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Version_1


		
			1

			ON A CLEAR, bitingly cold New York winter morning, Olivia Okrent hurried through the noisy, littered streets, ready to start her real day and looking forward to it. She was a beautiful woman, both slender and voluptuous, tall, and with a style of her own. She was forty-five but looked younger, with brown hair that this year was a warm red, a toned body she had dragged unwillingly to the gym for twenty years, large hazel eyes that in some lights were almost topaz—and that too often betrayed her by giving away her thoughts—and a child’s grin men had told her lit up the room. She was wearing a big fluffy fake-fur coat, pale green with Mickey Mouse stenciled all over it. When people asked her what it was made of she always said: “Bathmat.”

			As soon as she entered the house she lived in with Roger Hawkwood, the outside world disappeared. They had been together for ten years. She loved that house and her life in it. It was a town house they owned together in the East Seventies, with their clinic downstairs. She and Roger also did surgery there, if the patients didn’t have to have it done in a regular hospital, and after an often frantic day it was wonderful to climb the stairs of her house and enter her sanctuary. Upstairs were pale cream walls, oriental rugs, good paintings, books, music, fresh flowers and tranquillity. There was a state-of-the-art kitchen where she could really cook on weekends, when she had time. There was a sand-colored marble bathroom with a tub big enough for two, with a Jacuzzi. The bedroom had a king-sized bed with a television set in front of it that was as big as the footboard and was hooked up to their stereo sound system and a VCR, where they could watch a rented movie on a Saturday night like an old married couple, their dogs cuddled beside them.

			She smiled at the receptionist. “Where’s Dr. Hawkwood?”

			“Examining a patient.”

			“Okay, I’m going to surgery now.”

			Olivia scrubbed and got dressed in her surgical greens. The familiar ritual always calmed her, made her feel the most like herself. She went into the clean, glistening operating room like a goddess: Carrie already asleep and ready for her, her assistant, Terry, close at hand. She worked swiftly and efficiently. She liked to talk to the patients while she was operating on them, because she was sure they heard her, even though the anesthetic made them forget everything.

			“Don’t you worry, Carrie,” Olivia said. “You’re young, and you have a wonderful life ahead of you. When I get finished with this you can go out and have a good time.” She smiled and looked down at the beautiful face of the peacefully sleeping German shepherd. “Spaying is a piece of cake, kiddo.”

			She tied the last stitches and left Terry to finish up. Tonight Carrie would sleep in a cage in the downstairs recovery room, and tomorrow she would walk in the garden, and the day after that she would go home.

			The family thought her career was just one more too unconventional thing about Olivia. They called her cousin Kenny the heart surgeon “the doctor,” and Olivia “the vet.” At first she had thought this was the old guard’s attitude toward women, but after she went into practice with Roger they called him “the vet” too. Never was either of them referred to as a doctor. Their chosen profession was one step too close to the barnyard for the fastidious Miller clan.

			When she was a child her mother had said animals were filthy and refused to let her have a pet. Olivia had always adored animals—they were so unquestioningly loving, so forgiving, and they couldn’t really tell you what hurt. For years she had brought home every waif and stray that seemed to need her, and her mother had tossed all of them out. There had never been a veterinarian in the family.

			“You keep the clinic in the house?” her aunt Myra had said, looking squeamish. “Don’t they bark, and uh . . . go to the bathroom?”

			“The same as anybody’s pets,” Olivia said cheerfully. “And some of them miaow.”

			Three more surgeries, and that was over. She passed Roger in the hall and they winked at each other and grinned. She looked at her watch. Now there would be patients to see, for hours, because people had to come after work, too. Their days were as long and crowded as if they had been taking care of humans instead of animals, except there was less money in it. But then if there were no emergencies she and Roger would have the end of the evening together. She rolled her shoulders, working the stiffness out of them, and thought about their Jacuzzi . . . the two of them in it, maybe making love, maybe sending out for Chinese food later. She was so lucky.

			On her third try for a lasting relationship with a man, she’d finally gotten it right. She’d met her first husband, Howard, in college, and they’d gotten married right after graduation, at Mandelay, the family summer estate—the long white gown, the chuppah, the happy family, the works. If they had stayed together, as they’d expected they would, they would be looking at their twenty-fifth anniversary now! She couldn’t even imagine it. They had been lovers and best friends, but after two years they both knew they were careening in different directions and they didn’t know what to do to stop it. It was fortunate they hadn’t had a baby.

			It was the late sixties, people were trying to “find themselves.” She knew she wanted to go to vet school, she’d wanted that since she was a little girl. Howard decided he wanted to travel through America and maybe Europe and be a photojournalist. The world was changing so fast and he wanted to be a part of it. His parents had thought he was going to go to law school. So had hers. Their parents were more upset at the failure of their marriage than they were. She and Howard, although they were very sad, also felt it was inevitable, that they were being realistic and mature, that they had escaped a great mistake.

			After the divorce they saw each other from time to time, talked all night and smoked grass and drank a little wine, and then made love as if each of them had met an amazingly compatible stranger. There always seemed something forbidden and exciting about this, but after a few more years they stopped seeing each other, then he stopped sending postcards, and then she didn’t even know where he was. She supposed they could have found each other if they’d really wanted to. She had always kept her maiden name and stayed in New York. It was so strange to know there was a man out there to whom she’d once been married and that they would probably never see each other again for the rest of their lives.

			She met husband number two, Stuart, the respectable lawyer her parents were so delighted to have in the family, when he came to her in tears, carrying his dog who had been hit by a cab. The fact that it had happened outside her office seemed to be kismet. The dog died of internal injuries. Afterward he asked her to have dinner with him. It was the first and last time she went out with a client.

			The marriage lasted three years, but it should have been over right after the honeymoon when he started seeing other women. They were always models, always foreign. She pictured him standing at the airport waiting for planes that would bring those skinny insecure French girls into his life, panting to whisk them away and be their first romance in New York. But of course it wasn’t that way; he met them on blind dates when Olivia was working. She wondered when he ever worked. Apparently he gave them the impression he was waiting for his divorce.

			And he told her. He admitted nothing had ever lasted for him, that he was unable to make a connection. He said he liked her very much, but he didn’t really love her, that if he did get to love her he would be able to have sex with her again, but as things were it was just easier to have it with women he didn’t much like or respect. It was the freewheeling seventies, and for a while Olivia didn’t realize how crazy he actually was. She didn’t want another failed marriage; she wondered if there was something she wasn’t doing right. In her loneliness and pain she became anorexic trying to look like those models, but she couldn’t get him to change, and finally one night when she looked at herself in the mirror it was for the first time with horror; and a week later she started the proceedings that would make her twice divorced by the age of thirty.

			What a record. Her family didn’t discuss it in front of her, but she knew they were appalled, and that they did talk about it behind her back.

			By the time she met Roger she had decided exactly what she wanted in a man. She wanted a comfort level, something like what she’d had with Howard, but she wanted him already to be what he was going to be so she would have no bad surprises. Attractive, of course, and there had to be strong chemistry, but she also wanted a best friend. Roger was warm and cute and cuddly and affectionate, with dark auburn hair, hazel eyes like hers that were sometimes topaz, and a wonderful smile. They could almost be taken for brother and sister. He was three years older than she was. The fact that he was also a veterinarian was the sheerest good luck.

			They met in a movie line, at an art theater that was showing a revival of Two for the Road. They had each gone alone. They left together. She told her parents they had met on a blind date.

			He didn’t mind that she didn’t want children. He did ask her why not, and she admitted that she had always been secretly afraid she would be a bad mother. He said he was sure she would be a wonderful mother, but children were not really a priority for him at that moment. He didn’t even mind that she didn’t want to risk getting married again. He seemed relieved. He’d survived a bad marriage and he said they could always change their minds later.

			The senior members of the family from time to time made it known that it would be more acceptable if she married him. He wasn’t Jewish, but at this point in her life none of them cared anymore. But after she and Roger had bought the building together and moved in together and merged their practices, they seemed to themselves as wedded as anyone could be. Once in a while, after a particularly romantic evening, one of them would turn to the other and say, “What do you think? Should we get married?” And the other would invariably answer, “I thought we already were.”

			* * *

			When they finally closed the clinic for the night and she had gone in to check on Carrie and the other patients who were staying over, Olivia’s afternoon thoughts of potential sex were only a memory. She was so exhausted she knew she and Roger would have their Chinese food in the Jacuzzi and be lucky to stay awake.

			Roger rubbed her shoulders in the hot, bubbling water, and she leaned against him with a sigh. She had lighted some jasmine-scented candles, and the white takeout cartons of Special Chicken Fried Rice and Buddha’s Delight were lined up next to them on the Jacuzzi’s rim. Their two dogs were lying on the cool tile floor: Wozzle, hers, and Buster, his. Wozzle was the product of a chance encounter between two free spirits—Olivia thought one had been a giant schnauzer—and her black hair stuck out all over the top of her head as if she was surprised. Buster was a pedigreed golden retriever. The Modern Jazz Quartet was playing on the stereo, softly, peacefully.

			“I wish you’d change your mind and come with me to Aunt Julia’s funeral tomorrow,” she said.

			“But one of us has to attend to the patients.”

			“It’s just for two hours!”

			“I can’t cancel everyone at the last minute. You know that.” She didn’t answer. “It’s not that I didn’t like your aunt,” he said. “I neglect my own relatives, too.”

			“Well, it would be better if you were there. I always have the feeling my aunts and uncles are looking to see what’s wrong with me.”

			“You’ll be able to see your cousins,” he offered gently. He knew she always looked forward to that. They had grown up together in a large, close-knit family, and now they were scattered all over with lives of their own.

			“Yes,” she said. “That will be nice.”

			“You won’t even notice I’m not there.”

			“I will, and so will they.” Then she decided to let the issue drop. She was too tired to get into an argument about it now, and besides, it was useless.

			“I do love you,” Roger said, massaging her back.

			“I know.” There was really so little about Roger that she could complain about. “I love you, too,” she said. “I don’t know what I’d ever do without you.”

			“You won’t have to,” he said.

			She relaxed into his touch, his presence. Safety, she thought, was the most important thing in life. Once you had it you could do anything else. She had never understood why people looked for danger.

			* * *

			The funeral was at Frank E. Campbell’s on Madison Avenue, elegant, impeccable, nonsectarian. Years ago Grandpa and Grandma Miller had their funerals at Riverside, the traditional Jewish choice, but eventually they had all gravitated to Campbell’s and were used to going there. The first thing Olivia did when she entered was rush to the ladies room to comb her hair. Then she slipped into the room where the service was to be held. It was small, with rows of folding chairs; not a chapel, just a room. When she saw the coffin she started to cry. Whenever people die it’s like a whole chunk of my life goes away with them, she thought.

			Julia Miller Silverstone had been the oldest member of the family, in her mid-eighties, and very ill for a long time. Her grandchildren, Grady and Taylor, here from California, had been the ones to plan the funeral, because not only had she outlived her husband, but, much worse, she had outlived her only child, her son Stan. That was tragic, not normal, but neither had his death been normal. The old guard, who thought Grady and Taylor were a little strange because they weren’t Jewish, were waiting with mild curiosity to see what the service would be like.

			The flowers Grady and Taylor had chosen were blue, Aunt Julia’s favorite color, and the music playing softly over the loudspeaker was a Charleston. There were none of Julia’s contemporaries here at all; they were either dead, or too fragile, or gone to live in a warmer climate. Poor thing, I should have gone to see her more, Olivia thought guiltily. But she never complained about me. I hope I don’t have to be like that, old and alone, having to pay somebody to stay with me and push my wheelchair, who probably doesn’t even like me.

			She looked around. Right in front of her was Uncle Seymour, the silver-haired patriarch of the Miller family, who still ran the store even though he was eighty-one; and his wife, Aunt Iris, who had been a great beauty. Their son Charlie the Perfect ran the store with him, and he was not here today because he was in Europe on business, but their daughter Anna the Perfect was, in her tight little suit and her neat little haircut just like her mother’s. How the other girl cousins had resented, growing up, hearing from their mothers how perfect Anna was!

			“Anna is taking dancing lessons,” Olivia’s mother Lila had said in that smug voice she saved for comments about the family, “and she’s such a beautiful dancer they asked her to teach.”

			“Mother,” Olivia said, “it’s aerobics.”

			Never mind—it was Lila’s family and it was Swan Lake.

			Uncle Seymour turned to look at Olivia and gave a little nod, glancing around for Roger. Of course his daughter Anna the Perfect’s husband was there, a dutiful family member, even though he and Olivia had gone through entire parties without exchanging a word, and sometimes she thought he didn’t recognize her.

			From the next row of chairs Kenny the chubby heart surgeon, here from Santa Barbara, turned and smiled at her, although his eyes were grave. Olivia smiled back. Looking at Kenny was like looking at an age-progression drawing someone had superimposed on his baby face—it was unreal, imaginary. He would always seem the same to her. He had lost some hair, his nose was bigger, and there were lines, but she still saw the sweet and slightly fey kid she had played with during the long country summers of their childhood.

			She remembered how at her mother’s funeral he had hugged her and then unexpectedly said, “You’re my sister.” She had been touched because they were both only children and she hadn’t known he felt that close to her. Now they met only at events of family significance, and occasionally he would call her from California, but she also knew he had been to New York many times to theaters and museums with different girlfriends and never called to say he was in town. Maybe that still meant he was like a brother, maybe that was how some brothers behaved. He did, however, always stop by to pay his respects to Uncle Seymour, which was how she had found out he was there.

			Down in the front row she recognized, with a rush of love, her cousin Jenny’s dark curly mop of hair, like a berserk chrysanthemum. When she was young and conflicted about whether or not she ever wanted a child, she used to carry Jenny’s baby picture in her wallet and pretend Jenny was hers. But Jenny was too close in age to be her child—she was more like a little sister. Like Olivia and Kenny, she had no siblings. Their family bred late and infrequently, but Jenny was making up for it, with five children under the age of twelve. Jenny Cooper was the only cousin who had a full-time career and children too; she wouldn’t have it any other way. She and her husband Paul, a professor, were here from Cambridge, Massachusetts, for the day with their oldest two.

			The music had changed to something very soft and classical, and then faded away. The small room was full. Their cousin Grady, Aunt Julia’s grandson, got up to deliver the eulogy. Olivia had known him and his younger sister Taylor since they were babies, sent back East from California every year to spend those crowded family summers at Mandelay, when everyone was still alive.

			Grady Silverstone was thirty-four, a stuntman, as his father Stan had been; handsome, well built, broad-shouldered, strong and wiry. But there the resemblance ended. Stan had looked like a cowboy, but Grady looked like a Marine. Perhaps Stan would be different today, if he had lived, but it was the way she remembered him. Grady had the posture of someone who had gone to military school, and even though he was a superb athlete there was always something held back and rigid about him. His curly little smile held secrets.

			“When Julia was a little girl,” he said, “her mother would dress her up in a beautiful clean dress, with a big bow in her hair, and Julia would disappear. Where she wandered on her adventures no one knew, but every day she came home bedraggled and dirty, no matter how she was scolded. She felt there was so much in the world to do and see. When she was older she was a flapper. She liked to sing and dance, and her dearest ambition, although it was never fulfilled, was to be an actress. All her life she was so alive, until her long illness. Her mind was always there; it was only her body that betrayed her. But now her lively spirit can at last fly free. Fly, Julia. Fly and be happy.” Grady sat down. Olivia was crying.

			In front of Olivia, Uncle Seymour turned in confusion to Aunt Iris and whispered, “What is he, some kind of life-after-deather?”

			Taylor got up and went to the front of the room. She had been deaf since she was seven, and over the years her speech had deteriorated into the nasal tones they were now all used to. She was terribly pretty, and as golden as Grady was dark. Sometimes strangers took her for a Scandinavian person speaking in some foreign accent. Most deaf people Olivia had seen had very expressive faces to enhance their communication, but Taylor always had a look of forced calm, except when she was talking to Grady. She had learned to wear a mask—they both had.

			“I love you, Grandma,” Taylor said. “You took care of us, you were always there. I will miss you very much. I love you.” She sat down. Her husband, Tim, leaned over and touched his cheek to hers.

			It was over. Short and simple. Outside, the cousins hugged hard.

			On the way to find the limousines Olivia saw a woman who looked familiar, but she couldn’t remember who she was. She was a large woman with gray-streaked fair hair and a face wrinkled and puffy from years of obvious dissipation. There were faint signs that she had once been very pretty, and Olivia tried to picture her as she had been in the past; it was annoying not to know, some memory nagged at her. The woman was hanging back diffidently, being ignored. It was as if she knew no one liked her, that they were annoyed that she was there.

			Then suddenly she knew. It was Earlene—Big Earl, as Grady called her behind her back, Grady and Taylor’s mother. Stan’s widow. Aunt Julia’s daughter-in-law. Olivia had heard that she was living in Santa Fe now, but no one ever saw her but Grady and Taylor, and they as infrequently as possible. Olivia didn’t know why Earlene had made the long trip, since she didn’t seem to even much like Julia.

			When they all finished piling into the limousines to go to the cemetery, Earlene had disappeared.

			* * *

			Olivia had not been to the family’s cemetery in years, in fact none of them had, except when they had to bury somebody. It was so far away, in Queens. The family paid for Perpetual Care. When Julia’s coffin had been lowered, Olivia wandered around, looking at the weathered gravestones that belonged to their clan. She supposed there was a space for her somewhere if she wanted it. She turned around to see that her cousin Melissa had detached herself from the others and was now walking with her.

			In every family there is the Pretty One—in theirs it had been Olivia, and later Melissa. When Melissa was growing up she looked uncannily like Olivia, but now that she was grown they looked quite different, although Melissa was still a beauty. She was very thin, nervous, intense; she never ate. She was now Melissa Ardon, a well-dressed suburban Houston, Texas, wife and mother of three young children; she was very sweet, and she would never be caught in a bathmat coat with Mickey Mouse on it.

			“How do you feel having your parents buried in two separate cemeteries?” Melissa asked sympathetically. “It must be strange.”

			“It’s awful,” Olivia said. She remembered how she had hated leaving her father in that big empty plot all by himself. “But it was what Grace wanted. She said since it was a second marriage for both of them, neither of them could be buried with their first spouse; they had to get a new place. She said it was a religious law.”

			“What law?”

			“I don’t know. I can’t decide if I want to be buried with my mother or my father, so I’d rather be cremated and have my ashes scattered in the ocean.”

			“Maybe you’ll get married again.”

			“I doubt it.”

			“Well,” Melissa said cheerfully, “you’ve been with Roger longer than with either of your husbands.”

			“Longer than the total of the two of them,” Olivia said. “I think that was the point of our arrangement.”

			They walked on in companionable silence. Her mother had died of cancer when her father was already quite old, and when he had remarried people were at first surprised. Her mother had spent the final years of her illness teaching her father how to make his own meals, and it had never occurred to her that when she was gone he would prefer to find a younger woman to dine out in restaurants with him. Grace immediately got rid of all the furniture Olivia’s parents had had for over forty years, and tried to throw out all the family photographs. “You’ll never look at them,” she had snapped as Olivia adamantly carried them away.

			How could anyone be so heartless as to destroy a family’s history? How could she not want to keep the childhood picture of her mother Lila with her ruffled dress and solemn face, of Aunt Julia with the big bow in her hair . . . Olivia remembered reading about how some Holocaust survivors had kept pictures of their parents hidden inside the soles of their shoes through all the horrible years until the Liberation. But second wives, and their husbands, had been obliterating the existence of first wives for centuries. It was probably part of nature. As for Grace, after Olivia’s father’s death she had gone back to her children from her first marriage, and she and Olivia had not been in contact in two years.

			“I think I want to be buried here,” Olivia said. “With my mother and the grandparents. Some sense of continuity. Will you remember?”

			“It won’t be for a long time,” Melissa said.

			“So?”

			“Okay.” Melissa looked uncomfortable. Her own mother was buried here, with a place waiting for her father, Uncle David, but like all the other cousins who had moved away, Melissa and her husband had bought a family plot in their hometown. Jenny and her husband had done the same, as had Kenny.

			The mourners were walking to the limousines, and Melissa headed back, but Olivia stood for a moment looking over the neat rows of headstones lined up into the distance until they finally disappeared into the low mist of the damp, darkening winter afternoon. Many, many generations ago there had been only one cemetery, and everyone was buried there. Now there was no room, and even if there had been, people had gone away. The past seemed so simple. It made her feel sad.

			* * *

			Back at Aunt Julia’s apartment the relatives were eating ravenously from a buffet. Olivia wasn’t hungry. She looked around. There was the covered silver candy dish from the living room in Mandelay, and the four antique side chairs with needlepoint seats, which the children never sat on because they were itchy. And there next to the phone sat the TTY with its computer screen and keyboard, which Julia had used for her long-distance talks with Taylor.

			In the living room Aunt Myra, Jenny’s mother, the youngest of the aunts, who had no sisters anymore, was sitting close to her two older brothers and her sister-in-law, looking small and vulnerable. The “girl” cousins were talking about their children and schools, the “boy” cousins were talking about the family business (because even though most of them had chosen other occupations, the whole family still got money from it) and no one was discussing the departed.

			Grady and Taylor were sitting by themselves in a corner, conversing rapidly in sign language, their faces bright and animated, the way they were only with each other. Her graceful hands flew like two tan birds. What were they saying? They had had a habit since childhood of signing instead of speaking when other people were around, mischievously hiding in their private, secret world. A world none of the others had tried hard enough to enter. . . .

			Olivia remembered how, during those long summers at Mandelay, after what the family referred to as the Tragedy, all the cousins had tried to learn sign language so they could continue to talk to Taylor. They had approached it with the brief enthusiasm of children, and afterward, when they all grew up and scattered, they had forgotten most of it. Taylor had been their little pet, their toy. Olivia remembered Jenny at fourteen, sitting so patiently and setting Taylor’s silky flaxen hair into curls, because while Jenny was always trying to straighten her own dark tangled mop and look like Taylor, Taylor wanted only to look like Jenny. In her own way Jenny had spoken to Taylor through the language of her fingers, even then practicing to be the mother she now was.

			But now Jenny was at the door, her husband and two older sons in tow. “We have to catch a plane,” she was saying. “I have a baby-sitter.”

			Kenny, still chewing, embraced Olivia. “I have to go, too,” he said. “I have a quintuple bypass tomorrow morning.”

			He’d better stop eating all that junk or he’ll have one of his own, Olivia thought.

			“Come visit us,” Jenny said to Olivia with a wave.

			“If I can get away from my patients,” Olivia said.

			“And you can visit me,” Kenny said. But they knew nobody visited anybody.

			They left. Olivia went around the room hugging everyone goodbye. Then she rode down in the elevator alone. She wondered why the aunts and uncles still made her so anxious. When she had been a child they had all adored her, the bright and cherished little niece. Maybe her mistake had been to grow up. But they were all totally unaware of how they affected her, and probably would have been surprised. She was, after all, the independent one, the untamed.

		

	
		
			2

			OLIVIA WAS VERY YOUNG when her cousin Stanley Silverstone graduated from high school and left for Hollywood. She remembered growing up hearing about him—he was different, he didn’t like to study, he was unusually athletic, physical, even wild. The family said he was a daredevil. It was the fifties. People wanted security, not adventure. The family department store, Julia’s, named after Stan’s mother, had been intended as a great, glittering career opportunity for the men in the family, and an income for their sisters. If Stan didn’t feel it was for him, well, then he could become a lawyer, or even a doctor like his father, secure and respected. But everyone knew early on that Stan wasn’t interested in a normal life. He wanted to become a stuntman. Who had ever heard of such a thing?

			Stuntmen came from rodeos and carnivals, from Hollywood stuntman families and little towns with names like Rabbit Jump; they rode horses and motorcycles and dirt bikes, they had fights, they dove from tall buildings and through plate-glass windows, they crashed cars and staggered from these crashes engulfed in flames. This did not seem like any kind of world for a Jewish boy from New York City who had gone to private school.

			He rented a little house in Topanga Canyon, a Western landscape of scrub and chaparral and big trees. His few neighbors were beatniks and artists and reckless young men who dressed in black and rode big black Harleys in packs. While he honed his skills and tried to make contacts to break into the closed world of stunt people, Julia sent him money. He hung around bars called the Palomino and the River Bottom, where he got into fights and drank and made friends, and eventually one of these stuntman friends got him a Guild card so he could work.

			It was hard getting work, like trying to be an actor. Once you were a star you would have jobs all the time, but in the meantime . . . Stan kept on practicing, getting better. He learned the importance of safety and planning. Julia kept sending checks. He was likable, talented and lucky, and by the time he was in his mid-twenties he was someone who, while not yet anywhere near being one of the big boys, could at least make a living. Julia was proud of him.

			He met Earlene Taylor on a movie, where she was hanging around with the crowd watching them film. She wanted to be an actress, but so far she’d only been waiting tables. She was a big, very pretty, twenty-three-year-old blonde from a small town in Mississippi, who had come to Hollywood to become famous. She had been hoping someone would see her on the set and maybe let her be an extra. Stan did the motorcycle gag that had become one of his specialties, where he slid it under an eighteen-wheeler and came out the other side, and when the director yelled “Print,” Earlene ran up and asked for his autograph. Nobody had ever asked him for an autograph before.

			When he brought her back East to Mandelay, to introduce her to his family as his future bride, none of them much liked her, but they tried to be as nice as they could. They thought it was typical of Stan to bring home this unsuitable shiksa of limited sophistication, who drank as much as a man. Earlene was completely stunned by the wealth she saw: the rolling hills covered with manicured lawn and huge neatly pruned old trees, the formal gardens, the swimming pool, the tennis court, the twenty-seven-room Gothic mansion which even had an elevator in it that looked like a cage, although the caretaker had disabled the elevator because the parents were afraid the children might try to play in it and get hurt. The family money made Earlene uncomfortable, and discomfort made her hostile.

			Olivia was only ten, but she was very perceptive and picked up on all of this. She was rather in awe of Stan, who had become her childhood hero. He was wearing his hair longer than any man she had ever seen, and he had a handlebar mustache and a deep tan, and was dressed like a cowboy. He had cowboy boots and a turquoise bracelet. He didn’t even move like any man she had seen; he was quick and fluid like a snake. He rolled his own cigarettes when he thought he was alone under the trees, and they smelled different from the cigarettes other grown-ups smoked.

			“Why is this place called Mandelay?” Earlene asked Stan, on the cool porch with the vista of what seemed like heaven. She was drinking iced tea laced with bourbon she had found in the bar.

			“My aunt Lila named it. The store was named after my mother, so my grandfather let Lila name the estate.”

			“Like ‘The Road to Mandalay’?” Earlene asked. “Like the road pictures?”

			“I don’t think so,” Stan said.

			“Well, like Rebecca? I saw that movie. Like Manderley?”

			“No, it’s Mandelay.”

			“Do you remember when Mrs. Danvers set the whole house on fire? And the murder? That place was cursed.”

			“It’s not Manderley,” Stan said.

			“Wouldn’t it be funny if she was trying to be pretentious and got it wrong,” Earlene said.

			“Just cool it.”

			Actually, as Stan was later to find out, most things made Earlene hostile.

			They sat at the long dinner table and Olivia bombarded him with questions about his work. “What happens when you jump off a building?”

			“They spread out these large foam-rubber-filled mats, and they stack cardboard boxes under them to help break the fall.”

			‘Well, you knew he didn’t hit the ground,” Aunt Myra said with her little giggle. “He’s still here.”

			Olivia ignored her. “Do you scream?”

			Stan smiled. “You bet. The loudest primal scream you ever heard.”

			“I don’t know why you do it, then,” Lila said, disapproving.

			“The adrenaline rush,” Stan said.

			The aunts and uncles looked at each other and at the grandparents nervously, worried what they might make of this. But the grandparents had seen so many amazing things since the 1800s, when they had been born, that they just shrugged.

			“What’s the scariest trick to do?” Olivia persisted, thrilled to be so close to her strange cousin.

			“Gag,” Stan said. “They’re called gags, not tricks.”

			“Why?”

			“I don’t know. Maybe because it’s all a joke.”

			“Some joke,” Stan’s father, Uncle Eli, grumbled. He had never approved of Julia sending those checks.

			“I’d pick . . . probably the explosion and fire gag, where you have to crash a car and then get out of it before it blows up. You have to test to be sure the door will open, and then set off the charge, set yourself on fire and jump out. I’d never do that one with a hangover.”

			“Hangover!” Aunt Julia gasped. She glanced again at her parents.

			“Oh, you’d be surprised,” Stan said, and smiled. “Many’s the gag that’s been done after a hard night out with the guys.”

			“He’s just trying to scare you,” Earlene said. She had learned a few things since she’d been going with Stan, and she had a smug little air of authority. “He’d be wearing a protective suit, and there are people with fire extinguishers right there. And there’s a little cage inside the car to protect him from the crash. But they won’t let him do it yet. He’s not ready.”

			“Good,” Lila said.

			“How many buildings can you jump off?” Stan said. “Can’t make a living on motorcycles. Some years down the road I’m going to be doing everything.”

			If you’re still alive, they all thought; but nobody dared to say it.

			Stan and Earlene didn’t want the wedding to be at Mandelay; they said they would prefer to have the money. Also, he was converting to her religion, and would be a Christian, for the children they hoped to have. When they decided to elope to Las Vegas and be married by a justice of the peace, the family was greatly relieved. A year later, Earlene gave birth to their first child, a son, Grady—named after some relative of hers—and two years after that their daughter, Taylor.

			Every summer Stan and Earlene brought the children to Mandelay for two months, to escape the California heat and visit their grandmother, who still sent checks. After a few days Stan would leave them there and go back to Hollywood to work or look for work. Earlene was restless, disgruntled.

			“I don’t know why I gave up my career,” she would say.

			The house was filled with children. Uncle Seymour, the oldest uncle, who had always been independent, had his own estate with Aunt Iris and their children, Charlie and Anna; but the others were there: shy Kenny, Jenny with her dolls, active Melissa, Melissa’s brother, confident Nick; Grady and Taylor, and Olivia, who was a teenager now and already dreaming of getting away. Her mother was too possessive and she had no privacy. There were too many aunts to offer unasked-for advice.

			Later, when she looked back on it, she realized that all these people living together—doting, intrusive—formed a buffer between Earlene and her children, and that Mandelay was the only place they felt safe.

			Grady and Taylor were beautiful children, and Olivia loved them madly. They had perfect little muscles, without even trying, and they were active as monkeys. From the few things she saw, Olivia didn’t like the way Earlene treated them. One evening, in the long upstairs corridor, Grady and Taylor got into a squabble, and when Earlene came running to find out what had happened, Taylor said, “He hit me.” They were very young. Earlene grabbed Grady, holding him off the floor, and commanded Taylor to hit him. Taylor didn’t want to, she was trembling; Olivia suddenly realized it was not her brother but her mother she was afraid of. “Hit him!” Earlene snapped. Taylor took a swing and punched Grady, and then Earlene let him down. He fled sobbing into the bathroom. Taylor ran after him, and Olivia followed.

			He was huddled under the sink, crying, and Taylor was huddled beside him, holding him in her little arms, comforting him, and she was crying, too.

			Earlene and Stan didn’t get along, and several times they separated. She had the children alone, and he told his mother things, which Julia told Lila, who told Olivia. One night when Grady was only six, Earlene locked him out of the house. He had been dressed in his swim trunks, watering the lawn, which was one of his chores, and when Earlene demanded he come into the house he dawdled too long. Night falls quickly and cold in Southern California; it is desert country. Earlene locked the door and left him out there, scarcely clothed, shivering, while she went about her business: making Taylor eat supper, putting her to bed, watching a little TV, having a few drinks. Grady walked barefoot for several miles down the road to his father’s house, which was how the family found out.

			“What do you expect?” Earlene said to Julia. “He leaves me alone with them. I’m the one who has to discipline them. He doesn’t do it.”

			Grady looked like Stan, and Earlene didn’t like either of them. She preferred Taylor, who looked like her. Olivia suspected there were other things none of them knew about. Earlene drank too much, and she hit. What the family heard was the tip of the iceberg: perhaps they would never know the rest.

			One summer evening, when Grady was about eight and Olivia was home from college, while the family was in the living room watching TV, Olivia was taken by an unexpected depression smashing through her like a black rock. She went to her bedroom and sat on the floor, in the corner, behind the desk, her arms around her knees, thinking about Grady. Then he was beside her. He had a way of creeping around the house without your even knowing until he was there. He crouched beside her, his small body seeking her warmth, and she put her arm around him. Then she started to cry. There is abuse going on here, she thought, and there’s nothing I can do about it. Poor little Grady—what would become of him?

			It was the winter when she was seven that Taylor got meningitis. She had a fever so high she almost died, and when she came back to Mandelay that summer the children had been warned she would be different. She was deaf.

			To the family it was The Tragedy, but to Earlene it was The Cross I Have to Bear. She acted as if it was she and not Taylor who was inconvenienced by this lonely world of silence. Taylor had started going to a public school for the deaf, to keep her speech and learn to lip-read. She also had to learn to sign so she could communicate with the deaf community, of which she would now be a part. Earlene, Stan and Grady had to learn to sign too, so they could speak to her.

			Grady and Taylor swung from tree to tree like Tarzan, they collected cardboard cartons and lashed them together, the air in the boxes acting as an air bag, and jumped into them from the top of the house. Taylor screamed when she fell through the air, a pure, high scream from the most secret part of her being, and so did he.

			And then it was the early seventies. Grady and Taylor were fourteen and twelve. Their special bond, which had strengthened through the years, was enhanced by their discovery that their rapid fingers could make fun of people in public and no one else would know. Their grandfather had died, and Earlene had stopped accompanying them on their summer visits to their doting grandmother; she’d had, she said, as much of that boring place as she could take. This, of course, delighted them.

			Olivia had gone through her first divorce. She wondered when Stan would finally get around to his, even though he was living with Earlene again. His prophecy about his career had come true: he was allowed to be very versatile in the kinds of stunts he performed. Olivia didn’t like action movies, but she went to all of his and tried to figure out which one he was. Afterward she would sit through the list of credits and feel proud when she saw his name.

			When he came for his brief visits to Mandelay he still liked to shock the family with macho stories about carousing with the boys. He looked like a weathered old cowboy now, more dashing than ever. He would recount the times he had narrowly escaped death at work, and list his injuries. There were quite a lot of them—he was almost forty.

			Late one rainy winter night, his wife and children asleep in the house, Stan got on one of his motorcycles and rode up Mulholland Drive, a dangerous, winding road with a cliff on one side and a sheer drop on the other. It was actually four in the morning, and he took this trip for no reason anyone knew of, or certainly not one he wished to divulge. They knew he had not been sleeping well, and that he often stayed up all night alone watching television, but he had never gone out for a nocturnal ride before, especially in the rain.

			Olivia remembered the way she had asked him questions when she was growing up. “When you take a motorcycle off a mountain, how come you don’t get killed?”

			“I leave it as fast as possible,” he had said, and grinned at her.

			This time he didn’t leave it.

			Because he was a stuntman the story was of more than passing interest, and was in the newspapers. The police investigated the accident and ruled it a suicide. The rain was heavy enough to wash away any skid marks, so no one ever really knew. He had not left a note. But motorcycles had been his specialty and he was too good to go off a mountain by mistake; and if he had, he would have jumped away. Grady always believed it was suicide. Taylor insisted it was an accident. The family told his mother it was an accident so she could live with it as best she could.

			Earlene decided Grady had to be sent away to an all-boys’ boarding school so he wouldn’t grow up in a house of women. It was her opinion, one that was common at the time, that putting the teenage boy into a cloistered male world would keep him from becoming gay. Julia agreed, and paid for it. Then Earlene took in a roommate—a woman friend of hers who liked to drink as much as she did—to keep her company, and gave her Grady’s room. From then on when Grady came home for holidays, he had to sleep on the living room couch.

			Taylor was devastated at the separation from her brother right after her father’s death, and it was then she began to compose her face into a little mask. She was relieved, in a way, that Grady would escape the abuse at home, at least for a time, and that she didn’t have to watch it anymore, but now she was in that house all alone. At first they wrote to each other, in a kind of code they had invented. Grady was apparently very happy away at school. But Earlene was jealous because her son wrote to his sister far more often than he deigned to write to his mother, and after Earlene went on one of her rampages looking for the letters Taylor had gotten from Grady, Taylor destroyed them to keep her secrets. Then Earlene stopped giving Taylor the pocket money with which she had bought envelopes and stamps, and told her she should spend her spare time doing her homework instead. Taylor got all A’s, had friends, became obedient and quiet, and no one but Grady ever knew what she was thinking again.

			As soon as Grady graduated from the fancy boarding school he became a stuntman like his father. It was easier for him to break in than it had been for Stan, because Stan had paved the way. Taylor went to a college for the deaf and then became a yoga teacher. Ever since her father’s “accident” she had stopped doing anything daring. The day after she graduated from college she married Tim, an artisan who made beautiful furniture, whom she had met at a party in senior year. Tim could sign because his parents were deaf, although he himself could hear perfectly.

			Earlene moved to San Diego with a different woman friend. For some strange reason, after Earlene moved away, Taylor and Tim bought a house in Topanga Canyon right near where she and Grady had so many painful childhood memories, and Grady bought one there, too.

			For a long time afterward
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