
    
    [image: title page]
    Contents



Title Page

Contents

Copyright

Just Before

1

2

3

4

5

Morning

6

7

8

9

Midday

10

11

12

13

Late Afternoon

14

15

16

17

18

Evening

19

20

21

22

Midnight

23

24

Everything After

25

26

27

28

29

30

Acknowledgments

Questions for Discussion

About the Author

Connect with HMH



First Mariner Books edition 2020

Copyright © 2019 by Jami Attenberg

Questions for Discussion copyright © 2020 by Houghton Mifflin Harcourt

All rights reserved

For information about permission to reproduce selections from this book, write to trade.permissions@hmhco.com or to Permissions, Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company, 3 Park Avenue, 19th Floor, New York, New York 10016.

hmhbooks.com

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Attenberg, Jami, author.

Title: All this could be yours / Jami Attenberg.

Description: Boston : Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2019.

Identifiers: LCCN 2019002554 (print) | LCCN 2019005659 (ebook) | ISBN 9780544824270 (ebook) | ISBN 9780544824256 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780358172192 (audio) | ISBN 9780358361336 (paperback)

Subjects: LCSH: Domestic fiction. | BISAC: FICTION / Family Life. | FICTION / Jewish. | FICTION / Literary. | FICTION / Humorous. | GSAFD: Humorous fiction.

Classification: LCC PS3601.T784 (ebook) | LCC PS3601.T784 A795 2019 (print) |

DDC 813/.6LISBN— ISBN dc23

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2019002554

Cover design by Catherine Casalino

Cover photograph: I. Liveoak / Alamy Stock Photo

Author photograph © Zack Smith

v2.0820



[image:  ]





Just Before

1



[image:  ]



He was an angry man, and he was an ugly man, and he was tall, and he was pacing. Not much space for it in the new home, just a few rooms lined up in a row, underneath a series of slow-moving ceiling fans, an array of antique clocks ticking on one wall. He made it from one end of the apartment to the other in no time at all—his speed a failure as much as it was a success—then it was back to the beginning, flipping on his heel, grinding himself against the floor, the earth, this world.

The pacing came after the cigar and the Scotch. Both had been unsatisfactory. The bottle of Scotch had been sitting too close to the window for months, and the afternoon sun had destroyed it, a fact he had only now just realized, the flavor of the Scotch so bitter he had to spit it out. And he had coughed his way through his cigar, the smoke tonight tickling his throat vindictively. All the things he loved to do, smoking, drinking, walking off his frustrations, those pleasures were gone. He’d been at the casino earlier, hanging with the young bucks. Trying to keep up with them. But even then, he’d blown through that pleasure fast. A thousand bucks gone, a visit to the bathroom stall. What was the point of it? He had so little left to give him joy, or the approximation of it. Release, that was always how he had thought of it. A release from the grip of life.

His wife, Barbra, sat on the couch, her posture tepid, shoulders loose, head slouched, no acknowledgment of his existence. But she glanced at him now as he paused in front of her, and then she dropped her head back down again. Her hair dyed black, chin limping slightly into her neck, but still, at sixty-eight years old, as petite and wide-eyed as ever. Once she had been the grand prize. He had won her, he thought, like a stuffed animal at a sideshow alley. She flipped through an Architectural Digest. Those days are gone, sweetheart, he thought. Those objects are unavailable to you. Their lives had become a disgrace.

Now would have been an excellent time to admit he had been wrong all those years, to confess his missteps in full, to apologize for his actions. To whom? To her. To his children. To the rest of them. This would have been the precise moment to acknowledge the crimes of his life that had put them in that exact location. His flaws hovered and rotated, kaleidoscope-like, in front of his gaze, multicolored, living, breathing shards of guilt in motion. If only he could put together the bits and pieces into a larger vision, to create an understanding of his choices, how he had landed on the wrong side, perhaps always had. And always would.

Instead he was angry about the taste of a bottle of Scotch, and suggested to his wife that if she kept a better home, none of this would have happened, and also would she please stop fucking around with the thermostat and leave the temperature just as he liked. And she had flipped another page, bored with his Scotch, bored with his complaints.

“The guy downstairs said something again,” she said. “About this.” She motioned to his legs. The pacing, they could hear it through the floor.

“I can walk in my own home,” he said.

“Sure,” she said. “Maybe don’t do it so late at night, though.”

He marched into their bedroom, stomping loudly, and plummeted headfirst onto their bed. Nobody loves me, he thought. Not that I care. He had believed, briefly, he could find love again, even now, as an old man, but he had been wrong. Loveless, fine, he thought. He closed his eyes and allowed himself one last series of thoughts: a beach, sand bleached an impenetrable white, a motionless blue sky, the sound of birds nearby, a thigh, his finger running along it. No one’s thigh in particular. Just whatever was available from a pool of bodies in his memory. His imaginary hand squeezed the imaginary thigh. It was meant to cause pain. He waited for his moment of arousal, but instead he began to gasp for air. His heart seized. Release me, he thought. But he couldn’t move, face-down in the pillow, a muffled noise. A freshly laundered scent. A field of lavender, the liquid cool color of the flower, interrupted by bright spasms of green. Release me. Those days are over.

 


Ninety minutes later an EMT named Corey responded to his last call of the day. The Garden District. A heart attack, seventy-three-year-old male. The patient’s wife let him and his partner in wordlessly, and then had leaned on the doorway to the bedroom, watching them work, until she finally deposited herself on the couch in the living room. Stone-cold ice queen. Her eyes bulging, frog-like. A row of creepy-ass clocks clicking above her head. So many diamonds on her hands and neck. He subconsciously stroked the two diamond studs in his right ear, one a gift from his ex-wife, the other for which he had saved scrupulously.

Before they left, patient in tow, Corey told her the name of the hospital where they’d be taking her husband. He could not get a verbal acknowledgment. She simply continued to stare. He waved a hand in front of her face. He was low on patience. He never got enough sleep. The last thing he needed was to have to take her in, too.

“Come on, lady,” he said.

Finally she let out a massive exhale and then began gasping for air. If he didn’t know any better, he’d swear she’d been dying and had just come back to life.
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Alex, in bed but not sleeping. Feet flexed. The air conditioning blasting for no reason. Yoga pants, soft, fluttering T-shirt, and cashmere socks, which were a birthday gift from four years ago, when she was not yet divorced and a man still wanted her to feel good. Laptop at twenty-nine percent, resting on her stretched-out thighs. Open to a brief, in which she ceaselessly typed, as if the pure intensity of her fingertips would somehow make this a winnable case, which it was not.

Alex, with the monstrously large brown eyes, unblinking, and the thin, serious, taut lips, and the delicate membrane of grief she regularly nudged up against, nearly stroking it; because of its familiarity, it now felt good to engage with the grief. There was no good or bad; there was just sensation.

Alex, alone this summer, in a house on a cul-de-sac in a subdivision of a town forty-five minutes west of Chicago, while her daughter spent it away from home, with her ex-husband. On the night table, a mug of Valerian tea, which she drank every night, even though it never worked as it should. Like she sleeps. Come on. She’s wired like a ceiling lamp, bolted and secured. But it’s habitual, this tea. Maybe someday it will knock her out.

The phone rang. It was her mother, with whom she spoke rarely, except for the occasional grim conversations. Basic life facts exchanged. She had given up on her parents years ago. Things would never be honest between them. So why bother with any relationship at all? She answered anyway. No one ever calls with good news this late in the evening. If she didn’t answer, she’d only stay up all night wondering what it was. Better just to know.

Barbra sounded frail and tender, a gravelly and sweet quality to her voice. “I have news,” she said. Alex’s father was in the hospital. Probably he would die. Alex gasped. “That’s what I said,” said her mother, and it was a good line—Barbra was sometimes funny, Alex flickered on that—but Alex didn’t laugh. Anyway, her mother would like to know: could she come to New Orleans immediately?

“I need some assistance,” her mother said. Barbra, who had never asked for anything except that her daughter be pleasant, and, sometimes, that she be quiet—both unrealistic expectations, Alex had always thought.

“I’ll come tomorrow,” said Alex.

Deeply, almost erotically, she was stirred. Now, this is happening. Now, things could be different.

Now, she’ll never fall asleep.
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In Griffith Park, with a direct, intense gaze, Gary watched the sun set over Los Angeles. Seeking clarity as his heart rate slowed. He’d been walking every day since he’d arrived, between whatever meetings he could get, a difficult task, especially in late August. Every morning he strode determinedly in a loop around the reservoir in Silver Lake, early, when it was still cool, and every afternoon he took a more leisurely hike in Griffith Park, ambling through the land on dusty trails and then up to the observatory. Making his way around cheerful packs of tourists stopped in their tracks, cameras held aloft, trained to hide all the bad angles. He never got to stretch his legs at home in New Orleans, not like this. As he walked today, he attempted to think about nothing. That was the goal. To get to zero in the brain.

Two hours ago, he had eaten an edible to help ease this line of nonthinking. It had been covered in chocolate.

His cell phone rang, and he didn’t answer it because it was his mother, and why would he want to talk to her? She had showed up in his life lately, along with his father, after many years of a reasonable, healthy distance. The decades-long unspoken agreement to keep to their own corners of the country somehow spontaneously collapsed: they had moved to New Orleans—who knew why? Certainly it wasn’t because of a sincere desire to build an emotional connection with him and his family. Closeness was not their thing, his parents. But there they both were, every other week, sitting in his living room, expecting him to offer them a drink. To cater to their needs. While they got to know his wife and child, whom he would rather protect from them—if he could, he would have built a wall to separate the four of them. And now everyone’s talking all the time. Chitchatting. Wasn’t it enough that he had to see his mother for dinner on a regular basis? Did he really have to take her calls, too?

He turned his attention back to the sun and the vibrant bright pink that surrounded it. To get to zero was not exactly correct. What he was seeking was an absence of a consideration of women. He didn’t want to have to care anymore about what they thought or felt. He’d spent his whole life caring, in contrast to his father, who’d spent his whole life not caring. He didn’t want that life any longer, though. He wanted nothingness. A flat line in the head.

Except for his daughter, Avery; he would care about her forever.

Next, his wife texted. He saw her name, but did not consume the comment beneath it. There were dozens of texts in a row from her to which he had not yet responded, and if he waited long enough, perhaps he would not be obliged to do so. He thought: If a text disappears from sight, does it even exist anymore? It becomes just a thought someone had once. I’m really on to something, he thought. He made a small fist in the air. I need to keep staring at this fucking sunset for five more minutes and I know I’ll have it all figured out. Don’t leave me yet, sunset, don’t you dare die on me, little spot of orange and pink, not when I’m this close to figuring it all out.

The phone rang again, and it was his sister.

Except for my sister, too, he thought. This plan for not caring, already gone awry.

He always wanted to talk to Alex, because she was not just his sister, but also his friend, and also, they had both survived that house in Connecticut together, and it was a natural instinct to accept her hand when she reached it toward him, although maybe he should have waited a beat longer before picking up, because the mother-wife-sister communication trifecta could mean nothing good, and there’s no better way to ruin a sunset than picking up a phone call. But it was Alex, and he loved her, so he answered, and she was so breathless with the news about their father’s heart attack she sounded nearly joyful, which anyone else might have found inappropriate but he didn’t, he was on her team, and she was on his, and by the time he was done talking to her, the sun was gone, and he found himself in tears.

There was his moment of clarity. Because while he would have liked to erase the thought of women, perhaps more than that he would have liked to erase the thought of his father. And now that seemed possible. At last.

Nearby a woman was paused, post-hike. She stole looks at Gary, at his long legs, at his tight, sweat-stained T-shirt, at his emotion-filled face with its sizable, striking nose, at his dark curls dampening his forehead. He’s crying, she thought. Is that touching, or is that a warning sign? She couldn’t tell. Then she looked at his enormous hands. She saw no ring.

She thought to herself: If I ever have to meet another man online, I’m going to jump right off this cliff—I can’t do it, I can’t, not anymore.

The woman was a Pilates instructor; she offered private training for rich people who couldn’t be bothered to leave their office or home. She was exceptional at her job. She had a waiting list. Her body was immaculate. She owned her own condo. It didn’t matter. None of it mattered. She couldn’t meet anyone.

She studied his form, and thought: What if this man is the one, why not him? What if he turns his head right now and looks at me and smiles. That might mean he could love me. Love me, love me, love me, she thought, even as Gary turned and walked back down the winding path toward the rest of his life. Briefly, she felt like a failure. But it wasn’t your fault, lady. You could never have known what was going on with Gary.
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Avery was stretched out after breakfast on the bottom bunk, eyes glazed and dreamy, staring up at the names of the girls who had slept there before her, scrawled on the bottom of the bed above. Who knew there were so many names? Who was the first to sign it? Abby, Natasha, Tori, Latoya, and a few dozen more. Laying claim. Avery wanted to add her own name, but she wasn’t sure she existed yet like the rest of them.

Or, for example, like snakes did. It was Snake Week at camp. They existed, because they knew their purpose. They slithered, they hunted their prey. Avery was twelve; what did she do? She ate, she breathed, she did her homework. But what did that accomplish? What if snakes were her purpose?

She thought of those she loved, which Homo sapiens. Her mother, her father, her cousin Sadie, whom she never saw but texted with constantly, her grandmother, she supposed, her grandfather . . . The cabin door opened. It was a counselor, Gabrielle, the one who didn’t shave her bikini line. Avery had seen her at the lake. Everyone had. Hair sprouting out from under her bathing suit. Avery didn’t know if that was bad or good. It was just hair, she supposed. Why don’t I know? Why can’t I decide? Snakes are easy. Snakes, I know.

Gabrielle approached Avery, gently told her they needed to have a talk. All the other girls in the cabin said “Oooh” at once. They left the cabin and walked for a bit, the older girl resting her hand on Avery’s shoulder, and then she put her phone in Avery’s hand. Cell phones were forbidden at the camp, and Avery experienced a brief thrill holding one in her hand again. Cell phones were her friends, she felt. They were there for her when no one else was. There was always texting. There was always Instagram. There were always videos of snakes.

On the phone, Avery’s mother spoke to her about her grandfather. That he was sick in the hospital and that he might die. “I thought you’d want to know,” she said. “I know you two were buddies.”

Were they? On the walk back to the cabin that already sweltering August morning, Avery thought of all the time she’d spent with her grandfather in the past six months. He’d pick her up after school and drive her around in his new car, all over the city, while he gabbed about his life, his business ventures. For the first month she’d paid attention to him, but she understood little of what he was saying. The following few months she’d stared out the window and daydreamed of animals and trees and grass and the river and the coastline, where men made their living catching oysters and shrimp. But lately she’d tuned in again, and it was then she realized that the stories he told were all bad, that he did bad things. Even though he thought he was the hero.

Simultaneously bored and intrigued, she asked him if what he did was illegal.

“No one is innocent in this life. Everyone’s a criminal, trust me. Except for you, I guess. You’re pretty innocent, right?”

“I don’t know what I am,” she said, which was true.

“Don’t ever change, kid,” he said. But he didn’t sound convincing to Avery at all. It came out as a statement rather than a command. Then he lit a cigar, and the car filled with smoke. She waved it away from her face. When he dropped her off, he said, “Let’s not tell your mother I was smoking around you.” He handed her a hundred-dollar bill. “If she asks, you know, just tell her we ran into a buddy of mine who was smoking instead.” She stared at the money in her palm and then looked up at him, silent, shocked. “You drive a hard bargain,” he’d said, and handed her another bill. He gave her an appraising look. “That’s a good skill to have.” She nodded in agreement—to all of it.

She liked money, she guessed. Money was a thing you were supposed to like. But now Avery was a liar. Before this moment she was not a liar, and now, suddenly, she was one. Did he do that or did she?

In twenty years, she would date a man who smoked cigars. He was not good to her; the relationship was quite fraught, in fact. They snapped at each other, and argued about politics, about the man’s employer, how Avery couldn’t understand how he worked for him, about morals, about ethics, about capitalism. They stayed together much longer than they should have, and every time he smoked a cigar Avery hated the smell, but for some reason, with all the things she gave him shit about, she never said a word about it. After the relationship was finished, she realized: I should have started there, with the cigars. The whole thing would have been over a lot sooner.

As she approached the cabin, her bunkmates stretching and chattering on the front porch, she tried to land on a feeling. She knew there was something off about her grandfather. That at the very least she might be better off if he wasn’t around. But at the same time, she thought: Death is sad. No one should die. No living creature deserved to die. She knew it was nature. She knew there were cycles. Her other grandparents had died. (They were much better people than this grandfather, that she knew, too.) But someone, somewhere should be sad about her grandfather. And so, she cried.

When she got to her bunk, she lay back on the mattress and pulled out a pen. Next to all the other girls’ names she wrote her own. And then, next to hers, she wrote his. Victor.
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Ten a.m., and the house woke Corey before he was ready. A foundation that rattled when trucks passed nearby on Claiborne. The freeway on-ramp a half block away; traffic seemed endless. An ex-wife who put her phone on speaker for every conversation, as if the whole world was interested in her business. Never mind the three children, one just out of diapers, everyone coming and going as they pleased. Corey crashed on a couch in the second room off the backyard, formerly the office. One kid or another was always marching through, on the way to play their shows on the extra TV when they all couldn’t agree on what to watch on the big one in the front room, or when his oldest, Pablo, a teenager, went to smoke cigarettes in the backyard. Plus, they liked to spend time with him, and he loved them all a lot, laughed with them, teased them, poked them. How could he argue with his children coming to see their daddy?

Otherwise, it was almost like a room of his own. He had moved in a clothing rack from which he hung his uniforms, his jeans, his T-shirts, all pressed, his shoes lined up underneath. A family portrait—minus Corey—hung on the wall. Three dark-haired children smiling, all with varying degrees of dental stability, no baby teeth, braces, braces-free, and Camila, with her glittering hoop earrings and rosy décolletage and tired eyes. She’d had the photo taken during the late stages of their divorce. He liked to look up at them all anyway, pretend he had been at his job that day instead.

He was willing to work with the situation. And it was their right to go where they wanted. But couldn’t they sometimes respect that he had a late shift?

Not my house, he reminded himself. Not my rules. He had landed there, debt-ridden, nine months ago. A few bad roommates in a row, lingering school bills, and of course, these children before him, who didn’t come for free. He couldn’t get out from under, no matter how hard he tried. Still, he was lucky to have ended up somewhere safe and solid, he knew it. The kids were in school, the house was clean. But he wanted more. He could not help but dream of living without any noise at all. He was not a quiet man, but he imagined he could become one if he had the right place to live. A silent, stable, powerful force in the world. Like a ninja.

The only place for real quiet was Camila’s room, but sleeping with her meant all kinds of trouble, and also she liked to remind him who paid the bills around here, which made him feel less than sexual. Anyway, she hadn’t welcomed him of late. He was all kinds of trouble for her, too, he recognized that. The marriage had ended because they couldn’t stop fighting. Money being the main topic, even if it was shrouded in other subjects: sex, food, and various aesthetic disagreements. Wearily, these past few months, they had come to a calm place between them. So long as they didn’t pretend like they—as in the idea of the two of them as a “they”—could happen anymore, that this husband-and-wife thing was ever going to work, then they could still share this house. This noisy-as-hell house.

He had a plan, though. There was a new woman in his life: Sharon. She didn’t love him, he thought. He didn’t love her yet either, but he supposed he could, or come close, anyway. He wasn’t so sure about her—how much love she had in her. Sharon was both warm and impenetrable. But he was working on it. In three days, his plan would be in play. I still got game, baby, he thought, I got some moves left.

Morning
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Alex, in New Orleans. Things had shifted, things were in motion; a long-iced-over river thawed inside her, and the rapids were running. Now, though she would never utter it to anyone, Alex couldn’t wait until her father died, so at last she could learn the truth about him. Victor Tuchman was lying unconscious in a hospital bed three miles away, uptown from her hotel. Death was surely upon him, so what did it matter if it was now or later? As a doctor gave her what others might view as bad news about her father’s much-shortened life span, she had nearly said, “Do you promise?”

Alex had arrived in the city two days ago, and there had been a great deal of rushing about, phone calls with various relatives and a few former business associates from his building developer years, an insurance company, a bank. She also had a long conversation with a hospital administrator about necessary next steps should her father pass, including a vague mention that her father’s body would have to be sent to the coroner for a post-mortem examination, a detail that Alex considered briefly—she knew from her year in the public defender’s office that a coroner’s exam was required only if there was a criminal investigation—and then filed firmly away, except to say to herself: Trouble even to the end, Dad? Really?

Through all this she had periodically tried to meet her mother’s distant, misty gaze, just to let her know that time would soon be up; her mother would have no one to hide behind, nor a reason to keep any secrets from her any longer. Her mother had been loyal all these years, often acting more like her husband’s consigliere rather than like his wife, and Alex knew Barbra wouldn’t say a bad word about Victor before he passed. But now Alex felt certain that someday, perhaps soon, she could make her crack. Maybe even before the funeral. Maybe even today. Alex knew there was so much more to the story of their lives together, and she was determined to get it.

Pathetic as it was, she knew! Oh, she knew. Really, rationally, why should she care so much? Once she was deeply fascinated with her parents. She had craved knowledge about them. As a child she fiddled with locked doors and drawers, got down on her knees and dug through closets, lingered outside her father’s study during business calls until her mother shooed her off.

Fifteen years ago, she had at last recognized the pointlessness in trying to uncover the truth from a man who had never actually been convicted of anything, and a woman who had sealed shut her emotions decades ago. And, of course, Alex’s own real, adult life had begun: there was that first job (of many) in Chicago, and then marriage to a handsome, imperfect man, followed by the birth of a clear-headed, pretty, loving child who was terrible at math but otherwise quite bright—in general, an existence that she would not necessarily call rich or vibrant but was definitely full. Who had time to chase after people who were highly skilled at not getting caught? Why bother with that when there was plenty to worry about right in front of her?

But suddenly there was this possibility, this opportunity that had arrived three days ago, at a time when she had just enough emotional space available to give a shit again about these people. How did Barbra feel about Victor? Why had she stayed with him? And was he even worse than Alex thought he was all those years?

She needed some allies in this quest. She tried now to obtain at least a little support from her sister-in-law, Twyla, who was lying next to her on a deck chair. They were at Alex’s hotel, on the roof, at the pool, suffering through the fog of heat, sweating beneath two enormous umbrellas. Gary’s estimated time of arrival was still unclear, so she had invited Twyla to spend a few hours with her, a break for the two of them from all the stress surrounding her father. “Hell yeah, hotel pool,” she’d said when Alex called her. Twyla then spent the first forty-five minutes after her arrival agonizing about whether or not she should get a drink that early in the day, until Alex had finally ordered one for her, which Twyla was now sipping with great contentment, as if she had made the decision all by herself.

“Do you think once my father dies, Barbra will spill the beans?” said Alex.

“What do you mean?” said Twyla.

Twyla had a husky voice and extremely blond hair, heaps of it, not styled in any kind of particular way, instead casually relying on its blondness and size to get by in life. She reeked of lipstick, which she kept reapplying; her purse was full of cheap tubes of the stuff, which she told Alex she purchased compulsively every time she was in a drugstore, always on the hunt for a new favorite color. She was wearing a tie-dyed bikini, and enough sunblock that her skin had rejected some of it, leaving a thick layer all over her body. Alex probably could have scraped it off with a fingernail.

“What I mean is,” Alex said, “she never complained about him, really their entire lives, not much that I ever saw, and it was always so abstract when she did it—‘Your father,’ and then she’d sigh, and that was it. But there’s got to be things stored up in there. Almost fifty years of truth. And feelings.” She added, with an innocent tone, “And maybe it would make her feel better to say it out loud.”

“I don’t think that’s your mother’s way,” said Twyla. She slurped her margarita. “She just wants everyone to be calm. And satisfied.”

“Is that true?” Alex asked. She wanted him to be satisfied, and that’s it, she thought.

Twyla shielded her eyes from the sun with her hand and looked across the bright, white cement pool patio. “God, I wish I had a cigarette. Do you think it’s OK to smoke out here?” Then she turned her attention to her phone and began to furiously text. Over her shoulder, Alex could see she was trying to get the attention of someone named Sierra, while unleashing a varied, high-pitched selection of emojis from what appeared to be a vast digital arsenal.

Gary had been in Los Angeles having meetings, trying to get his career in shape, and their daughter was away at some kind of nature camp for two months, and, in their absence, Twyla had apparently regressed, and Alex was enjoying this version of her. Pliable, easygoing, mildly decadent, more like that good-time southern girl her brother had married fifteen years ago. Meanwhile, Alex’s daughter was away for the summer, too, in Colorado with her father (supposedly hiking, likely in front of an array of screens), and Alex had planned on enjoying the time apart from her, but then her father had had the heart attack, and instead it made her more her, the version she didn’t want to be.

And what would her summer have looked like otherwise? She would have slept in on the weekends but worked later on the weekdays. She would have dated, perhaps, and had some sex, hopefully, which would have left her both fulfilled and vulnerable. And Alex would have spent a few days seriously contemplating how to be the next version of herself post-divorce, something she hadn’t even begun to consider yet—she had been so busy getting divorced and managing her daughter’s happiness that there had not been a day to just be. She hadn’t had time to work on her friendships either; people had disappeared, or perhaps she had, too. She had actually marked that down in her calendar for the end of July: “Figure your shit out.” Although she had written it in pencil.

“What if knowing all the dirt made me happy, though?” said Alex. “Hearing her be honest just once. She’s my mother. Shouldn’t she want to make me happy?”

Twyla put her oily hand on Alex’s shoulder. “Death is hard on everyone,” she said.

“Twyla! You don’t want to know the truth yourself?” Alex was desperate for commiseration.

For a moment, Twyla was quiet and calm, a slight breeze pushing at her hair. She opened her mouth to say one thing, and then another, and then finally she landed on a thought. “No offense, but why should I care?” she said. “They’re not the ones who fucked me up.” She sucked her drink dry. “What do you think,” she said. “Should I have another?”

 


In the hotel room, Alex immediately missed the roof, where she’d been cut off from the world. She glanced out through the window at the abandoned construction site next door, a building in exile from the rest of the city, unloved, unfinished, for life, and then gave in and turned on the television set. It was how she was raised: televisions in practically every room in the house. Kitchen, living room, everyone’s bedrooms, her father’s study, one on the back patio, just out of reach of the pool water. The only place that had been TV-free was the dining room, but often the kitchen set was left on during meals, in sight of where her father sat at the head of the table, so he could lean back and catch the sports scores. Clarity of thought was dangerous in their home. The background hum was what made the house run. Then no one had to articulate their words; conversation just gave way to the rumble from room to room. Low-level noise was what her father desired. Except when he wanted complete fucking silence, of course. Whatever soothed him, he got.

There was nothing soothing about television these days. All the news was bad. Our president was a moron and the world was falling apart: she thought this every single day. Alex sprawled stomach-down on the bed and watched the talking heads anyway. What horrors awaited? She took no pleasure in the knowing, yet being informed satisfied a part of her. One could be both satisfied and unhappy simultaneously; she had known this for a long time. Which side of the scale was being tipped at any given moment was up to her. She had chosen unhappy lately. It seemed easier, in a way.

But she was still a mother, a job title that forced her to act at least a little satisfied. Her iPad beeped: it was her daughter, Sadie, FaceTiming from Colorado. Alex muted the television set but turned on the closed captioning. Just in case.

Alex and Sadie waved at each other, Sadie’s smile a metallic gleam of the most expensive, longest-running batch of braces in history, like some well-loved, sentimental Broadway musical. Sadie rolled onto her back and took the iPad with her. Her hair splayed around her on the bed. Look how pretty my daughter is, thought Alex. Her father all over her. One quarter Korean, one quarter Swedish, one half Russian. Anything could have happened. Lucky her, she skewed daddy.

“How’s Grandpa?” said Sadie.

“Still sick,” said Alex.

“Like still sick like, get better sick, or sick like, die sick?”

“I don’t want to be casual about this. He’s very sick, and he’s not awake, and he’ll probably die.”

“Are you sad?”

“I don’t know about sad. It’s a different feeling than I’ve had before,” said Alex. “Are you sad?”

“I didn’t really know him, so I’m only going to feel bad if you do, because I love you,” said Sadie.

My heart, thought Alex. “You’re a great kid,” she said. “How’s it going there?”

Since Sadie had arrived in Denver, her Instagram feed was full of pictures of the exteriors of pot dispensaries, and Alex had complained to her ex-husband about it, and he had said, “What do you want me to do? They’re everywhere. It’s not as if she’s smoking pot. I can’t stop her from taking the pictures when I’m not around.” And then she’d had to have the conversation with her daughter: “Are you smoking pot?” “Mom, no.” “You can tell me if you are.” “Mom.” Alex steeled herself for the worst, every time they spoke.

“Well, Daddy has two girlfriends,” said Sadie.

“How do you know?”

“Because one girlfriend I met, and we went to dinner with her, and her name is Natasha—she’s fine—and the other girlfriend we ran into at the mall.”

“Maybe she was just a friend of his.”

“No, she squeezed his hand really tight. I saw it.”

“OK,” said Alex. This guy, she thought, he’s probably dicking it up all over Denver. Well, Bobby can do as he pleases. He always has.

“And then she said that she had called him last night, and he said he’d had the phone off because he was at a movie with me, and he wasn’t at a movie with me because he was at a movie with Natasha. Like he didn’t even think twice, he just totally lied to this woman, and I couldn’t figure out if I was supposed to lie too or not.”

Alex put her hand to her head.

“One second, honey,” she said, and moved the iPad away from her head so Sadie couldn’t see her full physical response, which was a complete thrust of her face into disgust.

“Mom?”

Alex put the iPad on mute and screamed, then unmuted it and returned to the screen.

“Sorry, I got a text.”

“So, what am I supposed to do when this kind of thing happens?” said Sadie. “Do I lie or not lie or what?”

Alex realized that this was an important moment in the development of her child. A question was being asked that needed a responsible answer. She could teach her child about honesty, and about the way she deserved to be treated by a man, but also how it was possible to love someone even if they were deeply, deeply, deeply flawed. (And, if she were to be fair to her ex-husband, how it was possible to be attracted to two people at the same time, even have two separate relationships, but that was his line of defense, not hers.)

Or was she supposed to tell Sadie that her father didn’t know how to keep his dick in his pants, and that he never had, not for as long as she’d known him, not in college when he was someone else’s boyfriend cheating with her, not when they lived together in Chicago when they were in law school, not after they got married and moved to the suburbs where they both were equally bored, but still somehow she had managed to remain faithful while he hadn’t. Not ever was there a time when that man’s penis stayed put where it was supposed to be, instead living its life as a free-flying dilettante, a party penis, as if it were some sort of rich-kid celebrity DJ hitting new hot spots, London, Paris, Ibiza, except instead of those cities it would be a paralegal’s vagina instead.

“You know what? Put your father on,” said Alex.

She watched as her daughter traveled through her ex-husband’s new home, a condo high above the city. Windows, light, windows, light. A framed picture of a motorcycle? That can’t be right. Surely not. She felt dizzy from the bounce and jitter of the iPad’s camera, so by the time her daughter arrived in what appeared to be the living room, where there was all white furniture as far as the eye could see—good lord, who had all white furniture?—she felt a little seasick. Spill something on that couch, Sadie, she thought. Spill everything.

“Honey, leave us alone for a second,” said Alex.

“But what am I supposed to do without my iPad?” said Sadie.

“Go read a book,” said Alex.

“But all my books are on my iPad.”

“Go use the computer
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