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To
my sister,
Jennifer Schine


“Let’s go home”

Fin’s funeral suit was a year old, worn three times, already too small.

He knew his mother was sick. He knew she went to the hospital to get treatments. He saw the dark blue lines and dots on her chest.

“My tattoos,” she said.

She sang “Popeye the Sailor Man” and raised her skinny arms as if to flex her Popeye muscles, to make him laugh.

He knew she was sick. He knew people died. But he never thought she would die. Not his mother. Not really.

Lady came to the funeral, an unmistakably foreign presence in the bare, white Congregational church: she wore large sunglasses and wept audibly.

Fin’s neighbors, the Pounds, who raised big, thick Morgan horses, had been looking after Fin since his mother was taken to the hospital.

“I’m sure your mother knew what she was doing,” Mr. Pound said doubtfully when he saw Lady Hadley approach, her arms open wide, a lighted cigarette dangling from her lips.

“I don’t think she had much choice, dear,” Mrs. Pound whispered to him. “There was no one else, was there?”

“I like Lady,” Fin said loyally. But she was terrifying, coming at him like some mad bird with a squawk of “Fratello mio! It’s all so dreadful!”

Lady put her arms around him and held him close. She was all he had, as Mrs. Pound had pointed out. All he had. He barely knew her. Unfamiliar arms. A stranger’s cheek, wet with tears leaking from beneath her dark glasses. He wanted to cry, too, for so many reasons that they seemed to cancel one another out. He stood there like a statue, nauseated and faint.

The other mourners stared at Lady. Why wouldn’t they? She stood out. She vibrated, almost, in that quiet church. She was beautiful. Fin liked her hair, which was long. He liked her teeth. She thought they were too big, but she was wrong. She was like a horse. Not one of the Pounds’ heavy Morgan horses with short sturdy necks and thick clomping legs. She was like a racehorse. Jittery. Majestic. Her long neck and long legs—and her face, too. She had a horsey face, in a beautiful way. And bangs, like a forelock. He’d told her that, the last time he’d seen her. He had been five. “You look like a horse,” he’d said. “Charming,” said Lady. “Me and Eleanor Roosevelt.” He had not meant that at all. Eleanor Roosevelt, whose picture he’d seen in the newspaper, did not look like a horse. More like his grandmother. Big, sloping breast. Important face. He meant that Lady’s eyes were huge and dark, that her cheekbones were high and pronounced, that her face was aristocratic and long, that her hair flew in the wind like a mane, that she was coltish even in her movements of tentative wildness and reckless dignity. He didn’t know that he meant all that when he was five. He just knew that she reminded him of a horse. He was eleven now. He had not seen her for six years. She still reminded him of a horse. “A racehorse,” he had added when he was five, and Lady had smiled and said, “Oh, that’s all right, then.”

When the funeral was over, Lady would not allow him to go to the grave site.

“It’s barbaric,” she said to Mr. and Mrs. Pound.

They looked at her with shocked faces, pinched by hurt at what they, rightly, took to be Lady’s dismissal of every aspect of almost two thousand years of religious tradition.

“The kid is hanging on by his eyelids,” she said.

“I saw Daddy buried,” Fin said. “And Grandma and Grandpa.”

“I rest my case,” said Lady.

“You’re the boss,” Mr. Pound said. He heaved a sigh, then he shook Fin’s hand and wished him luck in his new life.

Mrs. Pound hugged him and said he’d make his mother proud in heaven, and then he did start to cry and ran outside.

Humiliating, to cry at his age. Babies cried. The Pounds had a baby, a bald sticky one that screamed for no reason, out of the blue. Mrs. Pound would pick it up and hug it. Fin wanted to shake it, although, really, he could not imagine even touching it. It was an obnoxious baby. “I’ll give you something to cry about,” Fin’s father used to say. Then he died. The Pounds’ baby had its parents. Stuart was its name. Fin had taken one of its toys and given it to the dog. The baby didn’t even notice.

Lady found him outside, pressed against the side of the church, still crying like Stuart, who didn’t even know enough to realize his toy had been stolen.

“Go away,” he said.

“Fat chance.”

“Leave me alone.”

“Come on, pal.” She took his hand, gently.

“Just please go away.”

He tried to pull his hand back. Lady did not let go. Instead, she gave a violent pull.

“Hey!” he said. “Quit it.” She had almost yanked him off his feet.

“See?” she said. “Nothing like a good shock. No more tears! Poof! Just like hiccups.”

They walked toward the parking lot. He kept what he hoped was a safe distance. His father had called Lady a loose cannon. Among other things.

“Come on, Finino,” she said, reaching out, taking his hand. Her voice was so gentle.

Finino. That’s what she’d called him the first time he saw her.

“Come on, Finino,” she said again. “Let’s go home.”

Lady’s car was a turquoise convertible, a Karmann Ghia, and driving in the tiny sports car with the sky above him diverted Fin for the ten-minute trip back to the house.

When they got there, Fin and Lady stood for a moment on the porch.

“Now, Fin,” she said, a hand on each shoulder, surveying him, “this has been a tragedy of monstrous proportions.”

Monstrous proportions. Fin remembered how much he loved the way Lady spoke. Sometimes she sounded like the ladies in slinky dresses in old movies on TV. Sometimes she sounded like a cowboy. Monstrous proportions. It was a tragedy, it was monstrous, a monster so big he would never get past it.

“So. Of course you’ll want a nice bath and then a nap.”

“No thank you.” He looked down at the worn boards of the porch. They needed paint. He had helped his grandfather paint them just two years ago, holding the brushes mostly, cleaning them with turpentine and a rag.

“No? Really? That’s what I do, you know, when tragedy strikes. A nice stiff drink, a soak in the tub, a nap . . .”

A stiff drink. That’s a good one, Fin thought.

“I’m eleven,” he said.

“Ah,” she said. “Too old for a nap, too young for a drink. Is that what you’re saying?”

He felt shy in front of Lady. She was so vivid. Everything about her. Her dress was inches shorter than any dress he’d ever seen, and though it was a good sober navy blue like his suit, it had incongruous bright white piping along the edges that seemed to be made of plastic. When she smiled, her head tilted back and her teeth emerged, white and straight except for one.

He heard the cows in the distance. They were in the upper pasture. Who would bring them down? Who would milk them?

“What about the cows?” he asked. “I can’t just leave them.” It was a sweltering day, and he stood in his heavy wool suit on his own porch in the heat, in the dull cushion of sadness he realized he must now carry with him every minute of every day. He wiped his eyes and his nose on his navy wool sleeve, leaving it stained and wet. He imagined the cows, abandoned, bony, and weak. “The cows,” he said, looking at Lady. “What about the cows?”

“Is that them? Mooing?” Lady took him by the hand. “Come on, Fin, let’s go see what they want. Cows!” she called out. “Oh, cows!”

Fin gave her a sideways glance to see if she was making fun of him, but she looked quite earnest. He led her past the manure pile, through the gate, over the hill in the lower pasture and into the green hills of the upper. The cows were gathered, flicking their tails, beneath a tree, two of them lying down, two standing facing the approaching humans.

Fin patted the two standing cows, Daisy and Darlington. They had been his mother’s favorites. Guernseys.

He looked back at Lady, who had kept her distance from the animals. Lady’s shoes—flat, not like his mother’s high heels, and white—were covered with mud and manure and grass stains.

“You ruined your shoes, I guess,” Fin said, a little guiltily.

“Are they okay? The cows?”

“I guess they are.”

“You do a lot of guessing, don’t you, Fin?”

He grinned. “I guess.”

They went back toward the house. Fin herded the cows through the gate with clucks and slaps on their rumps, determined not to cry again as he thought of leaving them. The cows would remain on the farm in their own barn awaiting his return when he was old enough to take care of them himself. Jim Cornelius was moving in and would look after the farm, Lady said. Fin liked plump, smiling Mr. Cornelius. He was the music teacher at school. But Mr. Cornelius did not belong on his grandparents’ farm, in his grandparents’ house. He belonged behind the upright piano in school, pounding out the notes and overenunciating the words of cheerful songs that made no sense:

Have you ever

Seen Quebec?

Don-key riding . . .

When they got back to the house, Fin’s suit was filthy, covered by a film of dust. He stood inside the door, leaning against the screen, weary and low. He wished Lady would offer him a glass of lemonade. His mother often made lemonade for him in the summer. But his mother was gone. She had died of cancer, a word that was whispered fearfully, as if even its enunciation might be deadly. The thought of her holding a glass out to him in those last weeks before she was moved to the hospital, her emaciated arm trembling, her face drawn and purposefully cheerful, made him miss her in a way he had not yet had time to do. How could he, with all the sympathetic fussing of neighbors interrupting him every time he sat down to think? They meant well. But sometimes you need to be alone. He felt alone, even surrounded by neighbors and pie. But sometimes you need to really be alone. He glanced at Lady and got the feeling that would be no problem in the future.

More than anything he had ever wanted before, he wanted at that moment to bury his face in his mother’s shoulder one more time. But there was only Lady. She tilted her head and gazed back at him curiously until he finally found the courage to ask her if he could get a glass of water.

“Water is for washing,” she said gaily. But she followed him into his grandmother’s kitchen, watched him get a glass out of the cupboard and hold it under the tap, then lighted a cigarette and watched him drink.

“What about Gus?” he asked when he’d finished.

“Gus?”

“Our dog.” He paused. Then: “My dog.”

“Oh God. A mutt, too?”

“He’s not a mutt. He’s a collie.”

“Shouldn’t it stay here with its flock of cows? Won’t it be sad without them?”

“He would be sad without me.”What Fin didn’t say was that he would be sad without Gus, but Lady didn’t need him to, it appeared.

“Oh God,” she said again. “Well, where is Rin Tin Tin hiding, anyway?”

He was at the Pounds’.

“He’s at the pound? Good grief, they couldn’t wait until after the funeral?”

“No,” Fin said. “The Pounds, the people you met, the people who took care of me.”

“Thank God,” she said. “I do not approve of euthanasia, Fin. Remember that. If it ever comes up.”

“What’s euthanasia?”

“Come on,” she said.

Fin had packed his clothes in a large suitcase. A pair of blue jeans, two pairs of cotton slacks for school, his shirts. His sneakers. Two sweaters. His winter jacket. He hadn’t been sure what to pack, really. He had never packed for himself. His toothbrush. He had almost forgotten it. In a box he’d put his baseball glove, toy soldiers, comics, models, books, and records. He wondered if Lady had a record player.

“The rest will be put in storage, Finny. So don’t worry.”

“This is all I have,” he said. “There is no other stuff. No stuff that’s mine.”

“I’m afraid it’s all yours now.” Lady pointed to his grandmother’s collection of little Delft houses, to the needlepoint pillows, to the cranberry glass and the wooden rocking chair—to everything in the house. And then she pointed out the windows. “The cows, too, Finny.”

It hit Fin then for the first time that he was really leaving. It hit him then, and not for the last time, that nothing would ever be the same again.


“Does Lady need defending?”

The existence of Lady was revealed to Fin in pieces, literally. When he was four, someone—a guest? a maid?—mentioned a half-sister and was immediately shushed by Mr. and Mrs. Hadley. Fin was left with the picture of a girl cut off at the waist, of two legs, two feet, two black patent-leather shoes, two white socks. This half-sister was half of the only sister he knew, the sister of the boy down the hall, and so she wore the same gray wool pleated skirt. She was half a sister, the bottom half, no arms, no hands, no face. He was left, too, with a sense that this decapitated sister was secret, and secrets, he already understood, were generally associated with shame.

When he was five, he saw her picture for the first time. It was in a newspaper lying open on the dining-room table. A young woman posed demurely for the camera, a strand of pearls around her neck, like his mother’s pearls, but the girl in the picture had skin like the pearls, too. She was beautiful. She wore a white wedding dress, shiny satin. Lace.

“That’s my name,” he said, pointing to the word “Hadley” in the caption.

“Aren’t you clever?” said his mother. “Reading The New York Times.” Though she sounded nervous and glanced at her husband. When Hugo Hadley grunted, she said, “That’s your half-sister. That’s why she has the same last name. And she’s getting married.”

“Thank God for small miracles. And I pity the poor fool,” Fin’s father said.

“You’ll meet her at the wedding,” Fin’s mother said.

But he didn’t.

The wedding was in a church, and Fin sat in a pew in his gray wool shorts and Peter Pan–collared white shirt. He had new shoes for the wedding. And knee socks. He waited and waited and watched men in black-and-gray-striped pants and long black jackets rush up and down the aisle. He waited and waited and pushed one knee sock down, then the other, pulled one knee sock up, then the other. He waited and waited and watched his father appear from a door in the side of the church, then disappear back through the door, his face changing from its normal color first to red, its color when he got angry, then to purple, a new color. Fin kicked his new shoes against the pew in front of him and waited as his mother whispered nervously to another lady. He waited and waited and waited, in vain.

“Did Lady get married?” Fin asked in the taxi. “Did we miss it? What happened?”

His father was silent. His face had gone back to red.

“There was a change of plans, sweetheart,” his mother said. “Lady’s not getting married today after all.”

Not long after the wedding at which Lady did not get married, Fin saw her picture a second time, a different picture in a different kind of newspaper, smaller, and his sister was on a beach in a bathing suit. She wore sunglasses and held a cigarette in one hand. Fin thought she was even more beautiful than in the last photograph, and said so.

“Beautiful? Yes, she’s beautiful,” his father said, throwing the paper down. “But she’s no lady.”

“She is because her name is,” Fin said. “So she is.”

“What was I thinking?” Hugo said. “Lady. Ridiculous name.”

Fin had been named on a whim, too. February 18, 1953, windy and raw outside—“cold as charity,” Hugo Hadley liked to tell his friends. His newborn son and his wife both healthy and sleeping, he left the hospital and walked out into the early dark, no thought of where he was going, happy, relieved, just walking and walking, and just when he realized he was bitterly cold, he spotted a revival house. He would slip in to warm up. The film: Les Enfants du Paradis. Almost over? Just as well. He couldn’t bear to watch the whole thing. The French . . . too theatrical in general. He paid no attention to the movie, arty crap, until it was over. Then the screen went black, and three bright white letters appeared.

FIN.

“I think Lady is a pretty name,” said Fin’s mother.

Hugo laughed. “Who are you defending, Lydia? My choice of names? Or that little tart? I can never tell with you.”

“You don’t need defending.”

“Does Lady need defending?” Fin asked.

“You have no idea what we’re talking about,” Hugo said, as if that answered Fin’s question.

Which was true, of course, he had no idea what they were talking about, except that they were talking about Lady, and that he knew when something was wrong in the house, and something was definitely wrong.

A few weeks later, a tall, elegant lady visited. She was introduced to Fin as Mrs. Hadley. He looked up at his mother, alarmed. She laughed, her musical girlish laugh, and said, “Don’t worry, baby. Mommy’s still Mommy. This is another Mrs. Hadley. This is Lady’s mother.”

Fin shook hands with the other Mrs. Hadley.

His father came out of the living room and said, “Well, well.”

Then Fin was told to go and play. Who, he wondered, when they said that, did they think he was going to play with? He went as far as the dining-room door, and from there he watched them settle themselves, the other Mrs. Hadley on a stiff armchair, his mother perched on the edge of the sofa, his father striding back and forth, saying, “I can’t just leave everything and go chasing after her.”

“I’ve tried,” said the other Mrs. Hadley, who was dabbing at her eyes with a small handkerchief. “I found her in Paris, it wasn’t hard, there she was at the Ritz. A runaway at the Ritz!She can be ridiculous. She said she didn’t want to get married . . .”

“She certainly made that clear. At the last possible moment.”

“But she won’t get married, even though . . .” The other Mrs. Hadley paused. Then: “She won’t get married, she won’t take care of things. Does she think she’ll wake up one morning and the problem will have solved itself? You have to do something, Hugo.”

“Poor thing,” from Fin’s mother, a snort from his father, a sigh from the other Mrs. Hadley.

Then: “Damn it.” Fin’s father.

“Think about how alone she must feel.” Fin’s mother.

“I doubt that Lady is alone.” Fin’s father.

 “You haven’t changed a bit, have you?” The other Mrs. Hadley.

“She’s a disgrace. Let her rot abroad.”

“You don’t mean that, Hugo,” Fin’s mother said.

“She’s nothing but trouble, and I do mean that.”

“Nevertheless,” said the other Mrs. Hadley, “she is your daughter.”

“She needs you,” Fin’s mother said.

“She needs to be brought home and spanked.”

“And so I thought of you,” the other Mrs. Hadley said in an acid tone.

“We are going on a trip, Fin,” his mother said the next day. “We’re going to find your sister, Lady. In Paris. Won’t that be fun?”

“Oh, loads,” said Hugo.

Fin thought of the newspaper photograph of Lady. “Is Paris on the beach?”

“We are going to find her and bring her home,” his father said. “Put the fear of God in her.”

Fin didn’t want to put the fear of anybody in anybody. Neither, it appeared, did his mother.

“I still don’t see the point of taking Fin and me,” his mother said. “It’s such a long trip. And the whole thing is so awkward . . .”

“Awkward? I’ll tell you what’s awkward. Having a daughter who behaves like a common . . .” He looked at Fin and stopped himself. “It will grease the skids, okay? She likes you, Lydia. She always has.”

He sounded as if he were about to say, God knows why, but he didn’t, just shook his head, patted Fin, and said, “Don’t mind me.” By which he meant, Fin knew from experience, just the opposite. Mind me. Do as I say. Before I say it. As in, go away now, Fin, go away and play.

They were off in search of Lady. His mother said it was an adventure. In an airplane. Like Sky King, Fin said, but she did not watch television with him and just nodded vaguely. The airplane lurched off the ground and into the clouds. Fin was too excited to eat his dinner, but he put the packet of sugar printed with the letters TWA in his pocket, a souvenir. It would take an entire night to get to Paris. They were going to rescue Lady. Fin did not understand what they were rescuing her from, and he did not care. He was in a plane and the clouds were below him.

The elevator in the hotel in Paris had no walls, just ornate wrought iron you could see through.

“It’s like Babar’s elevator,” he said.

“I thought Babar was an elephant,” his father said, and Fin and his mother exchanged a look of superior knowledge.

The milk in the morning was sour and warm, like no milk he had ever tasted, and he refused to drink it. He ate a croissant, a revelation. He and his mother walked through a park where no one was allowed to step on the grass. They saw a puppet show, which terrified him. The puppets screamed in high-pitched voices and hit each other over the head. The loaves of bread in Paris were as long as baseball bats.

But Lady was not in Paris.

“She skipped town,” Hugo said.

And they took a train to Nice. They stayed overnight in a hotel across the street from a rocky beach. In the morning, while his father was looking for Lady, Fin and his mother saw a camel on the beach, and Fin’s mother lifted him up so he could have a ride.

But Lady had skipped that town, too.

“At least,” Fin’s father said, “she hasn’t moved on to the casinos.”

“She has no sense,” he said later.

“She’s just a child,” Fin’s mother said.

“She’s certainly behaving like one.”

They took another train that night.

“We’re going to another country,” his mother said. “To Italy.”

The train rocked and rattled, and Fin slept on the highest bunk of the triple-decker. Their cabin had a tiny sink. The sink folded up, like the beds. Would they ever find her? He was curious about his half-sister who had skipped two towns and skipped her own wedding. “But when we find her,” he said sadly to his mother, “the adventure will end.”

His mother hugged him and said, “I hope you’re right, my love. But I wouldn’t bet on it.”

They arrived in Rome early in the morning and searched for Lady there; at least Fin’s father did, making phone calls from the hotel, setting off on “wild-goose chases.” Fin and his mother took a walk and ran up and down wide steps and threw pennies into fountains guarded by naked marble men. But Lady was gone again, and that afternoon they took a train to Naples and from there a ferry to Capri. Fin sat on a wooden bench, tired, his hands sticky from an ice-cream cone he’d successfully lobbied for in Naples. He watched the shore recede, his eyes half closed. His mother pulled him onto her lap. That’s a volcano, she said. Would it erupt while they were in Italy? Oh no, it was extinct.

“The only one who’s going to erupt in this place is me,” Fin’s father said.

The ferry landed, and Fin was so sleepy his father had to carry him off.

“Wait’ll I get my hands on her,” he heard his father say.

“Hugo,” his mother said. “The boy.” Then: “Look, Fin. We’re going in a funicular. Up the cliff.” And: “Look, Fin. The taxis have no tops, just awnings.”

She began humming “The Surrey with the Fringe on Top,” until Hugo shifted irritably in his seat. “Never mind,” she whispered then, her face against Fin’s, her arms around him.

Another hotel, another man carrying suitcases, another narrow cot brought in for Fin to fall asleep on. Blissfully.

When Fin saw his sister for the first time, she was sitting in the piazzetta at a café drinking coffee by herself. She was as beautiful as her pictures. She stubbed out a cigarette, stood up as a young woman walked by, and kissed her on both cheeks, smiling, speaking rapidly in Italian.

Then she saw Hugo Hadley. Her face hardened. The skirt of her white filmy dress danced in a sudden gust of wind. She sat down without saying a word. Then she saw Fin.

He was holding his mother’s hand. The sunlight made him squint. Lady was wearing sunglasses. She grinned. Fin, helplessly, grinned back.

“Finino! Fratello mio, vieni!”

She does not speak English, he thought in alarm, but when she held her arms out, he let go of his mother’s hand and ran to his foreign sister.

“Howdy, pardner,” Lady said. Perfect English, to his relief.

Even as an adult, Fin would remember that moment, the harsh sunlight, the circle of crumbly buildings, the cry of the gulls overhead, the smell of coffee, the scent of perfume, and the eyes of his new sister, a young woman in a white dress, those dark eyes. He turned his own eyes away, conscious suddenly of a feeling so overwhelming it made him shy.

“Ah,” Lady said, moving on to Mr. and Mrs. Hadley. “Papa! And la bella long-suffering Lydia. What brings you to the enchanted isle?”

Fin had never heard anyone speak to his father in this jaunty, irreverent way. He looked from one to the other. They looked surprisingly alike, their faces long and angry, though Lady was beautiful and young and smiling and angry, while Hugo Hadley was stony and angry. “You know perfectly well why we’re here,” he said.

Lady said, “Coffee?” and before anyone could answer, she waved to a waiter and said something in Italian.

“Thank you,” Fin’s mother said softly. She put her hand on her husband’s arm and said, “Let’s sit down.”

“I don’t have time for this nonsense,” Hugo said.

“We’ve come halfway around the world to find Lady. I think we can stop for some coffee, Hugo.”

“To find me?” said Lady. The waiter came back with three cups of coffee and a large glass of orangeade for Fin. “Well, here I am.”

Here she was. They had found Lady, and the adventure was clearly not over, his mother was right. Fin was fascinated by her. She was not a child, though she was his sister. She was not an adult, either, at least not like any of the adults he had ever met. She never stopped moving. She called out a cheerful “Ciao!” to a young man passing by. She pulled Fin onto her lap and spooned the foamed milk from her coffee into his mouth. Her hair was long and loose, and she pushed it back from her face. She jumped up, carrying Fin under her arm, and ran to babble in Italian at a girl across the way. She put Fin down and ran back, holding his hand.

“Godamn it, you never could sit still,” Hugo said. “Not even for your own wedding. Look, I don’t want to be here, Lady, I’m only here because your mother asked me to find you.”

“That was very thoughtful of you,” Lady said. “You have succeeded. You can go back to New York.”

“We’re taking you with us,” Hugo said. He spoke in an angry hiss. “We’re taking you home, do you hear me?”

“I don’t have a home.”

Fin’s father rolled his eyes. “Jesus H. Christ.”

Lady said nothing.

 “This melodramatic crap has got to stop, Lady.”

She waved at someone she knew, smiling, the smile fading as she turned again to her father.

“It’s got to stop,” Hugo repeated.

“Go to hell,” she said. And she got up and walked away, disappearing into a small dark alley behind the café.

“Oh dear,” Fin’s mother said.

“We did find her, though,” Fin said. “Didn’t we?”

“Typical,” Hugo was saying, pulling out his wallet. “She left me with the bill.”

It took Hugo Hadley three days, a frozen bank account, two long discussions with Fin’s mother, three or four pleading long-distance phone calls from Lady’s mother, the other Mrs. Hadley, and a visit by Hugo to every shop and restaurant in Capri suggesting that the extension of credit to his daughter would be a losing proposition. Three strange, wonderful days for Fin. The town was full of steps and alleys. Enormous lemons hung from vines. The beach was tiny, the harbor full of brightly painted boats. There were dolphins one day. The sun was high and hot. Children kicked a ball in the piazzetta. A bell rang. And he was with Lady.

They were on a flat rock that jutted out to the water, Fin, his mother, and Lady. It had taken forever to get there. A staircase had gone down a mountain to the flat rock. Practically a mountain. Lady lay on her back in the bathing suit she’d worn in the picture in the newspaper. One arm was over her eyes. Fin’s mother sat on a red towel looking out at the sky, one foot in the water.

“Everything will work out for you, Lady,” she said. “I know it will.” She rubbed suntan lotion on Fin’s back. Fin made the pebble in one hand jump over the pebble in the other hand.

“I made a mess of things, didn’t I?” Lady said. “Do you know my mother has a hope chest for me? Don’t you think a hope chest looks like a coffin? But I’m hopeless, I suppose. I should have a hopeless chest.”

“You’ll find someone you truly love. You’ll find a wonderful husband.”

“But why?” Lady said, sitting up. “Why do I have to?”

Lydia looked a little shocked, then she laughed. “Lady, you’re whining like a child. It’s not medicine, for goodness’ sake. It’s your whole life. It’s your future. It’s everything! Don’t you want to fall in love and get married? To the right man?”

“I want to fall in love. Everyone does. And get married. Of course I do. Someday.”

“Then someday you will.”

“Oh Lord, give me a husband . . . but not yet!”

They both started laughing. Lady gave Lydia a kiss. Then she dove into the water and swam toward the two gigantic rocks that looked like a bridge and a hat. Fin thought Lady looked like a mermaid. He almost thought she was a mermaid, he told me. Something magical. Everything seemed enchanted. Every moment. At the Blue Grotto, he lay back in a rowboat and watched the arch of rock close around them as he and Lady slipped through a tunnel into the flickering blue cave. A soft shimmering blue light spread beneath them. The water lapped against the sides of the rowboat. “Is it real?” he asked.

He didn’t even know what he meant by that. But Lady did.

“Yes,” she said softly. “It’s real.”

Then she sighed and said to no one in particular, “Unfortunately, so is everything else.”

The next day they were driven to the harbor in one of the taxis with the striped, fringed canvas tops: Hugo Hadley, Lydia Hadley, Fin Hadley, and Lady Hadley. “The Hadley family,” Fin said.

“Active imagination,” Hugo muttered.

Fin’s mother kissed his head.

Lady said nothing to anyone. Her arms were wrapped tightly around herself, as if she were hanging on for dear life.

The ocean liner was named Cristoforo Colombo, and it would take eight days to sail to New York. There were three pools, one on each deck. Their deck was the top deck, the top layer of the cake.

People stood on the pier in Naples and waved white handkerchiefs. Fin waved back, Goodbye, whoever you are. The ship’s horn brayed like a lumbering animal, but the ship slid effortlessly into the Bay of Naples, past towns clinging to the mountainside, flocks of white stucco houses perched like grazing sheep. Fin kept waving long after the people on the dock disappeared, his chin on the rail, watching the world recede.

In the photos from this trip, Fin is always grinning. In one photograph, which Fin kept framed on his desk as an adult, he sits on his father’s shoulders. Standing beside Hugo, Fin’s mother holds a sun hat on her head with one hand, the other clasping Fin’s skinny leg. The wind is blowing—blowing the sleeves of Fin’s shirt, blowing his mother’s hair beneath her hat, even finding a bit of Hugo’s thinning hair to lift away from his bare head. Behind them, to the right, a young woman lies on a deck chair, her head back as if in sleep, her eyes wide open.

Lydia and Lady spent hours stretched out in deck chairs, their knees covered by plaid wool blankets. Hugo Hadley paced the deck, incongruous in his dark gray suit, his cigar clamped between his teeth. Fin followed him sometimes, other times just watched him pass, once, twice, three times, always serious, always pausing before his wife and daughter as if to assure himself that they were still there.

One afternoon, as Lady flipped through a copy of Life magazine they’d gotten in Rome, Hugo paused in his promenade and addressed her: “You have never even said you’re sorry.”

“I’m sorry you felt you had to come all this way to starve me out of my hole like a rat and stand guard over me on this trip across the wine-dark sea.”

“Not at all what I meant.”

“I’m sorry you’re here, then.”

“That does not surprise me.”

“Now, now,” Lydia piped from the next deck chair. “Now, now.”

“Look,” Lady said, “I took care of it, okay? I told you. There was absolutely no reason to fly halfway around the world like some Victorian paterfamilias. It’s done.”

She smiled at him, but there was no joy in the smile.

“Leave the girl alone, Hugo,” said Lydia.

“Yes, let us not assassinate this lady further, Senator . . . Have you no decency, sir?” Lady said.

“How dare you!” McCarthy? That villain? Hugo, a proudly progressive Democrat, was practically sputtering.

“Oh please.”

“You’re . . . you’re . . .” He was really angry. He had turned his angry purple. “You’re not fit,” he said at last. He stomped away, his small, uncomprehending son following him, imitating his short, pounding steps.

“We need a drink,” Hugo said when he noticed Fin.

Fin drank ginger ale with a maraschino cherry in it. There was a clear plastic swizzle stick, its top in the shape of a ship.

“Look,” he said, showing his father. “The boat.”

“You’re a good guy,” his father said. “You know that?”

“Lady is really a very nice person,” Fin said, sensing this unusual compliment to himself had something to do with his sister, something uncomplimentary.

“Nice?” Hugo laughed. “It is very nice to think / The world is full of meat and drink . . .”

“ ‘With little children saying grace,’ ” Fin added proudly. It was a Robert Louis Stevenson poem he had memorized for his mother. “ ‘In every Christian kind of place.’ ”

“If you say so,” his father said.

Fin was never bored on those eight days aboard ship. The waves rose up like snow-topped mountains, so close he could almost have touched them, if he’d been a giant. He was reading a Tintin comic book, the only hardcover comic book he had ever seen. At least, not exactly reading it, but looking at it, frame after frame of smooth color and comic adventure. In a rocket ship, a tipsy, weightless Capitano Haddock chases his whiskey. Milu the dog is in a spacesuit. Tintin, too. On the moon! Eleven years later, when men in spacesuits did land on the moon, Fin thought of Tintin climbing down the rungs of the ladder, stepping off the red-and-white-checkered rocket ship, and he thought of Lady. The comic was all in Italian. Lady had given it to him, and sometimes she sat him on her lap and translated. He carried it with him everywhere. When he sat beside the lifeboat where no one could see him, he would open the book, look at the pictures, and listen to passing adults exclaim at the beauty of the sea or the clouds, the prelude to gossip about the other passengers: those two were snobs, that one a lush, this family rather vulgar, that one Israelites without a doubt; now that gentleman, on the other hand, and his lovely wife were charming, they must be quite wealthy, mustn’t they, what piercing eyes, so sad about the brother, if it was even true, which was doubtful, although where there was smoke . . .
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