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CHAPTER ONE
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One morning, not so long ago, I awoke to find an extra room in my apartment.

I walked right by. My conscious mind registered something off, but not until after I passed it. I stopped and turned around, questioning what my brain told me I had seen. 

There it was—a new door off my hallway, complete with a doorknob, hinges and mouldings that seemed to match all the other doors in the apartment. It had not been there the day before.

It wasn’t just a new door. I could hear a sound too, coming from behind the door. I could hear the voice of a newscaster. It sounded like bad news coming from a television that couldn’t exist, in a room that never existed before.

My adrenaline surged as I tentatively turned the doorknob and pushed it open. Inside, there was an office—an office that looked a lot like my late husband Simon’s office in our old house. I took a few steps in. I recognized the furniture: Simon’s Eames chair with the duct tape covering a never-repaired tear in the seat back, and the desk Simon had purchased from a garage sale. He had sanded and refinished it with a lovely buttery shellac. There could only be one like it in the whole world. 

Incredibly—standing in a space that I knew could not exist—what was on the television was even stranger. Bad news, indeed. It seemed that some unknown protestors had set off a dirty bomb on Ellis Island. Television reporters wearing hazmat suits stood with microphones in front of the harbor. Smoke rose over the sounds and images of disaster—sirens, ambulances, crying children. 

My dog Gretel barked from the hall, startling me. It was her distress bark, the one that brooked no avoidance. Plus she’s a Great Dane so when she barks, it’s loud. Gretel stood at the doorway with the fur standing up on her neck and back. I took the few steps through the door into the hall to calm her. When I turned around again, the door was gone. The wall was solid. I heard no television. 

Gretel licked my hand, mollified now that I was by her side. But my heart still thumped way too quickly. I tried to breathe it back to a normal rhythm. 

What about the news story? A terrorist attack?

In the living room, I grabbed the remote and found a news channel. Then another and another. There was nothing; not a single disaster today. Business as usual. 

I collapsed onto the couch. Gretel stood guard, and I didn’t quite know what she was guarding me from. Myself? Had my own brain gone awry?
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​CHAPTER TWO
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Something had been wrong for a month or so already, I had to admit it. This new room off the hall was the most egregious of the many things I had seen and heard, though there were a lot of contenders—half-seen visions and half-heard voices that logically could not exist. After breezing through recent years enjoying my retirement (I had owned a landscape design company), my grandchildren (I have four), and the company of my dog (the aforementioned Gretel), my life had gotten, um, weird. Sitting on the couch, I totted up the incidents—I had heard my dead husband’s voice, seen impossible photos, and more than once, on the table by my bed, I found a book I did not own and was not reading. 

All this had begun with what felt like ordinary optical illusions. I’d see a shadow at the periphery of my vision and I’d turn my head toward it wondering, intruder? spider? (or worse) rodent? But it was always a trick of the light, a change in perspective. Shapes appeared in the corner of my eye—a cup of tea steaming on the kitchen counter, a ring of moisture from a glass that wasn’t there, an apparition that looked like my dead husband. As soon as I turned my head toward the phantom person or object, it was gone.

Then one morning, a bottle of perfume caught the light on my bathroom counter. The cut glass gleamed with the tiniest remnant of the perfume’s gold—as if lit for its Hollywood close-up. I opened the stopper and sniffed. Barely there, the scent of my mother, my childhood. It had been years since I last inhaled its aroma. 

The scent took me back. I was different, once. I had parents and a twin brother and a little sister. It’s only Lily and me now, both of us in our seventies, but two peas in a pod we are not. My twin brother Ben—we were those two peas and more. He had been my other half. We were always “Ben and Lexie” or “the twins.” We got along so well that in third grade, when our mother arranged for us to be in different classes, I refused to go to school. Ben finally convinced me. He walked me into my classroom and promised to have lunch with me every single day.

I sat down on the edge of the tub and allowed myself to remember. Ben so clever, Ben so kind. Gone for more than forty years, but still he lingers in my soul. He, too, would be old now. He might have had his own family, a little girl of his own, a little boy he’d have taught to make the model airplanes he hung carefully from his ceiling when we were young.

I smiled, but tears filled my eyes. As I tried to stop them—because what good are they anyway?—I blinked, and my bathroom, well, it changed. I could see the perfume bottle, but now there were twice as many items on the counter. A navy washcloth, a vase with a beaded flower, and even the brand of aftershave my late husband Simon had used. I felt my heart pound, I blinked again, and my own bathroom counter was back, in all its mundane glory.

But that night I dreamed of Ben—Ben alive, Ben with me and Simon, Ben supposed-to-be-dead but alive. Simon supposed-to-be-dead but alive, too. The three of us laughing at some dumb joke.

I woke up crying, Gretel’s slobber replacing the tears as fast as they appeared.

The next morning, when I reached over to turn on the light, I saw one of those books I was definitely not reading. I had never before seen it, this large hard-bound biography of a Russian empress. Where was my mystery, the one I’d stayed up reading the night before, the comfy predictable story set in the sweet British town with its charming eccentric detective? Other than books about plants, I diligently avoid reading non-fiction. 

Gretel was whining—I’d slept later than usual, and I had to take her out before I did anything else. There was no time to even investigate the book. I threw on some clothes, grabbed the plastic bags, and told myself I’d figure out what was happening when I got back home. A logical explanation would absolutely exist. 

I walked Gretel around our block trying to calm myself. Everything is normal, I repeated, like a mantra. My neighborhood, my dog, it was all as it should have been. Maybe I’d been asleep and that book had been part of a dream. I laughed, thinking that I might be the only person on the planet for whom it would be a nightmare to read a biography. Everyone else loves biographies.

I didn’t notice until I was almost home that the beige apartment building across the street was painted blue. I was curious why I hadn’t noticed the process, occurring as it would have right across the street, with workers and scaffolds and the smell of paint. I took the dog out at least twice, usually three times a day. How could I miss them painting an entire building? But I shrugged it off, assuming I was getting less observant in my old age.

When we got back to the apartment I went down the hall to check the book on my bedside table right away. And thank goodness—my cozy mystery was back. What a relief. I settled myself on the couch, feet snuggled into Gretel’s warm body, and finished reading the mystery, reveling in each expectation the book fulfilled.

When Gretel and I went out later, the color of the building across the street was back to tan. Had the blue paint I’d seen been a trick of the light? A tangling of the rods or cones in my aging eyes? 

A couple days after that, I saw the Russian biography on my bedside table again. I assured myself it was nothing more sinister than a recurring dream. I noted that the bookmark had moved along, though. I thought, dream-me, the biography-reader, is making progress through the book. 

More minor weirdnesses occurred: 

New dangly silver earrings I’d never seen before hung on my earring tree. And then they didn’t.  

My extensive stash of tea canisters sported fancy calligraphed labels, rather than my handwritten (more like scrawled) ones. And then they didn’t.

I suspected at the time—at least subconsciously—that I ought to take all these strange visions more seriously, investigate, maybe even see a few doctors. 

Instead, I went right along pretending my life was normal.

As a rule, I don’t need an explainable universe. Mostly I can handle the idea that I’m not smart enough to understand life’s complexities—quantum physics, abnormal psychology, city planning, man’s inhumanity to man—all the rest. Normally I do pretty well with uncertainty. If there was a person who had “lived in the moment,” it was me with my hands in the soil, relishing my garden, my children, and now grandchildren, and all that goes with living the privileged and comfortable life of an educated woman in America.

And yet.

The first “final straw” occurred on a night when I fell asleep watching television. I had wanted a laugh and must have been about halfway through the third episode of a popular sit-com. I don’t know if I was too tired or stressed for the humor to do its job, but I closed my eyes. When I opened them, who-knows-how-much-time-later, the television spouted news. Bad news.
I knew I hadn’t changed the channel. 
I picked up the remote and pushed “pause.” Nothing happened. Whatever was playing wasn’t streaming, it was live. 

Another disaster on the news, this time in Chicago, at some tall building—a big tourist attraction. It was late at night, so the view was punctuated by the lights of emergency vehicles and circling helicopters. The reporter in a hazmat suit alternated between listening to her earpiece and trying to speak loudly enough into her microphone to be heard over the sirens. Confused as I was, I sat back to listen.

The dog at my feet stood, nudged my knee, and barked. I looked down. The dog was not Gretel.

​
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The dog was a Dane, too, but male, and brindle-coated. I cringed as he barked too loudly for an apartment building at that time of night. Adrenaline cut through what was left of my sleepiness and confusion, but I shushed him and scratched his silky ear with no fear—really, I was not thinking at all clearly. I couldn’t even determine what disturbed me most—the attacks on TV were of course extraordinary, but a dog I’d never seen before? I couldn’t process either one.

Unfamiliar items surrounded me. On one wall was a botanical print I did not recognize. A windowsill held a succulent-filled planter shaped like a Ferris wheel. It was absolutely not mine. I was beginning to take stock of all the differences in the room when the not-Gretel dog tried to push his way out from behind the coffee table and knocked me backwards onto the couch. 

I struggled my way back to sitting up. Gretel gazed at me placidly from the other side of the room. The botanical print and the planter were gone. The sitcom I’d been watching when I’d fallen asleep spouted its laugh track as if there’d been no interruption.

So much for my relaxing evening.

The next morning I decided—finally—to investigate all the recent craziness (in my brain?). I came up with a few internet search terms: “possible hallucinations,” “vivid dreams,” and (especially cheery) “brain tumor symptoms.” As the results loaded, I glanced up. 

My bulletin board was wrong, all wrong. It no longer displayed the carefully curated mementos of my life with my late husband, my children, and grandchildren. Now it was covered with glossy photographs of rare plants and succulents, botanical information, pages ripped from catalogs. Years ago I’d had a bulletin board like it, but at my office. I didn’t even have a cactus on my windowsill anymore. I blinked, disbelieving. 

Was this a prank? Was I in the wrong apartment somehow? 

As yet another wave of panic roiled my belly, I heard a voice I recognized—my husband Simon calling from down the hall. “Lexie?”  

Simon had been dead for over ten years.

Though I knew my husband’s voice had to be some kind of brain misfire from the depths of my memory, Gretel and I walked through the entire apartment checking for an intruder. There was no one. No one but me and my dog.

When I returned to my office, the bulletin board was back as it had been before. No plants. The usual photos of my children when they were small, funny notes from Simon, tokens of our anniversaries and birthdays—it was all back, exactly as it had been since I’d moved in after Simon died and I sold our family home. I tried to think.

Was I descending into dementia? 
But my words were almost always where I could find them, I still knew how to drive a car, I didn’t get lost on regular outings and I hadn’t ever put my keys in the toaster oven. I could identify myself in the mirror. I knew what year it was, I could name the president and a surprising number of congresspeople. 
Nevertheless, it felt like I had reached a threshold. 

It was time to make an appointment with my neurologist. 

I already have a neurologist, actually. In the first world, in affluent Santa Monica where I live, frequent migraines will get you a neurologist. Over the years, Dr. Graham had demonstrated genuine kindness, along with what turned out to be a rare unwillingness to blame the migraine victim. You’d be surprised at the number of emergency room reprimands from wannabe experts I’ve received while aiming my vomit toward a bedpan. Dos and don’ts, try-this’s, watch out for sugar, chocolate, cheese... How’s your calcium? Your magnesium? Have you tried meditating? 

Dr. Graham understood. He didn’t lecture. 

I made an appointment, grateful he was still in business. I calculated that he wasn’t a lot younger than I was.

I went to his office and told him my story, though I may have downplayed the “hallucination vs. dream” factor. He did an exam and ordered some tests, including an MRI, “to be on the safe side.” After I stewed for two days about my possible-but-unlikely brain tumor (Dr. Graham said it was very unlikely) he called to report my results as “perfectly healthy.”
So, in spite of the nagging sense that all was not as it seemed, I felt justified in my decision to let it all go, not worry, and not say anything to anyone.

Another week went by while I pretended there was nothing wrong. 

I spent a night with my friend Bill. I didn’t mention anything. 

I saw a few friends for lunch. I didn’t tell them either. 

I talked to my kids on the phone and said absolutely zilch about either visions or hallucinations. My daughter Nora would be down from Santa Barbara the next week, and my son Tom and I were already planning to get together a few days after that. Anton, my youngest, and his wife had had a baby girl earlier in the year whom I hadn’t seen since right after she was born. I planned to go up to Seattle in a few weeks to see her again and spend her first Halloween with them. 

I said nothing to any of them. Why should I bother them when the doctor—the neurologist no less!—had given me a clean bill of health?

That was—of course—when I saw the new room in my apartment.

​
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Then I tripped over Gretel. 

I have to say that it wasn’t her fault. It’s not that she doesn’t get in the way sometimes, she does, but I’m used to having an enormous obstacle somewhere near my feet most of the time. And she’s a Harlequin Dane with the black and white blotches, so unless it’s pitch dark I can usually see her.

The truth is, I fell because in spite of every assurance Dr. Graham gave me, I finally freaked out. 

I had been sitting at my desk, checking my landscaping blog. Though I sold my company and retired, I keep the site up as a source for people who want to create or maintain a water-wise garden. The use of drought tolerant plants, as far as I am concerned, is more than a decorative option here in Southern California—it’s an ethical responsibility. My site, replete as it is with plant recommendations and tips on care, makes me feel as if I am still contributing to the health of the planet. 

As I waited for a page to load, I noticed a framed photo on my cluttered desk, just to the right of my monitor. I knew I had never seen it before, this image of me between my brother Ben and my husband Simon, my arms around both their shoulders, smiles on all our faces. The catch—and it’s a big one—was that we were all old in the photograph. At first I didn’t recognize Ben, who had been in his thirties when he died. Simon lived to the grand old age of sixty-two and he had been gone for more than ten years. This photograph could not exist—two of the people in it no longer existed, at least on this mortal plane. 

I picked it up, sure I had mistaken what I’d seen. At the same moment, my peripheral vision caught a person standing in my office doorway. This was no optical illusion. It didn’t disappear when I looked straight on. 

It was Simon. 

I dropped the photo, tried not to scream, and stood up so quickly I lost my balance. In my attempt to not land on Gretel—naturally, she had parked herself between my chair and the office door—I fell. On the way down, I banged my forehead on the edge of the file cabinet. Luckily, I missed the corner. Big ouch, though I didn’t lose consciousness.

Gretel, as you can imagine, was very sorry. She whined and licked me until I sat up. 

By then, both the impossible photo and the equally impossible apparition of my dead husband, had disappeared. 

It took me a very long time to calm down. 
Upsetting, extremely; painful, definitely. Worse, the next day I was meeting my daughter Nora for dinner. There would be a bump on my forehead and Nora would lecture me about being careful, and about Gretel.

My kids couldn’t believe I got another Dane after Alfred died. I’d always wanted a Dane, but getting Alfred was a fluke, a fabulous stroke of serendipity in the wake of Simon’s death. I was learning to live alone after all those inundated years of husband, children, dogs, hamsters, goldfish, the occasional cat. My house felt huge, empty, and sad. 

Alfred was an older rescue a friend had decided was meant for me. I used to say that Alfred’s best quality was that he would never go to college. He could be wild, and he did not play well with others—dogs, I mean—which meant walking could be a chore. He also adored all human beings, even (especially?) when they didn’t adore him back, which also could make walking a chore. He certainly entertained me for the few years we had together. After he died, when I chose Gretel, my children fussed at me—Anton especially. Anton had been there when we had to put Alfred down, and I was in terrible shape. Too much loss, I said. But it turns out, I am a person who needs a dog. 

Gretel is a good girl, really a much better dog than Alfred. She likes other dogs, keeps her nose (mostly) out of people’s crotches, doesn’t steal food off the counter, and never chews her bedding, which is why I allow her on my bed, which I never did with Alfred. (I let her up there only when Bill isn’t staying over, but that’s another story.) She can’t help it if she gets in the way sometimes.

I went into the bathroom to survey the burgeoning bump on my head in the mirror. It was too blurry. I needed my reading glasses. Once I found them and looked again, I knew that there was no way to hide the bump with either my hair or with makeup. (Artfully applying makeup, to be honest, is not in my skill set.) 

Nora would definitely notice.

​
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Nora came in from Santa Barbara once a year for a check-up with Dr. Graham. She began seeing him in her early teens, when she started having migraines, too. Whenever she came down to L.A. we scheduled an early dinner at a favorite bistro, one of the few remaining family-owned Italian restaurants near me. 

Nora was already seated when I arrived. We hugged, then I held her at arm’s length and appraised her. My beautiful daughter seemed calm, her skin looked healthy, and now that her daughters were older, she looked fairly well-rested.

“You look good,” I said. “How was Dr. Graham?”

“The usual.” She shook her head. “There’s a bunch of new treatments but the one he gave me last time seems to be working. I guess they’ve actually made some progress.”

My own migraines had almost stopped after I had my kids, then disappeared completely at menopause. It’s terrible when you experience a relief that your children don’t, especially when you’re the source of the flawed genetic material. 

Our drinks came and we clinked glasses. 

“Mom, is that a bruise on your head?” Nora asked. She inspected me, and guiltily, I looked down at my plate. 

Nora ran her fingers gently over the bump. “What is that?” 

“To tell you the truth, sweetie, I tripped,” I said.

“Was it Gretel?” Nora was forever waiting for the dog to knock me over.  

“I got startled,” I said. “I wasn’t thinking. But I definitely didn’t lose consciousness, and it doesn’t hurt anymore.” 

Nora shook her head. 

“And, before you blame Gretel,” I added, “it absolutely was not her fault. It’s fine now. I’m fine.” I looked down at the breadbasket as if finished with that story and on to my next dilemma—bread or no bread? “And how are those grandbabies of mine?”

“You’re changing the subject.” Nora looked stern. “You should go see Dr. Graham.”

I shook my head. I didn’t want to admit I’d already seen him but for a different (and way more worrisome) reason. I said, “It’s fine, I promise. The bump will go down in a few days.” I looked at my daughter’s concerned face and tried to imagine how I would have felt if my mother told me a similar story. I reached over and patted her hand. “If anything like this happens again, I promise I’ll go see a doctor.”

“Okay,” Nora sighed, not thoroughly assuaged, but apparently willing to indulge me. “If you promise.” 

I nodded. “Then catch me up on the kids.”

Nora and Jack’s daughters, Audrey and Ruby, were nine and seven. They were great and easy kids, and the hardest thing about being their parents seemed to be getting them to all their activities. The complexities of middle and high school were still in their future, but I looked forward to the Circle of Life moment when they’d be teenagers and come to me and complain about their parents. 

Our dinner came and, without giving me a moment to change gears, Nora asked if I was still seeing Bill. 

“Why don’t you bring him along sometime so I can meet him?” she asked. “Or bring him up to Santa Barbara the next time you visit?”

I had to think about my answer. “I guess I don’t think it’s that important.”

Nora bristled. “Of course it’s important.” 

“I mean for me,” I laughed. 

I hadn’t ever said it out loud before. What was I doing with Bill if I didn’t think our relationship was important? 

I mumbled something along the lines of, “It’s not a big deal. We have a nice time together, but...”

“But what?” Nora was gearing up for a real interrogation. Who was the mother and who was the daughter here? 

I grimaced. “You don’t need to grill me about my love life.”

“I’m not,” said Nora. “I just want you to be happy.”

“Really, sweetie, our relationship is totally what it should be. I like him, and it’s nice to have someone to go to the movies with, or dinner, but it’s not a big deal.”

“I know you’ve said you don’t love him, Mom, but if you won’t let yourself—” 

I cut her off. I had to. “It doesn’t measure up. And that’s fine. It’s appropriate, even.”

“You mean compared to Dad.” 

“Yes,” I said. “Your dad was it for me. You could call this gravy.” 

I watched Nora try to decide if it was worth arguing about. Finally, she asked, “What if that gravy is great and you won’t let yourself enjoy it? What if you’re not letting yourself feel something for him?”

I shook my head, wanting to bring this conversation to a close, “If something changes, I’ll let you know.” 

“Okay, Mom.” Nora’s eyes filled with tears. She added, “But you deserve to be happy. And we’d all love to meet him whenever you’re ready.” 

On the way home, I chided myself for being so dismissive. Nora’s life was full—kids, husband, work—of course, it was difficult for her to imagine that I could be happy with only my large dog and occasional sex with a man I liked but didn’t love. How could I explain the relief of being accountable to no one but myself, after all those years taking care of my family and my business?

After dinner, I took Gretel around the block, thinking intently about whether I should still be seeing Bill when my feelings about him were lukewarm. My reward for this introspection (a.k.a. not paying attention) was to slam my toe into a piece of the sidewalk pushed up by a tree root. 

I swore and limped onward. Who would walk Gretel if I hurt myself? The kids were too far away and the dog walker was expensive. Bill wouldn’t do it. He wasn’t too fond of Gretel and she wasn’t too fond of him either. There was a rivalry there from the moment they met when Bill came to pick me up for our second date. Gretel got between us as soon as he came to the door and growled when he kissed me on the cheek. She was nicer to random delivery people! I had admonished her right away. 

Bill was a retired entertainment lawyer originally from New York. He’d been divorced for more than twenty years, and funnily enough, he had known my late husband Simon through work—though, since I use my maiden name, it took us a while to make that connection. 

A few years after he retired, Bill moved to Sherman Oaks to be near his grandchildren. When he decided to put some plants in the little patch of land outside his ground-floor condo, a mutual friend set us up for coffee. 

The thing is, when you’ve lost your beloved mate, you don’t want just anyone. You want that person back. 

Bill was not that person. But he was an interesting guy, a big reader, and, as it happened, we liked the same food. He was also devoted to his grandkids, which was admittedly a turn-on for me. On the days his daughter worked, he picked the kids up from their pre-schools and babysat. It spoke to good character. Though I was certainly nervous about becoming intimate with someone after Simon died, it had been an easy relationship to fall into. 

I sighed, prompting a sweet look from Gretel, whose attention and sensitivity to my moods sometimes seemed preternatural.

I was grateful for a good night’s sleep. By morning my foot felt fine. It was a lovely fall day, and I took Gretel on a hike, then updated my blog, adding several photos of the plants I’d seen that morning. I wrote a few paragraphs about the beauty of California natives and offered suggestions for a follower’s recently planted succulents.

Ever since I’d seen that impossible photo of me with my dead brother and husband, I’d wondered why I didn’t have any photos of my brother displayed in my apartment. I had plenty of Simon, the kids and the rest of my family, but none of Ben. 

Lily and I had digitized all the family photos when we moved our elderly parents into assisted living. I pulled out the first CD and scrolled through it. Within an hour, I had some good candidates—one from a toddler birthday party, another from our first day of kindergarten, and the last one professionally taken at a department store when we were about eight. I put photo paper in the printer and it whirred into action. While the printer worked, I perused other photos, and thought about everything from the silly Halloween costumes I’d worn over the years to how much Lily now looked like my mother. And then a shot of Ben and me in fifth grade, one I had completely forgotten.

Ben and I were mid-June babies—yes, for all the astrology fans, Geminis and twins. Since it was the end of the school year, our separate classes had merged for a joint birthday party. I recognized a couple of my elementary school classmates in the background, and I could see my mother standing near the door talking to Ben’s teacher. Ben and I wore our obligatory birthday crowns—construction paper bands (pink for me, blue for Ben) with eleven paper candles glued onto each. Ben had purple birthday cake icing around his mouth and I stood at his side, my own birthday crown somewhat askew, gazing at him with amusement and adoration. It was a great photo. It brought back memories. 

Oh, Ben. Ben. My beloved brother, so many years gone now. I examined his happy boy’s face from before he lost his bearings, and all the tears that I’d held back flooded out. There was loneliness and there was regret, no matter how many times I told myself it wasn’t my fault. Logic notwithstanding, I continued to berate myself. How could I have not seen it in time? 

When I ran out of tears, I splashed my face with cold water. I examined myself in the mirror. Still blotchy but the bump on my forehead had gone down a little. I decided—optimistically—that it was a sign, to put all the strange events of the past few weeks behind me. I had simply needed a good cry, that was all.

Bill called after lunch 

We got together maybe once a week, and he was the one who usually called to set up dates. I didn’t like to leave Gretel alone overnight so Bill usually came to my place. Sherman Oaks is about 20 minutes away from Santa Monica by freeway—but only in the dead of night. The rest of the time it can take anywhere from forty-five minutes to forever. Not particularly convenient, but the distance suited me more than I wanted to let on. 

When Bill spent the night, it was under Gretel’s little-too-watchful gaze. It wasn’t completely awkward, but it wasn’t ideal. In truth, over time Bill and Gretel had somewhat warmed to each other. At least she didn’t growl at him anymore. And, though I was glad—and relieved—about that, I knew I wasn’t “all in” either, which might be what Gretel sensed. 

In spite of Nora’s prompting, I hadn’t (yet?) introduced Bill to any of my kids. I’d met his daughter a few times when I was just the garden lady and she had dropped by, but lately I’d sensed that Bill wanted to be included more in my family. I was also beginning to realize—as someone in the kinda-sweet spot between friend-with-benefits and girlfriend—that I had no interest in defining our relationship further, and even less in including him in my family gatherings. 

I did like Bill. I also liked not always relying on friends to see movies, try new restaurants, or get out of the house for an evening. Bill seemed to have only one character flaw—a bit of a temper. It certainly wasn’t dangerous, or even notable for a guy of his generation, and he’d never directed it at me, but I had heard him lose it a few times on the phone, and once with a waiter who wasn’t paying proper attention to our table. 

All of which made me feel a certain amount of guilt about our relationship—and also explained my hesitation talking about it with Nora. So, that day, when Bill volunteered to drive over and take me out to dinner, I said yes, and hoped like heck I wouldn’t have any of my weird spells in his presence. If I’d felt genuinely close to him, I might have confided my embarrassing secret about seeing and hearing things that weren’t there, but I wasn’t ready to talk to anyone about it yet. It had been hard enough to tell Dr. Graham—and even for him, I had skimmed over most of the details.

Bill picked me up and at dinner we had a lovely time discussing the abysmal political situation—making grand statements about how wrong everything was, and cheering each other on—but afterwards, as we drove back to my apartment, I realized that I was not in the mood to keep talking. I was tired and wanted to be alone. At least the traffic was dying down. I wouldn’t have to feel too bad about sending Bill back to the freeway.  

As we approached my block, I said, “Bill?”

“Hmm?” We were at the stop sign. 

“Would it be terrible if I didn’t invite you in?” 

He looked over at me and asked, “Are you feeling okay?”

The perfect excuse. I could work with that.

A car in back of us honked. We’d been sitting at the stop sign a few seconds too long. Bill drove forward.

“Um, not really,” I said. “I think the wine might have had those sulfite things. I may be getting a migraine,” (not even remotely true) “and if I am, it won’t be pretty.”

His forehead creased in concern. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Do you want me to take Gretel out for you before I leave?” 

I tried not to wince at his kindness. He didn’t know I was lying, but still. “No, but that’s very sweet of you.” I tried out a pained smile. “The night air sometimes helps.” 

We chastely kissed good night in the car, and gentleman that he was, Bill made sure I got inside before he drove on. I felt guilty again—he was such a nice guy—but I also felt relieved.
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A few uneventful days allowed me to relax. I met a friend for lunch. I noodled with my website and looked through more photos from my past. My dreams were full of activity and intrigue, but at least I woke in the morning with the right book on my bedside table. I almost felt like myself again. 

Tom, my eldest, came up from Orange County for a visit. We took Gretel for a walk in the park and sat on a bench overlooking the ocean. Tom talked about his loopy ex and her loopy childrearing methods. I wished there was something I could do, but it would only make the situation worse. Denise was a slave to the New Age Panic of the Week. Poor Matt had a ridiculously limited diet—no dairy, wheat, eggs, eggplant, tomatoes (I couldn’t keep track of the whole list)—and she took him to a doctor I wasn’t sure had an actual M.D. But expressing my opinion to Tom for the umpteenth time would only make him feel worse. So I didn’t. 

I could see Tom was gearing up to ask me a question. I waited. He’d get to it. We sat silently watching the walkers, runners, strollers, dogs, and families, all out on a pleasant autumn day. 

“How old was your brother when he started doing drugs?” 

Ah.

“We were both about thirteen,” I answered. “I thought you knew that. It wasn’t much at first, just pot, which wasn’t very strong then anyway.”

“Yeah,” said Tom, scratching Gretel under her chin. “I think Matt’s friends may be smoking.”

I listened and decided that I shouldn’t pile fuel on any potential fires. For me and lots of my friends, smoking pot was a rite of passage, a way of saying We aren’t like you! to the adults. Fairly harmless. But there are always a few kids who, for whatever reason—genetics? environment?—begin to prefer life in an altered state of consciousness. Ben was pure proof that there is no telling who will go which way, or how serious it might become. 

“We were raised in the same house, we were the same age, and for a long time we had a lot of friends in common,” I said. “He fell into drugs and I didn’t, and I have a few cobbled-together theories, but I don’t really know why it was him and not me. Or if there even was a why.” Tom seemed subdued, stroking Gretel’s big head, which she’d kindly placed in his lap. “Are you worried?”

“I don’t know,” he answered. “I don’t know if anything’s going on at all.”

“Why do you think his friends are smoking?” 

“I picked him and some friends up at a birthday party. One of those big OC houses, you know?” 

I nodded.

“It’s not like I don’t know the smell,” he said, shaking his head ruefully. “I had three of them in the car, and who knows who did what?—-if anything? I debated talking to Matt about it after we dropped off the other kids.” 

Gretel nosed further onto Tom’s lap and he heaved her head off, got up, and leaned back on the concrete fence, looking at me. “I hate not saying what’s on my mind with him, but he’s gotten touchy, and if he complains to his mom...”

“I know, sweetie.” I stood up too, pulling Gretel over with us. “It’s important that you bring it up, though.”

“Yeah,” Tom said. We stood in silence, looking out over the almost empty autumn beach.

I debated what advice to give, if any. These decisions never get easier. I had the same debates with Simon when Tom and his brother and sister were young—what amount of what to say? Would they do Y because I said X? How much of my own experience to disclose? And I’d had Simon to bounce my fears off of. Denise was the last person with whom Tom could discuss any concerns.

“It won’t hurt to talk to him about Ben,” I said. “It happened, it’s a fact. Family history.”

“It made a big difference for me,” Tom said. “I remember his funeral and how you cried like a crazy person. I’d never seen that before.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I knew it scared you.” 

“It did.” Tom put his arm around my shoulder to let me know it was all water under the bridge. Tom was such a good guy. He couldn’t even blame me for something I did. 

Nora and Anton had been too young to go to the funeral but Tom was seven. He loved his glamorous uncle and had lobbied hard to go. I took the easy way out and let him come along. Simon didn’t think it was a bad idea, either. 

Then, during the burial, standing in front of the coffin that rainy morning, I collapsed, unable to stop crying or catch my breath. How could my twin, the boy who had shared my life from the beginning, be lowered into the cold muddy ground without me? My parents, who I should have “been there for,” were a mess, but Simon and my father helped me up and held me for the rest of the service. When my vision finally cleared, I saw my little Tom leaning on Simon’s other side, and I saw how my emotion had frightened him. My sweet boy.

“You’re a good soul,” I said.

Tom laughed ruefully. “If only it would help me talk to my kid!”

I thought about Tom’s predicament after he headed back home. I wouldn’t wish parenting with a neurotic ex on anyone, least of all my son. He seemed to have inherited my sense of responsibility for everyone and everything—from the care he took of his son all the way through issues like the plight of the rainforest, Monarch butterflies, and the ozone layer. Was it genetic? Nora and Anton certainly didn’t take on the world with such seriousness. 

Something in me changed at Ben’s funeral all those years ago. I decided that I couldn’t collapse and still be a good mother. Number One on the list of top parenting tips: Don’t scare the kids. Hell, I had scared myself. I had never experienced such a physical outpouring of grief before, and I haven’t since. My parents died in their eighties, so we knew it was coming, and we all could guess Simon wasn’t going to make it after the initial treatments failed. But Ben—it had felt like my entire world turned inside out. I still carried a strangely palpable sense of lack, a part of me gone forever. 

That day at Ben’s funeral, Tom—young as he was—saw first-hand the effects of drug addiction on the family left behind. It made sense that Tom would fret. Thinking back, I realized I had no idea if Tom had ever dabbled in drugs in high school or college. He did tell me—appalled—that a huge number of his architecture school classmates used prescription stimulants bought from friends. 

Nora and Anton had been different. No real crises, but I knew they experimented. And in spite of what happened to Ben, I had no such fears about Nora and Anton. I could see they were fine. I knew what to look for, possibly because of Ben. My parents wouldn’t have had any idea. It was a different time; rehab wasn’t a thing. 

That night I dreamed that Ben, Simon, and I were on a hike with Mabel, our childhood beagle. The day was drizzly, the trail muddy, slick, and steep. Unaccountably, I wore sandals. Mud clung to my feet and slowed me down. I stopped to try to take off the sandals, but mud glued the buckles in place. Mabel, always eager, strained at her leash. My feet got heavier. I stopped again, this time to try to kick the mud off. Simon took Mabel’s leash from me and he and Ben moved farther up the hill. They disappeared around a turn in the trail. When I got to the turn myself, they were already gone. I tried to hurry, but now each footstep slid backwards. I could see something on the trail ahead, a little bundle of red, brown, black, and white. I struggled forward and looked down to see what was left of Mabel, her empty skin, blood pooled in the mud puddles around her. I screamed and woke up.

I was drenched in sweat and my heart was racing. The meaning of the dream was obvious but frightening anyway—death took my loved ones and left me behind. I knew that already. I also knew that my conversation with Tom had sparked the dream. Neither of those choice bits of insight helped calm me down, though; I was thoroughly awake. I turned on the light and picked up my book, and read until it was light outside.

Lily called the next morning from her car. She almost never called me, so I was suspicious. Suspicious but curious, too. 

“I’m headed to the club,” Lily said. 

Lily practically ran her local country club. She played tennis. We were so very different. 

She said, “The tennis pro is retiring. I need to do the seating for the dinner. Hang on a second.”

I heard the rhythmic click of her turn signal. 

“Sorry about that,” she said. “It’s a tough corner and I needed to concentrate. I think my eyes are getting worse.”

“You and me both,” I said. 

“Nora called me.”

“Oh, I know what this is about!” I chuckled. When Nora was worried she consulted her Aunt Lily. “I had a teensy fall. No big deal, not Gretel’s fault, not a sign of catastrophe, just a regular accident.”

I heard Lily snort. She continued, “But due diligence here, are you sure you’re okay? Did that big dog of yours knock you over? Nora seemed to think you were covering for her.” 

“No. Maybe.” I had to laugh again. “I got startled and fell right over her, poor girl. I couldn’t fool Nora—my hair’s too thin to cover the bruise.”

“Yeah, she told me,” Lily said. “Remember how Mom used to tell us we should be grateful our hair wasn’t as thick as hers? Like it was some burden to have that mass of gorgeous hair. It’s all I can do to keep my scalp from getting sunburned with a hat on. I’m waiting for them to make shampoo with sunscreen in it!”

This was familiar and comfortable territory for Lily and me. The annoyances of getting old and the memories of our parents. Taking care of them in their last years had brought us together. Even Ben’s death hadn’t been a powerful enough magnet for such different sisters, but we’d been younger then, full of our own lives—when Ben died, I’d had three small children, and Lily had recently been promoted to partner in her firm. Sharing a room as children, it turned out, had done nothing to help us get along. We were too different. 

“You’re alright?” she asked. “Not keeping any secrets from the kids?” 

It was a little too close to the truth, but I laughed it off.

“And that guy you’re seeing? What’s his name?” she asked.

“Bill,” I answered.

“You still seeing him?”

I harrumphed. “Inquiring minds want to know?”

“Of course!” Lily said. “I take my Aunt Lily responsibilities very seriously. Prying into your life is one of those responsibilities.”

“You can tell Nora that I’m fine. Really.” 

I heard the car motor slow and shift. Lily said, “Well
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