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To my parents, Helen and Rich –

the greatest people I know





We hang like clouds between heaven and earth,

between something and nothing,

Sometimes with shadows, sometimes without.

Charles Wright, Negative Blue






Prologue

She stood coatless on the bridge in the cold. Cars pulsed by her, a ceaseless string of light. She did not see them. All, to her, was dark. Even the glittering city shone black.

There would be reports later – commuters who’d spotted her as they sat in traffic, joggers hoping to cover a few miles before the snowfall. That morning, salt trucks had whirred across the city’s grid, dusting the asphalt to keep it from icing over. And there the girl stood in only a skirt and a blue sweater, the raw wind lifting strands of her hair and setting them gruffly back down. The Hudson River lay in wait below, vast and uninviting.

She struck those who noticed her because she’d been carrying something: a violin case (which one passerby mistook for a gun).

For six days, until the surveillance footage emerged, the police considered her missing. Rumors circulated the quiet Upper West Side where her family lived: she’d been kidnapped, had run away, had been lured into prostitution. She was so young, people said, their voices threaded with shock and intrigue. So young, with such potential.

Only one man saw the girl set down the case before she stepped forward, hoisted herself onto the bridge’s waist-high guardrail, and jumped.
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In the midsummer week leading up to the wedding, the bride wondered whether they should get married at all. This predicament beset her as she sat cross-legged on the floor of her and the groom’s Brooklyn apartment, the seating chart before her. Where to put his parents, who had been divorced for twelve years, since his sister’s death? Where to put her own father, who opposed the marriage on the grounds that it was too hasty? She threw down her pen, the end of which had been chewed to disfigurement. It was hopeless.

The bride’s name was Morgan Hensley; the groom’s Benji Weil. He had light hair, rosy lips, and dilated pupils, inside of which the world appeared stripped of its perils, like a flame on glass. She opposed him physically in every way, though it was the inward sullenness telegraphed through her eyes that most definitively set them apart. Gently, Benji assured her such anxieties were for naught. Yes, their parents existed in perpetual strife, but a ceasefire could be brokered for one weekend. He was sure of it.

Benjamin Weil, the ultimate optimist. To his core, he did not believe anyone would wish to spoil such a celebratory occasion. Nevertheless, he rang first his mother and then his father on speakerphone. Each parent averred in turn their enthusiasm for the weekend ahead, refusing to admit their dread. And Morgan watched as Benji, who insisted on traveling the circuitous route to convince himself all was well, everyone was happy, deftly overlooked the note of strain in their voices.

‘See?’ he said, triumphant. ‘Told you so.’

Yet in the ensuing days, the darkness tugged at both their confidences with the finesse of a magician whisking a tablecloth out from beneath a dining set. As their union drew nearer, preparations hovered in midair, threatening collapse, and neither party slept.
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Nicholas Weil awoke in a panic, feeling the bedside table for his phone. He swiped to his savings account. No, one more minute of sleep. He burrowed deeper into the comforter, clinging to the last shreds of oblivion. Fat chance. He threw off the covers. The room swam to him in the morning light. The trophies, the school pennants, the Hardy Boys books stacked upon the writing desk – alienly these objects hovered, until Nick remembered he was in Maine, in his childhood bedroom, and their strange forms resolved. Two days until his son’s wedding.

The drive from Westchester to Maine had taken eight hours, with an unexpected detour into New Hampshire when the SUV’s gas light blinked yellow. For forty miles Nick had been without cell service, a deprivation that left him nervy, on edge, snapping at Caro when she suggested they play the license plate game. He pulled over as soon as the bars reappeared, saying he had to send an email. In reality, he only wished to monitor the grim performance of his stock portfolio. He begrudged every gas pump, every toll. Shouldn’t a man be able to traverse his own goddamn country without the burden of compensating all fifty states? Were not said states united, after all?

By the time they arrived at his mother’s house, the razor of a migraine had carved a deep incision into his skull. They were greeted at the door by his mother’s aide, Raina, a former nurse who’d cared for many elderly patients and so knew the routine well: the flurry of initial visits that gradually tapered off to the occasional holiday appearance as the adult child weaned themself from their parent’s love. Eleven guilt-charged months had passed since Nick himself had last ventured here.

Up the three flights Nick ushered his young wife (‘Younger, not young,’ Caro would amend) and their six-year-old daughter, Avery, his eyes crossed with exhaustion. Quads aflame, he collapsed onto the chenille bedspread while Caro tucked Avery away in the guest room. When she returned, she hesitated by the window, moonlight spreading over her like zinc. ‘Do you want to … maybe,’ she said. She slid a hand into his briefs, breathlessly adding: ‘We’ll make it fast.’

This morning, Nick was relieved to find himself alone, the voices of Caro and Avery drifting up through the ancient floorboards. He performed the usual rituals: checking his trading accounts (abysmal) and crypto wallet (even worse). Next he navigated to the dreaded Citibank app, whose digits laid bare the incontestable horrors of recent months. His phone dinged with a reminder that he’d soon have to retrieve Benji and Morgan from the airport. In not two hours, this weekend would lurch inexorably forward through the dark tunnel that awaited.

He tugged on his jeans. The insects outside the dormer window were already in a tizzy. Sunbeams streamed through the space, illuminating the frayed edges of the wallpaper. The entire room was marooned in a bygone era: Sony stereo system in the corner; flip clock on the bedside table; a TV in whose VCR he’d once, in a pinch, discarded a condom. (Did he dare check …?) The shelves upon which he’d once proudly displayed his trophies now housed an array of peanut butter and tomato sauce jars. Downstairs, the garage held enough water bottles to quench a small village. He resented his mother’s scarcity mindset because he knew he possessed it too – a fear that at any moment, the winds would change, whisking everything away.

A metallic clatter alerted him to Matisse, his brindle-coated dog who was much more than a pet. Matisse stood a regal fifty pounds, with ears that perked into triangles even when he was exhausted. He had one lazy eye, the other shrewd. Two observers on either side of him might assume rivaling impressions of his intelligence.

‘I know, bud,’ Nick said. ‘But we’re only getting started.’

In the kitchen, Avery sat with her legs dangling off a barstool’s edge. ‘Daddy, Grandma doesn’t believe I can spell school. If I spell it right, you gotta give me a dollar, okay?’

‘Morning, monkey,’ he said, spinning the milk carton on the counter until the pasty cow smiled at him. ‘Sleep well?’

‘S-C-H-O-O-L. Too easy. Do a harder one.’

‘Invincible.’

She frowned and reluctantly sounded out the letters. After a moment, she gave up. ‘Do one from the list, Daddy. How about wolf? W-O-L-F, wolf.’

‘Any good dreams to share with the class?’

Oh, yes, Avery lied, embellishing her answer with fanciful details (a princess, a UFO, a talking lizard) in an attempt to capture one of her father’s smiles. Believing his eyes had drifted away, she stealthily plugged her thumb into her mouth – a habit that grew more concerning with each passing year. Her teacher had gone so far as to devise a system wherein she’d clap each time Avery’s fingers lifted, to either startle or embarrass the girl out of the practice. On the contrary, this had only trained her to be more discreet.

‘Is that Nick?’ Judith asked.

She was lazing in the recliner, a handheld radio pressed to her cheek. Once, she’d been an avid gardener; now she spent entire days listening to the news, rising to outrage at the prescribed moments. Whenever Nick suggested she might find a more pleasant hobby, she said all her friends were dead, and she would soon be dead too, so she could listen to whatever she damn well pleased.

Nick stooped to kiss her cheek. ‘Hi, Ma.’

‘Nicky! When’d you get here?’

‘Last night, late.’

‘What a nice surprise.’

‘It’s not a surprise, Ma. We’re here for the wedding.’

Judith’s eyes grasped his, holding tightly. Around the locus of her bright lipstick, her face appeared wan. She’d weighed one-sixteen at her last doctor’s visit, an alarming decrease for a woman who’d once worn her corpulence with aplomb. The doctor suspected an internal bleed, but there was no use in doing surgery, not now.

‘We’re here for Benji’s wedding,’ Caro supplied. ‘Your grandson, Benji.’

‘How long will you be staying?’

‘Just a pit stop,’ Nick said. ‘We’re here to pick you up. The wedding’s in Sugar Hill.’

‘Sugar Hill?’ Judith made a face. ‘They didn’t give you trouble taking off work, nu?’

Nick’s cheeks flamed. It was the same question Caro had raised. The Nick of yore would have been loath to take even a single day off. That the firm where he’d squandered three decades of precious time had terminated him six months ago was an unfortunate matter he hadn’t yet disclosed to his wife. Only Matisse – the trusty and, chiefly, mute dog – was aware of his troubles.

Nick had planned to tell Caro about the layoff straightaway, but she’d been late from the gallery, and when she came in, she wanted to know if he’d gotten the groceries as she’d asked. He had not. She launched into her one-woman show of browsing the fridge, carping about leftovers. Nick sulked off to the couch. Fine, then she didn’t deserve to know.

How could Kerr & Co. fire him? After all that work, that energy and devotion. Corporate restructuring, Kerr had called it, a fancy term to obfuscate the brutal reality. If they’d asked Nick to retire, he would’ve done so willingly. Great men before him had stepped down from their posts: Bobby Orr, Tom Landry, George Washington. But no. He had been involuntarily separated. He didn’t know how to admit this. To admit it, he would’ve needed to accept it.

He had measured his and Caro’s financial runway to the last cent. There were the kids’ trusts, though to siphon funds from those would be considered embezzlement. He sold off his season tickets to the Rangers, canceled his memberships to the Whitney and the Met, unsubscribed from Men’s Health and The Economist. It wasn’t enough. Once you threw in the private school tuition, the housekeeper, the mortgage on the gallery, the gymnastics lessons, the swimming lessons, the tennis lessons, the Brownie meets, the summer jaunts, and dinners out, there was little left. He researched how to relocate his family to Vermont or Wisconsin, some place cheaper than Westchester. His assets were bleeding out at a catastrophic rate. He’d lost a sixth of his wealth in the past quarter alone, with no salary to reinforce the gap.

To avoid confronting his shame, he invented stories: the young jaspers at the firm were envious; they’d slandered him as part of a witch hunt. Some days, he almost believed these lies. Others, he was swept up by a tornado of irrational urges. When he saw a deliveryman leave his cart of packages unattended, he imagined reaching in to snatch one. When he passed an idling police cruiser, he pictured himself hopping in and speeding away. Reckless – his precarious situation made him reckless; made him tip restaurant servers and baristas extra so that they wouldn’t get suspicious. He was spending more now than ever.

‘Is Linnie coming to the wedding?’ Judith asked.

Nick turned, shirking Caro’s gaze. ‘I should hope so. It is our son who’s getting married, after all.’

‘Don’t be fresh with me, Nicky. Come, help me with the crossword.’

His mother gestured to the open magazine section on the armrest. Though she didn’t do the puzzle anymore, she liked maintaining a perception that she did so that no one would grow wise to the precipitousness of her decline.

‘In a minute,’ Nick said.

From the vantage of the kitchen island, he appraised the house: the cabinetry faded to beige, the scalloped valance collecting salt in its folds. He could already imagine the day a real estate agent would throw out her arms and say, ‘Look at that view. We can work with that. Clawfoot tub, access to a shared dock, east-facing windows, and this – tell me this is the original trim. Old charm is a big selling point up here where everything is new, new, new. Imbues the home with character.’ He pictured the families parading through with their strollers, skimming their sanitized fingertips over the countertops, inspecting the baseboards for damage.

In the adjoining living room, where the bleu celeste walls once conjured a sense of cloudless skies, bric-a-brac congested every surface. Judaica on the shelves. Plastic bags bulging out the sideboard cabinet. The wooden mallard had lost its bill. Beyond the atrium doors sprawled the backyard, and beyond that, the estuary where he and his friends used to play cops and robbers. The apple trees were in bloom; a pair of cinnamon-colored bunnies schemed among the knobby roots. Six tote bags were by the door, ready to be loaded into the car.

‘Think you packed enough?’ he asked his mother.

‘Always with the tsuris.’ She jabbed an attenuated finger in his direction. ‘You better watch that beast near my couch. I just got it cleaned.’

‘Oh, please. That thing’s been collecting dust since Bush Senior. Anyway, Matisse is a good boy. His teacher says he’s the star of his training group.’

‘If I had a nickel.’

Nick grinned. Over the years, his mother had derived no shortage of satisfaction from depreciating his inborn sense of exceptionalism. He was glad this part of her, at least, remained intact.

‘Who’s getting married again?’ Judith asked. ‘Did you say there’s a wedding?’

‘Benji – your grandson. And yes, there’s a wedding, which you’ll be attending, so I hope you managed to fit your dancing shoes into one of those bags.’

‘I remember my father used to say, “When you’re looking for a husband, don’t look for looks, the looks can go. Don’t look for money, the money can go. Just look for somebody with a fine character.”’

‘Good one, Ma. I’ll write it down.’

‘Don’t start with me, Nicky. Come, let’s do the crossword.’

Nick advanced to the fridge, where magnets in the shapes of various countries pinned up holiday cards and invitations from years past. An Alzheimer’s Association binder clip anchored a typewritten living will, vesting him with power of attorney.

The sound of Matisse’s nails against the floor gave the dog away before he loped into the kitchen, his nose guiding him to the English muffin in the toaster.

‘No begging,’ Nick said.

He loved his dog as he loved little else. Much energy went into ensuring Matisse was well trained, gourmet fed, impeccably groomed. A perfect specimen of the canine species. Was it selfish, he wondered, to own a dog? Some in his training group referred to themselves as pet parents rather than owners, but the former implied that your progeny would one day be freed from beneath your thumb. If all worked as it should, your children would outlive you; your pets would not.

On the kitchen counter, an envelope with familiar handwriting caught Nick’s attention. He opened the flap and removed a penguin-themed birthday card from within. ‘Happy birthday, Mom. Here’s to many happy returns. Hope to see you soon. Love, Linnie.’

‘What’s that?’ Caro asked.

Nick stuffed the card back into the envelope. ‘Just a hospital bill I have to take care of.’

He followed his wife’s eyes to the framed photographs on the counter: Avery at three on the tire swing, his father in uniform, Benji striding across the stage to receive his diploma. In the center was a picture of him and Linnie on their honeymoon. A turquoise beach, the water translucent enough that he could see their limbs in the shallows. Linnie was laughing, a small gap between her teeth, sun on her neck. He had the strapping body of an athlete. They looked radiant, their dreams as infinite as the waters around them.

How long since they’d last seen each other, last touched? Alice would’ve been twenty-eight now, an adult. Numbers were reassuringly tangible, an objective way to affirm how much time had elapsed.

Nick reached out and turned the honeymooners facedown.

Caro curled her hand over his. ‘Should we—’

‘What, now?’

Across the room, Avery was explaining to her Jewish grandmother why she preferred Santa Claus to the Easter Bunny. ‘Toys last longer than candy,’ she said, with a cognitive prowess that relieved her father. Who cared if she was a thumb-sucker? What other six-year-old could wrap her head around delayed gratification with such assurance?

‘Yes, now,’ Caro said. ‘Don’t you have to go to the airport?’

Any coyness surrounding their sex life had been discarded in the doctor’s office. There had been no bleeding, just a heartbeat there, gone. Had Caro not scheduled a routine ultrasound, weeks might have passed before she understood the precise cruelty with which her body had betrayed her.

How young and exposed she’d looked lying there as the sonographer glided the probe across her middle, a rover seeking life on a desolate planet. The screen filled with haze. ‘Looks about six weeks,’ the sonographer said. Caro’s grip on Nick’s hand tightened. No, there must be some mistake. She was ten weeks along; she was sure of it. Her voice was distant and echoey, as if the doctor’s office had unfurled into a cathedral around them. Nick visualized the calendar on her nightstand where she kept track of such things. Ten weeks: today, your baby is the size of a kumquat.

He couldn’t bear it, the thought of losing another child. Really, he couldn’t. He’d wanted to walk out of the room right then. Her doctor had warned them that there were risks to having a baby at thirty-eight. Risks, further, to conceiving when Caro had already suffered one pregnancy loss. Now Nick was the one to protest. He’d always favored her propinquity to girlhood. How, in this regard, could she, his young wife, Caroline DeLuca, be considered geriatric?

Then the familiar crying, the agony, the questions. Caro was in pain, and he hated it. He couldn’t stand seeing her like this, so he avoided her. He felt like a jerk when she called out his defense mechanisms, which she did so kindly and empathetically. She understood. She didn’t have to, but she did. She said she was hurting too, so maybe they could hurt side by side. Maybe they could lie together in silence and absorb each other’s pain. She could take away his, and he could take away hers – didn’t that sound nice? She was showing him the supernatural lengths of her compassion, the underbelly of her resilience. That was Caro.

Yet Nick couldn’t mourn with his wife, not really. Emotionally, materially, they couldn’t afford another kid. He was an old father as it was. Other parents at camp pickup mistook him for Avery’s grandpa. He’d already had three children – two (Alice, Benji) with Linnie and one (Avery) with Caro. Memories of domestic bliss crowded his mind, and he worried that establishing new ones would require him to record over the old, like a cassette tape with finite capacity. Was it so far-fetched to assume that a man had some quota he couldn’t exceed of diapers, first haircuts, and field trips?

No, he couldn’t start anew. To articulate this, however, would be akin to taking a hammer to Caro’s heart. So he kept his distance, made excuses. On nights she was ovulating, he’d text her from the Starbucks where he now spent the bulk of his days, saying he had to work late, and pray she’d be asleep by the time he tiptoed into the bedroom.

On the final stretch of spiral staircase, he put his hands on her behind and said, ‘I don’t trust this butt.’

She wiggled into him. ‘This butt’s capable of all sorts of things.’

‘All sorts of evil.’

In the bedroom they drew the organdy curtains closed and undressed in practiced haste, pausing by the mirror to greet their reflections. Nick was, to his pride, a full head taller than she. The hair that blanketed his chest had long ago silvered. Concealed behind two obstinate inches of fat (which he hated but she found endearing) were the remnants of his former body, more compelling for their mystery, like the wreckage of some great ship.

He reclined onto the bed, stacking the pillows behind him to better admire Caro’s breasts. He’d developed a newfound fondness for them. That this fondness coincided with the decline of his mother’s health was a correlation too Freudian for either to dwell on.

‘Get on top?’ he suggested, a rusty nail poking through his tone.

Both knew the best position for conceiving was with Caro on her back so that gravity could assist – how many times had they reviewed that? Now she’d have to remind him, and he’d sigh but agree, making it seem like he was doing her a favor by bending to her will. Their eyes met with grim intent. Reluctantly, she rolled off him, the talk of pregnancy a turnoff for them both.

Again, the word geriatric flashed across the jumbotron of Nick’s mind. Ever since that dispiriting conversation with Caro’s doctor, he sensed she’d given up trying to get pregnant in earnest. More often than not, their intimacy would end as it did now, with both unsatisfied. But she’d made such a big deal of wanting a child, importuning him to her side at every possible moment, she couldn’t very well say, ‘It just occurred to me, sweetums, maybe you’re right. Maybe trying for another is a terrible idea.’

For her to double back would entail more than simply admitting defeat. In espousing the arguments Nick himself had workshopped on her for months (‘It’s not the right time’; ‘We haven’t thought it through’; ‘Isn’t Avery a handful enough?’), she’d have no choice but to expose herself as a hypocrite – something she’d never do. Her resolve delighted him. Every month, he fought to hide his smile as she performed the charade of emerging from the bathroom saying, ‘Call me crazy, but I swear I can feel the egg implanting itself.’ Prompted, he’d rise to false excitement, applying a garnish of caution to remind her they shouldn’t get their hopes up. Every pimple, mood swing, bout of nausea – it was hard to decipher what was a symptom of pregnancy and what of the stress.

Nick’s phone buzzed on the nightstand. ‘Shoot, that’ll be Benji. They must’ve landed.’

‘All right, then. Go.’

Nick detected, in the rhythmic ticking of Caro’s pupils, that she was counting the days until this entire ludicrous affair was over and she could return to an existence in which she didn’t question her status as his wife. They had both hoped that their marriage might recast their sins; prove she was not the mistress, as reputation would have it, but the one Nick had been destined to be with all along.

In the dozen years since Alice’s death, Linnie and Caro – ex-wife and current – had glimpsed each other only once, at one of Benji’s ice hockey games, when the two women avoided linking eyes across the arena. The chance meeting had been an unfortunate scheduling error. To maintain the balance between them, Nick and Linnie had agreed to divide their attendance at Benji’s events. Nick took his college graduation, while Linnie attended his induction ceremony into some obscure leadership society Nick had never heard of. They each laid claim to but half of their son’s life. Nick liked to think that he had secured the more desirable portion, but it was still only half.

‘You think Benji considered telling us sooner?’ Caro asked. She lifted her sunglasses from the nightstand and opened and closed the arms, feigning fascination with the hinges. ‘Remember that time at Yankee Stadium, when he said he had to talk to us?’

‘That was about his taxes,’ Nick answered curtly. He didn’t like Caro rubbing in his son’s silence. ‘Frankly, it’s presumptuous of him to think we’d be so thrown by the relationship that he’d need to hide it. To each his own, I guess.’

‘How long do you think Peter’s known?’

‘Beats me, Car. I’m just as in the dark as you. To tell the truth, part of me wonders whether this isn’t all some cockamamie ploy for attention.’

‘Benji’s not like that.’

‘See, a few months ago, I’d have agreed. But to date on the sly like this? Who knows.’

Nick didn’t want to be cynical; he wasn’t a cynic at heart. Lately, though, he’d begun to bewail the state of his home life, his marriage, the nation at large.

‘I still owe Peter for the band,’ he said. ‘Need to get that wired.’

‘And what do you owe me?’ Caro asked thickly.

‘Oh, plenty. Add it to my tab.’

‘You’re a goof.’ She spun the sunglasses and set them on the bridge of his nose. The room turned agreeably dark, a shadow of itself.

‘Honestly,’ Nick said, one last maneuver to initiate the conversation he’d been putting off for months, ‘I must be in the hole to Peter a few grand by now.’

She yawned. ‘God, this air’s killing me. We should get your mom one of those heavy-duty air filter things.’

His snare had been too subtle. What choice had he now but to pray that by some stroke of providence, Morgan and Benji would cancel their nuptials, relieving him of the obligation to pay? When the bills arrived in the mail, he set them aside, telling himself they’d get taken care of somehow. He flirted with refusing to cover his portion altogether, but how would he justify it when Peter and Linnie had already fulfilled their shares? The rope between him and his son was worn down to its last thread already. A single twist, and snap.

He climbed into the SUV and set off. Sunlight, pure and yellow, buttered the sleepy, looping roads – a light wholly of this place, deep and penetrating. He felt he was less moving through the light than into it, descending toward some white-hot nucleus. The sea hovered so close he could taste it. The air, the smell, the swirling quiet …

The beauty persisted only so long before thoughts of work intruded. Nick had seen the warning signs, his encroaching redundancy. When he sat down at his desk, the numbers on the screen jumbled. Around him hovered the faces of men who’d been hired long after him, men still determined to prove themselves. His world had changed, leaving him and those like him behind.

The money game had two kinds of players: passive investors and active ones. The passives shot their wads into an index fund and waited for the market to rise. The actives were the big shots. They researched and chose individual stocks to outperform the S&P 500. Nick belonged to this kind. Once, men of his ilk had thrived, overseeing accounts worth hundreds of millions of dollars. But over the past decade, the paradigm had shifted. Perhaps spooked by the market’s volatility or the high expense of portfolio managers, the large-scale endowments had gone soft. This state of affairs was more dismal than the average hobby investor might realize. If those controlling the nation’s capital suddenly decided to sit on their hands and leave their fates up to the market – if they decided not to play – then nobody was directing those resources to their most fruitful end. Small companies with promise were left in the lurch, while big companies continued to grow irreflective of their performance. Entire faculties were deprived of the financial nourishment they required. If this kept up, the whole market would enter gastrointestinal stasis – the end of capitalism; bye-bye, big, beautiful American dream.

The young men around Nick didn’t grasp this. They’d come up in a different era – the post-9/11 era, the era of the participation trophy, the ubiquitous gold star. They were rah-rah Big Tech; let’s wave our crypto-revolution flags and squeeze the Big Man. They didn’t want to be the best at the game; they wanted to dismantle the rules entirely. They were the ADHD generation, antsy if any one stock sat in their portfolio too long. Their favorite phrase was big moves. ‘Making big moves,’ they’d say.

How absurd, the way these men arrived with their Banana Republic chinos and leather briefcases, as if playing the part of a Wall Street broker in some Enron parody. Absurd, how they kept their pomaded heads down like some cabal of conspiracy theorists decoding the Dead Sea Scrolls. Whenever Nick suggested they ought to research this stock or that, one of these spirited bucks would boast about how he’d already done it and posted the results on the office’s Slack channel – did Nick need a refresher on how to access it? Between their cubicles, these men ricocheted ticker symbols at such a lightning pace, he feared he’d get caught in the cross fire.

For some in his cadre, job loss would scarcely qualify as cause for concern. For those, there were options: assets to be liquefied, second and third homes to sell off. And though Nick, a skilled interloper, had metabolized enough rules to play in the sandbox of the Old Money crowd, he again perceived the canyon that roared between himself and his peers.

Overhead, signs for the airport appeared. Nick followed a line of cars onto a ramp. Arrivals. Departures. Short-term parking. The thought of the wedding weekend – of Benji and Linnie – surfaced in his consciousness only briefly. He had bigger matters at hand.
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The seventy-seat regional jet touched down in Bangor ten minutes ahead of schedule. At the chime of the seat belt sign, the passengers stood to retrieve their belongings, sloughing off the morning’s lethargy. Some hauled hiking packs with CamelBaks affixed to the side, while others wore woven sun hats and airy caftans, a Birkin bag dangling from the crook of a bangle-laden arm. Morgan and Benji waited until the others had deplaned before rising themselves. The slower they moved, Morgan reasoned, the more they might postpone the imminent reunion, prolonging for a few minutes the peace she sensed was on the verge of rupture.

At baggage claim, her eyes lingered upon two boys attempting to hoist each other onto the carousel. A symphony of hellos and goodbyes filled the hall, lovers parting and greeting. A tribute wall advertised the airport’s former life as a military base.

‘Thataway,’ Benji said, pointing.

Outside, the sun blazed down with force. Spots of color bloomed on Morgan’s vision. She held a palm to her forehead.

‘You okay?’ Benji asked.

A forced smile. ‘Great.’

Why she’d ever dared hope this weekend might be easy, even pleasant, Morgan could not say. When it came to their families, little was. Her mother, Sequoia, had recently boarded herself up in an ashram in Goa and refused to fly home for the wedding, which she rebuked for its contribution to the marital industrial complex. Her father, Peter, though ordinarily not one for vehemence, proved no better. This whole shindig was shortsighted, he’d argued, slicing his hands ardently through the air. Morgan had shrugged off his warnings. Now, though, with a hiss, the nozzle of panic came loose, and his words billowed inside her.

‘There he is,’ Benji said. ‘Brace yourself.’

He waved at Nick, who swerved between angrily bleating vehicles to reach the curb. Nick popped the trunk, and Morgan carefully laid the garment bag containing her wedding dress inside.

Up front, father and son awkwardly embraced. ‘And so the prodigal son returns,’ Nick said.

How many times had they seen each other since the Syracuse commencement ceremony two years before, when Benji could barely muster a hello? A handful at most.

‘Thanks for picking us up,’ Benji said.

‘You got it, champ.’

Morgan winced at Nick’s affectation. He had a habit of falling back on terms of endearment when uncomfortable. He used to do it with Alice – pickle, alley cat, sweet pea. In his mouth the nicknames sounded clunky, an attempt to compress his children into people they were not.

‘How was the trip?’ Nick asked.

The two men talked, as people do when burdened with too much to say, of nothing at all: Benji detailing the travails of the toddler-strewn family seated behind them, Nick asking after Morgan’s job as an assistant conductor for a Brooklyn youth chorus. It was going well, she said; the choir had just performed at the Macy’s Fourth of July Spectacular.

‘We’ll have to watch that. Grandma would love it. And you, Benj – am I allowed to ask how work is going? You still thinking of pursuing that PhD? Might be worth the salary boost.’

‘I’m not in it for the money.’

‘No, of course not.’

Morgan narrowed her eyes, the palaver washing over her. It was obvious Nick had little capacity to appreciate Benji’s career as a school social worker – a job for which the New York City Department of Education paid him $69,000 a year.

Nick flicked on the radio to hear the traffic. Out the speaker crackled an advertisement for the sailing competition that took place every August on the peninsula. ‘Already ten,’ he said. ‘The trading floor’s been open thirty minutes by now.’

‘You’re working today?’ Morgan asked.

‘When am I not?’

‘You and my father both.’

‘How is Peter? I was hoping to talk to him about the hospital. Maybe flex my expertise into the healthcare sector.’

‘Why?’ Benji asked, with a touch of suspicion.

‘Can never be too curious. How’s Mom?’

‘Fine.’

But Nick must have sensed this would be his only opportunity to prod his son for information, because he said, ‘Is she bringing a plus-one?’

‘Yeah. Some new guy she’s dating.’

‘You haven’t met him?’

The radio program changed. ‘Coming up,’ the host said, ‘we have a professor from Johns Hopkins University, here to discuss his new book: Artificial Intelligence and the Forgetful Mind. Stay tuned.’

Morgan rested her head against the windowpane. Aspens lined the highway, their branches like flagstaffs upholding the sky. Pastures, ponds, an overturned canoe. The brush turned to a smudge, a fissured line of green. Clapboard houses blended into the fringes – human life, an afterthought.

Maine had been Benji’s decision. It was neutral ground, he said. Far enough away that only the essential people would make the trek, close enough that anyone who wished could be there. Morgan, however, sensed the real reason: their lives in New York were a musical rondo, the refrain of what was continually disrupting the hope of what could be. Until she reached college, she had believed this force field of the past was inescapable. Only once she’d arrived at Vassar did she discover she could amble for hours without thought.

College had trained Morgan to differentiate between the high and the low, to distinguish art from noise. Her friend group, a salmagundi of pseudo-intellectuals, decidedly praised the former and derided the latter. Morgan liked these peers but did not trust them. They were too quick to reach for irony when expressing weakness or doubt, too quick to couch their vulnerabilities in self-effacement. Her chorus colleagues were the opposite. They were do-gooders, passionate about arts education and community engagement. Morgan fell somewhere in between these contingents – neither as acerbic as her college friends nor as altruistic as her colleagues. No one understood her, not fully. She ached for the bond she’d had with Alice, a claustrophobic vortex of obsession and possession. Would she ever know such unbridled closeness again, or had it been one of those fleeting wonders of youth one doesn’t think to treasure until it’s too late?

The Hopkins professor launched into a spiel on neural networks. Nick turned up the volume. As if the car were moving through time rather than space, Morgan envisioned the years paring away until she was back in high school, with Alice beside her and Nick at the wheel. They had planned a tour of several Northeast colleges, ending with Bowdoin and Colby. Through each information session, Nick dutifully jotted down notes about the student-faculty ratio, number of applicants, and extracurriculars, while Alice sat with her chin in her hand, looking bored. This was before her self-imposed hunger; before she and Morgan were swept apart on the rapids of adolescence; before her fixation on Mr Newman, her philosophy teacher, burned her up …

‘So, lovebirds,’ Nick said, ‘what’s in store for this weekend?’

Benji twisted in his seat. Morgan gestured for him to go ahead; he knew the itinerary as well as she. The only surprise would be her wedding dress, which she had insisted on shopping for by herself, not anticipating the pummeling overwhelm she’d feel stepping into Kleinfeld’s alone. Around the shop, other brides-to-be stood flanked by their army of mothers, sisters, and bridesmaids. It struck her that she might have asked Linnie to come, but the idea of tiptoeing around Benji’s mother, catering to her fragile joy, was unbearable. Even now, Morgan struggled to meet Linnie’s eyes for shame of how she’d handled herself at Alice’s memorial service twelve years before. You were just a child, a voice in her head comforted. But you were not as young as you like to believe, an opposing one chided.

Over the course of their friendship, Morgan had frequently wished hardship on Alice. Not agony per se, but a bit of adversity. It goaded her how handily Alice had attained everything she strove for: a seat in the National Youth Orchestra, a spotless report card, a fellowship to the Aspen Music Festival – appurtenances of success for which Morgan too had vied. The worst part was that even when Morgan did win, she didn’t feel gratified. She felt instead that she’d won by default, that Alice hadn’t tried in earnest to compete.

Had she felt more secure in her talent, she might have seen that the stage was large enough to accommodate them both. But at fourteen, fifteen, she couldn’t reconcile herself to such understanding. The restricted view of youth allowed her to comprehend only what was immediately apparent, like a driver swerving up a mountain at night, each bend revealed in the instant her headlights struck it.

In the center console, Nick’s phone dinged. He swiped up, a jagged stock chart filling the screen. He quickly closed the app. ‘Pavlovian instinct,’ he said. Then, to Benji: ‘Well, all this wedding stuff sounds exciting.’

‘If only everyone thought so,’ Morgan muttered, recalling her father’s disapproval.

‘Ah, well, it’s our duty to worry about you kids. It didn’t help that you caught us by surprise – but I’m sure you’ll get enough grief about that from everyone else.’

In a calculated act, Morgan and Benji had chosen to cloister their relationship from the outside world. No sense in inviting parental scrutiny until the nature of their entwining became clear. What if they separated tomorrow, or next week? What benefit could come from exposing their love, tender as it was, to the harsh elements of their parents’ judgment?

But soon, the days of casual dating had turned into months of serious dating, and the secret of their romance became burdensome. The summer after Benji graduated from Syracuse, he and Morgan moved into a shoebox apartment on Atlantic Avenue. They thrifted furniture from Craigslist and Facebook Marketplace. The eclectic items imbued the space with a whimsy charm that came, in time, to seem deliberate. They constructed their life together with the well-intentioned but sloppy ardor of children decorating the house for their mother’s birthday, eagerly waiting to pop out and yell, ‘Surprise!’ Their justifications for concealment became increasingly thorny. ‘I’m sure our folks won’t even mind,’ Benji said. It was a grave miscalculation. After three years together, he dropped down on one knee, offering Morgan a temporary ring he’d found in a pawnshop on Grand Street, and eliciting anguish from both sets.

‘The main thing is that we’re all here together celebrating,’ Nick said. ‘But don’t be surprised if not everyone is as supportive as me. You know your mother, Benj, and Peter …’

‘Can we let in some air?’ Morgan asked. ‘I’m feeling sick.’

‘Need me to pull over?’

‘No, that’s okay.’

She craned her head out the window and shut her eyes, recalling her last conversation with her father. It had ended with Peter accusing her of purposely blindsiding him. ‘I just didn’t think you were the marrying type,’ he said.

‘What type is that?’ she asked.

‘A person like Benji, who’s been through what those poor people have been through …’ Her father paused, formulating his thoughts. ‘You think he’s past it, but he’s not. None of them are. Their hearts are too swamped with rage to make room for anything else.’

Tears welled behind Morgan’s eyes, and she willed herself to glance away, an iron barricade descending between them. Peter schooled his face into placidity, as if even a single drop of emotion would cause the gaseous material inside him to detonate. ‘What you do is your prerogative,’ he said, ‘but there are more people involved in a marriage than just you and him. There’re families to consider. Histories.’

In the car, the shrapnel of these words pierced Morgan anew. She watched Benji from behind, waving his hands as he spoke. He had his mother’s complexion but his father’s mannerisms. How had she not noticed that before? Look at me, Benj, she silently pleaded. Give me that goofy smile. Tell me this isn’t a mistake. Tell me this car isn’t about to drive off a cliff.

Say it again.
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After Linnie Olsen finished packing, rechecking her list, and packing some more, she left to meet Ezra Newman outside his classroom at NYU, where he was teaching a six-week course on the history of modern philosophy. It was the same course where she’d met him the previous summer. Ezra greeted her at the doorway with a kiss.

They meandered through the maze of eccentric shops, bookstores, and farm-to-table restaurants that colonized Greenwich Village. Each storefront self-consciously embodied the beatnik atmosphere of a long-departed era, true bohemianism exchanged for the polished imitation. Linnie was struck, as she often was, by how willfully contained her former life had been; rarely had she ventured beyond the Upper West Side. Now the entire city lay at her fingertips. She could ride the subway at 11:00 p.m., and who would stop her?

‘How was class?’ she asked Ezra.

He transferred his shoulder bag from one side to the other, revealing a blue ink stain on his collar. He was constantly marking himself with the tip of his pen, which he liked to twirl in absentminded contemplation. Linnie’s attraction to him transcended reason or explanation, a supernatural pull, a molecular connection. He was cast neither in the mold of the suave Nick nor the geeky Peter, but rather in that of the armchair philosopher – a vaguely artsy persona that spoke to the dancer manquée within her.

‘We just started on Leibniz,’ he said. ‘Always a hit.’

‘Leibniz,’ she repeated.

‘The Principle of Sufficient Reason – that every event, even the most seemingly inexplicable, has a cause. Which then leads us to the problem of evil and the Perfect World Theory.’

Linnie vaguely recalled this theory. Something about our universe being the best possible one, since God had plucked it from an infinity of universes. She imagined alternate versions of herself, Linnie Olsens who were independently successful, who were right now in Vienna or Moscow, preparing to dance the Firebird in theaters resembling enormous jewel boxes. In how many of those worlds had she stayed in Minnesota, never to meet Nick or mother their children?

She and Ezra entered Washington Square Park. A folk-dancing event was taking place, couples weaving together and apart. The skunky odor of marijuana permeated the air. Weathered figures sat hunched over chessboards in the southwest corner, daring opponents to approach. Chalk-drawn circles adorned the ground, each bearing the same three words: YOU ARE HERE.

When Peter Hensley had first suggested Linnie matriculate as a continuing ed student, she had laughed, claiming she was too old and dense to keep up. Peter refused to partake in her self-mockery. ‘You mean to tell me a woman of your capabilities is satisfied picking out paint swatches and volunteering at the community garden?’

‘One class,’ she agreed, more stung by his critique than she let on.

The first day, she showed up with the course catalog in her back pocket, having spent the previous evening poring over it, circling lectures in medicine, literature, anthropology

































EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
‘Glimmers with fi
writing and no

’Honest, fuﬁny, and
deeply empathic’






EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


