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Chapter One

Melody Marcus pulled a piece of paper from the pocket of her skirt and smoothed out its creases on the lectern in front of her. She looked down at her shoes—the black Doc Martens her mother, Delia, said looked like combat boots, “which is fine, if that’s the look you’re going for,” which was clearly not an endorsement—then trained her eyes on the pink-and-purple gladiolus at the back of the room so it seemed as though she was looking at the crowd, which, to a person, had grown perfectly still when she rose from her chair and walked up to the microphone. The place was packed, with neighbors and relatives who had flown in the night before or driven up from the city, and friends of her parents and two rows of her father’s employees, her friend, Karolina, and some other kids from school who ordinarily would not have acknowledged her existence, the mean girls and the dopey boys in their thrall, and strangers, so many strangers. It was a good crowd, her mother would have said if she’d been there, but she was not, because she was dead—two days dead already. “Jews like to get theirs in the ground right away,” she’d heard a woman somewhere behind her whisper before the service began, though Delia would not be going into the ground, not that way. There was no casket, no need for a phalanx of solemn men to shoulder her body, permanently sequestered in a pine box, no need for a hearse to deliver it to a hole that had been dug that morning. Delia had been reduced to ash, and her cremains, as the funeral director, Mr. Mason, called them, were packed into a terra-cotta urn resting on a table to the left of the lectern where Melody stood, feeling the hectic drumbeat of her heart. To remind everyone that Delia had been a real, live person just two days before, Mr. Mason had set up a digital picture frame next to the urn, broadcasting pictures of her mother, whose face, more often than not, was obscured by the big-brimmed hats she wore to shield her face from the sun because, she said, she didn’t want to end up a wrinkled old woman. What was it that people said? Be careful what you wish for? Well, Delia Marcus would neither grow old nor get wrinkled.

Melody was in shock. That’s what everyone kept telling her—Mr. Mason, the police, the women who materialized on their doorstep with casseroles and deli platters—so she guessed she was. Two days ago, she was in her room with the door closed with Mumford & Sons playing through the tinny speakers of her laptop, ostensibly studying for the SAT but mostly scrolling aimlessly through the internet. She was a senior, and a good enough student, and the last thing she wanted to do on the weekends was sit in yet another classroom listening to some Harvard graduate—who, for some reason, was working for the Princeton Review and not Goldman Sachs—explain all the tricks that got him ten points shy of a perfect score. The deal was that she’d study on her own, and if her scores weren’t high enough, she’d take the class. Her father, Eddie, was at the club, palling around with his regular crew. (“Bag man,” they called him, because he was the CEO of the biggest, and most lucrative, paper bag company in the country. “Even if you’ve got flying cars and people living on Mars, you’re always going to need paper bags. They’re evergreen,” he’d say, laughing at his own joke. Eddie, gregarious and affable, was a man of many jokes.) It had been a crazy-wet summer, and the ground had finally dried out enough to play the full eighteen holes. Delia was off on a shopping expedition—something about sniffing out a sample sale somewhere. Hunting and gathering was her favorite pastime, though earlier in her life, before Melody, she’d been a lawyer at a firm in Manhattan, a litigator.

Melody didn’t hear the doorbell. Didn’t hear the knocking. And then, suddenly, their next-door neighbor, Mrs. Schein, was standing outside her bedroom, frantically calling her name. “Come!” she commanded, when Melody opened the door.

She followed the woman down the stairs, where two uniformed state troopers, a man and a woman, were standing with their arms folded across their chests as if they were cold.

They asked Melody to state her name. She told them. They asked her to tell them her age. “Seventeen,” she said.

They asked her to sit down and pointed to the staircase. “Am I in trouble?” she asked. Had they found weed in her school locker? She didn’t think she would have been so stupid, but she’d heard stories of the police planting drugs on people.

The officers looked at each other and then back at her. “What? No,” the man said. He seemed flustered.

The woman took a step toward her and squatted down so they were eye to eye. “There’s been an accident,” she said, and put her hand on Melody’s knee. “When your mom was on the Saw Mill Parkway,” she began, and Melody could see the whole thing: the narrow, twisty road, her mother’s tendency to take the corners too fast.

The male cop cleared his throat. “It was the rain,” he said, which confused her. It was a perfect, blue-sky day.

The female cop looked up at him and shook her head. “There’s no easy way to say this,” she said, tightening her grip on Melody’s knee. The look of concern on the cop’s face, the hand on her knee, the scripted words, reminded Melody of an after-school TV movie. She almost said so, too, almost laughed—was that shock?

“A rock—a boulder, actually—fell from the ledge above the road and crashed through the roof of her car,” the cop continued.

Mrs. Schein took a quick, deep breath and let out a strange guttural sound. Melody shut her eyes, but there was no unseeing: the car, pancaked; Delia, squished like a bug.

“Is she dead?” Melody asked, even though she knew the answer.

“She didn’t know what hit her,” the male cop said.

Out of nowhere, Melody felt a bolt of anger rip through her body. “Why do people always say that?” she said. “Maybe she didn’t know what hit her, but she definitely knew something hit her. She definitely knew that!”

The female cop rubbed her knee. Melody didn’t remember who said it first, but someone told her she was in shock. Maybe it was Mrs. Schein, but she didn’t think so, not yet. She could hear sirens coming closer. An ambulance, with Delia in it? But that made no sense: Delia was dead.

“That’s going to be your father,” the female cop said, which also made no sense. How would they know where to find him?

“I told them that I saw him put his golf clubs in the Porsche,” Mrs. Schein volunteered, answering a question Melody hadn’t actually asked. But it wasn’t her father, it was more police, two local guys who heard about the accident on their scanner. Eddie Marcus was a generous donor to their annual Christmas toy drive.

Later—though Melody couldn’t say how much later, since time was no longer marked in regular increments but, instead, by a before and an after—the house was filled with people. Her father was there, parked at the kitchen table with his head mostly in his hands, surrounded by his golfing buddies and their wives, like linebackers protecting their quarterback. Neighbors she knew only by sight and who didn’t know one another milled around the living room, passing plates of cookies and telling stories about Delia—how she always waved when she saw them on the street, how she’d just gotten that red Audi—trying to claim their bona fides. Her mother’s hairdresser, Jeffrey, had shown up, and so had Stephen, Delia’s personal trainer, though she’d fallen off that wagon a few months earlier when she’d gotten tendonitis in her right elbow playing tennis. Both were talking to a woman in a pale-green caftan whose blond hair flowed past her waist, who was somehow connected to Delia’s brother, who had, theoretically, renounced all worldly things, including his family, after he’d followed a celebrity yogi to India years before.

Their housekeeper, Maria, who’d taken a livery cab from Mount Vernon when she’d heard the news, was buzzing around with a Marcus paper bag in her hand, tossing in used Solo cups and empty wine bottles that had also somehow materialized in the house. Before Melody retreated to her bedroom, she heard someone say that the accident was all over the news, and that one of the TV stations had obtained dashcam footage of the boulder hurtling toward Delia’s car, but not the moment it hit. “It was like a meteor,” they said. And someone else said, “Like the dinosaurs.” She closed the door and lay on her bed and looked up at the glow-in-the-dark stars her parents had stuck to the ceiling when she was small and waited for the tears to come.

Melody ran her fingers through her hair. Her mother was right—had been right—she needed a haircut. The dirty-blond corkscrew curls that had been cute when she was a child had blossomed into an unruly light-brown mess that, as Delia would sometimes remind her, made her look like their old poodle mutt, Rowdy—also dead—when he needed to go to the groomer’s. She adjusted the microphone, tapped it twice, and listened to the sound ricochet around the room. It roused her father, who raised his bowed head and looked straight at her, but vacantly, as if he didn’t know where he was or who she was, even though it was his idea that she eulogize her mother because, he said, he had “no words.” And it did seem so. He’d hardly uttered a complete sentence since he’d found out, unless the word “why” counted as both subject and object. The rent-a-rabbi was fine leading the prayers, but he didn’t know Delia and wasn’t in a position to say anything meaningful, although standing there, Melody wasn’t sure she was, either. Her right leg, shielded by both the lectern and the below-the-knee black godet skirt she’d found in Delia’s closet that fit like Cinderella’s slipper, was shaking from nerves. She tried to stop it, but it seemed to have a life of its own.

“Good morning,” she said, when it was no longer possible to keep stalling. It wasn’t good, obviously. How could it be? Maybe if they’d been Christian and believed Delia was now in a better place, but they weren’t, and she wasn’t, and everyone knew that. She took a deep breath and gripped the sides of the lectern as if they were gunwales on a rocking boat and began. “Delia Danziger Marcus,” she said slowly, carefully enunciating each syllable, “was not my mother.” She heard someone gasp.

“Let me clarify that,” she said. “Delia Danziger Marcus was not my biological mother.” She paused to let this sink in, though, she figured, most of the people gathered there knew this already. “If it were not for her, and for my dad”—she nodded in the direction of her father—“I don’t know what my life would be like right now. But I do know that I would not be standing up here, telling you about this amazing woman who rescued me from foster care when I was just about three.”

As she heard her own words, she realized she was stating the obvious: Of course she wouldn’t be standing there talking about her adoptive mother if she hadn’t been adopted by her. She imagined her brilliant friend Lily, a Cardinal scholar at Stanford, who she’d known since they met at “adoption” day camp when she was five and Lily not yet seven, wagging her finger and saying “Department of Redundancy Department” and letting out a delighted giggle. Melody plowed ahead. The one thing she knew about eulogies from the cursory research she’d done online was that they should verbally photoshop the deceased and cast their story as a hero’s journey.

“To be honest,” Melody continued, “I don’t remember much, except that when the social worker told me I’d be getting a new mummy, apparently I burst out crying because I thought mummies were dead people.” There was faint, polite laughter, and she was suddenly aware that she probably should not have made a dead mother joke. But the thing was, Delia liked to tell that story, and when she did, it made people chuckle—but of course, Delia was alive when she said it. And it could have been apocryphal. What almost-three-year-old knew about mummies?

Melody remembered little of life before the Marcuses. She was called Jane then, a name given to her by someone, though she did not know who. It was generic, as if the person who bestowed it didn’t want to imprint themselves on her. But Delia had other ideas. “We named you Melody because once you arrived, our family was finally complete and we were living in harmony,” she explained. The funny thing was that in adoption-world, Melody was damaged goods. People wanted babies. Newborns. She was well past that when she moved in with Delia and Eddie, and big for her age, and already “had a mouth.” But Delia, the litigator, was used to verbal contests and felt confident that a toddler would be no match for her. For his part, Eddie claimed he was happy to be getting a child who wouldn’t have to resort to crying when she was hungry or tired or needed something she couldn’t articulate. “There are fewer surprises with the older ones,” Delia said when they picked Rowdy, who was already housebroken—like her!— out of an online album of available dogs. It wasn’t lost on Melody, when she thought about it a few years later, that maybe that was how her parents had approached adopting a child, too, though the mast cell tumors Rowdy got four years after they rescued him definitely caught them unawares. Melody was thirteen then, and attached to the dog, and there was no way she was going to let the good boy die. “What’s money for?” she said to her parents when the vet explained how much the surgery would cost, repeating back to them the very words they’d exclaim when flying first class or heading out to dinner at the Four Seasons. Rowdy got the surgery. “The kid’s going to be a lawyer, just like her mother,” Eddie told his friends.

“Let me tell you about Delia,” Melody said. “She was, as we say now, fashion forward, which would have shocked anyone who knew her in college, when she lived in a pair of overalls—though I suppose since she had denim overalls, brown corduroy overalls, cornflower-blue overalls, quilted overalls, flannel-lined overalls, and train-engineer-striped overalls, the seeds of her fashionability”—she paused, wondered for a second if that was even a word, smiled in case it wasn’t so they’d think she knew it wasn’t, just in case—“were there all along. She was a graduate of Columbia Law School, but she gave up the law to raise me.” (This was an outright lie: Delia had already left her firm.) “She told me once that she fell in love with Eddie—back when he had hair, by the way, so obviously a long time ago—because she once saw him slip a twenty-dollar bill to a homeless man when he thought she wasn’t looking. But she was looking, and when she called him out on it because she was sure the guy was going to turn around and buy drugs or alcohol, he told her he wasn’t the vice squad, and that you could never really know what someone else was going through, which made her realize that, unlike most of the men she had dated, he was a mensch, and a mensch was a better bet for the long run.” (What Melody didn’t say was that this was not long after Alan Marcus, Eddie’s older brother, who had schizophrenia, died of exposure on a Cambridge street near MIT, where he’d gone to school before he got sick. What she also didn’t say, because no one ever told her outright, was that what Eddie called Alan’s “condition” was the reason, he told Delia soon after they met, that he was happy not to have biological children. He’d rather roll the dice with someone else’s genetic material.)

Melody looked over at her father, whose chin was resting on his chest. If Delia had been there, she would have whispered to him to sit up straight. She was a stickler for good posture, especially in the worst circumstances. What Melody saw, too late, was that if he were to look up, the photos of Delia would be in his line of sight, and it was too much. He loved his wife, but now he didn’t have a wife, and those pictures proved it. He had been proud of her—proud of her Columbia degree, proud that she threw herself into the civic life of their suburban town (zoning board, planning board, ethics commission), proud that she “took care of herself” even if it was expensive—or maybe because it was expensive, proud that she didn’t have to work a drudge job, or any job, unless she wanted to, and proud of himself for making that happen, though he’d never say so. He was a balding guy with a bit of a belly, happy to let his wife choose his clothes and needle him about joining a gym, a well-respected captain of industry who never forgot what it was like to be a private. Marcus Bags was a multimillion-dollar company with factories around the country and a supply chain that stretched from the Carolinas to China. On Eddie’s desk was a bronze paperweight that said THE BUCK STOPS HERE, in an office as cramped and cluttered as their five-bedroom home (with a view of the Hudson from the oversized tub in the master bath) was spacious and refined. When Melody was old enough to sound out words, she pointed to the paperweight and said, “Is that why we’re rich?” because as far as she knew, a buck was a dollar, and if all the bucks stopped with Eddie, then. . . . Eddie had laughed.

“It means I’m responsible for everything that happens here,” he said. (Was this the first time Delia told her that they weren’t rich, they were wealthy, as if there was a distinction?) At work he was the boss, no question about it. But at home the boss was definitely Delia, and he deferred to her, not out of weakness or disinterest but, again, out of pride. And now?

“What more is there to say?” Melody asked rhetorically, wrapping up after a series of anecdotes that she hoped captured Delia’s spirit. “Everything—and nothing. Thank you, Mom.” She lifted the pieces of paper from the lectern and refolded them, and as she was sticking them back in her pocket, someone began to clap. It was just one person at first, but then, as she was walking back to her seat, a few others joined in, and then the whole room erupted in applause. Did people clap at funerals? Melody wondered. She’d only been to a few, and she didn’t remember that happening.

She turned and walked back to the microphone, and the clapping stopped, and she was relieved. “I forgot to say that you are all invited back to our house for a”—she caught herself before saying “party”—“reception,” and sat down again. The rabbi came up, thanked her, said a few words in Hebrew, and it was over.

But nobody moved. It dawned on Melody that they were waiting for her and her father to leave first, so she tapped him on the shoulder and led him out the back exit, so they wouldn’t have to walk down the long aisle, exposed. There was a black town car waiting to drive them the seven miles to Cornell Drive—all the neighboring streets were named after Ivies, too. The driver opened the car door, and Eddie, who was dabbing his eyes with one of the monogrammed handkerchiefs Delia had gotten for him a few years before, got in first.

“Miss, miss!” It was Mr. Mason, the funeral director, jogging toward her, carrying what looked like a football under his arm. “You forgot this!” And handed her the urn with what was left of her mother.




Chapter Two

The first time Melody saw the house at 58 Cornell Drive, she was certain it was a palace. “Is that where a king and queen live?” she was supposed to have said—of course she had no memory of looking up at the brick facade strung with ivy that had been strategically placed to make the house seem older than it was.

Her room, on the second floor, with its own bathroom, was stocked with stuffed animals and two American Girl dolls (Felicity and Josefina), like a Toys“R”Us. They were piled high on a canopy bed, with drawers underneath filled with Hanna Andersson pajamas and J.Crew separates. The black trash bag that held the remnants of her first three years went straight to the town dump before it could contaminate the message Delia wanted to convey: that those years, the Jane years, did not exist. This was where Melody’s life began.

And now, nearly fifteen years later, she was standing in the grand entrance to that house—under the Georg Jensen chandelier, on the Italian tile Delia had shipped from Siena after seeing something similar in a church, of all places—greeting guests, thanking them for coming, and directing them to a spread the caterers had laid out on the cherry-wood dining room table that could seat sixteen, fully extended, under another Jensen light fixture. “I’m so sorry,” they said, almost to a person, and “You were so lucky to have her as your mother,” which Melody couldn’t help but hear as “You’re so lucky to have landed in this 5,600-square-foot house in this upscale neighborhood with such generous people as your parents.”

Someone—maybe one of Eddie’s business associates—came up behind her and told her that they’d run out of ice, and she wanted to ask him what he wanted her to do about it, because why, all of a sudden, was that her responsibility? But he was saying, “So why don’t I run over to the 7-Eleven and get some,” and left before she could say anything, even “thanks.”

“You look good, hon, despite everything.” It was Marcia Yandel, Delia’s doubles partner, good friend, and sometimes rival, though neither would admit that. She gave Melody’s arm a squeeze. “How are you holding up?”

But before Melody could answer with the obligatory “fine under the circumstances,” Marcia let out a small squeal because her son, Daniel, “the genius,” who was studying ethnomusicology at Wellesley, or maybe Wesleyan, Melody couldn’t keep straight which one was the women’s college, was walking up the driveway. (“If he’s such a genius, then why is he majoring in people banging on drums?” Delia would say, but never to Marcia.)

Danny Yandel was taller than Melody remembered, and thinner, and he’d ditched the unsightly dreadlocks, which Marcia was certain he’d grown just to embarrass her. Instead he had a buzz cut, almost down to the scalp, as if he had just reported for boot camp, or had lice, or cancer—though if it were cancer, she was sure she’d have heard about it. Danny was Marcia’s favorite topic of conversation. “The Russians could drop a nuclear bomb, and Marcia would still be chattering about Danny,” Delia had said more than once, even though she, too, admired him. (Hackley valedictorian; Harvard book prize; stem cell research intern at Rockefeller when he was in tenth grade.) After high school, the boy had spent time in Ghana, where, much to his mother’s dismay, his interest shifted from medicine to indigenous instrumentation. Now he was a college senior with not a single premed course on his transcript, and the life his mother had envisioned for him was in shambles.

As he got closer, Melody could see that Danny was wearing a black-and-gray dashiki under a navy-blue blazer, chinos, and red high-tops with red-and-white laces striped like candy canes. And he had an earring, just one, a turquoise stud in the shape of a butterfly, in his left ear. She suppressed a laugh, imagining what Delia would say about his “look.” Something that sounded like a compliment but wasn’t. She was good at that.

Danny was checking her out, too. “Nice shoes,” he said as he approached. She could feel Marcia grimace on behalf of Delia. Complaining about their children’s sartorial choices was one of their favorite topics.

“Nice earring,” she said.

“It’s a blue morpho,” he said. “They’re not really blue, I mean this one is, obviously, but in the wild they’re not. They only look blue, which is a cool metaphor,” though he didn’t say for what.

“It was good of you to come,” Melody said, “all the way from”—she took a guess—“Connecticut.” She was pretty sure that’s where Wesleyan, if that’s where he went to school, was.

“We’re on break,” he said.

“But he would have come in any case,” Marcia interjected.

“Yeah,” he said, “your mom was great. It sucks. The way she died,” he added.

That’s one way of putting it, Melody thought but did not say. People were obtuse. Even geniuses.

He gave her a polite hug and moved on, stepping into the foyer, followed by Marcia, who’d had her share of tragedies: a surgeon husband in his prime who had a stroke while running on a treadmill but didn’t die for another couple of years, and another son, Danny’s older brother, Seth, who went to Israel junior year, stayed there, became Hasidic, changed his name to Gedaliah, and now had five children he would not let her visit. Still, in the unstated scorekeeping that dominated her friendship with Delia, Delia had just won for all time by getting obliterated by a stray chunk of schist.

A short woman whose thin face was framed by a puff of white hair came over and took both of Melody’s hands in hers. “You did a beautiful job, dear. Delia would have loved your eulogy.”

“Thank you,” Melody said, unsure who she was or how she could have known what Delia would have thought. Someone’s cousin, or someone’s cousin’s great-aunt, maybe. From what she could tell, funerals brought relatives out of the woodwork the way a rainstorm drew worms from the soil.

“I’m sure Dad would love to see you,” Melody said, though she was fairly certain that he wouldn’t. Since they’d gotten home, Eddie had been parked in the Eames chair Delia had gotten him for his fiftieth birthday, a year ago. His socked feet were resting on the ottoman—Delia had trained him well: he had taken his shoes off as soon as he got home—so no one could sit there. Guests came over to talk anyway, standing over him, or squatting if they had the knees for it. They would touch his arm, and he’d smile wanly, and pretend to be listening to whatever they had to say about his wife, but he didn’t want to hear it. He just wanted to roll back the tape to two days ago, before he had left for his golf game, and before Delia had pulled her red Audi out of the garage. If he had told her not to go, she would be here now, and all these people would not. If he had told her not to go—but when, ever, did he do that?

Melody’s phone buzzed in her pocket. She’d set it to vibrate when she got home, knowing that the only person who might call was the one person she cared about who could not be there, her friend Lily, in California. They’d talked the night before, when Melody was struggling with the eulogy, when she was waiting for the tears to come, when she felt, she said, “encased in numbness.” The image that came to mind was a fossil, preserved in amber, though she didn’t know if she was the fossil or the amber.

“Grief is weird,” Lily said. “I don’t think it’s supposed to be linear. You’re grieving.”

“Am I? I could hear Eddie wailing last night. It was awful. He sounded like one of those elephants that watch their babies get shot by poachers. But I can’t seem to cry. It’s like I don’t know how to. It doesn’t make sense.”

“It’s not supposed to make sense,” Lily said. “I mean, it doesn’t make sense, right? In what world does what happened to your mom make sense?”

Melody pulled out her phone and read what her friend had written.

LILY: I heard that your eulogy killed!

And then a smiley-face emoji. Only Lily could get away with a joke like that. Before Melody could answer, she saw that Lily was still typing.

LILY: Couldn’t help myself. Srsly, how are you?????

MELODY: OK, I guess. This is all just so strange. Call later?

“Mother’s not even in the ground and she’s on her phone already,” Melody heard someone say. A woman, who clearly wanted her to hear.

“Figures.” A man’s voice.

“No kidding,” the woman said.

“Hey,” a third voice, this one whispering. “Don’t listen to them. They’re idiots.” It was Danny, drink in hand, who seemed to have come from nowhere. Danny, who had been her babysitter when she was little and let her play with his Toy Story action figures but since then had all but disappeared from her life. “Come with me,” he said, and grabbed her elbow, and began guiding her in the direction of the kitchen. He let go when they crossed the transom so they could thread their way through the random collection of women, some wearing Delia’s aprons, some from the catering company, slicing cake and transferring canapés onto serving platters, who, as if on cue, stopped talking when she and Danny entered the room.

“Carry on!” Danny said jauntily, downing his drink in a single gulp and leaving the glass on the counter as the two of them made their way to the side door, which he opened for her, waving his hand like a maître d’ showing her to her table.

“Where are we going?” Melody said when they were outside.

“You’ll see,” he said. “Follow me.” And then, when they were out of earshot of the men gathered on the deck, ties loosened, pint glasses in hand, he said, “I’ve got some really excellent weed. Jamaican. Smooth. It will take the edge off.”

Was there an edge? What did that even mean? If there was an edge, would she fall off? But she followed along—because why not?—until they got to her old swing set, an architectural wonder with a spiral slide and a rope ladder like the ones in army recruitment videos, and a turreted playhouse with a cedar shake roof. They hoisted themselves inside, crawling so they wouldn’t hit their heads, and sat down, knees touching, because that’s all the space there was. “I don’t remember the last time I was in here,” Melody said as Danny reached into his blazer pocket, feeling around for matches and the blunt. “It might have been with you.”

The swing set predated her by a few days. When they knew they’d be bringing her home, Delia and Eddie had it shipped express from Canada and built just in time for her arrival. It was magical—she did remember that. Remembered swirling down the slide, over and over again, remembered Delia snapping photographs and worrying she’d get too dizzy—or maybe it was too dirty. It occurred to her, crammed in there with Danny, that Delia, who oversaw the landscapers who oversaw the property, didn’t have the swing set taken down when Melody had outgrown it because it was some sort of symbol, an announcement that a child lived there, a declaration that—like Melody’s name itself—they were a real family. But this thought drifted away as soon as Danny released the smoke from his first hit, punctuated by a rough cough that blasted the vapor into her face. He handed her the joint. She watched it burn for a second, then put it in her mouth, took a draw, and was passing it back to Danny when he said, “Take another one,” so she did. A piece of ash fell on the floor, and she—suddenly high and a little paranoid—said, “Delia will kill us if we start a fire.”

After a while she said, “I wonder how long it will take.”

“To burn it down?” Danny asked.

“No. To get used to, you know, the past tense.”

“Oh,” he said. And then, brightly: “I guess you’ll find out.” And inexplicably, they both started laughing.

“Welcome to the club,” he said, and inhaled deeply. He held his breath and stared at her.

“What club?” she said, taking the joint from his outstretched hand.

Danny exhaled loudly, aiming the smoke at her. He rolled his eyes. “What club?” he repeated.

Melody was confused—and then she wasn’t. “Oh, that club!” she said, and they both started giggling again, till tears began running down Melody’s cheeks.

“Come here,” Danny said and patted the floor next to him.

“No,” she said, petulantly. She was embarrassed. “I wasn’t crying, just so you know,” she said, wiping her eyes. “I was laughing. When I laugh, it looks like I’m crying. Just so you know,” she said again.

“Cool,” he said. They were quiet for a while. “I’m really wasted,” he said, breaking the silence.

Melody appeared to consider this. “What’s it like?” she said.

“Haven’t you ever been high before?” he asked. “I mean, I’m sorry if—”

She cut him off. “No. Of course I have. I meant what’s it like”—she hesitated—“after your parent dies.”

“Ohhh!” he said. “Sorry. My bad. Hmm. Well, I was pretty young. I remember that at first I was really confused. I mean, I guess I knew about death. Our cat got run over and we had a funeral, and my brother, Seth—that was his name then—who is five years older, was the rabbi, which in retrospect was either the spark that put him on the path to becoming an Orthodox Jew, or it was in him already. Anyhow, it was really confusing. I kept forgetting that Dad was dead, but I also kept remembering. For a while I was convinced that it was my fault, which the shrink said was normal. But nothing was normal. Marcia fell apart, and when she got put back together again she was different. Fiercer. More protective. Kept telling people I was going to be a doctor like my dad. Said it so much I was convinced it was true. Like it was my destiny. And it was, till it wasn’t, and it’s been like killing my dad all over again.”

“But you didn’t kill him,” Melody said.

“Not the first time,” he said. “I guess the short answer to your question is that you miss them, and you miss the life you were living, and you wonder how things would have been if it didn’t happen, and you get mad sometimes, and sometimes you get really sad, and sometimes—probably most of the time now—you don’t think about it, and when you realize you’re not thinking about it, you feel like crap. Ow!” He blew on his fingers where the rolling paper had singed them. “I was so busy regaling you with my tale of woe that I let this thing burn down,” he said, repositioning his fingers and taking another hit.

“What’s with the hair?” Melody asked, and reached over and touched the stubble sticking out of his scalp.

He closed his eyes, exhaled, and said, “So I took this course. It was called The White Man’s Burden, which was ironic because you know, who is more privileged than white men—”

“Like you,” she interrupted.

“Exactly,” he said. He opened his eyes. “The class was all about colonialism. Africa. Europe. The Americas.” He stopped speaking. “I’m really high,” he said. “What was I saying?”

“You were saying that you shaved your head because you took some class.”

“Right. The point was, I was doing the same thing with my hair. It was cultural appropriation. I was a white guy with dreads. It was wrong.”

“I’m sure Marcia was thrilled,” Melody said. “She was not a fan.”

“Marcia thinks I’m gay,” he said. “That’s what she tells people, I think so they will assure her that I’m not. She tells me that her hairdresser and her decorator are both gay, as if to prove she’s not homophobic, or because she is. Hard to tell.”

Melody considered this. “She wasn’t too happy about that girl you hooked up with in Ghana,” she said after a bit. “You’ve got to wonder, though, in Marcia’s world, which is worse—being gay or having a Black African girlfriend?”

Danny shook his head. “Now there’s a question,” he said.

They sat peaceably for a few minutes, listening to the squirrels scampering across the roof overhead, and the chickadees in the nearby trees.

“The thing is,” Danny said, breaking the silence, then stopped. “The thing is,” he started again, “sexuality is a social construct.”

“I think you mean gender,” Melody said. This had been a unit in health class, until some of the parents protested.

“Do I?” he said, and she couldn’t tell if he was agreeing with her or challenging her. He stubbed out the roach on the bottom of his sneaker, which didn’t seem safe to Melody, since it was rubber, but she said nothing. Instead she stared at him, taking in his practiced movements, his long fingers, the possibility that he might be balding. When you’re high, she thought, you can see people for who they really are. It was like one of those solvents that art restorers use to reveal the painting underneath the painting. Danny Yandel, she could see, was a tangle of confusions.

“Don’t you have to do a college tour?” he said suddenly. “You should look at Wesleyan.”

“Way to kill the buzz, soldier,” she said. Soldier—where did that come from? The college tour was a rite of passage: a road trip with Mom or Dad or both, to all the places whose decals they’d be happy to stick on the back of their Suburban. Delia had been looking forward to it, wondering if it would jinx Melody’s chances at Tufts or Northwestern or Columbia if they bought the sweatshirt before she’d even applied. They were going to do it in the summer, but then Delia read that it made more sense to go when there were students on campus, so it hadn’t happened yet.

“So,” he said, adopting the singsong inflection of their parents’ friends, “where do you want to go to college?” It was a natural progression. When they were little kids, the adults wanted to know what they wanted to be when they grew up, and when they were teenagers, they wanted to know where they wanted to go to school, as if wanting and going were the same thing.

“I’m thinking of taking a gap year,” Melody said. The thought had just popped up in her brain.

“Cool,” he said. “That’s what I did. Went to Africa and it changed my life.”

“I’ll probably bag groceries at ShopRite. Trader Joe’s if I’m lucky.”

“That’s genius,” Danny said. “College admissions officers love that shit.”




Chapter Three

Candace was driving home from work when she heard the news about the woman who had been crushed to death by a stray boulder a few days earlier. Most of the time she listened to the classical station, not because she loved classical music but because the disc jockeys, if that’s what they were called on public radio, didn’t yell, or dole out unsolicited relationship advice, or yammer on about this or that celebrity breakup. But they were in the midst of their fund drive, begging listeners to be the one hundredth caller and promising a cloth tote bag for fifty dollars and a dog leash branded with the station’s call numbers for seventy-five. As soon as she heard the phones ringing in the background and the station manager thanking “Jeremy in Riverdale” for his support, she switched to the all-news-all-the-time station, where the newscaster—or maybe the right term was news anchor, as if the whole enterprise was a ship that needed to be stabilized, which, she guessed, given the sorry state of journalism, it was—was asking a geology professor from Vassar if she thought the boulder dislodged because of global warming. The professor was hedging, saying that they couldn’t be sure, but that all the rain they’d been having—which she said was predicted by all the climate models—could have caused erosion, which could have unmoored the rock.

“We’ll probably never know,” the professor said, which struck Candace as ridiculous: Why waste everyone’s time if the so-called expert didn’t have a clue? Why even raise the question?

Candace knew that stretch of road. Back when she lived in the city, after her company relocated to Stamford she’d take the Saw Mill for a more scenic drive when she didn’t want to take the train. It never occurred to her to look up in case a huge boulder was barreling toward her. Who would?

Now she lived in Connecticut, in an updated Craftsman bungalow she’d bought not long after her company moved and her human resources job turned into a vice presidency, with a substantial salary that she, a single woman, felt she could not refuse. For a while she’d reverse commuted, getting on the train in Grand Central as everyone else was getting off, only driving when she needed to stay late or meet a colleague for drinks. This also let her take a tax deduction for keeping the car garaged in Manhattan—a cost that could cover rent for a family of four in most other cities. But after a woman who lived in her building was mugged (though not in the building or on their Chelsea block), and after she grew tired of stepping over homeless men sleeping on the steam grates near the 28th Street subway, and after she admitted to herself that she was married to her job, she decided to quit New York City and move to the suburbs. She envisioned a house on the Long Island Sound, or close enough to it to take early morning walks along the beach or sit on a jetty sipping coffee. She imagined being lulled to sleep by the sound of waves washing the sand, instead of sirens and car alarms and cabbies honking their horns.

The bungalow, as it turned out, was nowhere near the beach. It was tucked into the woods, not far from a spring-fed pond. The real estate listing described it as “your own private Walden,” which Candace found a bit redundant—was there such a thing as a nonprivate Walden? But to her surprise, she also found the idea attractive. She dealt with people and their problems all day: someone who needed to take emergency leave because their kid had fallen off their skateboard and was in the hospital with a head injury (she had to stop herself from asking if he had been wearing a helmet), reviewing the corporate sexual harassment policy with a “handsy” department head, mediating personality conflicts between employees who either cared too much or cared too little, advocating for more women’s bathrooms after advocating for the company to hire more women. When Candace was asked what she did as HR vice president, she’d say, “Hiring, firing, and everything in between.” It was the “everything in between” that led her to pay cash for the house. Even though the pond was a quarter mile down a dirt track, she could imagine herself shedding her work clothes at the end of the day and sinking into the water, cleansing herself of the mental detritus of the office, and then retreating to the house, where she’d sit by the fireplace, glass of Chardonnay in hand, reading a British murder mystery or watching Helen Mirren solve one on TV.

“Won’t you be lonely?” her friend Angela had asked when Candace showed her the listing. Angela, her best friend at work, lived in a four-bedroom duplex in Jersey City with her disabled husband, three teenage boys, and their Doberman, Abe Lincoln. (The boys didn’t seem to notice she wasn’t one of them—“Which says something about the state of sex ed!” Angela joked.)

Their place was a hive of activity, a three-card monte of shifting alliances and grievances that Angela had learned to ignore unless there was blood. The noise-canceling headphones Candace gave her one Christmas also helped. Work, for Angela, was a balm. Just sitting for hours on end, looking at spreadsheets, was meditative. But still, she couldn’t imagine coming home to an empty house that looked like it had been air-dropped into a forest. “The quiet would creep me out,” she told Candace. “Also, how are you going to meet anyone there?”

By “anyone,” Angela meant men, and what she worried about most, she told Candace, was not that she wouldn’t meet someone, but that she would, on Match or eHarmony or some other dating app, and they’d go back to her place “in the middle of nowhere, and no one will hear you scream when he turns out to be a serial killer. Or just a killer. I mean, serial killers have to start somewhere.”

“I’m only half kidding,” Angela had said when she brought it up again, but Candace just laughed.

“I’m not worried,” she’d said, though it wasn’t clear if she meant she wasn’t worried about getting murdered, or wasn’t worried about not meeting anyone. Home ownership appealed to her. She was a single woman in her forties, and what better way to declare her independence? (But to whom—the real estate agent?) Her parents’ marriage had been a good model for what not to do: they were always at each other’s throats. It was a mistake she was not going to repeat. And she did meet men; men were attracted to her. The grays hadn’t yet started to infiltrate her dusty blond curls, she was athletic looking—strong, but not too strong (an ideal type, according to Allure)—and a little aloof. No one was going to confuse her for the clingy type, which was good, since some of the men she met were married and not looking for anything more than a few fun nights at this or that conference, though sometimes they’d call if they were in the city on business, and they’d meet for dinner and pretend they had something to say to each other. For the most part, it was the ones who weren’t married who were the dangerous ones. They were the ones who wanted more—wanted to leave a few shirts in her dresser, wanted her to put their phone number on speed dial. They were the ones who felt used when she told them “sometimes a cigar is just a cigar” as she moved on.

“Men are overrated,” Candace told Angela, realizing after the words had come out of her mouth that she was talking to a woman whose only female ally in her immediate family was a ninety-six-pound dog. “I mean most men,” Candace said. “Not yours, of course.”

Angela’s husband, Nick, was at home watching the Giants game with a buddy of his, while she, the boys, and Abe Lincoln had driven up to spend the day at Candace’s. The boys had played Marco Polo in the pond as the dog patrolled the shore and, when they tired of that, searched for green sticks among a stand of beech and birch trees, which the two younger ones, ten-year-old twins Andy and Drew, presented to their fourteen-year-old brother, Liam, an aspiring Eagle Scout who wore a pocketknife clipped to his jeans “just in case.” Liam whittled the ends of each stick to a sharp point and, when they got back to the house, made a fire in the backyard firepit. They roasted hot dogs, and then marshmallows for s’mores.

“This is nice,” Angela admitted as she and Candace sat on the patio, watching the boys. There was a slight chill in the air, and as the sun set, it seemed to favor the tops of the swamp maples, which were just turning red. “I can see why you like it here.”

“I know, right?” Candace said. And, after a while, listening to the sound of the boys’ voices as darkness gathered around them, “They’re such good guys. You’re lucky.” She hoped this made up for what she’d said earlier.

Angela laughed but said nothing. It was clear that she thought so, too—most days. It was also clear that just as she was waiting for them to grow up, she was waiting for Candace to get serious, find a partner, and settle down. Same coin, different sides. “Some of the time, love is right in front of you,” the way it was with her and Nick, she’d tell Candace, “and sometimes it requires a bit of searching.” And, as much as she believed in serendipity—the chance meeting of two people both cashing paychecks at the bank on a Friday afternoon, or seated next to each other on an airplane—Angela also believed that those encounters were meant to happen, and that God had a plan for everyone.

“What if God’s plan for me is exactly what I’m doing?” Candace teased her. “I mean, if God has a plan for me, how could I possibly be doing anything else?”

But Candace got it. She’d probably feel the same way if the love of her life, who she’d met in second grade and married when she was in college and he was at the Police Academy, was wasting away from some disease he might have gotten from working at Ground Zero after the planes incinerated the Twin Towers and half his unit. One minute he was a robust, strong guy who could carry all three sons at the same time, and the next he had to hold on to them to shuffle from the bedroom to the kitchen. Better to believe that God had a plan, because the alternative was unbearable. Candace wondered what Angela would say about the woman who’d been crushed by the boulder, but her friend didn’t mention it, and Candace thought better than to bring it up.

Candace hung her keys on the hook by the front door, kicked off her knockoff Louboutins, poured a glass of wine, and settled in on the sectional in front of a TV that took up most of the living room wall. The television was her first purchase after the closing, when she worried that she’d made a mistake, a big one, moving out of the city—where there were mocha lattes on every block and all of humanity jostling to get on the 2 train and every kind of takeout when she didn’t feel like cooking—to all this nothingness. She liked her own company, but did she like it enough? So she got a TV so large that everyone was life-size and she could turn it on for easy companionship, watching the news after work and unwinding by listening to problems no one was asking her to solve: a war in Yemen, hurricanes in Haiti, a woman dead on the highway because a rock fell from the sky.

“I’m sure many of you have driven on that highway. I know I have,” the newscaster, Bradley Bailey, said with a shudder in his voice, as if the boulder had narrowly missed him. The accident had happened a few days before, but the channel was milking it for ratings. He turned to his coanchor a stylish Black woman in a shimmering light-blue sleeveless dress that could have been an advertisement for her perfectly toned triceps and who was clearly bound for bigger and better. “So, Maya,” he said, “I’ve heard people wondering”—he paused—“if this wouldn’t have been so bad if the car wasn’t a convertible.”

“Oh, come on, Bradley!” Candace yelled at the TV. Maya didn’t lose her bright smile while staring him down with an “are you an idiot? Yes, you’re an idiot” look—“You go, girl!” Candace yelled.

“Well, Bradley,” Maya said, “we’ll never know, will we? I mean, the top wasn’t down.”

“Well, let’s be grateful that more people weren’t hurt,” said Bradley Bailey.

“Oh, come on!” Candace shouted again. “Listen to yourself. Do you think her family is grateful it didn’t hurt more people?” She laughed at herself for yelling at the screen, then got up and went into the kitchen to make dinner. She’d picked up a salmon steak at the grocery store, thinking that the omega-3s, or maybe it was 6s, would be good for her, but standing in front of the open refrigerator, eyeing the brown butcher paper, folded neatly and secured with a piece of masking tape, she thought better of it. Too much trouble. She closed the door and took a bag of microwave popcorn from the pantry, then waited as the smell of popping corn and fake butter filled the room.

Now the News at Seven on Seven remote team was standing at a makeshift memorial of flowers and teddy bears lining each side of a long driveway blocked off by traffic cones. The reporter, who wore a somber expression, was interviewing neighbors, who were saying the things neighbors always said at times like these: “She was a nice lady.” “I just saw her drive down the street last week. I knew it was her because it was a red Audi.” “I didn’t know her well. She kept to herself.” Candace knew what they were going to say before they said it, but still, she couldn’t look away. The screen split, and the reporter was now sharing its real estate with a photograph of a balding man wearing a green polo shirt, one arm around a girl whose age was indeterminate because her face was fuzzed out, and the other around a woman almost as tall as he, wearing what looked to be a gray Eileen Fisher caftan and a floppy brimmed hat that all but obscured her face. Candace laughed, imagining the producer frantically searching for a better photo. The chyron read, “Delia Danziger Marcus, 1967–2015.”

The popcorn was greasy and satisfying. Apparently, Delia Danziger Marcus had been on her way to a sample sale at Neiman Marcus—no relation—at the Central Avenue Mall. Candace had been to that mall. She’d been to that Neiman Marcus. She wondered if they’d ever bumped shoulders going in and out of the fitting rooms. When was she there last? Maybe eight months ago. Did she buy anything? Candace couldn’t remember. She picked up the remote and began scrolling through the channels, finally stopping on a documentary about big-wave surfing. She had no interest in surfing—though the men who weren’t wearing wetsuits had pretty bodies—but she was mesmerized by the waves, which seemed to be cresting and crashing and rolling into her living room. Candace turned out the lights and turned off the sound and watched the ocean rise up and come straight at her, then pull back, and come at her again, over and over, and before long she was asleep, still in her work clothes. It had been a long day. They were all long days. That’s what she signed up for.




Chapter Four

Eight days after the boulder accident, the news shows had moved on and the story of the lady killed by a random hunk of schist had come and gone. The weekend had not arrived too soon. Candace was cocooned in her bed under a comforter topped by a weighted blanket, and even though she heard the crunch of tires on gravel, she made no effort to get up. She knew it was her friend Paul, the man she called her “nonresident husband,” who came most Sundays bearing fresh bagels from the city, walking into her house without knocking and going straight to the kitchen, where he’d brew fresh coffee and put the bagels in the toaster and know that the twin aromas would, soon enough, lure her to the breakfast table.

“Hey, gorgeous,” he said when she finally emerged. It had become a joke between them, since she usually had a bad case of bed head and pillow wrinkles on her cheeks, and she hadn’t yet showered.

“Back at you,” she yawned. She was wearing sweats with the word “Michigan” running down the left leg, which she’d taken from the lost and found at the gym where Paul used to work and where, years before, he’d been her trainer, and a T-shirt from a 5K race the two of them had run together in Central Park around the same time.

“Those were the days,” he said when he saw it. Neither of them ran much now
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