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For John Leavitt and Emily Leavitt






If equal affection cannot be,
Let the more loving one be me.

—W. H. AUDEN,“The More Loving One”
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Part One




Chapter 1

The first time Louise thought she was dying she called Danny and April to the side of her hospital bed and said, “Listen, kids, there’s something I want to say to you both,” April, who had just turned sixteen, shook out her long hair and said, “Oh, Mom, come on!” but Danny knew to stay quiet.

“No, I’m serious,” Louise said. “Now I know I’ve done some things you haven’t liked, like not letting you go to that concert, April, because it was too late, or Danny, not letting you go see Rosemary’s Baby. But you have to understand, I had my reasons. Just remember as you get older, everyone is somebody’s child, but only some people are somebody’s mother.” She reached to rearrange her pillow, inadvertently pulling the IV tube taut against her arm. “Oh, damn it,” she said, “Nat, can you help me with this goddamned bed, I can never get it right.”

From where he sat in the vinyl corner armchair, grading papers, Nat bounded up; he felt most useful when operating machinery. He cracked his fingers and began to manipulate the buttons on the bed’s control panel. “A little higher,” Louise said as the bed shifted and whirred. “Now a little lower.”

“Mom,” April said, “I know that being a mother is hard, I know that.”

“Well, sometimes you’ve acted like you resent me, sweetheart, and I just couldn’t bear it if—”

“But I understand! You have to make decisions which are good for us, even if we don’t like them. I’ve always understood that.” She took her mother’s hand and said, “I love you, Mom,” and both of them, quite suddenly, started to cry. “Well, I guess I just wanted to say I love you too, sweetheart,” Louise said. “I had to get it off my chest, that’s all. Danny, can you hand me a kleenex?” She blew her nose. Emotions, in her case, usually expressed themselves in a digestive or respiratory manner. She was forty-four years old.

But as it turned out, she wasn’t dying. The disease was to travel along its serpentine route for nine more years, without Louise having to think again that she was dying. Illness moved into their house like an elderly aunt in a back bedroom. It lived with them; it sat at the kitchen table with them; it became ordinary.

Still, there was, from then on, for each of them, a dividing line, a before and after. Certain indestructible details bore into their long-term memories. For Louise it was the morning shower when she first felt the lump in her breast; for Nat the piece of pink notepaper on which the department secretary had written, “Call Mrs. Cooper immediately”; for April the surprising silence of the house when she got home from school that day and found no one was home. And for Danny it was when he got called away from Mr. Weston’s class—they were doing American Indians—and in the school office the secretary said, “Danny, your dad called to say your mom won’t be able to pick you up for your dentist’s appointment, your sister’s coming.” April arrived at the appointed time, driving Louise’s car, and Danny knew something was seriously wrong. April had had her license only two weeks; under normal circumstances she was not allowed to drive Louise’s car.

“Don’t get us in a crash!” Danny said as they pulled out of the school parking lot, and April said, “Will you relax? I got ninety-eight on my test, I know what I’m doing.” He never understood why she chose the middle of traffic to tell him, but April was given to rash and impractical strategies. “Danny,” she said, “Mommy had to go to the hospital today. You see, she found a lump in her breast, and they have to take it out, but it’s probably nothing, nothing to worry about.” And before he could say anything, before he could think of a question or beg for reassurance, she herself had burst into a fit of weeping so hard that her hands shook and the car veered onto the shoulder. “April, don’t drive now!” Danny said. “Pull over!” “I’m fine!” April screamed. “I’m fine!” Control would never be her strong point. A long time later, when Danny told her he was gay, her answer was, “Well, Danny, all I can say is, you’d better tell Mom and Dad tonight, because if you don’t, I just know I won’t be able to help telling them myself.” Almost apologetically she said this, as if her actions were entirely determined by demons switching circuits in her brain. The best she could do, it seemed, was offer a little advance warning.

___________

The second time Louise thought she was dying was altogether different. A somber, muddled moment; there were to be no pronouncements, no bedside offerings. She was sitting with Danny in the lunchroom of Neiman-Marcus, watching him eat a sandwich called the Towering Pagoda—neatly quartered stacks of toast, bacon, turkey, and water chestnut, speared with orientalized decorative toothpicks. It was the end of August. Nat was away; April was away. The last afternoons of summer sizzled toward increasingly early sunsets, each one bringing the flip of the calendar one day closer. All around them people were battling incipient end-of-season nostalgia with back-to-school shopping, new clothes, course catalogues, and white sales, but Danny and Louise, as every year, seemed somehow to have been left behind by all the activity, their feet frozen in the regretful muck, the sodden dregs of a summer passed over too quickly, not sufficiently appreciated or enjoyed. Nat always managed to get a business trip this time of year, some chatting to a corporation and a few quick fucks at the Inter-Continental Marriott Sheraton Hilton Comfort Inn. (Louise’s joke.) And April too was somehow always away; even better than Nat, she had managed to disengage herself from the calendar altogether, to find a way of living and working entirely outside seasonal time clocks. So it was just Louise and Danny, as usual, at the end of August, eating at the Neiman-Marcus lunchroom together as they never had before and never would again, and Louise, for the second time in her life, thinking she was dying. This time she had known better than to share with anyone the lump, the biopsy, the barium, the upside-down machine, and the phone call she would make in the morning to find out the results. Danny, slumped in his chair, bit lethargically into his Towering Pagoda, as if to say, nothing will make this time better. Around them ice clinked in the iced tea glasses of rich-looking women, there was the soothing sound of low voices discussing diets, televised infidelities, the ailments of the wives of the world’s richest men.

___________

As it turned out, though, she was to be spared again. “Good news!” said the doctor over the phone. Still sick, but not dying. Danny, despite protests, went to eleventh grade. Nat came home. She was fifty-three years old.

___________

Once, when Danny was home visiting, he went with his mother to a knitting shop. They walked together along the sun-brightened sidewalks of California Avenue, past the Fine Arts Theatre, Round Table Pizza, La Caniche Pet Shoppe, Country Sun Natural Foods. Louise was wearing baby-blue jeans, ladies’ jeans, with flowers on the hips, and a fuzzy yellow cardigan sweater. “You know, Danny,” she said, “most people say being old is so tough, but as I get older, I think more and more, being old is great. You relax, you don’t worry so much about things, you don’t have to work so hard. And best of all, you know so much you didn’t know when you were young.”

“Mom,” Danny said, “don’t be ridiculous. You’re not old.”

“And the discounts! At movies, on buses. I can’t tell you how much I’m enjoying the discounts.”

“You don’t deserve them,” Danny said, and throwing his hand out hit her hard, on the forearm. Instantly a bruise bloomed—red pigment spreading fast under her skin.

“Oh, I hit you!” he said.

She shrugged. “It’s nothing,” she said. “Just subcutaneous bleeding.”

Just! In his clumsiness he reached out to take her arm and inadvertently struck her again. “Danny!” she said. Another red welt, the size of a half-dollar, burst under the skin of her wrist. “Careful now.” Neatly she tugged down her sleeve. “I’m sorry,” he said. But she said, “Oh, it’s nothing. I get these all the time.”

They went to the knitting store. It was a dusty place, full of pattern magazines and wall nooks crammed with skeins of yarn arranged according to the color spectrum. At a big elementary school table women sat working long pink needles, drinking coffee, thumbing through magazines. She joined the circle; even though the women were strangers, they spoke together intimately, in low tones. Louise was looking for an outfit to make for a friend’s soon-to-be-born grandchild—since a couple of years ago she had stopped mentioning hope for one of her own—leafing through photographs of yellow sweater jumpers, booties, elegant gray suits for little boys, hats patterned with ducks. She rolled up her sleeves, revealing two delicate, freckled forearms alarmingly patterned with dark red spirals and circles, splotches of blood, like army camouflage clothing. She was sixty-one years old.

___________

As a child, Danny was shy and careful, at least where his mother was concerned. Once, when he was about six, alarmed by the photographs of cancerous lungs his teacher had shown in the antismoking slide show at school, he hid all her cigarettes. For an hour that evening she searched the house, looking under pillows and cushions, emptying trash cans, even going through the freezer. Then she noticed him watching her. “Did you do something with my cigarettes?” she said, and he stood before her, frozen.

“Tell me where they are,” she said.

“It’s bad to smoke.”

“Tell me where the hell you put my cigarettes or you are going to get it, young man.”

“It’s bad to smoke.”

“I’m warning you, Danny.”

“In my play chest.”

He followed her to his room, watched her open the chest and pull the toys out with unruly violence. “Jesus Christ,” she said as she ripped the plastic off the carton of cigarettes, “don’t any of your teachers give you lessons on minding your own business?” She stood hunched over, trying to light the cigarette in the hollow of her hand even as she chastised him, and he observed with some curiosity her struggles with the lighter. Finally the flame caught. She took a long, desperate puff, blew smoke toward the open window. As she smoked, she kept one arm crossed over her chest and would not look at him.

She smoked six more years, until the first surgery compelled her to quit. In the interval Danny never again touched the big red cartons Louise kept stacked in the cabinet beneath the napkin drawer, nor did he consider doing so. He had learned that afternoon what tender and desperate things his mother’s needs were; that they could not be treated lightly, or cavalierly dispensed with. From then on, he knew, he would have to find more secret, undercover ways to protect her, ways that she would never recognize.


Chapter 2

When Nat Cooper was in sixth grade, in 1935, he wrote a paper called “My Family Tree Grows Nuts.” “The Cooper Family Tree has few roots and many branches,” his paper began, and it was true: ten daughters and two sons, born to Max and Nettie, who had come over from Lithuania. Max had to dress as a girl to escape the draft; he pretended he was his wife’s sister. As for their own parents, sisters, brothers, aunts, uncles, no one seemed to know anything. Presumably they were all dead in the pogroms. Max and Nettie were a sapling, a single branch cut off and transplanted in a warmer climate. Their twelve children had forty-three children; their forty-three grandchildren had sixty more children. Very few of them were left in Boston, however, most having moved south, to Florida, or, like Nat, west.

When he was grown up, Danny liked to tell people he’d been born nowhere, in a town that might have been blown away to nothing as quickly as it had been scuffed up from nothing, a town only a year older than he was. The town was called Carrollton, California, and it was built on garbage; “bayfill” was the polite term. A few years before, there had been water there, fishes, perhaps dolphins. But the San Francisco Bay was being chemically narrowed, filled in. People slept and argued and cooked and had children on a sponge of reconstituted paper towels, kleenex, cigarette cartons, squeezed-out toothpaste tubes, dented cans. Years and years of human detritus, forged into earth. It had been Nat’s idea to move there, even though, as Louise constantly reminded him, they could have easily afforded better. He liked the idea of Carrollton, the ideal of Carrollton, because it seemed like the future: biodegradable, recyclable, energy-efficient. But Carrollton’s planners ran out of money; the hull of an unfinished shopping mall stood out against the multihued and pollutant horizon of the bay like an excavated dinosaur skeleton. The plumbing system broke down constantly; where there were cracks there were leaks, where there were leaks there were rats. Soon enough Louise had had enough of it, she put her foot down, and they moved Danny and April across the freeway, to the university town where Nat taught, and where the buildings had at least had a few generations to sink into the ground. Already Danny was imagining a day when, in a place far away, he’d describe this town to strangers, and the strangers would laugh.

Nat was a computer scientist. This was back in the days before the invention of the microchip, when computers were immense, ungainly things—nothing like the sleek devices of the present—and when athletic minds seemed to occupy only undernourished bodies. Nat was pale and bony, with hair the color of weak tomato soup. He didn’t trim his beard, which was sometimes stuck with bits of food. He was, in his own way, a visionary, but a visionary crippled by a kind of myopia; he lived in a hive of machines, an endless corridor of technology, and seemed ignorant or confused when confronted with the goings-on of the rest of the world. (“He needs eyeglasses for his soul,” Louise used to joke to her friends at the faculty wives’ luncheons she hosted on occasional Tuesday afternoons.)

Still, Nat had a vision; he liked to describe to Danny and April how in twenty years the computers he worked would liberate men and women from the daily labors they now endured. “Just think,” he’d tell his sister-in-law, Eleanor, who wrote a cooking column, “there’ll be a day when you’ll want to make something for your column and won’t know what. So what’ll you do? You’ll punch some buttons, and lo and behold, a wonderful recipe will appear before you—along with all the ingredients, premeasured, many of them fabricated by the computer. For we’ll be able to manufacture foods artificially by then. The breaking down of molecules and their re-formation in preselected forms; even today we have some of the technology.” Eleanor turned away, affronted at Nat’s lack of respect for her creativity, his inability to accept her column as an expression of artistic intent. No one took Nat’s fantasies of the future very seriously. She turned away from him, but years later—when the world, and particularly their region of it, really did change, and in some ways just as Nat predicted—she (and the rest of the family) were retroactively impressed, and proud of Nat, in spite of the fact that a stubborn attachment to a wrongheaded notion had long since waylaid him, leaving him sidetracked in his obscure laboratory, while others carried the torch and changed the world forever. By then the future seemed no longer an endlessly postponed abstraction, but a present reality, a preordained age of electronic grace whose time had finally come.

___________

The town they lived in was filled with refugees. The horrors of the urban East—the horrors they had left behind, for good—were everyone’s favorite topic: broken air conditioners, stinking subways, rats in the kitchen. And there were other people, older, for whom the horrors stretched even farther east, across an ocean: old men who sat puffing cigars all day at the coffee bar, dressed in thick wool suits in spite of the heat; women with helmets of gray hair, in pale jeans and Birkenstocks, serving cookies at the Unitarian Church Disarmament Coalition meetings, their German accents almost undetectable, but there, in the back of the throat, behind the new language. Every adult Danny knew, growing up, craved the good karma, the endless sunshine, the clean air. And still they complained, as if under their tanned hides, inside their souls, factories were belching black smoke, and they had to let it out. “The third time I got mugged, I decided I’d had enough.” “A naked woman, right there in the
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