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This Ferris wheel revolves faster than I remember. It was Robert’s idea to come tonight. “A great way to say good-bye to the old year—right, kiddos?” Oliver and Izzy jumped up and down, squealing their agreement. There was no saying no. And so we ride.


My stomach drops as the wheel lurches. Izzy is on my lap, and I tighten my grasp around him. It is his first time up here, he is curious by nature, and, at not quite two years old, he hasn’t yet developed a healthy fear of heights.


He is wearing the layers I’ve forced upon him: red race car T-shirt, orange long-sleeved shirt (stained with “washable” finger paint), blue sweatshirt zipped to his neck. Hand-me-downs, all. He had wanted to wear the thin T-shirt alone, wanted the skin on his neck and arms and ears to touch the sunset sky we’re flying toward, without a coat or cover negotiating the distance. He is all California, my little boy. But it is December 31, it is twilight, and I am cold. The chill outmatches my pink cotton sweater. The useless hood keeps falling off my head—form over function. I keep both arms wrapped around my squirmy boy, a hundred feet off the ground.


Across the circular capsule, Robert wraps his arm around the small shoulders of our firstborn, Oliver, who wears his navy blue wind-breaker without complaint. They are facing the ocean, their backs toward us. The swoosh of air from the wheel’s motion lifts Robert’s straight brown hair, and then rests it back in place. They huddle with their heads side by side, looking for dolphins or whales or sea monsters, as the Pacific slowly erodes the Santa Monica Pier’s wooden pylons beneath us. Screams of laughter roll past, the roller coaster rumbles by. The ocean reaches closer, then farther, then closer, over and over, around and around. I close my eyes.


Since when do Ferris wheels make me nauseous?


I hold tight to Izzy and try to submit to the motion, the swings of discomfort, the unpredictable stopping and starting, the peaking, the resting, the lifting, the dropping. As we round the bottom, I catch a glimpse of how we may appear to the young couple next in line—a joyful family, a dream lived out.


Robert turns around to see how Izzy likes it and sees me: jaw clenched, body locked. “Sarah,” he implores above the squall of gulls and New Year’s Eve revelers, “Honey, try to have fun.”


Smile, I tell myself. I stretch my lips toward their corners. The brisk air whips a tear from my eye. I can tell by Robert’s sigh I’m unconvincing. Ah, but it’s what I’ve got.


I was taught to say, “I have two children. My daughter died.”


Oliver was two. Izzy had not yet come to save us. I was told that I needed to say this to honor my daughter’s six weeks on Earth. To acknowledge her life, our loss. Our Ella.


I tried it twice.


The first time was at the weekly grief group at the hospital where all three of my children were born. Robert had already stopped coming. He said it didn’t help. I didn’t argue, but I continued—my penance.


The sign on the door said EDUCATION ROOM. The room was the same dimensions as the one where we took Lamaze when I was pregnant with Oliver, one floor up. We hadn’t gotten around to “refresher” Lamaze for the second baby. Could that have been the difference? If we’d been more prepared, would that have saved her? When the accident happened, everyone said, “It was a fluke. You couldn’t have prevented it.” But that can’t be true. We can’t have so little control.


For six weeks we had been home, our new family of four. I was stretched to my limits, trying to balance Ella’s physical needs (feed, burp, clean, let sleep) with Oliver’s emotional needs (play with, cajole, reassure). I was surprised that Oliver was still the most demanding member of our family. I was sure it would be the baby. But Ella’s basic requirements were simple compared with those of a toddler who had just become an older brother. How to deal with his tantrum because everyone kept saying how beautiful the baby was? How to help him love this interloper? How to let him assert his prominence without hating her or even hurting her?


The first night we were home from the hospital, a freshly bathed Oliver ran to our bedroom and flew to the center of the king bed, making sure that the new baby would not claim the prized position between his parents. For her safety, we kept her in a bassinet next to me, close enough for her to nurse in our bed but be placed back in her own space to sleep. It worked at first. But after more than a month of the four of us sleeping in one room, I couldn’t take it anymore. With every twist and kick, Oliver woke me from my precious rest. With every small intake of breath, Ella startled me to check on her. Robert was getting up in the middle of the night and moving to Oliver’s bed so he could get some sleep. Everyone was too close. Everything was upside down.


I told Oliver he was ready to be back in his own bed. To make it “fair,” I told him I would put Ella to sleep in her crib in their shared room. That night, I luxuriated in being able to curl toward the center of my bed and find Robert and not Oliver, to receive Robert’s arms with no one between us. “Hi,” we said. “Long time no see.” This was the way it should be, would be from then on. We fell asleep facing each other, comforted that our children also had each other in their room down the hall. No one would be lonely.


I woke up confused the next morning, my breasts hard with milk, my pajama shirt soaked. She slept all night? I have a champion sleeper? I earned this, I thought, after all those nights up with Oliver, who was a year old before he achieved that milestone. I would let slip to my yet-to-exist baby group: Ella has slept all night since she was six weeks old. It confirmed the wisdom of my decision to put everyone to bed in his or her rightful place.


I had to go wake her to relieve my heavy breasts. It was just before dawn, and the sky was cardboard gray, a uniform cloud waiting to be cracked open by light and heat. I opened their bedroom door to a deafening quiet. Oliver was sound asleep, his blankets kicked to the floor. I turned to my right, to the crib, and my ears filled with a screaming sound, like jets taking off: Where was she? The bottom fitted sheet. Off the mattress. On her. Over her. I threw it off. I picked her up. She was too cold.


I thought, She should be warm and, This is not my story. I ran back down the hall, clutching her to my aching chest, milk dripping on the floor. “Robert! She’s not breathing! She’s not breathing!” He jumped out of bed, and before he was fully awake he had taken her from my arms, placed her on her back on our bed, tilted her head up, and covered her face with his mouth, breathing, breathing.


“The sheet was on her!” I cried as I ran to the phone on my bedside table, next to the fire extinguisher that would not help us.


“Nine one one. What is your emergency?”


“My baby isn’t breathing. She’s not breathing.” I didn’t scream. Why didn’t I scream? Maybe if I kept myself calm, it wasn’t really an emergency. If I’d screamed, would it have saved her?


“What is your address?” the operator asked.


I answered all of her questions, and Robert kept breathing on top of Ella’s motionless figure until the paramedics came in and pulled him away.


One more inch of cotton sheet. One more night in our room. One more chance to do anything different.


That morning ripped a hole in the atmosphere. It opened a portal that led me to sit in a circle with the other stone bodies of broken parents, in khaki metal folding chairs set up for us each week by some never-seen orderly. Those chairs defied the laws of physics; they were immune to the transfer of body heat. Their cold burned through my clothes the full hour each week.


The grief group counselor gesticulated with orange fingernails and squawked in a New York accent that she clung to even after twenty years here. She concocted phrases she wanted us to practice and told us it was good for us. When she announced that evening’s assignment, no one moved. I remember a collective intake of breath.


“Practice with the person next to you, but not your spouse or pahtnah.” Spouses, we were told, shouldn’t expect the other to put their pieces back together. They were broken, too. “I know it’s hahd, folks, but this is a safe place,” she urged. It was obvious she wasn’t one of us.


I looked to my left at a woman in her fifties. Each week, her gray roots grew longer, the effort to cover them with hair dye abandoned in the face of tragedy. Who cared anymore? The square white buttons on her blue cardigan were fastened up to her neck. All I knew about this cardigan woman was that she had lost her only child, a teenage son, to a car accident. Her husband looked at her as if to ask, Are you okay? and then turned to practice with the woman next to him.


I told her, “You can ask me first.” She nodded, and then asked me the assigned question: “Do you have any children?”


I recited my answer like a robot—“I have two children, my daughter died”—and pretended it wasn’t me I was talking about. When I finished, I rubbed my face until it stung. She looked at the pads of her fingertips.


Then it was my turn to ask her. I wanted to run out of there, tell Robert he’d been right, this didn’t help, that I was never coming back either. But, ever the A-student, I dutifully completed the assignment.


“Do you have any children?” I managed to whisper. It must have sounded like a shrieking train to her. I remember every flicker of her face. She winced, the pain as fresh and immediate as if she’d just slammed her fingers in a door. She spoke softly, as though by doing so she could prevent it from being true. “I have one son, Samuel. He died.” Then she collapsed into her lap. Her husband turned around, put a hand on her back.


I closed my eyes and thought of Oliver, safe at home with Robert, and I thanked God for sparing him, for allowing me still to be graced by the sound “Mama.” I felt the twisted relief that this other mother’s loss was more absolute than mine. And with that shameful thought, I knew for certain I was done with this grief group.


The second and last time I spoke those words was a few weeks later, at a two-year-old’s birthday party. I was sitting on the grass at Rancho Park next to a woman I didn’t know, another mother of a toddler party guest. We watched as Oliver and her son rolled down a hill together. It was a spectacular summer day after a string of gloomy ones, and the festive mood matched the sunshine. Green grass and blue sky filled my eyes, and I felt a small measure of contentment watching Oliver discover hill rolling and a new friend.


Then it came, no reason but to fill a lull in our chatter. “Do you have other kids?” she asked. That poor woman had no idea what she was setting in motion with her innocent question.


I tasted vomit working its way up. Everything went white. I thought I might pass out. Then I recovered, remembered my lines, and recited them. “I have two children. My daughter died.” Her face blanched; she stammered something about being sorry. We sat in silence, looked back at our whirling sons. I did not feel empowered. I felt hollow. Scalped. I hated the grassy hill, the wide sky, myself. I excused myself and ran to the park restroom, pulled my hair, made the hurt physical so I could bear it. I beat it back, returned to the party, smiled for Oliver.


The next time the question came up, I said a silent prayer to Ella, and answered simply, “I have Oliver.” Now that we have Izzy, I answer, “I have two sons.”


I try to think about other things. I try not to meet new people. I don’t want to talk about it.
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“Mama? Wheel? Again? Mama!”


It has been a week since we rode the Ferris wheel, and Izzy has not stopped talking about going back.


“Maybe later, Izzy.” I don’t want to disappoint him, but I feel a swell of panic at the mere thought of it. I don’t do well in crowds anymore. Robert gets back later today; maybe he can take them.


How many First Amendment conferences can one country hold each year? I know it’s important that Robert attend—for his career, for tenure, for our financial security. But since Ella’s death, caring for our boys alone for three days feels like summiting Mt. Everest back-to-back-to-back without a break. Each time Robert travels I tell him that I’m better, but the truth is I’m still reeling. I cannot get my bearings. Whenever he returns from a trip, we pounce on him like Labradors, desperate for his stroke, for his stabilizing presence to balance our wobbly three-legged stance. His flight arrives at 1:05 p.m. Four hours and five minutes to go.


Saturday cartoons have been on for hours already. SpongeBob’s theme song has wormed its way into my brain. Half-eaten bowls of Cheerios bloated with milk sit abandoned at the table. Warm air hovers outside the open window. It’s going to be another scorcher, the third day in a row. There’s something unnerving about January heat waves. It ought to be gray.


“Please, Mama?” Izzy asks again. I wish I could manufacture the courage to do this. As a consolation, I agree to take them to the beach. I can handle sea level.


But I call for reinforcements.


“Hello, this is Bibiana,” my grandmother’s outgoing message singsongs. Her Guatemalan accent is still discernible, through layers of warmth that cushion her rock-hard fortitude. “Please leave me a message, and I will call you very soon,” she reassures. Bibi, my mom’s mom, helped raise me after my mom died. She’s feisty, fearless, and a sprightly eighty, although she doesn’t freely share that information.


I used to be more like her: undaunted. When she was seventeen, scandalously pregnant and unmarried, she left her ashamed mother and violent father and brothers in their village and headed north. After arriving in the United States, she hid her pregnancy long enough to join the ranks of live-in maids in southern California. When her patrones realized their new maid was pregnant, they agreed to let her raise her baby—Elena, my mom—in their spacious house. As little Elena got older, she tried to help with the cleaning, but Bibi refused. Instead, she asked the lady of the house if her daughter could watch the lady’s daughter’s piano lessons and practice when she was finished. (“Of course, Bibi, what a lovely idea.”) She stalked school counselors and guided her daughter into college. As essential as the citizenship conferred on my mom at birth was Bibi’s unwavering conviction that her daughter would not learn to be a maid.


“Hi, Bibi, it’s me,” I tell her voice mail. “I’m taking the boys to the beach and hoped you might come.” I pause, let the silence carry my unspoken message: I need you. “Bye.”


I gather our supplies, lingering in case Bibi calls back. Three stuffed beach bags sit by the front door, waiting to be loaded into the car: towels, snacks, sand toys.


The phone rings, and I jump to answer it.


“Cariño, I just got your message. I was out walking Pepper, my neighbor’s dog.”


“What neighbor?” Bibi is the self-appointed Welcoming Committee of her apartment building. She knows everyone, and everyone knows her.


“Yessica.” Jessica. “I don’t think you’ve met her. She reminds me of you. Very pretty. She’s away, and I told her I’d watch the dog. I don’t know why I did such a crazy thing.”


“Can you come with us to the beach?”


“Pepito, no! Ay, I would love to, but I can’t leave this little thing alone in my apartment. He chews things.”


“Maybe you can bring him?”


“I don’t want him to get sandy, because I don’t know if he likes baths and I don’t care to find out. I’m so sorry. I would have loved to be with you and my little boys.”


I swallow the lump in my throat. “Okay.”


“You’ll be fine,” she reassures me. “How are the boys? Everyone is wonderful?”


“Sure. Everyone is wonderful.”


“Robert, too?”


“Yep, he’s out of town, but he’ll be back this afternoon.”


“Good. You have a great day with those beautiful boys. Call me when you get home.”


“Okay.”


“I love you, cariño.”


“I love you, too, Bibi.”


I hang up and the second-guessing begins. This could be a sign that we should stay home. I mean, when has she ever dog-sat before? No—I promised them. I can do this. It’s just the beach, Sarah.


I search for the sunscreen for my pale-skinned offspring (Robert’s mini-me’s) and find it in the kitchen drawer under rumpled takeout menus and a Ziploc stuffed with old batteries I keep meaning to recycle. I find a lone piece of gum with no wrapper and pop it in my mouth. Minty. It takes a few extra chews to soften it. The gathering saliva gives me a sweet boost of courage.


“Oliver, Izzy! It’s time to go to the beach!” I walk to the bottom of the stairs and call up. “Let’s go, guys!”


“I’m playing!” Oliver calls, which fans the flames of my ambivalence. In the midst of my wavering, I hear: “No, Izzy!” followed immediately by the sound of Izzy’s loud wail.


I hustle upstairs, almost tripping in my black flip-flops, and enter their room.


“Hey! Don’t hurt him!” I leap over a dozen small cars to grab Oliver’s arm before he hurls another car at Izzy’s head. I take stock and see two naked boys, swim trunks discarded on the floor, and Izzy crying in the center of several overturned toy cars.


Oliver looks up at me. His eyes reveal a mix of emotion: anger that Izzy messed up his Hot Wheels race, regret that he hurt his brother, worry that his mother is going to come undone. Izzy has stopped crying, but droplets of tears hover under each eye, ready to spill over. I want to cry, too. I want to lock myself in a dark room. I want to not want that. I want to do the right thing.


They are watching me, waiting to see what’s going to happen. I command myself to keep it together. I slowly bend down, pick up their bathing suits, and rise to look at them. I see cherubs with round bellies and expectant eyes, deserving so much more than I can give. I don’t know what to do, what to say.


I try to channel Robert. What would he do?


I put their swimsuits on my head. “Is this where these go?” I ask, trying for a Happy Mom voice, or something close to it.


“No!” they giggle. I sink to the floor, exhausted from the effort to be regular, and they crawl toward me. I gather them into my arms, smell their skin, kiss their heads.


“Let’s go, my angels.”


They let me help them into their bathing suits. When I walk down the stairs, I am relieved to hear their footsteps following me. “Hold my hand, Izzy,” Oliver instructs his little brother, and I turn around to see my boys connected at the fingers, concentrating on their descent.


I recall how Bibi used to whisk me to the beach when I was a little girl, her lightness, her ease, her flair. I tell myself to imagine I’m her, to paint over the anxiety that threatens to keep us from this one small outing. Her voice resonates in my head: That’s my girl, Sarah. You can do it. You can do anything you set your mind to.
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We arrive at the beach with sunscreen applied, bathing suits on, towels and food and beach toys in hand. Rejoice.


We trudge across the hot white sand to the ocean’s edge. I drop our bags in a heap, massage my shoulders, then go about setting up our umbrella. When I finally sit down on a towel under its shade, I am glad we came. It is beautiful here.


Izzy doesn’t hesitate to enjoy himself. He rolls in the wet sand like a puppy. He puts his face close enough to touch the sand, then sticks out his tongue to taste it.


“Eeeewwww,” Oliver says. “Mommy, Izzy’s eating sand!”


I make a face and say, “Patooey, patooey!” I take a stab at wiping off his tongue, but he wriggles away and runs headlong toward the water.


“Wait, Izzy!” I hurry after him. He doesn’t know that he can’t swim. Before a wave catches him, he runs away from the foam and lets the ocean chase him. I watch him play this game again and again and try to suppress the high-pitched pinging in my heart each time a wave looks too big. I inch into the water. After the initial shock of cold, it feels healing. A calm washes over me with each incoming surge, and my feet sink deeper into the sand with every retreating wave. The sand swallowing my feet makes me feel that I am still connected to this earth.


“Build a castle with me, Mommy,” Oliver says. I walk backward toward him, keeping my eyes on Izzy and the waves, and take my place on the cool, wet sand. We fill our yellow bucket, pat it down, flip it over, repeat. We build our fortress.


Izzy sees us working and comes over. “Izzy, don’t break it!” Oliver shouts before Izzy is even within touching distance.


Izzy plops down, picks up a shovel, and sucks on the handle. “Look at the sailboat, Izzy,” I say to distract him from Oliver’s castle. He twists to face the ocean. It works. He is captivated.


“So big!” he proclaims, pointing toward the horizon.


“Yes, so big,” I agree.


He notices a seagull and gets up to chase it. Oliver runs after his brother and the bird. It flies away, and their feet slap the wet sand as they give chase. Their footsteps make shallow impressions that fill up with water and disappear. They turn to each other, laughing. “Again!” Izzy calls to Oliver, and the two of them speed after the next seagull in their sights.


My face breaks into a smile and the feeling travels to my chest. I hold up my hands, frame the scene between my index fingers and thumbs. “Click.”
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Izzy falls asleep in the car on the short drive home. We are all spent. I’m proud that we did this, and happy that Robert will be home soon and will get to see me doing a normal mom thing.


As we turn onto our block, a green-and-white Prius taxi pulls away from the curb in front of our house. Perfect timing. Robert stands on the sidewalk wearing khaki pants and a wrinkled white shirt, no tie, a travel bag draped over one arm. I feel a measure of tension leave my body at the sight of him standing in front of the rosebushes and lavender that grow along our white wooden fence. The flowers and the fence preceded us here, as did the gate that swings back and forth on two-way hinges, like saloon doors in Western movies. Oliver used to burst through that gate, fingers blazing like guns. He has outgrown his cowboy phase, but he still likes to run back and forth through them. He caught his fingers once, so now he runs with his arms up and lets his belly whack them open.


We bought this house soon after we returned from our two years in DC. Those were heady times—Robert clerking for Justice Breyer on the Supreme Court, and me enforcing the Clean Water Act at the Environmental Protection Agency. We felt like our futures could be anything we wanted them to be. Robert liked this neighborhood because it was a reasonable commute to our new jobs, it was close to great running trails, and, most importantly, because it was perfect for families and he was ready to start one. Right on time—on our six-month anniversary here—we learned I was pregnant with Oliver.


The neighborhood is perfect. The lawns shimmer. The people glitter. The cars gleam. Even its name alliterates: Pacific Palisades. I “pass” because of my fair-skinned kids and my mixed breeding—my Guatemalan mom married a Jewish lawyer. But at times I feel more at ease with the Central American nannies pushing the swings at the park than with the moms kissing their babies good-bye there.


The realtor who sold us the house described it as “traditional,” but that was a euphemism for “plain.” Its stucco exterior is painted white, its wooden faux shutters gleaming black. A lone sycamore graces the front lawn. Robert planted three of them when we moved in, but two withered. We tried to save them, but couldn’t figure out what made one strong and the others sick. Other than this stubborn tree, our contribution to the landscaping is the assemblage of toys littering the path to the front door. Given all the children in the neighborhood, you’d think there would be more messes like ours. But maids and gardeners tidy things up quickly. I like to be reminded there are children here.


I wave and smile at Robert as we pull into the driveway. “Look who’s home,” I whisper to Oliver, so as not to wake Izzy.


Oliver opens his window by pressing the automatic button with his big toe—a new trick. “Daddy, we went to the beach!”


Robert opens Oliver’s door. “Wow, kiddo,” he says. “That’s so fun!” He gives me a look that says Good job! and lifts Oliver out of the car and kisses him.


I get out and he opens an arm to me. I lean into him. I made it, I think. “Welcome home,” I say.


“I’m so happy to be back. Izzy fall asleep?” he asks, peeking into the backseat.


“The beach did him in. How was the conference?”


“It was good,” he says, setting Oliver down. “I don’t love the travel, but it beats a law firm any day.”


“Better than answering interrogatories?” I ask.


He laughs. Everything is better than answering interrogatories.


Oliver runs to the center of the lawn. “Daddy, watch my cartwheels! Daddy! Daddy! Watch!” It will be impossible to talk about anything now, least of all constitutional law.


“Let’s see your cartwheels, kiddo.” Oliver does some tumbly thing, and Robert goes to pick him up. He turns him upside down, puts him over his shoulder, and spins in circles while Oliver shrieks with delight.


I feel a twinge of jealousy over Oliver and Robert’s close relationship, but mostly happiness for them. Robert wasn’t close to his father, and he is determined to be a different kind of father to his kids. My own dad may as well be gone; he is a nonentity in our lives.


Robert stops spinning and sets Oliver on the grass. “Want to help me unpack, Olly?” Oliver gets up and stumbles toward his daddy’s briefcase. He loops the leather strap over his small shoulder, leans over like Quasimodo, and lugs it toward the house.


“Who’s the best teacher at UCLA Law?” Robert playfully prompts.


Oliver’s coached response: “Daddy!”


And then they are gone. I stare into the air where they just stood, Robert’s positive energy lingering, almost tangible. I hope that Oliver and Izzy will grow up to be more like him than me.


Robert walks with a glow around him, and he wears his success like his skin, natural and expected. His favorite cocktail party story is about his second-grade parent-teacher conference. His parents had told him to play in the schoolyard while they met with the teacher. But he couldn’t contain his curiosity about what these adults had to say about him. So, in his first (dare I say only?) rebellion, he tiptoed away from the handball court to listen at the classroom door. He was terrified of getting caught, thrilled to be eavesdropping.


He listened in surprise as Mrs. Kimble (“the meanest teacher I’ve ever had, and that includes law school”) warmly told his parents what a fine student he was. It pleased him to know that his powerful father was quietly listening to the formidable Mrs. Kimble extol his achievements.


“He is the true leader of this class,” Mrs. Kimble said. “He’s not bossy or arrogant. The children all look up to him because he always thinks things through, he always raises his hand, and”—she paused for comic effect—“he is always right.”


Robert had never felt his heart so full, listening to these masters of his days and nights chuckle with pride at his achievements.


“I have very high expectations for Robert,” Mrs. Kimble concluded.


As he heard the small, child-size chairs being pushed back, metal legs scraping industrial linoleum, he dashed away from the door. He didn’t have time to get all the way back to the handball court where his parents had told him to stay. He didn’t want them to suspect he’d spied on them, that he’d disobeyed. But if they saw him running away, they’d know. So, with sudden inspiration, he began to run in a circle around the yard, as though he were on a track. When he finally circled around to where his parents were standing and his father asked him what on earth he was doing, he panted his reply: “Practicing for a race.” From that day on, to cover his mortification at lying (and nearly being caught), Robert committed himself to becoming a runner. He joined the track team in junior high and continued through high school and college.


Before that afternoon, he hadn’t had a clue that he was a “leader”; he had known only that he liked reading and handball. Now he had “expectations” for himself. He grabbed each opportunity to live up to those expectations. He ran for student council in third grade, and every year thereafter, until he was Stanford’s student-body president.


By the time we met in law school, he still ran five miles every morning. When we honeymooned, he ran every morning on cobbled sidewalks in Italy. When Oliver was born, he missed a couple morning runs but made up for it by walking laps around our room all night with a colicky baby in his arms.


After The Worst happened, he’d leave the house before sunrise and come home covered in sweat mixed with dew. He’d say, “Let me jump in the shower,” and by the time he was dressed, Oliver was eager to play with him. After fifteen minutes of playing, Robert would find me wherever I was—the shower, the bed—and say, “Sarah, I need to go to work now.” Oliver would delay him with one more game or story before the official and last good-bye of the morning: “Okay, now I really have to run.” A kiss for each of us, and he was off.


Our pattern was set. We dealt with our loss separately. I wonder if he sees her in the little girls playing at the park, if he says a silent “good night” to her before falling asleep, as I do. Sometimes I wonder if he blames me for bringing a curse into our family. First my mom, then the daughter we named after her; I’m the connective tissue between them. I wonder if he ever thinks that talking about Ella could put a hex on Izzy, could threaten his very life.


I go to get Izzy out of the car. I look at him for a few moments before I begin the careful dance of getting him out of his car seat and into his crib. I unbuckle him and in one movement scoop him up to my body. It’s a tricky maneuver, but this is what I’m expert at now. I wonder if I would have liked teaching law, or been as good at it as Robert is. It never occurred to me to try it. I was so thrilled to get my job at the NRDC when we first moved to LA. I had bold dreams: to save the environment, to make an impact. Now it seems like that happened in another woman’s life.


Izzy’s head rests on my shoulder. I listen for his heavy breathing that tells me he’s still quite passed out before I begin to walk. Then, slowly, and on a steady, swaying beat, I carry him inside, gently close the front door with my hip, and walk upstairs to my children’s bedroom.


We made it. We’re home.
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I lay Izzy in his crib, and he rolls onto his tummy and settles into the light-blue flannel sheet. I bend down and make sure I can see his nostrils. I check the sheet and turn on the monitor. The day is still hot, so as quietly as I can, I push up on the wooden sash of the window. It’s hotter outside than in. From here I can see Oliver sitting in a patch of dirt in the backyard, where we once thought to plant a vegetable garden. He has confiscated this plot of ground for his own use: a toy construction zone, where he now sits amid yellow metal trucks coated in dirt.


“Daddy!” he shouts. “Daddy! Come play with me!”


Where did Robert go?


Izzy fidgets at the sound of his brother’s voice infiltrating his dream. I close the window. Izzy snores and settles back into his nap. I melt into the soft chair across from the crib. Listening to Izzy’s breathing calms me. I hear Robert turn on the shower down the hallway. That’s where he went.


Even through the closed window, I can tell Oliver’s voice is increasing in volume and impatience. “Daddy! Come! Play! With! Me!”


I used to love playing with my dad. I was not athletic, but he loved baseball, so he bought me a glove and taught me to play catch. At first I was terrible, but I have to give him credit, he stuck with me. He never let on if he was frustrated when I dropped it, and he didn’t make a huge deal when I caught it—he let that be normal. Eventually I got the hang of it. For a while we played every night that he wasn’t traveling or working late. It was our thing. It’s hard to fathom the distance between me and him, between then and now.


I know Robert will be delayed, so I head downstairs to keep Oliver company. When he sees me step out of the back door, he says, “I want Daddy.” He is matter of fact, without malice. I take it that way.


“I know.” I wish Robert hadn’t postponed him. “Daddy will be right down. He’s taking a shower.” Oliver sighs. “I guess he wanted to be clean and fresh to play with you,” I offer. Lame. “Whatcha building?” I vamp, walking toward him.


“A road, with a castle at the end.”


“Can I help?”


He hesitates. Thinking he’s doing me a favor, he says, without enthusiasm, “I guess.”


The backyard is quiet with just the two of us here. An apple tree that someone else planted years ago surprised us with tart green fruit our first year here. Its confused branches are beginning to bud now in the warm winter sun. The grass is yellow around the perimeter of the yard from too much water and brown in the center from not enough. Last year, during an astronaut phase, Oliver decided that this made a perfect landing target and played hours upon hours of NASA, trying to land rockets and space guys in the brown bull’s-eye from an upstairs window.


I try to get lost in play with Oliver. I rake the dirt with my fingers, follow the path he’s making. In the quiet concentration of the moment, Ella comes. It used to be my mom who’d visit after the car accident stole her from me, but Ella superseded her. She appears without warning, like an unexpected visitor ringing the doorbell. I adjust to the initial surprise, and then welcome her. Sometimes she arrives at an age she never reached. Like today, I’d say she’s twelve or so. She sits down and digs in the dirt with us, like a young babysitter. No sooner do I begin to enjoy the beauty of her presence than I am ambushed by a piercing pain in my womb. It burns like an electric jolt.


I inhale and exhale deeply, try to quell the pain. Oliver looks up. He is used to hearing me sigh, seeing my eyes redden. I shrug and smile at him. Breathe, I coach myself. Everyone made it home today.


We work on our project. In a few minutes Robert joins us and we are a threesome like we once were. When Izzy wakes, disoriented from his late nap, I bring him outside and our family makes four again. Persimmon stripes emerge in the sky, signaling the conclusion of this day. Here we all are.
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“Mommy, can I have French toast?” I open my eyelids to let in a sliver of fuzzy light. Oliver is standing beside my bed, his face level with mine. I try to focus, but my eyes have other plans. They shut against the light of dawn.


“Isn’t it Sunday?” I murmur through viscous vocal chords. “Daddy makes your French toast, sweetie.”


“Daddy went for his run,” he answers. “Can you make it?”


“Okay, honey. Just a sec.” Come on, Sarah. Get up. Make your son breakfast.


“Mommy, I’m hungry.”


“I know, sweetie, I’m coming.” Here I come. I’m getting up.


“No you’re not.”


He has a point.


I picture a thousand cheerleaders in an arena, in full pom-pom regalia, chanting, “Sit up, Sarah! Sit up, Sarah!” I swing my legs to the floor. Maybe this will be a good day.


When Robert returns from his run, the boys are playing and I’m standing at the kitchen sink eating French toast crusts. I can’t shake my stupor. I could make another pot of coffee, but the thought of the steps it would take overwhelms me, and this lethargy can’t be cured by caffeine. I wish I knew what would cure me. Time, I once thought.


Robert comes over and rubs my back. He leans into my neck and says, “You okay?”


I don’t want him to carry my burden on top of his. I straighten up and show him my game face. “I’m fine. Just sleepy,” I say. I kiss him on the mouth and feel his cool sweaty sheen on my lips. “How was your run?”


“It was good,” he says, and with a gentle touch he moves a lock of my hair out of my face and behind my ear. “I’ll get showered, and then I’ll take the boys out.” More loudly, he announces to the boys, “Who wants to go to the car show with Daddy?” He runs upstairs, leaving an excited buzz in his wake.


Oliver yells in Izzy’s face, “Izzy! We’re going to the car show!” He tackles him in his excitement, and Izzy falls backward and bumps his head on the floor. I go to comfort them—Izzy’s sore head, Oliver’s feelings. He didn’t mean to hurt his brother. My calm handling of the situation springs from the knowledge that soon Robert will take them out and I’ll get a break from holding my pieces together.


In a few minutes, Robert walks back into the kitchen in work clothes, his eyes conciliatory, his mouth in a tight grimace. “I am so so sorry, honey—I just got a text from my Moot Court kids. I forgot to calendar a meeting for this morning. They’re waiting for me at school.”


No, no, no, no, no. “On a Sunday? Can’t they do it without you?” My chest tightens.


“I promised I would help them. I’m so sorry. I don’t know how I forgot. I have to be there. I’m sorry guys,” he tells the boys.


“Can we still go to the car show?” Oliver pleads.


“Not today,” Robert says. “But next weekend we will for sure.”


“Can’t Mommy take us? Please, Mommy?” Oliver grasps his hands together and squeezes his eyes shut in prayer. Hope pours from his every follicle, his every eyelash.


My family waits for the answer. I picture getting out of my robe and slippers, putting on clothes, driving the freeway downtown, weaving our way through crowds and cars. The silence is broken by the icemaker dropping a cluster of ice into its unseen bucket. Robert begins, “Sarah, you don’t—”


I hate feeling helpless. I don’t want to be that woman. I don’t want that woman to be my kids’ mom. I clear my throat. “Sure I can.”
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A Sunday morning in January is as good as it gets on the 10 East. You can see the snow at the top of the distant mountains. The clean air tricks you into thinking you could reach them in an hour. Then it dawns on you how filthy the air must be the rest of the year, thick enough to block out the view of the mountains and your memory of them.


I exit at Grand and pull to a stop at the red light at Olive. So far, so good. On our right is a Korean megachurch that in a former life was an Olympic boxing venue. Its massive exterior wall proclaims its new name: Olympic Church of Christ. They saved paint by keeping the first word the same. I wonder what ghosts of bloody noses and broken teeth hover over the worshipers, and if they have a sense of humor about it. Across the street, the mirrors on the sidewalk at the Olde Goode Things antique store reflect passing cars.


I turn on my left blinker. We’re almost at the convention center. My nerves begin to blister and pop as I anticipate the confluence of a large crowd and my boys’ tendency to roam. Enough worrying. It will be fine. Oliver and Izzy will have fun pretending to drive fancy cars. They will make me smile. Then we’ll go home and tell Robert all about it, and we’ll have made it through this day.


I wait for the light to change. Something seems different about this intersection. I used to come this way to court when I was working. Were these encampments here in the underpass then? People lie on the ground, motionless in cocoons of dirty blankets. Others shuffle in no particular direction, bruised hands grasping broken shopping carts laden with clothes and bags. A young woman pushing a stroller moves past the collection of discarded people, looking out of place. The stroller holds not bags of clothes but a baby, covered with a blanket. I squint to see if my eyes are tricking me. Is it a baby? Maybe it’s a doll scrounged from a nearby toy-district store? The light changes to green, and I drive slowly forward, trying to make sense of what I’m seeing.


Too late, I realize that I have slowed to a stop in the middle of my turn. The car behind me, a large Lexus sedan, swerves to try to avoid the collision but hits us anyway. Izzy starts to cry from the shock of the impact. Oliver, who has been singing to himself and staring out the window, begins to cry, too, though I’m not sure if it’s from the bump or not wanting Izzy to get all my attention.


“Shit.” I look in the rearview mirror and pull over. The bad word from my mouth stops Oliver’s crying. He’s on alert for more. The driver of the Lexus pulls over behind us. He turns off his engine, steps out of the car, closes the door, and beeps it locked. In my mirror I see him survey the damage to his car, then the surroundings that this dumb woman driver put him in. I open my door and tell Izzy and Oliver, “I’ll be right back.” I walk to the back of my car to see the damage.


It’s not pretty, but I can drive it. I see the woman with the stroller walking in our direction. I can’t tell if she’s homeless. If I saw her in another setting, would I think so? But what else would she be doing here in the underpass? Something looks off. She stops, goes around to the front of the stroller, puts her face close to her child and says something. Then she moves back to her position behind the stroller, resumes her slow, deliberate steps.


“You stopped in the middle of the street!” says the Lexus man.


“Hold on,” I dismiss him. I open my trunk, fumble past diapers and wipes, and find Oliver’s lunch box, packed with snacks. I grab it, lock the car again. I call to the woman, who has just passed us, “Excuse me? Excuse me, miss?” She turns around.


I can’t tell how old she is. She could be in her mid-twenties. Her complexion is similar to mine, a deep tan at the peak of summer. Her eyes are cappuccino brown, while her straight hair is black coffee. She could be a mix, like me. It’s hard to tell. She wears jeans and a sweatshirt that says STANFORD. It crosses my mind to tell her Robert went to Stanford. As if she bought her sweatshirt in the Stanford student store and not at Goodwill. Well, maybe she did. What do I know? She could be taking her child to the car show, too.


“Miss, I don’t have all day!” the Lexus man shouts at me.


“Just a second,” I say to him, then turn back to her.


Aware that I will be making a total fool of myself and humiliating her if I’ve misjudged the situation, I hold out the lunch box and ask, “Excuse me, would you like this?” I’m not sure of the etiquette. She doesn’t look offended, so I continue. “There’s a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, some crackers and apple slices. And juice boxes.” I sound like a waitress. The woman (I see now she’s practically a girl, maybe twenty years old) looks at it. It has a red race car and the words LIGHTNING
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“In spare, unsentimental prose, Diamond explores how grief can divide people,
how the bonds of mafriage can twist and fray under pressure, and how consolation
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