narrow chest against me, attempting to make the closeness last, for both of us, all weekend.

“Okay,” he said. “Now, where exactly are you going? Because if you’re heading downtown you can take Central Park West only as far as…”

“Living my own life, Frank, remember?” I interrupted, stepping into my shoes and beginning to back away. “That means without you.”

•   •   •

Driving in the city was easier, I discovered, than zooming along the highway, given that the traffic never moved faster than twelve miles an hour. And it was thrilling to be here on my own, my first big solo outing since Frank had left me, the first time I’d really taken advantage of the freedom of my Amanda-less weekends.

I parked my car as soon as I got below Fourteenth Street, in a lot way over near the Hudson River, and started walking east, toward my old neighborhood. I’m back, I thought, as I threaded my way through the narrow lanes, Jane and Bedford and Leroy, streets whose individual characters I used to know so well but that now seemed indistinguishable from one another. I skirted the north edge of Washington Square Park and then made my way up to the bustle of Eighth Street. Getting ready for this venture at home, even talking about it to Frank at the museum, I’d been nervous, afraid even, worried about all the ways New York had changed and the ways I’d changed, too. But now I was overcome with relief that the city was still itself, and however much I had changed it still offered me the same kind of excitement it always had.

It was green and warm, a perfect spring Saturday, and the sidewalks were jammed with NYU students and kids from the suburbs, with slim and gorgeous young couples and prosperous-looking older ones. As I aimed eastward, my old rhythm of walking in the city overtook me and my feet moved fast, faster, till I was weaving my way gracefully in and out of the crowd, the fastest one in the pack. I’m back, I’m here, I’m still alive, I thought over and over, in time with my step.

Jogging across Astor Place, hugging the curb along St. Marks Place, making this trip I had made so many times over so many years, I felt as if I were journeying back a month in my life with each step, back back back to the time when I worked at Declan McGlynn’s bar, when I was rushing home to Maya, when Marco lay in bed waiting for me, when Jeannie and I were young girls. Wild girls, yes, with our ripped fishnets and our one-night-only boyfriends and our joints in the morning. But innocent nonetheless.

But if I felt like my old self, I was aware that I didn’t look like her, even in my tight black pants and high heels. On the streets of Homewood, I would have been the hottest babe in town, but here I didn’t merit even a glance.

The further east I traveled, the younger most of the other people in the street became. Most of them looked barely older than Maya. Tattoos abounded: spider webs on necks, Chinese characters on skulls. And piercings everywhere. Vintage in highly creative combinations, the same thing I wore when I lived here, picked from the mountain of rags—torn jeans and satin bed jackets and beaded sweaters and frayed patchwork quilts, all jumbled together and towering nearly to the ceiling—that filled the store on First Avenue.

The rag store was gone now, I discovered when I reached First Avenue, replaced by a shop that seemed to specialize in erotic greeting cards. So was the newsstand, the place where they mixed the great egg creams. That had become a tapas bar. And the tea shop where the ancient Chinese man once stood guard over his hundreds of dusty tins had been transformed into a Starbucks.

I had a strange sense of being in a city that was utterly familiar yet with all its lines and colors rearranged, like a place in a dream. It was like a movie version of the neighborhood where I’d lived, with an entirely new cast of characters to replace the faces that had seemed as fixed as the street lamps or the cement stoops: the shiny-cheeked Dominican man who’d owned the fruit stand on the corner, the tall red-haired designer who’d sewn clothes in her Tenth Street storefront, old Mrs. Persky who’d leaned from morning till night, bed pillow cushioning her elbows, on the sill of her third story window.

Gone, all gone. Only I was the same. Or was I? I stopped before an empty shop, really just to look at my reflection in the darkened windows, and realized with a start that this was where Dobson’s antique and design business had once been. Frank had never liked it that I was a waitress; he’d been ashamed of dating a nonprofessional, I think, though that just made me more determined to continue working at Declan’s. Declan and I had massaged our initial flirtation into a close friendship, and he let me work as much or as little as I wanted, so I overlooked the aches in my legs and Frank’s objections and kept waitressing.

And then, pressured by Frank to make a commitment, pressured by Frank to quit my job and do something more intellectually stimulating, I slept with Declan. Okay, it wasn’t all Frank’s fault: I’d wanted to sleep with Declan from the first time I’d seen him and took what seemed like my last-ever opportunity. And it was wonderful, the sex better than it had been at the beginning with Marco, better than it had been with anybody before—or since, for that matter. But Declan was a heartbreaker, a charmer who loved women, which made him an excellent friend and an awful boyfriend. And Frank was Mr. Stability, offering me marriage and a home and security for my child. The choice, sexual thrills aside, seemed obvious, even without the guidance of Jeannie’s tarot cards.

So I left my apartment and my job and never saw Declan again. I moved in with Frank and I began working for Leo Dobson in this very shop. Dobson had moved uptown several years ago, I seemed to remember reading in some decorating magazine, and while he was brilliant and had beautiful taste and taught me a lot, he was a horrible man, cranky and mean for the sake of being mean. Even Frank, who was left cooking macaroni and cheese for Maya many a night while Dobson kept me late at some apartment he was working on, lugging a chair back and forth, back and forth across a room, finally urged me to quit. And then I got pregnant with Amanda and we moved to Homewood and this former life of mine might as well have happened on Mars.

I felt dreamlike now, too, wandering north on First Avenue lost in these thoughts, then turning east on Ninth Street, the block where I’d lived. My street was lined with shops and restaurants where once there had been only tenements, though my building still looked the same, exactly the same. I had to crane my head all the way back to see the three windows on the top floor that had been mine.

I couldn’t believe I walked up that far each day. Or didn’t. Maya was born at the beginning of the winter and through all those first months of cold and ice and snow and motherhood I stayed upstairs in my nightgown, too daunted to think of dressing myself and the baby in her snowsuit and hauling us and her stroller down five flights to the street to—do what? Go to the bodega and get her carriage stolen when I carried her inside to buy milk?

That apartment had so many roaches that the first summer I lived there, before I knew better, I lifted a potholder from where I’d hung it on the wall to find its underside so covered with bugs that I screamed and sailed the thing out the window and down onto the blacktop. When Maya was a baby, Marco set the legs of her rickety crib in coffee cans half-filled with water, a roach-foiling trick he’d learned at his mother’s knee in Puerto Rico.

I’d met Marco sitting on the stoop of my building, on the third step from the bottom, and I turned around and sat there now, exactly as I had that long-ago night. Feeling the cool of the stone step against my bottom, the memories came quickly, out of my control, as if they’d been trapped in the air above the steps and I could access them only by being right here. It was a summer night and I was my nineteen-year-old self, sucking on one of the cherries I’d just bought from the Dominican fruit stand. And there came Marco, pushing his bike and walking his dogs.

“Hey, baby,” he said. “Give me a cherry.”

He was lean but muscled, almost tall, with dark straight hair, with those near-Asian eyes that I still saw every day when I looked at Maya, thin lips. I held out my little brown paper bag full of soft dark cherries to him.

“What’s your name?” he said. It wasn’t really a question. “You live here?”

Thinking about the way I felt about him then terrified me still. It was always beyond reason: I didn’t understand it then, from that very first moment, and I didn’t understand it now. That experience made me believe absolutely in the power of scent, pheromones, whatever it is that makes you see someone and have to have them. I would go out in the street looking for Marco and I would always find him, drawn by some mystical power of—I won’t call it love. Desire. Back then, I was much more likely to believe that this sort of attraction carried some global meaning: We were meant for each other, made for each other. Now, I thought it was just sex.

But even if it was sexual and not spiritual, Marco and I had had a powerful connection, one I hadn’t allowed myself to consider for years. It was as if all the bad that had happened had erased the good. Or maybe, to summon the strength to push him out of my life, I’d had to harden myself against all the things I’d once loved about him, all the things that might make me let him back in.

Yes, he had failed to show up on Maya’s birthday, yes, the drugs had made him an unreliable father and a hopeless partner, but now I felt that I had created a barrier that had been close to impossible to climb over, even for a man without Marco’s problems. I’d moved uptown with Frank, never listed my name in the phone book, never even written it by the doorbell, not left a forwarding address when we moved to New Jersey. So who knew whether Marco had tried to stay in touch with Maya, whether he even wanted to. I hadn’t truly given him the chance.

I stood up from the steps as if in a trance and began walking toward Tompkins Square Park, the place where Marco always hung out, day and night, with his drug buddies. I felt now the way I did back when I first knew him and went looking for him, felt the pull of him nearby, along with the push toward him within me. Now it wasn’t only Maya who wanted to see him; I did, too. I’m sorry, I wanted to say. I hope you’re all right. I hope that in making it better for myself, I didn’t make it too much worse for you. For Maya.

But I was afraid that I had, or that life or drugs had. I flashed back on the image that had come to me that night as I was talking to Maya, the only image I’d held of him for years: junkie Marco, homeless Marco.

Then, from the haunted air of this street, came another image: Marco on a night a few months after we started living together. It was late, we were walking down the street kissing, stepping into the shadows to touch each other beneath our fall clothes. Very quickly, very expertly, he slid his hand down the front of my jeans and slipped a finger inside of me.

“Someday,” he whispered, “I’m going to put myself inside you as bare as this finger, and I’m going to come and come, and I’m going to make us a baby.”

Maybe it was this Marco I was more afraid of seeing again, I thought, as I crossed Avenue A and stepped with trepidation into Tompkins Square Park. I prepared myself to see him, but the person I expected to encounter kept morphing in my mind like a cartoon monster, and my imagined reaction was just as elastic, from horror to relief to anger to friendliness.

Meanwhile, on Planet Earth, it was Saturday afternoon and the spring sun was shining and the benches and paths were populated by students reading and parents with toddlers, by rollerbladers and hobbling grandmas. Sexy Marco, electrifying Marco, the Marco whose baby I was so thrilled to have—he was not there. And neither was the other Marco, the father of my nearly grown child, the beast I had created or the man he had become.
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