
[image: cover]


Contents

About the Book

About the Author

Also by Anna Quindlen

Title Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Copyright


ABOUT THE BOOK

The Lathams seem to have it all: health, wealth and a vibrant family life. As Mary Beth Latham contemplates a life built around home, friends and community, she has every reason to feel fulfilled and content.

Then, for one of her sons, a process of unravelling begins. Mary Beth starts to focus on him, only to find that the comfortable life she has spent years carefully constructing is shattered in a single moment. Forced to confront her own demons, Mary Beth realises how the inconsequential moments we all share – and one shameful act she has hidden from everybody – may have contributed to her fate.

Every Last One is a mesmerising and devastating portrait of family life, and a testament to the power of a mother’s love and determination. It is Anna Quindlen’s finest work to date.
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For my children, who saved my life


There is an evening coming in

Across the fields, one never seen before,

That lights no lamps.

Silken it seems at a distance, yet

When it is drawn up over the knees and breast

It brings no comfort.

Where has the tree gone, that locked

Earth to the sky? What is under my hands,

That I cannot feel?

What loads my hands down?

—PHILIP LARKIN
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This is my life: The alarm goes off at five-thirty with the murmuring of a public-radio announcer, telling me that there has been a coup in Chad, a tornado in Texas. My husband stirs briefly next to me, turns over, blinks, and falls back to sleep for another hour. My robe lies at the foot of the bed, printed cotton in the summer, tufted chenille for the cold. The coffeemaker comes on in the kitchen below as I leave the bathroom, go downstairs in bare feet, pause to put away a pair of boots left splayed in the downstairs back hallway and to lift the newspaper from the back step. The umber quarry tiles in the kitchen were a bad choice; they are always cold. I let the dog out of her kennel and put a cup of kibble in her bowl. I hate the early mornings, the suspended animation of the world outside, the veil of black and then the oppressive gray of the horizon along the hills outside the French doors. But it is the only time I can rest without sleeping, think without deciding, speak and hear my own voice. It is the only time I can be alone. Slightly less than an hour each weekday when no one makes demands.

Our bedroom is at the end of the hall, and sometimes as I pass I can hear the children breathing, each of them at rest as specific as they are awake. Alex inhales and exhales methodically, evenly, as though he were deep under the blanket of sleep even though he always kicks his covers askew, leaving one long leg, with its faint surgical scars, exposed to the night air. Across the room Max sputters, mutters, turns, and growls out a series of nonsense syllables. For more than a year, starting when he was eleven, Max had a problem with sleepwalking. I would find him washing his hands at the bathroom sink or down in the kitchen, blinking blindly into the open refrigerator. But he stopped after his first summer at sleepaway camp.

Ruby croons, one high strangled note with each exhale. When she was younger, I worried that she had asthma. She sleeps on her back most of the time, the covers tucked securely across her chest, her hair fanned out on the pillows. It should be easy for her to slip from beneath the blanket and make her bed, but she never bothers unless I hector her.

I sit downstairs with coffee and the paper, staring out the window as my mind whirrs. At six-thirty I hear the shower come on in the master bath. Glen is awake and getting ready for work. At six forty-five I pull the duvet off Ruby, who snatches it back and curls herself into it, larval, and says, “Ten more minutes.” At seven I lean over, first Alex, then Max, and bury my nose into their necks, beginning to smell the slightly pungent scent of male beneath the sweetness of child. “Okay, okay,” Alex says irritably. Max says nothing, just lurches from bed and begins to pull off an oversized T-shirt as he stumbles into the bathroom.

There is a line painted down the center of their room. Two years ago they came to me, at a loose end on a June afternoon, and demanded the right to choose their own colors. I was distracted, and I agreed. They did a neat job, measured carefully, put a tarp on the floor. Alex painted his side light blue, Max lime green. The other mothers say, “You won’t believe what Jonathan”—or Andrew or Peter—“told me about the twins’ room.” Maybe if the boys had been my first children I would have thought it was insane, too, but Ruby broke me in. She has a tower of soda cans against one wall of her bedroom. It is either an environmental statement or just one of those things you do when you are fifteen. Now that she is seventeen she has outgrown it, almost forgotten it, but because I made the mistake of asking early on when she would take it down she never has.

I open Ruby’s door, and although it doesn’t make a sound—she has oiled the hinges, I think, probably with baby oil or bath oil or something else nonsensically inappropriate, so we will not hear it creak in the nighttime—she says, “I’m up.” I stand there waiting, because if I take her word for it she will wrap herself in warmth again and fall into the long tunnel of sleep that only teenagers inhabit, halfway to coma or unconsciousness. “Mom, I’m up!” she shouts, and throws the bedclothes aside and begins to bundle her long wavy hair atop her head. “Can I get dressed in peace, please? For a change?” She makes it sound as though I constantly let a bleacher full of spectators gawk as she prepares to meet the day.

Only Glen emerges in the least bit cheerful, his suit jacket over one arm. He keeps his white coats at the office. They are professionally cleaned and pressed and smell lovely, like the cleanest of clean laundry. “Doctor Latham” is embroidered in blue script above his heart. From upstairs I can hear the clatter of the cereal into his bowl. He eats the same thing every morning, leaves for work at the same time. He wears either a blue or a yellow shirt, with either a striped tie or one with a small repeating pattern. Occasionally, a grateful patient gives him a tie as a gift, printed with tiny pairs of glasses, an eye chart, or even eyes themselves. He thanks these people sincerely but never wears them.

He is not tidy, but he knows where everything is: on which chair he left his briefcase, in what area of the kitchen counter he tossed his wallet. He does something with the corners of his mouth when things are not as they should be—when the dog is on the furniture, when the children and their friends make too much noise too late at night, when the red-wine glasses are in the white-wine glass rack. It has now pressed itself permanently into his expression, like the opposite of dimples.

“Please. Spare me,” says my friend Nancy, her eyes rolling. “If that’s the worst you can say about him, then you have absolutely no right to complain.” Nancy says her husband, Bill, a tall gangly scarecrow of a guy, leaves a trail of clothing as he undresses, like fairy-tale breadcrumbs. He once asked her where the washing machine was. “I thought it was a miracle that he wanted to know,” she says when she tells this story, and she does, often. “It turned out the repairman was at the door and Bill didn’t know where to tell him to go.”

Our washer is in the mudroom, off the kitchen. There is a chute from above that is designed to bring the dirty things downstairs. Over the years, our children have used the chute for backpacks, soccer balls, drumsticks. Slam. Slam. Slam. “It is a laundry chute,” I cry. “Laundry. Laundry.”

Laundry is my life, and meals, and school meetings and games and recitals. I choose a cardigan sweater and put it on the chest at the foot of the bed. It is late April, nominally spring, but the weather is as wild as an adolescent mood, sun into clouds into showers into storms into sun again.

“You smell,” I hear Alex say to Max from the hallway. Max refuses to reply. “You smell like shit,” Alex says. “Language!” I cry.

“I didn’t say a word!” Ruby shouts from behind the door of her room. Hangers slide along the rack in her closet, with a sound like one of those tribal musical instruments. Three thumps—shoes, I imagine. Her room always looks as though it has been ransacked. Her father averts his head from the closed door, as though he is imagining what lies within. Her brothers are strictly forbidden to go in there, and, honestly, are not interested. Piles of books, random sweaters, an upended shoulder bag, even the lace panties, given that they belong to their sister—who cares? I am tolerated because I deliver stacks of clean clothes. “Put those away in your drawers,” I always say, and she never does. It would be so much easier for me to do it myself, but this standoff has become a part of our relationship, my attempt to teach Ruby responsibility, her attempt to exhibit independence. And so much of our lives together consists of rubbing along, saying things we know will be ignored yet continuing to say them, like background music.

Somehow Ruby emerges every morning from the disorder of her room looking beautiful and distinctive: a pair of old Capri pants, a ruffled blouse I bought in college, a long cashmere cardigan with a moth hole in the sleeve, a ribbon tied around her hair. Ruby never looks like anyone else. I admire this and am a little intimidated by it, as though I had discovered we had incompatible blood types.

Alex wears a T-shirt and jeans. Max wears a T-shirt and jeans. Max stops to rub the dog’s belly when he gets to the kitchen. She narrows her eyes in ecstasy. Her name is Virginia, and she is nine years old. She came as a puppy when the twins were five and Ruby was eight. GINGER says the name on the terra-cotta bowl we bought on her first Christmas. Max scratches the base of Ginger’s tail. “Now you’ll smell like dog,” says Alex. The toaster pops with a sound like a toy gun. The refrigerator door closes. I need more toothpaste. Ruby has taken my toothpaste. “I’m going!” she yells from the back door. She has not eaten breakfast. She and her friends Rachel and Sarah will stop at the doughnut shop and get iced coffee and jelly doughnuts. Sarah swims competitively and can eat anything. “The metabolism of a hummingbird,” says my friend Nancy, who is Sarah’s mother, which is convenient for us both. Nancy is a biologist, a professor at the university, so I suppose she should know about metabolism. Rachel is a year older than the other two, and drives them to school. The three of them swear that Rachel drives safely and slowly. I know this isn’t true. I picture Rachel, moaning again about some boy she really, really likes but who is insensible to her attentions, steering with one hand, a doughnut in the other, taking a curve with a shrieking sound. Caution and nutrition are for adults. They are young, immortal.

“The bus!” Alex yells, and finally Max speaks. This is one of the headlines of our family life: Max speaks. “I’m coming,” he mumbles. “Take a sweatshirt,” I call. Either they don’t hear or they don’t care. I can see them with their backpacks getting on the middle-school bus. Alex always goes first.

“Do we have any jelly?” Glen asks. He knows where his own things are, but he has amnesia when it comes to community property. “It’s where it’s always been,” I say. “Open your eyes and look.” Then I take two jars of jelly off the shelf inside the refrigerator door and thump them on the table in front of him. I can manage only one morning manner, so I treat my husband like one of the children. He doesn’t seem to mind or even notice. He likes this moment, when the children have been there but are suddenly gone. The dog comes back into the room, her claws clicking on the tiled floor. “Don’t feed her,” I say, as I do every morning. In a few minutes, I hear the messy chewing sounds as Ginger eats a crust of English muffin. She makes a circuit of the house, then falls heavily at my feet.

After he has read the paper, Glen leaves for the office. He has early appointments one day a week and late ones three evenings, for schoolchildren and people with inflexible jobs. His office is in a small house a block from the hospital. He pulls his car out of the driveway and turns right onto our street every single morning. One day he turned left, and I almost ran out to call to him. I did open the front door, and discovered that a neighbor was retarring the driveway and a steamroller was blocking the road to the right. The neighbor waved. “Sorry for the inconvenience,” he called. I waved back.

I put on a pair of khaki pants, a white shirt, and soft flat slip-on shoes with rubber soles. “Those are such … mom clothes,” Ruby sometimes says. It is not exactly an insult. I am wiry and tan from work, or perhaps from genetics. My mother taught English to high school students, not exactly a physically taxing profession, and she, too, is wiry and tan. At seventy, she still wears tennis clothes without thinking about it.

At eight-thirty a dump truck pulls into the driveway. On its side is a trio of primitive painted flowers, the kind that second-grade girls draw in their notebooks in colored markers. A blue flower, a pink flower, a yellow flower, and to one side the words LATHAM LANDSCAPING. One day I was a freelance copy editor, then I had three children, then I took a master gardening class, then I started a landscaping business. The business is successful.

“Hey, Mary Beth,” says Rickie from the truck. He’s wearing his Latham Landscaping windbreaker, but the zipper strains over his big hard belly. The truck is tidy, but I know that the glove compartment is filled with candy wrappers and greasy waxed paper. Rickie runs the equipment; he’s past being able to use a shovel or do the weeding. We are going to see a copper beech two towns over that is losing its bark. It’s probably a fungus that’s been going around, moving slowly and silently through the forests and the front yards, the way a cold does through the kids’ classes at school: first one, then another, then a half dozen or so. This tree is probably a hundred years old, and it’s probably not going to get much older. It’s a shame; it’s a glorious tree, the kind that looks immutable.

That’s the humbling thing about doing what I do for a living: You can look at the pin oak in a front yard, or even the daffodils you put in the autumn before, and know that long after you are gone there will be shade, and color, and you won’t be there to see it. In many ways it’s a soothing feeling, like telling your daughter that someday she will have your diamond earrings, without ever spelling out what “someday” means.

“Want to stop for coffee?” Rickie says. What Rickie means by coffee is a box of assorted doughnuts.

“Sure,” I say. “There’s never enough.” I rummage in my bag. “Wait, I forgot the phone again. I’ll be right back.”

We might still have a nighttime frost, so there’s not much we can do yet in people’s gardens. Last year around this time, a woman hired us to put in hundreds of flowering plants for her daughter’s outdoor wedding. God had smiled on her. The spring afternoon had been sunny and warm, and the delphiniums, the lobelia, and the sweet-faced purple and blue pansies glowed against the green of the grass, vying with—overshadowing, I would have said—the Dutch blue of the bridemaids’ dresses. The next night there was a hard freeze. Those pansies were the saddest things imaginable the next morning, splayed on the ground. I hated the sight of them.

“We got a call for a big job around the courthouse,” Rickie says. “The county clerk wants you to give them a proposal.”

“Oh God, save me from the county clerk. No matter what I come up with they’re going to want geraniums.”

Rickie hits a pothole and the tools jump in the back of the truck with a jangling sound. I take a tissue from inside my bag and blow my nose. A woman I only vaguely recognize waves as we wait at a red light. Every day, with few variations—snow, minor illness, the failure of the paper to arrive, a lost backpack, a sleepover that’s left us one, or two, or sometimes even three kids shy of the usual full set—every day is like this. Average. Ordinary. More or less.
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I am sitting on a small padded bench outside the dressing rooms at Molly’s Closet. The dressing rooms look like shower stalls. In fact, I suspect that Molly’s dressing-room curtain is really a shower curtain. It is a lively print of flowers that I know are not found in nature. The bench outside is far too low for even a middling-sized woman in good physical condition. My back hurts, I’m hungry, and I have to go to the bathroom. The trifecta of the over-forty female crowd. At least I don’t have cramps. Ruby does. “I so need chocolate,” she said in the car, which is a warning not to talk about school, or her friends, or anything else of moment. Tears hover.

Ruby is trying to find a dress for the prom. This has become her life’s work, along with a short story that I have not been permitted to read but which apparently may be the lead story in this year’s literary magazine. Ruby will edit the literary magazine next year. She is also president of a club that concerns itself with what they call the enslavement of the people of Tibet, and a member of the council that meets with the principal once a week to tell him what is going on at school. “Oh, you’re Ruby Latham’s mother,” people sometimes say to me when I introduce myself. She is not what I envied in high school, the popular girl. She is something I’m not even sure existed then, the sure-footed girl. She gives the impression of being completely herself, and only a part of that impression is false.

“No way,” I hear her groan from inside the dressing room, and yet another dress is thrown over the bar that holds the curtain. The bar looks as though it’s a shower bar, too. Molly’s husband, who is a builder, built her shop, but on the cheap, she always complains. “Anything that didn’t make it into another job, I got,” Molly says, but with that mock irritation that means it’s not a big deal.

“Can I see?” I say.

“There’s no point,” Ruby replies.

Two weeks ago, Ruby went to look for a prom dress at the vintage store in the next town. The doodles on her desk suggested that she had hopes of finding one of those dresses my mother wore for important occasions when she herself was young: a snug bodice, a belted waist, a long full skirt. When I was a child, there was a trunk in the basement with my father’s name stenciled on it, but instead of old suits and books inside there were dresses of my mother’s that we wore to play princess. My mother didn’t care. She was usually upstairs at the kitchen table, drinking tea, correcting papers, looking up toward the yellowish fluorescent fixture, then down to scribble comments in the margins. “Oh, Mary Beth, I have no idea where those dresses got to,” my mother had said when I called her in Florida the other day to ask about them.

Nancy told me with a faint air of superiority that Sarah bought the second dress she tried on. And Rachel said sadly last week that she’d ordered a dress from a catalog and didn’t really like it much. But Ruby is incapable of being either casual or resigned. I can see her feet beneath the curtain edge, the nails painted blue, the tiny baby toe curled in like a comma, just as it was when she was born. I was doing copyediting at home then, in the apartment in Chicago that we rented while Glen was finishing his ophthalmology training. I knew no one, did nothing but read textbook manuscripts and make careful marks in pencil, hieroglyphics of error. My left hand worked the ledge of my belly, back and forth, feeling toes beneath my skin, like pebbles under a layer of loose sand. You don’t feel so silly, so stupid, so sad, talking to yourself if there’s someone inside you that you can pretend you’re talking to instead.

When Ruby came back from the shopping trip to the vintage store two weeks ago, her hands were empty and the big tapestry bag slung across her body looked flat and sad. The sound Ruby’s feet make on the stairs is the window of her soul. “She’s pissed,” Alex had said, sitting at the kitchen table. “Language,” I said mildly. “Pissed isn’t a curse,” he said. “It’s vulgar,” I replied, taking chicken out to defrost.

My back is aching as Ruby tries on two more dresses. She will never find anything at Molly’s Closet. They’re pretty dresses, but they’re ordinary, made of ordinary fabrics. Ruby loves panne velvet, moiré taffeta. She appears in a beautiful cream-colored satiny dress. I’m pleased to realize that it is one I took off the rack.

“Imagine this if I took off the sleeves and made the neck square. And maybe, I don’t know, added some kind of inserts in the skirt. Maybe lace, so that part of the dress you could see through? Does that make any sense?”

I breathe and try not to make my breathing sound like a sigh. If Ruby hears me sigh she will say, “I told you you didn’t have to come.” Everything for Ruby is an either/or. I think this may be a keystone of her personality, although it may be her age, too. My mother says I was the same, but she seems to refer to most of motherhood as a martyrdom. Her widowhood, her real martyrdom, we have never really discussed. “It must have been so hard for you when Daddy died,” I said one evening when we had been watching the sun go down over the golf course behind the condominium where she and Stan live. She waved her hand, a gesture of dismissal. “That’s life,” she said. “And everything turned out fine.” She waved her hand again, this time at the green on the fourteenth hole, water diamonds arcing from the invisible sprinklers buried belowground. We could hear Stan in the kitchen, doing the dinner dishes. Maybe he was what she thought of when she thought of having a husband, not the man I could only vaguely remember: longish sideburns, a heavy jaw, the smell of citrus cologne, a dry kiss on the crown of my head. For some reason, my father liked to call me Mary Elizabeth Ever After, one of those nonsense names parents make up. I had one for Ruby, too: When she was small I used to call her Ruby Tuesday, and she would frown and say, “That is not my name.” I had done the same to my father, hands on hips, brows knit together: That is not my name. Oh, your mother was willful, my mother says to my children sometimes, shaking her head and exchanging glances of complicity. I am so middle-ground these days that it seems impossible to believe, but I suppose that is the progression: the sharp edges of youth ground down by life. A razor becomes a knife becomes a paperweight. It’s difficult to believe it will ever happen to my own children, especially my daughter.

“I’m having a hard time seeing it, but maybe that’s just me,” I say.

Ruby sighs loudly. “I don’t know,” she says.

“Did you try the blue one?” I ask.

“It’s such a magazine dress,” Ruby says. When I was a girl, I used to sometimes rip a picture of a dress from a magazine and take it into town to see if anyone had it, or something like it, something like it but cheaper. If Ruby sees a dress, or something like it, in a magazine, this means it is devalued by ordinariness.

The phone rings. It is my oldest friend, Alice, who was my college roommate and now lives in New York City. “What does chicken pox look like?” she says, without greeting or identification.

When we were in college, Alice divided men into three categories: boyfriend material, husband material, and father material. Since we graduated twenty-two years ago, she has met many of the first and almost none of the last two. Her son, Liam, is three now, and was fathered by Donor No. 236: medical student, sandy hair, tall, mathematical, methodical. Because I am a good friend, I’ve never mentioned that the shorthand description of the nameless Donor No. 236 sounds something like a description of my husband, who Alice called “the straightest guy on earth” until she realized I was serious about him. Sometimes there are people you love because you learned to love them a long time ago, because when you say, “Remember the night we went skinny-dipping in the dean’s pool?” she does.

Alice and I had a period of frost when my children were small. When we talked, the sentences were empty—how’s work, where did you spend the holidays, how are your parents? “You’ve lost yourself,” she’d finally said. Of course, I had. Now Alice has, too.

“How large an area does the rash cover?” I ask, while Ruby taps one foot insistently and tugs at a long ringlet.

“There’s just one blister, but it’s very red and angry. And he’s been out of sorts all morning.”

“Let me call you back. There’s never only one chicken pock. He’s probably out of sorts because he’s three. I’m shopping for a prom dress with your goddaughter.”

“Call me back as soon as you’re finished,” Alice says, and hangs up. “I am not one of those crazy older mothers,” she often says. She is one of those crazy older mothers. It’s good of me not to say so, especially since she told me I was certifiable when I was just twenty-six and discovered I was expecting Ruby. “He rushed you into it,” she’d said of Glen. “He absolutely did not,” I replied at the time, and it was true. Ruby was an accidental baby. We had been thunderstruck when I got the news three months after our wedding, as stunned as teenagers who had skipped sex-education classes. I have never been able to decide whether I should tell Ruby this someday, perhaps when she has children of her own. My firstborn, my girl, my happiest accident.

Molly has a dress over her arm and holds it up for Ruby. It is a high-waisted dress in some filmy coral material. Ruby says so sweetly, “I have a problem with that color because of my hair, but thanks so much, Mrs. Martin, it’s really pretty.” Ruby likes to say that her hair is red, but it’s really brown with auburn highlights, a big wavy mass that she pulls at when she’s thinking and that makes a hair curtain around her pointed, slightly elfin face. She has outside manners and inside manners, company manners and home manners. Or lack of manners. You can see it in her brothers’ faces sometimes, as they think to themselves, Will Ruby offer to take me to the diner for breakfast or scream at me for leaving the shower dripping?

Only with her father is she always the polite and thoughtful Ruby she presents to the world. Last year her favorite word was authentic. She says that Glen is utterly authentic. I suppose that this is true, and may have something to do with why I married him in the first place. Or maybe it was the loneliness, when college was over and Alice had found a place for herself in New York. I remember a weekend when I visited Glen at medical school, and we went to an Italian restaurant and walked back to his apartment through a fine mild rain and made love that night and the next morning and had pancakes and bacon for breakfast. I laughed at the tiny earthquakes the elevated train made every few minutes as it silenced our voices. “I wish every day was like this,” I’d said, and Glen said, “Why couldn’t it be?” How young we were.

The shopping trip is a failure. Ruby is putting on her own clothes, a long flowered skirt, a tank top, an Argyle sweater. From inside the dressing room, muffled by the sweater she is pulling over her head, I hear her say, “I’m thinking of breaking up with Kiernan.”

“What?” I say. Because of the surprise, I have let my voice rise and sharpen.

“Nothing,” Ruby says. “Forget I said anything. I knew you’d make a big thing out of it.”

“All I said was ‘What?’”

“Never mind,” Ruby says. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

It’s hard, almost impossible, to imagine Ruby without Kiernan. It’s not just that he has been her boyfriend for more than two years but that they have been playmates since kindergarten. His mother, Deborah, was once my closest friend; Kiernan’s family once lived next door to ours. From time to time my husband says, “Does Kiernan ever actually go home?” But he says it in that weary indulgent way that men take note of things they think should bother them but really don’t. For his birthday, Kiernan bought Glen a pair of very old spectacles he found at a flea market, and although the rest of us thought it was a peculiar gift—the boys making faces, Ruby saying, “Aren’t they great?” in the extravagant fashion of someone trying to make it so—Glen spent a fair amount of time examining the lenses, the construction, the material, and the old glasses wound up on his desk at work.

I should have realized something wasn’t right that morning when Kiernan missed breakfast. Last night he and Ruby had gone out to the yard at eleven to watch for some comet that was supposed to sweep across the sky. When we were getting ready for bed, I saw him adjusting the telescope, then going inside to turn off the house lights so the darkness was deeper, the stars brighter. Standing to one side of the curtains, I heard him say something to Ruby, who was lying on one of our old quilts, but she turned away from him. I saw a spark of silver from behind the curtains and turned back to see if the comet was visible, but when I looked down I realized it was the flash of Kiernan’s camera, that he was taking pictures of her. “Please, stop,” I heard her whine. When I woke in the morning she was in the same position asleep, another quilt over her, but Kiernan was gone.

“He doesn’t like to go to sleep,” Ruby told me once when I mentioned that Kiernan had been at the house early, before anyone was up. “He says if he stays up all night it’s never yesterday.” She had been charmed by the idea, I remember. But this morning she’d merely looked exhausted.

She sweeps by me out of the dressing room and toward the door, stopping to smile at Molly. “I just can’t make up my mind today, Mrs. Martin,” she says sweetly.

“Do you want to go for tea and muffins?” I ask on the street.

“I’m not hungry,” she says. “I have to go home and work on my story.” My window of opportunity for more information is gone, snapped shut. I will have to wait.
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I am in the car alone, picking up Alex from his friend Ben’s house. The street is an Impressionist painting: Azaleas and Rhododendrons in Full Flower. These are the shrubs of the suburban neighborhood in which I grew up, but most of our clients have turned their backs on all that. How many women have asked me for English gardens? We are in New England, which is not the same as England at all, but perhaps wishing, and viburnum and hollyhocks, will make it so.

All the twin books say that it is a good thing that Alex has different friends than his brother has. But Alex has more of them, too, many more of them. His friends are other players in the soccer league, boys who plan to join the lacrosse team at the high school next year, friends from the sports camp where he refines his skills each summer. In July Alex will go to a place in Maine where all the boys wear uniform polo shirts and have mixers once a week with the girls who attend camp across the lake. The girls wear polo shirts, too. Theirs are pink, the boys’ blue.

Max will go to the camp in Pennsylvania where he has learned to tie-dye, throw a pottery bowl, and play the drums. He is known there as Max the Mute, but not in a mean way, not the way he would be known by that name at the middle school. M & M, some of his camp friends call him. Max has two school friends, Zachary and Ezra, who are just what you would expect: shambling, graceless, brilliant boys who feel as though they’ve been plunked down on a planet to which they are not native. They come over, go into Max’s room, and play computer games, staying on the lime-green side even when Alex is not home. Neither of them is much for eye contact. They are the kind of boys who may well grow up to invent something astonishing, to teach in a prestigious college, to cure cancer. Right now, they have hard lives.

Alex has an easy life. I try not to mother him any less for that. It’s odd: Glen and I are conventional people, neither quirky nor creative, although we once had faint pretentions to both. Yet the child who feels the most like the cuckoo in the nest is the one who is most like us, bookended by his always eccentric brother and his confidently distinctive sister.

Ruby is going to a college summer program for promising writers. She leaves as soon as school is over. When she talks about it there is an odd strangulation to her voice, which sounds like excitement but is tinged with fear. “You can stop bragging now,” I heard Rachel say, but that’s a misreading based on Rachel’s own anxieties. Sarah and Ruby are both excellent students; the list of colleges to which they will apply and to which they are likely to be admitted has been implicit since they were both reading in kindergarten while the others were trying to figure out the difference between orange and yellow. Rachel has struggled along behind them, sitting at our kitchen table as Sarah tried to explain quadratic equations and Ruby read John Donne’s sonnets aloud. “I wasn’t an A student, either, and I’m fine,” says Rachel’s mother, Sandy. She and Rachel’s father divorced when their daughter was a toddler. Seeing college swim coaches at Sarah’s meets, paging through the catalogs about writing programs on Ruby’s desk, Rachel sees on the horizon the dissolution of the safe circle she has had in lieu of a happy family. She calls my daughter Opal, Garnet, Pearl, sometimes Amethyst. She calls me Mom. Sometimes late at night when I am cooking for Ruby and her friends, Rachel will put her arms around my middle and lay her head on my shoulder. She is one of those big jokey girls with broad shoulders and flushed fair skin who is always hiding a great sadness, as though it were an egg she carried around cupped in her hands, with their chewed nails and cuticles. It’s a great weight for Ruby to carry, knowing that Rachel depends so on her affection.

The house where Alex’s friend Ben lives is up a winding road from town, down a long drive, sitting in a bowl made between a sharp wooded ridge and a berm covered with creeping chrysanthemum. Ben’s mother’s name is Olivia, and she is actually English, so it makes perfect sense that she has never asked me to create an English garden around her stone house in Vermont. Her house sits surrounded by several large fir trees, with a hedge of burning bushes around its foundation, and little more. There is a small carriage house at the foot of the lawn, off to one side, wreathed in old privet. The whole thing looks exactly right, as though nature did it. So many of my clients want their yards to look like their living rooms, like carefully groomed and color-coordinated arrangements that are neither to be changed nor used. “They are such boys!” Olivia says emphatically as she opens the door. She is small and very fair, but her voice, with its precise consonants, is carrying. Her blond hair is held off her face with a barrette and she is wearing one of her husband’s sweaters, so that, overwhelmed by gray wool, she looks a bit like a child herself.

“Oh, no. What did they do?”

“Nothing. They were perfectly lovely, but they are so astonishingly male. Not a word about anything. How is school? Fine. How is your mother? Fine. When does your sister leave? I dunno. Like blood from the bloody stone. Quite another species, don’t you agree? Or do you? My sister says her daughter drives her mad with her disapproval. Ruby doesn’t seem a bit like that, I must say.”

Olivia’s house is pretty and unpretentious, with sports equipment in baskets in the corner of the den, the kitchen, and the front hall. Masks, balls, sticks. Her husband, Ted, is as American as she is British, with a big grin and a firm handshake and a long stride. She met him at Oxford when she was an undergraduate and he was a Rhodes scholar, and he still plays soccer with a men’s league in town. They have four boys, Ben the eldest, and, unlike my children, Olivia’s all seem to be cut from the same cloth. “Someday,” she said to me once, “there will be five hulking men in the house, and one small woman.” I’m not certain why Olivia and I are not friends. It’s just one of those things that happen. “Tea?” she asks, and I say, “I would love to, but I have to get home and make dinner.” Perhaps that’s why we haven’t become closer: We are on different schedules. So much of friendship is about being in the right place at the right time. That’s how Kiernan’s mother, Deborah, and I found each other, both young mothers of young children, both a little overwhelmed, a little lost. Alice is the friend who knew me when I was young and uncertain, Nancy the friend I acquired when I needed someone sure and straightforward and sane to a fault. I’m not sure I have room now for any more friends, even one as nice as Olivia. I’m vaguely sorry about that every time I see her.

Ruby is home working on her prom dress. She is now happy about her prospects. Somehow she had remembered a photograph of my mother in a long dress with a bright swirling psychedelic print. Somehow my mother had unearthed it and sent it up to us. Ruby has removed the cowl collar and created a scooped neckline, has made a sash from some bright pink satin. “An obi sash,” she repeats when she describes it. A few days ago, all of this looked like wishful thinking, pieces spread across Ruby’s desk and desk chair, her short story momentarily forgotten. Now I am beginning to see what it will look like.

“Your daughter has the oddest taste,” my mother says on the phone. “She should go to design school.”

My mother told me I should go to nursing school. I assume she had my best interests at heart. “What in the world can you do with an English-literature degree?” she had asked, a high school English teacher always scrabbling to make ends meet. She was so happy that Glen became an ophthalmologist. He had majored in philosophy, then decided to spend the rest of his life peering into other people’s eyes. “The windows of the soul,” said my mother. “It does make you wonder what we’ll talk about at dinner,” I’d replied. “What do you think writers talk about at dinner?” my mother asked, before Glen could say anything. “Or artists? Whether they’re out of milk. Whether the basement’s flooded. Don’t delude yourself.” Later, Glen said a little sulkily, “You can be an ophthalmologist and still read.” He doesn’t read. He watches the news and the History Channel. He leans forward to peer at the screen as they show the building of the pyramids, the bombing of Hiroshima, the construction of the railroads. “Come in here and take a look at this,” he calls to the children, and as though they have actually flocked to him, hovering behind the wing chair, he points at the screen and provides his own narration: three thousand men, ten tons of dynamite, three decades, thousands of deaths. Somehow it all sounds the same to me no matter what the municipal project or the government initiative or the natural disaster.

Once I asked him about the enormous variety of eye colors he must see every day. It was years ago, when I’d spent the morning at the kitchen table, staring into the eyes of Kiernan’s mother, Deborah, a clear watery hypnotic green. “And you must see some amazing blues, too,” I’d said to my husband. “Eye color’s not clinically significant,” he said, bent over the newspaper.

“Kiernan gave me this,” Alex says now, in the car on the way home from Ben’s, holding up a key ring with a large yellow compass dangling from one end.

“When did you see Kiernan?”

“He was at Ben’s. He, like, babysits for them sometimes—not babysits, because Ben is too old, but, you know, hangs out. Whatever. You know. They know him from day camp.”

Last summer and the summer before, Ruby and Kiernan were counselors at the day camp at the community center. In the evenings, they sat at our kitchen table and cut out construction-paper stars and planets. They chose books for story time, and decided which rainy-day games were least likely to end in tears. Kiernan would develop grandiose ideas, and Ruby would talk sense into him. He wanted to do a production of Our Town. “K, they are five and six,” Ruby had said. “They’ll get it,” he insisted. “People always underestimate little kids.” Ruby found a dramatic version of “Jack and the Beanstalk” to do instead. Kiernan sulked through the rehearsals. Ben’s brother Aidan was Jack.

“Is he your boyfriend?” Aidan asked Ruby accusingly one day, staring at Kiernan.

“What do you think?”

“I think he is.” Aidan didn’t sound at all happy about it.

“I think you’re right,” Ruby said with a small smile.

My boys both like Kiernan, but I should have been paying closer attention lately when they talked about him. This is how I learn most of what I know about my children and their friends: by sitting in the driver’s seat and keeping quiet. Behind the wheel I am invisible, a chauffeur. A month or so ago the boys were in the car, their backpacks between them, and my reverie on whether we had lettuce and which day lilies would have a second bloom had slowly given way to the muttered discussion behind me.

“All I mean is that he can be weird,” Alex said.

“You think everybody’s weird,” Max replied in his low, almost inaudible voice.

“Remember that time he was listening to that same band over and over for, like, months? He would take off his headphones and you’d hear the same song. They weren’t even a good band.”

“They were an okay band.”

“Okay, they weren’t a popular band. Nobody knew about them but Kiernan.”

Ruby will not discuss Kiernan with me. She is sorry she said anything at Molly’s Closet. “You make such a big deal out of things,” she says. When I refer to Kiernan as her prom date while she is foraging for food with her friends, she slices fiercely through the sandwich she is making. She is not a vegetarian this year. The sandwich is turkey. Sarah is having turkey, too, and Rachel is picking at ham and cheese. Rachel has had a manicure, and her bitten nails are sad little stubs of magenta. She keeps raising her fingers to her mouth, then putting them down again.

Sarah says, “We don’t really date the way you guys did when you were young.” She makes our youth sound like something Glen might have seen on the History Channel. Sarah’s sport reflects her character; she spends her afternoons swimming a straight line, her stroke unvarying, her body shaped like a garden spade, her hair a neat bob of silky brown that dries cleanly in place. She is Ruby’s reality check. “Am I overreacting?” Ruby will sometimes say to Sarah, and Sarah will smile and say, “Yes.” As in most triangular friendships, both of them feel deeply protective of Rachel because she is not the best friend of either.

“I get that about dating,” I say to Sarah. “But each of you is going to the prom with a specific boy, even if you’re all going together.” Sarah is going with Eric, the boy she has been seeing since ninth grade. It would not surprise me a bit if I could fast-forward the film of all their lives and find Sarah and Eric married and moving into a house a block or two away from both their families. Sarah wants to be a nurse. When Nancy said, “You could be a doctor, sweetie,” Sarah looked at her mother and said, “And you could be a dean, not a professor. They’re two entirely different jobs.”

“Well,” Nancy said to me as she recounted it. “I guess I got told.”

I don’t know what I would see for Ruby on that film of the future. I fear that what I would see for Rachel would be unhappiness or discontent. Ruby has specific aims and desires. Rachel just seems to have a big yearning for something unnamed, perhaps never to be named.

“Kiernan is obsessed with prom,” says Rachel, opening the fridge to get the mustard. “Just obsessed.”

“He needs to grow up,” says Ruby. “It’s just a dance. Big deal.”

Sarah’s mouth is full. The swimming coach once figured out that Sarah needs five thousand calories a day just to stay at her current weight. Around a mouthful of bread she says, “Eric only cares about prom so he can get to breakfast, and the lake. French toast and tanning. Doesn’t that make me feel special? I think you should be nicer to Kiernan, Rubes,” she adds, cutting her eyes sideways toward me to make certain she is not giving too much away.

“I am nice to him,” Ruby says.

I start to fold towels in the adjacent mudroom, hoping that they’ll become talkative when I’m out of sight, but instead they begin a serious conversation about pedicure colors. Kiernan found a sky-blue tuxedo at the thrift store at which Ruby struck out on a dress. It came with a ruffled shirt, a cummerbund, and an enormous bow tie. Ruby says the bow tie looks like a butterfly. I know exactly what Kiernan will look like. He will look like James McGhee, the boy who took me to my prom. He wore that selfsame tuxedo. I remember finding an old photograph of the two of us posed in front of two freestanding Styrofoam Corinthian pillars that had been set up in the hotel hallway, and thinking what a good thing it was that the classic black tux had come back into style, and that the sort of Empire-waist dress I was wearing had gone out of fashion. Now Kiernan is wearing the blue tux, and Ruby and all her friends wear dresses with Empire waists. I am trying to learn to take nothing for granted.
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