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Praise for WHAT REMAINS


“One of the best memoirs . . . a small masterpiece . . . devastating and beautifully written.”


—New York Post


“Bittersweet and tender.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“Remarkably tender and moving.”


—People


“Elegant . . . moving.”


—New York Daily News


“[Radziwill] tells her story with graceful discretion and quiet power.”


—The Plain Dealer


“A moving testimony to the tenuous nature of love and life.”


—USA Today


“It’s impossible not to admire the author’s courage and devotion and skill.”


—New York Newsday


“A stunning memoir of love and loss . . . Carole Radziwill is a natural storyteller.”


—O, The Oprah Magazine


“Powerfully affecting . . . a highly compelling read.”


—Vogue


“Carole Radziwill has written an unsparing, unsentimental, and inspiring memoir. A spirited journalist with a novelist’s eye for detail, she delivers a stunningly honest story about life’s great joys and deepest pain.”


—Christiane Amanpour, CNN, Chief International Correspondent


“Love and loss, family and friends, fate and fortune: these themes pervade this beautifully written . . . courageous, and compelling memoir.”


—Library Journal (starred review)


“What Remains is a testimony to the human spirit. It is beautifully and honestly written. The reader feels he or she has peeked into the author’s soul and glimpsed courage, wisdom, and love.”


—Bookreporter.com


“A fascinating tale.”


—The Daily Telegraph (London)


“A beautifully written and deeply moving memoir.”


—The Irish Times


“What Remains explores the complexities of marriage and the importance of friendship with unflinching honesty. . . . This vivid and honest memoir is a tribute to the author and a testimony to the resilience of the human spirit.”


—Birmingham Post (UK)
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For Anthony




[The wise] will start each day with the thought . . .


Fortune gives us nothing which we can really own.


—SENECA





Prologue
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Show me a hero and I will write you a tragedy.


—F. SCOTT FITZGERALD




Friday, July 16, 1999


Three weeks before my husband died a young couple smashed their plane into the Atlantic Ocean, off the Massachusetts shoreline, well after the mid-July sun had set. It was reported in the news as 9:41, but I knew the general time, because I had spoken to the woman less than an hour before. The pilot was my husband’s cousin, John Kennedy. His wife, Carolyn Bessette, was my closest friend. She was sitting behind him next to the only other passenger, her sister, Lauren. A still, hot summer day had melted into a warm and sticky night. A quiet night, unremarkable except for the fog, which rolls in and out of New England like a deep sigh.


While we were still making plans, before they took off from Caldwell, New Jersey, she called me from the plane.


“We’ll fly to the Vineyard tomorrow, after the wedding. We can be there before dinner.”


It was a short conversation, because I was going to see her the next day. I was staying in her house, their house, on Martha’s Vineyard, with my husband, and they were taking a simple trip. One they’d made many other weekends, from a small airport in New Jersey to the islands off Massachusetts—a well-worn ninety-minute path up the coastline.


I hung up the phone and opened the book I was reading and an hour later she was dead. Afterward I tried to find something to explain what had happened—was it cloudy, were the stars out? But the night was ordinary. It usually is, I think, when your life changes. Most people aren’t doing anything special when the carefully placed pieces of their life break apart.


They flew a lot that summer, from the city to the Vineyard, and we called each other every day if we weren’t together.


“We’re getting a late start. I’ll call you in the morning.”


It takes seconds to plunge into an irrevocable spin in a small plane—into what the Federal Aviation Administration calls a graveyard spiral. According to the accident report, the plane broke the surface of the ocean three minutes after the pilot sensed a problem. At 9:38, he made a curious turn. One hundred and eighty seconds later, the last thirty of them aimed directly at the water, their stories ended abruptly.


I wonder if he felt the awkward motions of the plane in those minutes, the changes in speed or direction. It’s likely he did not. If you close your eyes in an airplane, you don’t feel up or down. You don’t feel yourself tilting right or left. You don’t feel anything, really, and your senses tell you it doesn’t matter. Clouds were hiding the familiar strings of lights that paint the coastline. He might as well have been flying with his eyes closed.


“I need to talk to you,” I said.


My husband, Anthony, was dying and we were all trying to pretend that he wasn’t, that everything was fine.


“I can’t hear you, Lamb. I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”


The accident report shows the pilot made a turn after passing Point Judith, Rhode Island—he turned east, away from the coast, away from where he was going. And then another turn, and then another. It was puzzling to everyone, including the investigators, and after months of plotting radar signals, studying twisted pieces of wreckage, constructing maps and charts, and speculating about state of mind, they confirmed what they had suspected—the pilot was disoriented. He may have turned, some suggested, hoping to spot something familiar. A landmark like the lighthouse at the tip of Gay Head, blinking a steady twenty-mile stream of light, muffled that night by thick, black air. He might have scanned the dark sky for Noman’s Land—the empty island you can see clearly in daylight from the beachfront of their Martha’s Vineyard home.


Perhaps he felt a slight tilt of the plane, but it was more likely that the instrument panel caught his attention, his compass shifting slowly. He may have tried to correct it, turning the rudder slightly—or adding pressure to the controls. But when it doesn’t feel like you’re turning, it feels wrong to correct it. He wouldn’t have corrected it enough. He wouldn’t have corrected it at all. He would have followed what his senses were telling him to do—an overwhelming feeling of what he should do—and it would be exactly the wrong thing.


It’s possible that nothing felt unusual in the plane as his altimeter began to unwind, marking a perplexing descent. Slowly at first, then at a sickening rate. It is likely he was watching this helplessly. His senses, of no use to him, telling him to ignore, even then, irrefutable evidence. The handful of controls all showing deadly readings. She may not have noticed any of this. She wouldn’t have seen the airspeed on the control panel, pegged in the red, reflecting the quickening pace of the ocean rushing up to them.


We were staying in their house because Anthony wanted to be on the Vineyard that summer, and I went along with it. In June when we arrived I gave the ambulance drivers a paper with directions to the house, and they taped it to the dashboard. “It’s the chance of a lifetime,” Anthony had said to me in a restaurant in New York before we left. “I don’t know why you can’t see that. We have the summer off, we can spend the days on the beach, have margaritas at sunset.”


There were sunsets that summer, and when I noticed them I was grateful. But he was dying. It was likely, but unmentionable, that he wouldn’t be going back to the city, and for everyone but Anthony it was hard to think of margaritas. It irritated him when I didn’t play along.


One hundred and eighty seconds. John might have felt annoyance, perhaps, before panic. Frustration, and then fear. His pulse accelerating as one replaced the other. The water would be as black as the sky—like concrete, at their rate of descent. It is possible that he thought for the entire three minutes that they were going to crash, probable that he thought it for thirty seconds.


It was a new plane and I wasn’t familiar with it. It bothered me that I didn’t know where she was sitting. The accident report recorded passengers in the aft-facing seats, but I couldn’t picture her there. When I rode along, we settled down on the back seat and read magazines under the small light. If there were other passengers she sat up in the front. One weekend a year before, there were five of us going to the Vineyard. Carolyn was sitting next to John and her door popped open over the ocean. She stretched her arm into the clouds to grab the handle and clicked it shut. It was quick and smooth and insignificant to her.


But in the dark, on this night, did she sense his frustration and impatience? Did she dismiss it? We were all frustrated and impatient that summer. She was sitting directly behind her husband, the backs of their seats touching. He could have, if he had wanted, reached a hand around his seat to her. Her sister was beside her.


I sometimes mark time now in three-minute intervals. When I am talking on the phone, or walking around the city, or sitting on a plane, I glance at my watch and reflexively mark the time. There is so much that can happen in three minutes. It’s enough time to think you can fix things.


I’m sure she was reading magazines. She always took a pile of them because she scanned them quickly and she didn’t like to run out. She sounded tired when I spoke to her. Her voice was soft. She was trying to distract herself. We were all trying to distract ourselves. It was a bad day, if you had to choose one, to die. There had not been enough time.


“I love you,” she said before she hung up. And then again, “I love you.” We always said this to each other, but I didn’t want to love anyone that night. I was tired, and I didn’t say it back. “I know,” I said instead.


You never know when something is going to happen to change your life. You expect it to arrive with fanfare, like a wedding or a birth, but instead it comes in the most ordinary of circumstances. The Roman goddess Fortuna snaps her fingers and changes the channel—click. I was sitting in a chair, reading, preparing for one death, and then click. It was silent. Was there a noise? I always thought tragedy had a sound. I always thought there was something you would hear. We were holding our breath until Anthony died. Believing that everything else would wait.


Carolyn had a theory about relationships.


“You’re much happier when you wait,” she used to tell me. “The ones that come to you are the only ones worth anything, Lamb. It’s like standing on the shore and spotting something in the water. You can splash around to try to get it, or you can wait and see if the tide brings it in.”


I was thinking this while I stood on the shore one day, dreading what the tide would bring. Her makeup bag, a luggage tag.


The weekend before, we were all at the house. She came early in the afternoon, and John flew in later. Effie made a big dinner of grilled fish and roasted potatoes, pie for dessert. John had arranged for him to be there that summer. He cooked for us and maintained our routine—dialysis in the morning, the beach during the day. A table set for dinner at a planned time each night. We welcomed diversions. We’d have dinner, linger at the table, play Bartlett’s if we were up for a game.


We had friends staying for the weekend and we were all sitting in the backyard, waiting for John, and suddenly a plane was right above us. He flew low, buzzing over the house before he landed, a fun thing. He broke up tension. He always knew to. A sort of childish but innocent thing to do, flying over us, dipping the left wing. Just like him. We all looked toward the sky.


“Hey!” We waved. Except Anthony, who just shook his head, a reflex after so many years. Anthony’s eye roll and John’s sideways smile. I got you, Principe.


“He’s here!”


Carolyn looked up, smiling, squinting, her arm in front of her to block the sun.


“He’s crazy,” someone said, laughing. He brought people to life. He could relax a room, and we counted on him for it. He flew over the house and dropped a dash of exhilaration on the weekend.


I would come to think of it as my summer of tragedy. I was reading love stories, the classics, one after another. You could lose yourself in someone else’s heartbreak while you held your breath for your own. I brought a stack of books and piled them in the bedroom next to Lady Chatterley’s Lover, which John picked up one day. “Do you see what your wife is reading?” he said to Anthony, shaking his head. “It’s worse than I thought.” Carolyn was reading Light in August. We had no time for a badly told story.


I wonder if in those last three minutes he called out to her. I have learned that engines sound different at that rate of descent—a whining noise and much louder as the plane starts into a corkscrew. There was a hard shift to their flight in the last thirty seconds. Did he call out to her, panicked, his voice strained?


Three minutes, one hundred and eighty seconds, is enough time to think through whether he should tell her, and then to struggle with his decision. It is plenty of time to consider who would be waiting for a phone call on the shore. It is the length of an average story on the evening news.


It was a fairly ordinary accident, all in all. The plane dropped neatly into the water after its pilot lost his course. For all the experts, the theories, the newspaper ink, it was a simple crash. A small plane dropping out of an unlit sky.


I was reading Anna Karenina by a light in the living room. The window near me looked out onto a pond, and then farther, to the water where they lay for four days. Their crash didn’t disturb a soul, until later. I was sitting comfortably in a room where I had seen them days earlier. In the house where we’d agreed to meet the next evening, before she hung up the phone.


Thirty seconds is what it would have taken me to read a few paragraphs in my book. Thirty seconds and I am completely absorbed in a scene in someone else’s story. Thirty seconds, after Anna Karenina’s final and fatal decision leaves her kneeling awkwardly on the railroad tracks—the train a split second away from her inelegant end. It is enough time to become anxious, then calm and then anxious again—as you might do reading an account of the end of a life. I may have paused once, put a marker in the book, and taken a sip from a glass on the table. This is very likely what I am doing as my best friend rushes to the end of her life, in water visible from the window of the room where I am sitting. Enjoying an unusual moment of quiet calm in an otherwise restless summer.


We dressed for dinner that summer. We’d come in from the beach, take long, cool showers, and slip into floor-length skirts. Long gowns and bare feet. We dressed for dinner every night, and our husbands liked it—it lifted us up for a moment. We could pretend it was all the way we had once imagined a summer like this—suntanned shoulders and salty kisses.


Anthony looked thin and small in his bathing suit, his legs knobby like a boy’s. His face was strong and handsome.


I was surprised when Carolyn called from the airport. I didn’t think she’d be coming. She had mentioned that she might not come. There was a wedding, and we were all doing our best. We were holding our breath, trying to pass time while we waited for Anthony to die. When you’re waiting for someone to die, passing time is the cruelest thing to have to do.


She had started a tradition the Christmas before. Christmas dinner, just the four of us. “Every year we’ll do it. Don’t you think we need a tradition?” she had asked. “Marta will come and cook a big Christmas dinner.”


“It sounds great,” I replied, caught up in her enthusiasm.


I don’t have many things left. What I kept is mostly in boxes now, stored away. You go through what remains and there isn’t a lot that is meaningful, except your memories.


There is another scene months before this night. I am with John on this same route. I am his only passenger, and we are flying in the old plane, the one with his father’s initials and birthdate on the tail wing—529JK. The trip takes one hour and forty-three minutes from the time we park his white convertible in the corner of the lot in Caldwell to the time we touch down on the runway of Martha’s Vineyard.


“You slept the whole way!” he says, laughing, when we land.


“Oh, I know,” I say. “I’m sorry.”


He climbs out and reaches for my hand.


“Don’t be,” he says. “It’s a compliment.”


But I am reading a book by the window on a different night, and as his cousins fly up the foggy coastline, my husband sits next to me watching a movie he doesn’t care about, then goes to bed. When he wakes up they will be missing.


Once it was the four of us, with all of our dreams and plans, and then suddenly there was nothing.
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Beginnings


Where to start is the problem, because nothing begins when it begins and nothing’s over when it’s over, and everything needs a preface: a preface, a postscript, a chart of simultaneous events.


—MARGARET ATWOOD, The Robber Bride
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Saturday, August 27, 1994


I’ll start with the fairy tale.


Orson Welles said to Gore Vidal once, in an interview about a movie he was writing, If you want a happy ending, it depends on where you stop your story. My wedding, then, might have been a good place to stop. I never dreamt of myself in a wedding dress, but here I am. White, naturally, and silk gazar, because I’m told this is what they are making them from this year. “Keep it simple,” I say to the designer, a family friend of my fiancé’s who called in June to say she would design the dress. We trade sketches back and forth—mine a woman with a Scarlett O’Hara waist and saucy, flirty mouth. A woman, I imagine, who knows a proper card stock, knows to register at Bergdorf Goodman, to get listed in Town & Country.


It is simple, elegant: long chiffon sleeves in August because I am conscious of my freckles, but otherwise perfect. I am standing in this dress at the edge of the floor where parquet meets the green lawn like Jay Gatsby on the terrace gazing out. For a brief moment I go unnoticed beneath the edges of the tent, under the billowing soft silk, at the fringe of light fingering through the baby’s breath candle chandelier. Famed party designer Christian Tortu was flown in from Paris to create it.


The sky, if I were to step from under the tent and look up, is full of stars. The dark ocean, even, is lit up tonight, because my mother-in-law has thought of everything—has tucked lights into the foliage along the dunes. The night is all twinkles and light and sparkle. The tinkling of crystal, trickles of laughter, silver clinking on porcelain. Seashells carefully picked, artfully scattered on the tables. Off-duty policemen stand in the shadows along the path to the beach. Music floats out and drops on the waves like bubbles. The ocean slaps onto the sand, like faint applause, behind me.


The Polish prince and the small-town, working-class girl. This is the moment when my worlds collide—Kingston, Suffern, American royalty, my ABC News career. This is the crossroads. Everyone raises a glass to futures, beginnings.


My uncle Benny has one arm around the senator, the other stretched out in front of them holding a camera. My mother is talking to the news anchor, my father having a cigarette behind the bar. John poses patiently with two of my cousins. Uncle Jimmy is laughing with the movie director at something one of them has said.


Anthony’s stepfather, Herbert, is elegant in his classic navy suit, sipping champagne from fluted crystal. His gaze is fixed on my mother-in-law, in pale green Armani and white gloves, her light-brown hair brushed back to frame an extraordinary, elegant face.


My uncle Freddy and aunt Marsha are seated next to the Rutherfords of Newport. Marsha is animated, her laugh carries over the music, the Rutherfords quiet. Buddy is here, too—Governor Roemer when I met him in Baton Rouge on a story. “So happy for you,” he whispered to me earlier in the night. He is here with someone, a friend, and I know it’s likely we won’t see each other again. There’s no reason for our paths to cross. I have his letters piled neatly, tied together with string.


Tony, my cousin’s boyfriend, watches everything closely, drinking a beer. He’ll call a popular radio station tomorrow to report the celebrity sightings here in his rough Yonkers accent. They won’t believe he was a guest until he gives them enough detail, describes what Melanie Griffith was wearing. The DJ will make crude jokes about the bride; he’ll call me a gold digger.


I have the vantage point of Fortune. Standing in the middle of this, I now know how it all turns out. There will be love and loss and luck and fate—the tent is lousy with it.


Bobby Muller in his wheelchair is getting a drink from the bar. Six months earlier we crossed the Mekong River on a rickety wooden ferry, heading to the medical clinic he built in Cambodia to make prosthetic limbs for land mine victims. I’ll win an Emmy next year for the story and call him from the lobby of the Roosevelt Hotel with the news.


Our friend Judd holds a crowd rapt in the corner with his repertoire of stories from the road. He pulls them out like aces from a deck of cards. He’ll die of a brain tumor soon after his twins are born. Two of the couples dancing will divorce before the year is out. A heart attack will kill my uncle Sal a few weeks shy of his son’s wedding, but tonight he is hearty, slapping someone’s back, telling a joke. The celebrated artist talking to the young girl in the hat will die in three years from a sudden bout of pneumonia.


Fortune. Fate. But there are people here, too, who will fall in love. Our friend Kissy will get assigned to the Balkan war and meet her husband Jamie in a bar in Croatia. I sit Anthony’s friend Beth next to Tony, and they fall in love. My sister marries the boy she came with.


I am watching Anthony now. He is handsome and strong, dashing, like the pictures I’ve seen of his late father, Stas, the gallant prince. His hair is grown out, wavy and brushed back the way I like it. He’ll look up for me, spot me here in a moment, and smile. I will not see the bump tonight. I won’t see it until the end of our honeymoon on a beach in Hawaii.


Women in red lipstick and men in cream-colored pants with dark sport coats are sipping cocktails against the ocean breeze. It is a perfect wedding—the bride and groom in love, a Louis Armstrong song, the air tingling with future. People fall in love with one another all over, and with life and colors and music. They form instant relationships with people they will never see again.


Linda, my oldest friend, is having a baby any day, so her mother, Vivian, has driven out here alone. I spot her chain-smoking Winston menthols, sweet and anxious. A familiar sight, and I am happy she is here. She hugs me tight and quick in the long receiving line, but I lose her in this crowd and don’t speak to her again. She’ll find out she has lung cancer next week while I’m on my honeymoon. Linda will tell me at her funeral that she spoke of tonight often. “You were like another daughter to her,” she will say.


My four-year-old niece Theresa is singing onstage with the band. My brothers are laughing, heads thrown back. Teasing Mike, I suspect, about driving his rusted Duster to the house in the procession of black sedans. Explaining to the valet about the rope around the steering column holding the passenger door shut.


My mother-in-law is dancing with Hamilton, smiling at something he has said. Anthony whispers to Holly, and she gives him a playful punch. They call me over. The handsome groom, the lovely bride. They’ll have beautiful children, someone is surely saying. You do this at weddings, imagine the future.


This is my ball. The carriage arrives in the morning to whisk us away for three weeks. We fly to Australia and dive off the Great Barrier Reef. Anthony teases me about the huge potato codfish. “They’re swarming you, Nut.” Then he says to the dive master, loud enough for me to hear, “Aren’t there sharks in these waters?” I’m new to diving and half-scared, treading water as he takes pictures of me from the boat. “Stop it, Anthony!” I yell at him, and then laugh, trying to be mad. I fix the video camera on him in the car while he’s driving. It’s late, and we are heading down winding country roads to the Mount Cook Lodge. “Tell them,” I say, referring to our imagined audience—all of the people we think are as thrilled as we are about this marriage. “Tell them about the poor little bunnies that got in your way.” He winks at me, at the camera.


How sweet, you would think if you watched it. Look at how sweet they are together. Young and in love, we return to New York and to messages on the answering machine from people who missed us. I write thank-you notes and put the pictures in a scrapbook. We go back to work, flushed from adventure.


I am fortunate, you might say, and that could mean anything. I will tell you what happened and let you judge for yourself.
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Most people think Fortune is something good—to have a fortune, to be fortunate—a word that implies advantage, like “luck.” We use prefixes for bad fortune: misfortune, ill-fortune, unfortunate, but Fortune goes both ways. The Romans personified it in the form of a clever but dispassionate woman who coolly disperses both the good and bad with a flick of her wrist. The goddess Fortuna. Good fortune from her left hand out of a cornucopia filled with gifts—things like straight teeth, a good job, a two-car garage in the suburbs. Bad fortune from her right hand holding a ship’s rudder that changes direction, triggering car crashes and untimely deaths. A gesture from her, and the place you thought you were going is no longer in front of you. We call it fate when there is no logical path from then to now. When the man misses a train, then shares a taxi with his future wife or when the cautious woman daydreams through a stop sign at a busy intersection and is hit by a speeding truck. When the man who loves to fly dies in a plane crash. We shake our heads. It’s fate, we say.


♦


Every Tuesday afternoon in Suffern I took a bus from Airmont School to Sacred Heart for religion class, where Sister Teresa taught us not to sin. There was an implicit promise of reward for that, but I didn’t think it was so simple or personal. My life at the whim of a fickle, apathetic woman made much more sense to me. As a young girl I thought misfortune would befall my father. I thought he would drive his car off the bridge in an ice storm on his way home from the restaurant he owned in Yonkers. The Tappan Zee Bridge with its thin strip of guardrail and the Hudson below, a blanket of black ice on the asphalt. I stayed up alone on these nights, watching for his headlights in the driveway. Standing on the edge of my bed to see out the window, careful not to wake my sister. When the lights appeared I crawled quietly under the covers and tried to sleep in the restless night. It was never peaceful, and I still dread nights, the quiet. When the unforgiving ring of a telephone is impossible to ignore.


The phone didn’t ring in the house on Madison Hill Road in the middle of the night. My father’s blue Mustang never skidded off the bridge, but twenty-six years later the phone rang late at night in the house on Martha’s Vineyard, and I knew.


♦


In seventh grade I had Mr. Durrwachter for biology, and Caroline Garritano was in my class. It was 1976 and Jaws was the scariest thing most of Suffern Junior High had ever seen. Welcome Back, Kotter was launching John Travolta. My parents were watching Roots and following the Patty Hearst trial. Jimmy Carter was elected president and the Yankees were losing, but I was concerned with other things.


I was a quiet twelve-year-old fascinated with the junior high cool kids. The girls, really. The ones who walked down the halls in twos and threes, glossy-lipped with strawberry flavored Kissing Potion, unaffected by pimples and lunch tables and bus lines after school. The girls with feathered hair who hung out at Sport-a-Rama ice rink on Friday nights watching the older boys play hockey, wearing Puca beads and mood rings. They sat in levels in the bleachers, sideways so they could talk to one another, and flirted with the boys between periods, arranging and rearranging themselves like patterns in a kaleidoscope. They wore Frye boots and chinos and kept Salon Styles in their back pockets. I was still wearing hand-me-downs from my older sister—stiff Wranglers and pilly sweaters—and when I saved up enough to buy carpenter pants, they weren’t the right ones. They were missing the telltale hammer loop on the left side.


My hair was long and straight, and I wasted hours with the curling iron trying to create what they seemed to be born with. They carried cassette recorders and played Peter Frampton on the hill at lunch. They left a trail of Love’s Baby Soft in the halls. And then there were the Garritano twins, Caroline and Suzanne. They wore Charlie.


The twins created energy around them, a palpable squirm of adolescent girls hoping to tag along with them to the mall. Caroline and Suzanne moved through seventh grade as if they had been handed an envelope with directions on the first day. They were not frantically trying to create themselves, like the rest of us. You can see it in Suzanne’s yearbook photo—the one on its own separate page above lines of junior high yearbook prose about life and fate.


Everyone I knew wanted to be where the Garritano girls were—the cafeteria, the movies, or Nicky’s Pizza. They hung around at the school some days after the last bell, and rumors of what went on rippled through lunch tables and slumber parties. They reigned over the playground, sitting on swings. Unhurried, letting their feet brush the ground and watching the boys hop around them like popcorn.


One rainy day after school let out, after I was already on the bus and the school was deserted, Suzanne and Caroline snuck into the old janitor’s quarters at the far end of the hall. It was strictly off-limits, which made them predictably intriguing. There was a dumbwaiter here that dropped from the main floor into the basement—the kind with doors that opened from the top and bottom like a sideways elevator.


They had a boy with them that day—Eddie Meyer from the hockey team. Suzanne’s boyfriend, though the twins weren’t possessive. But he was Suzanne’s boyfriend this day, so he let her in first, watched her squeeze through the horizontal doors, and then followed after her with Caroline. The three of them were cramped, sitting hunched in the tight space, and when the elevator dropped to the basement, Eddie and Caroline got off. Suzanne tried to follow them, sticking her head out awkwardly through the doors, and the top door of the dumbwaiter dropped down on her shiny long hair, crushing her neck. It happened too quickly for her to call out or make a noise. But the dumbwaiter doors, solid metal, were loud when they closed, and Eddie and Caroline turned around. Of course she was dead already.


There was an eruption of grief the next day. Principal Parparella broadcast the news over the crackly public-address system, and clusters of teenage girls formed—sobbing their stories to school counselors and to boys they had crushes on, carefully wiping mascara streaks from their faces. There were legends forming already—romantic stories of Suzanne’s last words. Tell Eddie I love him, echoed through homerooms. Weepy girls who barely knew her pooled in the cafeteria and crowded into big hugs in the halls. And they all got out of class. The school cut a lot of slack in absences for the next few days. It was easier to excuse an absence than to talk about what had happened. It was easier to excuse an absence than to tell a twelve-year-old about Fortune. That it was not personal, really.


I gave a name to these sobbing girls later, when we were grown women. I spotted them again in the wake that shook the world one July when I was too close to Fortune’s rudder. I called them tragedy whores. Even as adults, they cluster in groups, feeding on these occasions, where they reap the reassuring comfort of connected souls. That is the small reward and point of the wake. They are eager participants, playing with Fortune from a safe distance, then going home to husbands and children, unmarked.


Tragedy whores don’t feel the foundation break apart beneath their feet—the reeling blast of emptiness, though to watch them you might think so. They’re voyeurs. They feed like coffin flies on drama, embroiled in virtual grief and the illusion of heartbreak. They all have stories they want to tell, insist on telling, proclaiming their link to tragedy. Emotional rubberneckers.


I didn’t like them at twelve, and I hated them at thirty-five.


Suzanne’s funeral was the Super Bowl of tragedies for Suffern Junior High. The church was standing room only; the young parents sat bravely in the front row beside the spitting image of their dead daughter. Everyone wanted a view. When the young and pretty ones die, the tragedy whores get seats up front. They love the melodramatic story. That the deceased had an identical twin sister still walking around was a windfall.


The climactic moment, however, was not witnessed by the hundreds in the church, but by an unprepared twenty-five seventh-graders in Mr. Durrwachter’s first-period science class. Eighteen hours after the dumbwaiter crushed Suzanne Garritano’s neck, Caroline walked into class with her jacket on, sipping Coke through a straw. The rest of us were frozen, knowing we should turn away, but not quite able to. Caroline was uninterested. She walked to the front of the room, without a glance to the rows of desks, and said in a flat voice, her arm stretched out, holding a piece of paper, “I can’t come for class, Mr. Durrwachter. My mom wrote a note.” Mr. Durrwachter looked at her and nodded. He took the note and stared unblinking as she turned and walked out, unconcerned with his reply.


Caroline Garritano saw her sister dead in the dumbwaiter and then excused herself from class sipping Coke through a straw. She knew about Fortune.
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There are three places that define my early life, and you can drive to all of them in half a day. The city, where I live now; the Rockland County suburb where I grew up; and another small town about an hour’s drive upstate.


The city, New York, is the place I longed for since the nights in the back bedroom at Tante’s wedged into her trundle bed with four fidgety brothers and sisters, listening to the buses go up First Avenue. Watching the lights in other buildings. Her five-story building was on the corner, with a thick black double door. The corner where my father, on leave in full army uniform, waved down a cab to take my mother, pregnant with me, to the hospital and a man saluted him from the back of a limousine. The corner where Grandma Binder raised my mother, in the building across the street.


Suffern, New York, is the suburb, where I went to school and played the flute and hung a David Cassidy poster on my wall. It was where I lived with my brothers and sisters, my mother and father, and Grandma Binder for most of my young life. It’s a sleepy town forty minutes north of Manhattan, over the George Washington Bridge, up the Palisades Parkway. A shapeless bundle of families too far from the city to borrow its identity, too close to find its own. Sacred Heart Catholic Church marks the entrance to downtown. The old Lafayette playhouse, the post office, and twelve beauty salons line Main Street. The Avon plant sits just up the road on Route 59.


The small town upstate is Kingston, my moveable feast.


Kingston is anchored by time. Kingston is an era. At the end of the day, no matter where we have been in our lives, the DiFalcos are firmly tethered by the ghosts of Kingston.


Kingston memories flash through my head like old home movies—Grandma Millie mugging for the camera with hands on her hips and her eyes shut in a smile. Her friend Norma, up from Queens for the summer, standing on the back porch in her housedress. People moving in jerks and fast-motion like 8-millimeter frames. Mouths moving, always smiling, happy like they didn’t know better, didn’t know you could be somewhere else. Uncle Joey picking out the chords of “Stairway to Heaven” on his guitar. Grandpa DiFalco at the stove stirring his red sauce, orange fly strips hanging over his head. My father holding a fishing rod off the dock. Aunt Maryann at the oak table in the Knotty Pine room, her cards laid out for solitaire, a wineglass beside her, filled to the rim. It is upstate New York in the seventies. Anything can happen or nothing can happen, and either way is fine.


The city of Kingston was a town with schools and historical sites, restaurants and churches. It had an order—businesses where people wore suits and white shirts to work. There were neighborhoods of houses with paved driveways and aluminum siding, but this was not our Kingston. The closest we came to that Kingston was in August, when my sister and I had our birthdays in the same week, and Grandma Millie took us to Luigi’s for pizza and cannolis.


Our Kingston was in a small alcove called Mount Marion on the banks of Esopus Creek. There might have been another world beyond there, but we didn’t need it. Once you turned off Old King’s Highway onto Clint Finger Road, you drove through a patch of woods and the road closed up behind you. Mount Marion was where we went to be outside of order.


Grandma Millie’s father, Pellegrino, bought the property in Mount Marion for four thousand dollars in 1954, and after Millie retired from the phone company in New York, she and Grandpa moved in, leaving their apartment on Fifty-Eighth Street in New York City, where they raised my father and his three brothers and sister. It was a lot and a one-story house, but Grandpa added a second floor—a clumsy jumble of rooms he put together from a kit that made it look like two different houses stuck together. There were never fewer than half a dozen cars and motorcycles in the driveway, parked at odd angles and in various states of disrepair—one or two on cinder blocks, waiting to be hauled off to the junkyard. A large square gravel patch in the front yard stood in for a driveway, and the grass was knee-high right up to the door. There was a big weeping willow tree in the side yard that shaded Grandma Millie’s vegetable garden.


There were two large rooms downstairs—the living room with a TV and couch that doubled as extra bedding, and the Knotty Pine room. Grandma and Grandpa’s room was off the living room next to the room where Norma stayed.


The Knotty Pine room was part of the original house and was named after the pine-paneled walls Grandpa bought with a rare windfall from the track. It creeps, somehow, into every story that is repeated about those summers. It had French doors on the side, which I thought made the house sophisticated, and a long oak table right down the middle.


On the side wall, beside the French doors, was a scuffed wooden dresser and a mirror wedged with old photos. The drawers of the dresser were stuffed carelessly with Grandpa’s betting sheets, shotgun shells, and unpaid bills. It was the only neat room in the house, because Grandma gave us a dollar or two every week to clean it up.


A makeshift wooden ladder led up to a loft, where my older sister and I usually slept. It had two twin-sized mattresses on the floor, and boxes of letters, papers, and discarded knickknacks stacked in the corners. There was a fluorescent mural on one wall that had been sprayed by one of Grandma Millie’s adopted strays on an acid trip. At the back of the Knotty Pine room a door led out to a screened-in porch. From the porch you could see all the way down to Esopus Creek, which divided the short strip of houses where we were and the rental cabins across from us. The creek was muddy green, with tree branches hanging low on both banks. We often bathed in it because the plumbing in the house was unreliable. We kept a bottle of Flex Balsam shampoo out on the dock and when the mood struck, we jumped into the creek in our shorts, soaped up, and then swam underwater to rinse, leaving a trail of soap scum. Then we dried off in the sun on the dock. The water in the house was no good for drinking, even by the flexible standards of my grandparents. Grandpa had jury-rigged a hose with a pump to bring in the water directly from the creek. We could wash the dishes with it, but it had to be boiled first for drinking. On Saturday mornings Grandpa filled the back of his brown station wagon with empty milk jugs and drove over to Maryann’s friend Jeannie’s house in Lake Katrine, a town over, and filled them up from her tap.


Mount Marion as we knew it orbited around Grandma Millie. The house was like a termite mound of wriggling, rotating DiFalcos, each one cheerfully bringing new members to the colony. Grandma Millie was their queen, heaped right in the middle. She was three hundred pounds, with a raspy voice and a mischievous wink. She had a jowly face marked with bright-red rouge and creamy green eye shadow caked in the creases. She wore cheap rubber flip-flops and big, bright muumuus that she bought on sale at Montgomery Ward—whether it was eighty degrees out or ten. She was always smiling, a fleshy mass of love; everyone competed for her attention, from the box boys at the Pink Store to the old ladies who ran bingo. There was a place here for everyone.


Aunt Maryann was her daughter, my father’s younger sister. She was large like her mother, with the same grin and the same wayward wink. She also inherited from Millie a chameleonlike ability to be any age at any moment. She had a head of thick black hair that she made bigger with an even thicker black hairpiece when she went out. She lived in Mount Marion year-round and ran the house like an Egyptian princess with shimmery blue eyelids and clingy outfits. She was perfectly certain of where she should be at any given moment; most often it was at the head of the long oak table in the Knotty Pine room with a glass full of Riunite.


In the summer the air in Kingston was thick with mosquitoes and the Mount Marion house was a centrifugal fusion of love, cigarettes, and sticky wine. It was a hot spot for a revolving “rat pack” of twenty-somethings that included my uncle Joey, aunt Maryann, my other “uncles”—Freddy, Johnny, PJ from Fifty-Eighth Street, Jimmy from the cabins across the creek—and whoever else might be passing through. Millie collected people like green stamps, cashing them in when she needed a favor. She found them, and Maryann carefully worked them into the routine. Millie stumbled upon Tammy in the butcher department at Waldbaum’s and befriended her for the discounts and good cuts. She brought Tammy home and Maryann matched her up with Johnny.


Tammy and Johnny were doomed from the start. Tragic lovers. After years of dating and infidelity and boozy shouting matches on the dock, there was nothing left for them to do but get married. Johnny had a deep, hoarse laugh and spent one summer in a full body cast after he broke his neck in a car accident. I remember him sipping beer through a straw in The Kingston Hospital. His brother PJ died young from too much whiskey but Johnny lived, ten years longer than he was supposed to. “His liver,” the doctors gravely told Tammy one hospital stay. “You should make arrangements.” She went to Seamon-Wilsey for an urn. Jimmy and Freddy went to visit him during this fluorescent-lit vigil and brought him a meatball parmigiana hero from Angelo’s. He walked out of the hospital proclaiming the healing powers of a good meatball parm and drank his way through ten more years. Tammy moved out after that, but according to family legend, she routinely drove by Johnny’s trailer for the rest of his life, affectionately waving the urn and yelling out her window, “Die already, you son of a bitch.”


They were in and out of jobs, all of them—construction and odd labor. A few of them made a decent living bringing pot from the city and selling it in the Kingston bars on weekends. When Grandma Millie got wind of this, she wanted a piece of the action and started growing her own pot in the vegetable garden under the weeping willow. During card games in the Knotty Pine room, Larry sat at the table with a big mound of it and a pack of EZ Widers and rolled perfectly shaped joints that he stuffed into cigarette packs.


Maryann brought Larry home from People’s Choice, a popular bar where she worked, and he hung around for three years. He was famous for his skill at rolling joints and for teaching us all to drive a stick shift. Learning to drive a stick shift with Larry was a rite of passage in Kingston. You didn’t really arrive until Larry put you behind the wheel of his green two-door Subaru and ran alongside the car, yelling through the driver’s window, “The clutch is on the left, no, the left!” One summer, my younger brother found the brake just inches before lurching the Subaru into the creek. After that we practiced in the field across the road. Larry was fifteen years old when Maryann discovered him in the bar, and he was devoted to her. I was twelve that summer, but in my eyes he was big, sitting around the table in the Knotty Pine room, drinking beer and playing cards with the grown-ups.


*  *  *


Our family spent almost every summer weekend in Kingston. My parents packed us into our white wood-paneled station wagon—four of us squished in the backseat, my older sister up front, in the middle. We drove up Route 17 making up songs, picking fights, and yelling out landmarks: Motel on the Mountain, Angel Bridge and Devil Bridge, Red Apple Rest.


“We’re almost to Red Apple Rest,” my mother would say. “And we’re not stopping unless it’s quiet!” And then we watched out the windows, hushed, for the big, red wooden apple that meant hot dogs and cotton candy. It loomed large and as animated in our unshaped stories as the optometrist’s sign in The Great Gatsby, marking our entrance to Kingston and the summer the way the big, round spectacled eyes marked East Egg.


The bridges were just past Sloatsburg, and the Tuxedo Motel. They were a pair of cast-iron structures built high over the water, higher, it seems, than they needed to be, and we personified them. The black one was Devil Bridge, because it was dark and rusty and looked sinister. When we approached it we all yelled out, “Devil Bridge!” and my sisters and I crossed our fingers and raised our feet. Angel Bridge came up next and was shiny and unspoiled, with glinting silver beams. “Angel Bridge!” we all yelled, and then my brothers crossed their fingers and raised their feet. We were quiet and serious as we approached the bridges, ready to act. I don’t remember what the consequences were if we didn’t raise our feet, but I never considered testing fate.
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