
BRENTWOOD, LOS ANGELES, CA

My first thought when I overhear them is that no one would mistake Emily for being the same age as our mother.

“Pricilla is her daughter,” the petite Filipino orderly is saying. 

I had been looking for the social worker and paused just outside the door. They’re folding laundry, the welcome smell of the commercial fabric softener overpowering the other, ranker, smells of the nursing home—urine, dust, sterilizer, probably mold.

“Are you sure she’s not Mrs. Messing’s sister?”

I feel the question like a pinprick, not on the surface of my skin, but from the inside, where my soft organs live. I imagine the orderly nodding, because of course she’s sure. I am only forty-three.

“I think so.”

When I return to my mom’s room, it’s like seeing it for the first time: there on the bedside table are my notes, lists of medications, doctors’ phone numbers. Next to the trash can is a scattered pile of orange peels. A pale blue curtain used to divide the room is pushed back, revealing a wheelchair in the corner. I can hear the oxygen concentrator on the other side of her bed, pumping air into the tube beneath her nose. There is a huge vase of roses and hoary stock, sent from Guy, their colors bright against the drab, and on the muted TV, Fox News or CNN—it doesn’t matter. She just likes the company.

“Mom.” My voice cracks. “You shouldn’t make a mess, the nurses have enough to do.” I collect the orange rinds without looking at her and put them in the trash.

“I’m so uncomfortable,” she complains. “And I don’t like the nurse on duty tonight. She’s the one I told you about. Big Russian woman.” She motions with her arms, nearly catching the oxygen tube with her wedding ring. “She’s always bossing me around. She made me eat fish last night. Tilapia. It was so gross, Pricilla. You can’t imagine. You know what you can do? Go to Chick-fil-A and get me a sandwich. See if you can sneak in some gin, what does it matter! I’m dying anyways.”

I struggle with the window. “For the hundredth time, you aren’t dying. You’re rehabilitating.”

“Why do you want the window open? It’s ninety degrees out.”

The frame gives and a gust of warm air floods the room. I close my eyes and imagine the green parrots that flock to the palms and jacarandas before sunset, and the color of the sky over the Pacific—pinks and oranges and fog rolling in. I try to picture something beautiful, anything other than this ammonia-mopped room where I have spent the last two weeks. The chemical fumes stinging my eyes, drying out my mouth. I can feel it eating away at the lining of my nostrils.

My mother is waiting for a response. I can sense her annoyance. Mrs. Louise Messing does not like to be kept waiting, she does not like to feel ignored. But I need one more moment, just one. There are bars on the condo windows across the street. I close my eyes. The relentless pumping and whirring of her various machinery, the beeping coming from somewhere down the hall. I try to steady my breathing.

“Why can’t I come home?” Her voice is sharp now. “What’s the use of having a daughter live with you if she can’t take care of you when you need it?”

I turn back to her. She’s gesturing to the wallpaper peeling in the corner of the room and making a face. “You’ve dumped me in a real shit hole.”

“You didn’t mind it when Dad was here.” I try not to study her face, but I can’t help it. That etched delicate skin, the loose bit that hangs below the jaw. The orderlies’ comments replay in a loop. I swallow.

“Remember how you liked to have lunch with Dad in the courtyard? Do you want me to see if we can arrange that? It’s hot today, but tomorrow’s supposed to be nice.”

My mom purses her thin lips, clears something ugly and wet-sounding from her throat. “Do you remember that he died here?”

I’m not doing a good job of pacifying her. But I’m tired, the continuous buzz of the nursing home is wearing me down; the ammonia is making me dizzy. The room feels too small for my mother, and me, and all this equipment.

“That was a long time ago.” I sigh. “Places age too.” I start to put my notes away.

Her façade slips then. “You’re not leaving? I thought you’d stay for dinner. You need to tell the staff I want spaghetti with sauce—last week it was only noodles and meatballs. They’ll listen to you.”

“I’m staying for dinner, like always.”

We’re quiet for a moment. I can tell she feels vulnerable now. She pretends to be preoccupied with the lace on her robe. She needs me to stay, to be here with her. There is a repetitive ringing at the nurses’ station, as if someone somewhere in the facility is pressing a button for help and being ignored. I want—no, I need to get out of here.

“Did I tell you that Paul called?” I ask, trying to sound casual.

Her face lights up and for a moment I can see that old beauty. The sharp cheekbones; the expressive blue-gray eyes, once described as “glittering” in a review by the Times.

“Are they coming to visit? Did you talk to Hannah? Oh, I wish he hadn’t taken my only granddaughter to Italy. I haven’t seen her since, since—” She lets out a tragic moan. “Your poor sister.”

She won’t talk to me, my brother-in-law had said about my niece. He had called from their apartment in Rome, I could hear the faint wail of foreign sirens, of church bells. She’s got none of your coolheadedness, your reasonableness. I thought he might list every “-ness”. Cilla is: politeness, calmness, fastidiousness. Instead he rattled on about deadlines for the book he was writing with his colleague. How Hannah needed someone to watch out for her, how she was getting into all sorts of trouble. Caught smoking, ditching her Italian class—the last straw had involved the carabinieri. The police had picked her up for stealing nail polish from a department store. Paul was forced to pay an exorbitant fine. Cilla, please. You will come, won’t you? I’m at my wits’ end. Just hearing his voice made me think of Hannah, years ago, a chunky baby, nearly bald except for some fine blond frizz. Paul laughing at how her face scrunched up after sucking on a lemon slice, stolen from my sister’s drink. You don’t want to eat that, my love—Emily’s voice, clear and bright, ringing out across the distance.

“Hannah is acting out. She’s in trouble.” I’m careful with how to word this next part, my mom watching me. “He asked if I would come for the rest of the summer.”

Those steely eyes go wide. “And what did you say? Did you tell him I’m in a nursing home and need you here?”

“Almost exactly that,” I assure her, which is true. Only now the breeze coming from the window is blowing back the curtain, and I think I can smell the mock orange along the freeway overpasses, the honeysuckle bursting over fences and walls. What I mean is, I have an overwhelming desire to flee.

Mom gestures to the corner of the room, believing the conversation over. “Did you know they’re rounded like that so it’s easier to clean? Can you imagine? The urine and feces and whatever else, ick.”

“Hannah is fifteen,” I continue. “Do you remember what Emily and I were like at that age?”

“You were fine.” She smiles. “But Emily.” She looks away.  

I press harder: “And Paul says Hannah is taking after her.”

“Well, she can come keep you company. The house is too big for you to be on your own.”

“She can’t. She’s in an accelerated Italian program, and they already have plans to summer in Puglia with friends. It would kill Hannah not to go.” I pause, trying hard not to sound desperate. “The doctor and nurses will take excellent care of you while I’m gone. I’ll make sure of it.”

I try to kiss her cheek, but she turns and I end up kissing the top of her head.

“So, you’re going to leave me here alone.”

“Guy can visit every few days.”

“With that girlfriend, what is she, twenty-three? He should have married you. I still don’t know how you messed that up.”

I try not to flinch. “I’ll call and e-mail. We could FaceTime on your iPad.”

“You’re dead set on leaving,” she says, eyes narrowed. But then, ever the actress, they fill just as quickly with tears. “I wish I could go with you. Your dad and I spent a whole summer in Europe before you girls were born.”

“I’ll bring you back something nice.”

“I should hope so—oh, I forgot. Did you find the social worker? I can’t remember her name—Jan or Jane, something with a J. She needs to schedule a psychiatrist appointment, so I can get something to help me sleep.”

“I couldn’t find her,” I lie. I had meant to, but then, the orderlies. Of course I’m the daughter. Of course.

I catch sight of myself in the mirror across the room. I remember when Emily and I used to think thirty was ancient. After forty, she assured me at my thirty-first birthday. That’s when the years really catch up.

It certainly feels true. There are faint lines around my eyes, a slight slackness in the skin around my jaw. Has there always been this much gray in my hair? I can feel my swollen calves, which my doctor told me was chronic venous insufficiency. There is a persistent ache in my neck, arthritis. A small scar on my forearm where a benign bump was removed, basal cell carcinoma. Signs that the body is not quite old, but youth is sure as hell receding. I look away when the Russian nurse comes in, holding a tray with Mom’s dinner on it.

“Good evening, Mrs. Messing,” she says, her accent thick. 

Mom eyes her suspiciously. “I hope there’s plenty of sauce this time.” The nurse is polite and patient, even goes back to the kitchen to see if they have cracked pepper instead of the little packets.

While Mom eats she talks about the parties she and Dad used to throw at the house. Those were the days, she says, sighing. Composers and producers; actresses like her and screenwriters like Dad, all of them vibrating with youth and beauty. The world was going to be ours. I readjust the napkin so that it covers a larger section of her blouse. How cute the two of you were in your matching outfits, she says about Emily and me. I refill her water cup, ask the nurse for more Parmesan cheese. Everyone said I was crazy to have daughters so close in age, but I thought one could watch out for the other. And you were always so mature, so it worked out. I dress her salad, tossing it with the flimsy plastic fork. Do you remember demanding white wine spritzers at your twelfth birthday party?

Yes. I nod. I have a different memory that I think of often. I must have been ten or twelve years old—it was around the time Emily started to look more and more like a bewitching little version of our mother, and everyone wanted to snap her picture or dress her up. It was easy to feel lost in the shuffle. But this memory. In it I’m dancing with a woman whose oversize bangles make her wrists look as delicate as bird bones. We are in the living room, in front of the big window facing the sea, and she is swaying her hips and motioning with her red lacquered nails for me to mimic her. Side to side, slower, slower. As if you are kelp in the bay, she says, the ocean big and blue behind her. Move with the current. And Guy is there—he is in all of my early memories. Like a fixture in the house. Part of the support beams holding it above the water. We danced like that for him. Me feeling a little naked and raw in my light cotton jumper but unwilling to stop because I liked the way he watched me, only me.

“I should throw a party when I get home. Doesn’t that sound fun?” my mom says, stabbing a meatball with her fork.

I smile and wipe some sauce from her cheek. I don’t point out that most of her friends are dead. Or remind her that the house is split-level and nearly impossible for a woman in a walker to navigate, which is what she’ll be needing when she leaves the nursing facility—and I definitely do not mention that I have been talking to a real estate broker since her hospitalization.

“It’s not really such a bad place,” she says, looking around the room. She’s moved on to dessert. “They know how to make a decent rice pudding.”

My hand shakes a little when I pour creamer into her coffee. If I got on a plane tonight I could be in Rome in time for dinner tomorrow. Homemade pasta, fresh tomatoes and basil. Real Parmesan cheese, not the kind that comes in packets. And wine—maybe something I haven’t tasted before, a grape varietal I don’t yet know. It would be nothing like here. A break from this place. From Mom. I want to get home and e-mail Paul. I will be there. I am coming.

I feel her eyes on me as I pack up my things.

“You should dye your hair before you leave,” she says finally. “See if the salon can fit you in this week.”

“That’s a good idea.” I kiss her goodbye.

“I bet Hannah is gorgeous, she’ll look just like Emily did at that age. Beautiful, but not the brightest bulb. It’s good you’re going. You’ll have to send me pictures.”

She surveys my face. I try to keep it blank, unreadable. “Use my brightening mask when you get home. It’ll clear up whatever’s happening on your chin.”

“I will.” I shift my purse full of papers and snacks and bottled water from one shoulder to the other. “I love you, see you tomorrow.”

I stop at the nurses’ station and ask if the social worker can call me in the morning.

“She should be in her office,” one of the nurses says.

“That’s okay, a phone call is fine.” I point toward my mom’s room. “Also, could you make sure she gets a second rice pudding? She looks thin to me.”

Outside, I take several deep breaths. It’s twilight and the wind has picked up, shaking the palm trees and bougainvillea. Someone in the apartment complex next door is sautéing onions. I hear a baby crying; children are playing in the park across the street. Before I leave the parking lot, before I even turn the car on, I’m searching nonstop flights to Rome.


MONTI, ROME, ITALY

The boy’s name is Donato. Short for Donatello. He’s started to go by Donato only recently, his mother tells me. Her face is pinched pink with pleasure from talking about her only son.

“You know how boys are,” she says. I nod as if I do. I watch him cross the room, his mother still beaming. He takes a pear from the kitchen table, tossing it up in the air and catching it. She fixes his flipped collar before he flops onto the couch.

“This year will be his last at Liceo Torquato Tasso.” She gently pushes his feet from the throw pillows. “Then it will be on to the university.” She says something to him in Italian that makes him throw up his arms, but then he smiles lovingly, mischievously at her. I feel a quick, unexpected pang of sadness.

I lean toward him. “What do you want to study?”

“He wants to be—” his mother interjects herself again. “How do you say?” Her English is good, but with a lilting accent. Like Fellini films, like postwar Italian actresses.

The boy motions to his limbs, makes a sleeping motion. 

“Anesthesiologist,” I tell him.

“Sì.” He smiles at me. It’s a goofy, toothy grin. His nose is large and his ears stick out, but I like how his thick black hair gets in his eyes when he tilts his head to bite into the pear. He runs a hand through it to push it back, but it doesn’t help.

There is a snap as he bites through the pear’s skin, into the flesh, peeling it with his teeth. I watch his throat work as he eats. A bit of juice disappears beneath the collar of his shirt.

His mother huffs, pretending exasperation, and gets him a napkin. This is Paul and Hannah’s apartment—Donato and his parents live one building over—but I can tell by how he stretches across the living room couch, how his mother directs my brother-in-law in the kitchen, that they might as well live here too.

“Marie’s teaching me how to make a proper cacio e pepe,” Paul calls to me from the stove. The pot of boiling water is making the room muggy. Marie goes to prop open the front door. 

“You have not seen Hannah since her mamma’s funeral?” Donato asks, watching me from the couch. He has very light brown eyes, fringed with thick lashes and full, almost feminine lips that are slick and shiny from the pear juice. I can feel him assessing me. Taking in the box-dye job, the blunt haircut I managed to fit in between visits to the nursing home and my red-eye flight. It’s shorter than I wanted and feels uneven. It looks exactly the same, Guy assured me before dropping me off at the airport. 

“Over a year now,” I say, trying not to fidget.

He raises an eyebrow, still enjoying that pear.

I refuse to feel guilty. Paul had left for Italy soon after the funeral, taking Hannah with him. And I had my mother to think of, her grief was insurmountable. It affected everything. She did not want to go outside, she did not want to eat. Her health deteriorated and I had to stop working. What could     I have told Hannah if I had called more? That for as long as she has been in Italy I have been my mother’s full-time nurse? Or that last month, while picking up her medication, I got a phone call from the Malibu Fire Department saying she had tried to walk to the beach near our house and fallen, fracturing her pelvis and spraining her wrist? They were the ones to suggest a skilled nursing home facility, one nearby, somewhere I could visit.

I e-mailed when I found time. Made up stories about being on movie sets, tidbits about actors and actresses. Things I thought would entertain her. Hannah had been a mature child; an old soul like me. I think this, more than anything, caused the rift between Emily and me. That her only child took after me.

Before Emily got sick, the last time I’d been to their house was when she invited me to an award banquet in honor of Paul. Please. I don’t want to be around those university wives alone, she said when she called. They’re so aggressive. I was surprised, we hadn’t been close for years, not since Dad died. But I went anyway, and of course Emily was completely in her element, the professors’ wives all half envious and half in love with her. I had spent the better part of the night by her side, playing the role of big sister—champion and bodyguard—before I realized that she invited me not to give her support, but to bear witness to her greatness. To the spectacle of her in rare form. Queen even in a world that pooh-poohed Hollywood. If religion is the opium of the people, one of her tenured professor friends said within earshot of me, then film is our partial lobotomy.

Then, after the award was given, after the speeches, there was an intimate dinner at a nearby restaurant. Hannah got upset about where she was sitting, down at the end with the high chairs and toddlers—her face turned red and blotchy. I remember she smacked the table, knocking her glass over, spilling water everywhere. Emily was quick to get up and shield Hannah from the rest of us, putting her lithe body between her child and their friends. I watched the bent curve of her spine, was sure that she was first pacifying and then threatening, because that’s what our mother would have done. Everything was for show. And it worked: when my sister moved away, Hannah had tucked her lip into her mouth, but gone were the hysterics.

“Aunt Cilla!” my niece cries from the front door. She drops her backpack on the floor and without kissing her father—who stood waiting, hopefully, in the kitchen, apron on, dirty dish towel over his shoulder—runs toward me, throwing her arms around my neck.

“Hello, sweetheart,” I say. She is warm, a bit damp, and panting from the climb up the stairs. “Let me look at you.”

The resemblance is startling. She’s grown, nearly my height, slender and fair, her hair almost blond. My sister’s eyes, deep blue, a little silvery too. The same dark brows, a similar sweetheart mouth and pert nose. It is utterly disarming. Something in my abdomen tightens. She is posing, letting me admire her. Then she bursts out laughing, hugging me again.

“Auntie, I am so glad you’re here.”

“Hannah,” I say, squeezing her to me. “You’re practically an adult.”

She pulls away, keeping hold of my hand. “Please talk some sense into Papa.”

Paul comes out from the kitchen. The apron’s tied tight around his midsection, his fine hair combed back. “Cilla is here to help me with you.”

She makes a face at him.

“Don’t move me to Italy, where every goddamn person smokes, and not expect me to take it up.”

“Language, cucciola mia,” Donato’s mother says.

Donato shoots up from where he’s been watching, a teasing smile on his lips. He should be ungainly with such long limbs, but he crosses the room gracefully.

“Haahnaa,” he says near her ear, flipping her ponytail. He tosses his pear core into the trash can.

She swats playfully at his passing hand.

“I don’t care how young Italians start smoking,” Paul says. “My daughter doesn’t smoke. And she doesn’t steal, either.” He’s trying to be tough. I can tell because he’s giving his daughter the same look he sometimes gave my sister when she was alive. A look that says, I have authority, so won’t you listen to me, please?

Donato is saying something to Hannah, in Italian maybe. It’s too quiet to make out. Whatever it is, it makes her giggle.

“I’m so happy you’re here,” she says, turning her attention back to me. “Come and see my room.”

The corridor is warmer and stuffier than the rest of the house, and I can feel the perspiration beneath my blouse. I hadn’t expected Rome to be this hot; it’s July and ninety degrees. There was a heat wave in Los Angeles when I left, record digits since late spring. Even in Malibu, where it can be twenty degrees cooler than the rest of the city, it was sweltering, the sun beat down; plants and people were shriveled and thirsty. But here in Rome the heat is different, cloying and leaden—crowded between buildings, pressurized. And the cicadas—the windows are closed, but still I can hear them, a constant din.

In Hannah’s room she switches on the A/C unit. Watching her in her linen dress, I realize maybe I should have packed some dresses too. But there wasn’t time to shop for new clothes. The  haircut was squeezed in, and was probably  a  mistake. I should have left it long. I stand in front of the A/C unit, pulling my hair off my neck to let the skin there cool. Does it feel thinner? It’s probably just from stress, the hairdresser tried to reassure me.

First, Hannah wants to show me her newest pair of strappy platform sandals, then dresses and skirts she’s bought from the boutiques along Via del Boschetto. She pulls out her phone and shows me pictures of girls she calls her “squad.” Trish and Tina, two tall redheads, high shining foreheads, dotted with freckles; and a dark-haired girl, long-lashed, flashing a sultry look to the camera, a cigarette hanging from her lips. They look older than her, and in every photo, they have Hannah in the middle of them, as if she were a prized pet.

“You know, she’s the one who got me into trouble?” Hannah says, sitting beside me on her bed. But I’ve lost which one she’s talking about. I’m picturing Donato’s smile, how he flipped her ponytail when he walked by. A finger brushing the back of her neck; just a quick knuckle against soft skin. I wonder if he could smell her shampoo when he flicked her hair, if that was why he had moved so close.

“I left a pack of cigarettes at her place, and when her mom found it she went absolutely apeshit. Trish had to tell her they were mine or her mother would probably have killed her.”

Then she’s up again. “Do you know what I really wanted to show you? It’s here somewhere.” She’s pulling open drawers, humming to herself. Then she swings around. “Do you remember this?”

A gold-and-lapis pendant, the size of a silver dollar. I’d forgotten how ’90s it looks, which I suppose is back in fashion. My niece has threaded it onto a gold chain, which she fastens around her neck. “I wish I had a picture of her wearing it.”

Something to match the color of your eyes, our mom had said when she gave it to Emily for her sixteenth birthday. I found it just before Hannah left. Somehow it had made its way back into Mom’s jewelry box. They were always sharing things. Your mother wore it all the time when she was your age, I had told Hannah. And I remember there hadn’t been time to find a box,     I had wrapped it in old tissue paper.

“Isn’t this chain perfect?” my niece says, fingering it. “It’s eighteen karat.” The pendant glints in the light, and I’m reminded of all the times it flashed on my sister’s jean jacket or smock dresses. I feel a little light-headed. Something about seeing this young version of my sister—with her confidence, her mannerisms. I am faintly nauseated, uneasy—like when I saw my mother in the hospital after her accident. Her white hair unruly, face gaunt, flat gray eyes. I couldn’t tell if she was in there or not.

I shiver.

“Cold, Aunt Cilla? The humidity can do that here. God,   I hate it.”

“I’m just tired, I didn’t sleep much on the plane.”

She takes my arm. “Come on, let’s go to your room, it’s got a nicer view.”

Watching the tanned backs of her legs climb the stairs two at a time, the thin curve of her ankles, her hair long and bouncing from each step, I feel more worn out than I should.

My room is rectangular and narrow, with a small A/C unit rattling above a writing desk, and a twin bed pushed against the opposite wall. Hannah has put a bouquet of daisies in a turquoise vase on the bedside table. My niece was right. The view is lovely. The large window faces the rear of the neighboring apartment buildings—their façades burnished yellow, gold, or orange. Their shutters in bold contrasting colors, all thrown open. Flowering vines droop down their sides, or hang from clay pots, large cumulus clouds cross the sky. Laundry lines swing in the breeze. Between the buildings, below us, is a courtyard, where a lemon tree rests in the center, ripe with fruit.

“It must feel like living in a film,” I tell her, my body half out the window. The color of the sky—I can’t imagine what a lighting director would have to do to get that sheen, that sharp golden glow. I feel a flutter of excitement; Los Angeles is so far away.

My niece plops onto the bed. “It’s fine. I wish Papa wasn’t so strict. He won’t even let me go out to dinner with you guys tonight.”

I turn from the window, remembering why I’m here. “Don’t you have a make-up exam early in the morning?”

She gives me the same look Emily did when she was caught, guilty but about to make an excuse. She’s probably gotten away with just about anything, up until now. But I know all my sister’s tricks.

“He’s down there making dinner for you,” I tell her. “We’ll have plenty of time to catch up—as long as you stay on top of your studies.”

I sit with her on the bed that will be mine until Hannah’s Italian class is over. Then we’ll escape the sweltering city for Puglia, where the two families have rented rooms at a masseria on a working olive farm.

“How is your Italian?” I ask.

She sighs and says something I don’t understand at all. 

“Sounds fluent to me.” I laugh.

“I don’t know why he moved us here. I miss …” She stops. 

I think, Please don’t say it. I’m exhausted. My head is pounding. And she doesn’t.

She must see my relief as some sort of shared pain, because she gives me a quick kiss and tells me she’s so happy I’m here, that we’re going to have so much fun.

“Even if I do have stupid Italian class every day.” Her pout is exactly like her mother’s, and for a moment I think she might be Emily incarnate.

I manage to tell her something comforting—about picking her up from class, how she can show me the best gelato shops. “If I don’t gain ten pounds, I’ll consider this trip a failure.”

She laughs and takes out a pack of cigarettes. “You don’t mind if I smoke, do you, Aunt Cilla?”

“Yes, I definitely mind,” I say, taking the pack from her. “Your grandmother is on oxygen because of these things.” Hannah purses her lips but doesn’t object, just drops onto the bed, stretching her slim arms and legs. “And let’s please drop the ‘Auntie,’ it makes me feel old. Cilla is fine.”

“How’s Guy?” she asks, sighing. “He’s so cool. Dad says he’s directing now. Have you been on any good sets lately? Seen any movie stars?”

“Nothing new since my last e-mail,” I say, and when she looks disappointed I add something about lunch at the Chateau Marmont, about running into the actress Sarah Paulson. “From the American Horror Story series.”

“I never really got into that show.”

I swallow. She’s spreading her hair across the bedspread. I want to say something closer to the truth, something other than a silly lie.

“Your grandmother sends her love.”

“You know,” she says, not hearing me. Her hair looks thicker fanned out like that, like the mane of an animal. “Donato tells his parents he wants to be a doctor, but really, he wants to be a movie star.”
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In the cab ride from the airport we crossed the Tiber, which was wilder than I imagined, scruff growing up around its edges, not a boat on it. Hannah said that at night, clubs open right on its banks. You can walk up or down a mile and go to fifteen different bars, she said before leaving so I could take a nap. Then she bounced right back in with an adapter for my phone charger and more questions about the trip. Later, darling, later. I nearly pushed her into the hall.

I take three Advils, and also zinc because the child next to me on the plane had a runny nose. My cheeks are flushed despite the A/C cooling the room. I wash my face and administer various toners and moisturizers and antiwrinkle creams. I do the facial yoga exercises I looked up after leaving the nursing facility that day. Do I really look like I could be Mom’s sister? I look exhausted. But who wouldn’t after a long flight?

I think about when Emily was pregnant with Hannah, how at first, she was rosy and plump. She looked electric. Like in a film, when every scene is dreary, blue and gray, and then the starlet walks in emitting a vibrant buttery glow. That’s how it was. I picture her smiling, one hand on her belly, telling Mom and me the good news.

I think I hear Donato’s voice, and then the front door to the apartment opens and shuts. I can make out every one of his footsteps on the stairs. I wait at the bedroom window, which is actually quite large. I could climb right out of it if I wanted. Perch out there on the roof tiles, taking in that lush golden sky. A figure wrapped in a robe moves from room to room in a neighboring building. Below in the courtyard a black cat dozes beneath the lemon tree.

Across the way, almost exactly opposite, a light switches on. I wonder if this is where Donato lives with his parents. I can still hear Marie downstairs in the kitchen with Paul. She’s acting as secretary to Paul and her husband, Tonio, while they work on their book focused on Roman funerary art. They are researching votive offerings from the Augustan age. The most exciting find, Paul had rattled on when we spoke on the phone—and why he couldn’t let up on his research, why he needed my help—was their discovery of the most ancient remains of lemon ever found in the Mediterranean. It’s extraordinary, he said, breathless.

No wonder Hannah was acting out.

My phone vibrates, starting to turn on. There’s a text from Guy: Safe Travels! [image: Image Missing]

I lie down on the bed, a nap before a late dinner with the rest of the adults—Paul, Marie, Tonio, and me. They eat late in Rome, Paul had said. Our reservations are at nine. Take a nap, I’ve got to finish this pasta for Hannah. A good man, my brother-in-law. When he and Emily met, he had been giving a talk at NYU on ancient cities’ influence on modern city planning. Somehow, randomly, Emily was there. An unlikely love story. Paul, a distinguished visiting scholar, with his easy demeanor and unassuming features—brown eyes, small nose, and long face. And Emily, a failed model living in a swanky Sober Living apartment in Manhattan, which our parents were paying for. I was the most beautiful ruin he’d ever seen, my sister joked when they came to visit. Paul, who by this time had moved to the States to be with her, blushed and kissed her hand. I’m the lucky one, he replied. A good man. It circles in my head like that as I dial Guy, my phone pressed against my ear. A-good-man. A-good-man.

When Guy answers I think I can hear the commotion of being on
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