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Dedication

This one is for David Schiff, 

a friend for life, whose integrity inspired me

to create the quiet hero of this novel.







1.

It was late November, and for a week solid the rain hadn’t let up. My son and I had moved out of our old apartment back before school started, but I had left it until now to clear the last of our belongings out of the storage area I’d been renting. With two days left before the end of the month, I decided not to wait any longer for dry weather. Worse things could happen to a person than getting a few boxes wet. As I well knew.

The fact that we had finally left this town was good news. Not long before, I’d finally paid off the last of my debt to the lawyer who’d represented me in my custody trial more than a dozen years earlier. Now Oliver and I were living in a bigger apartment closer to my new job in Oakland—a place where my son could finally have a little space, with a little work studio for me, too. After a long, hard stretch, the future looked hopeful.

Money being in short supply, as usual, and with Ollie off at his father’s for the weekend, I was taking care of this last run over to Goodwill with a bunch of things we didn’t need any more. Just about everything was soaked through, and so was I. I had pulled up to a four-way stop, waiting for my turn. All I wanted at that moment was to get out of town, knowing that once I did I would never go back.

Almost ten years had gone by since the last time I’d laid eyes on Ava Havilland. And then that day, I did.

There is this phenomenon I’ve noticed in the past: the way that, in a vast landscape containing so much visual information seemingly of no significance, your eyes will be drawn to one small odd thing among all the thousands of others—the thing that calls to you, and suddenly, out of everything else your eyes are taking in and disregarding, they’ll focus on this one spot where something doesn’t make sense, or maybe it spells danger, or it just reminds you of a time and place different from this one. And you can’t look away.

It’s the thing you don’t expect. That fragment in the landscape out of keeping with the rest. To another pair of eyes it might mean nothing.

I remember a day I’d taken Oliver to a ball game—one of those endless attempts to construct a happy, normal time with my son within the unnatural confines of a too-rare six-hour visitation. Halfway up the rows of bleachers, in a totally different section of the ballpark—in among the thousands of other fans—I had spotted a man from my Tuesday night AA meeting holding a beer and laughing in a way that made me know it wasn’t his first. A feeling of sadness had come over me—terror, actually—because just the week before, we had celebrated his three-year sobriety. And if he could slip this way, what did that say about me?

I had looked away that time. Turned to my son instead, made some comment about the pitcher—the kind of observation that a person who knew more about the game might say to her son at a moment like this, a moment when a mother wanted to share the experience of a ball game with her boy and forget about everything else. This would be the kind of mother whose child never had to see her hiding wine bottles under the cereal boxes at the bottom of the recycle bin, or led into the backseat of a police car in handcuffs—the kind of mother who got to see her child every night, not just for six hours, two Saturdays a month. For years, all I wanted was to be that kind of mother.

This was a long time back. I hadn’t even met the Havillands yet. I hadn’t met Elliot (who, when I did, would have given anything to bring my son and me to a ball game and be a part of our small, struggling family). A lot of things hadn’t happened yet back in those days.

Now here I was at the wheel of my old Honda Civic, idling at that intersection in an unglamorous part of San Mateo where planes flew so low, taking off from the airport or coming in for a landing, that you sometimes got the feeling they’d skim off the top of your car.

A black car pulled up alongside mine—not a police car, but it looked like some official vehicle, not a limousine. But it wasn’t the man in front whose face caught my attention. It was the passenger in the backseat. She was looking out the window through the rain, and for a moment her eyes caught mine.

In the few seconds before the black car pulled away from the intersection, I recognized her, and in the odd way the mind works—instinct not yet having caught up with experience—my first impulse was to cry out as a person would who’d spotted a long-lost friend. For a second there, this great wave of pure, uncomplicated happiness started to wash over me. It was Ava.

Then I remembered. Ava wasn’t my friend anymore. After all that time, it was still an odd sensation seeing her and not calling out. Not even raising my hand to wave.

I let it go. Made my face stone. If she recognized me (and something in her eyes, staring out through the glass for those few seconds, suggested that she had; after all, she was looking at me, too), she showed no more inclination than I did to acknowledge all that we knew.

She’d changed a lot since the last time we’d seen each other. Not just because she was older. (Ava would be sixty-two years old now, I figured. Her birthday was coming up.) She had always been thin, but her face looking out the window now seemed skeletal—skin stretched over bone, and nothing more. She could have been a dead person, only they hadn’t buried her yet. Or a ghost—and in many ways, that’s what she was to me now.

In the old days, when we used to speak every day—more than once a day, as a rule—Ava always had a million things to tell me, though part of what I loved was how ready she was to hear what I had to say, too. How intensely she paid attention.

She was always in the middle of some project, and it was always exciting. More than anyone I’d ever known, she possessed this air of purpose and assurance. You knew that when Ava came into the room something was going to happen. Something wonderful.

The person I caught sight of in the back of the official-looking black car that day looked like someone for whom nothing good would ever happen again, a person whose life was over. Her body just hadn’t taken in the news yet.

Her hair appeared to have gone gray, though most of it was concealed under an odd red cap of a sort the Ava I’d known would never have owned. It was the kind of hat you might buy at a senior citizens’ craft fair, that some old lady had knitted out of polyester yarn, because that was cheaper than wool. “Polyester,” she said to me once. “Can’t you just tell from the name that the stuff is junk?”

But this was Ava, all right. Nobody else looked like her. Only the Ava in the car that day no longer sat at the helm of a silver Mercedes Sprinter Van. This Ava no longer presided over the big house on Folger Lane, with the black-bottomed swimming pool and that exotic rose garden, and a gardener on staff to tend it. There was no more Guatemalan maid to pick up her clothes from the cleaners and make sure they were perfectly arranged, by color, in her vast closet, with all the beautiful shoes in their original boxes, and the scarves, and the jewelry that Swift had picked out for her laid out on velvet trays. The woman in the backseat of the black car no longer dispensed gifts of cashmere shawls and socks for the lucky people she counted as her friends, and shepherd’s pie from the backseat for homeless Vietnam veterans, and dog bones for strays. Impossible to imagine Ava without her dogs, but here she was.

Most unfathomable of all, this was Ava without Swift.

There had been a time when a day didn’t go by that I didn’t hear her voice. Nearly everything I did was directly inspired by what Ava told me, or didn’t even have to tell me, because I knew already what Ava would think, and whatever that was, that’s what I believed, too. Then came a long, dark time after she cut me out of her world, and the hard reality of that betrayal became—second only to losing custody of my son—the defining fact of my life. Losing Ava’s friendship had left me unable to remember who I might be anymore without her. As strong a force as her presence had created, her absence was stronger yet.

So it was a surprise to realize, when I caught sight of her through the window of that briefly idling car, that a few weeks had gone by since I’d thought about her. And now that I did, I still registered a stab of sick, sad loss. Not that I wanted to go back to the old days at that house on Folger Lane. Now I only wished I’d never set foot in it.
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The house. I’ll begin there. Someone else lives in the Havillands’ house now; they’ve taken out the handicapped-accessible ramp and cut down Ava’s camellias to make an additional parking space currently occupied by a silver hybrid SUV, from which I recently observed a pair of blond children emerging, along with a woman who appeared to be a nanny. And as much sorrow as I feel on those rare occasions when I pass the house, I cannot separate it from the other part, which was the way I used to feel every time I pulled into the driveway—the sense that I had landed at long last in a place that felt like home. I could breathe again, and when I did, the air was thick with jasmine.

I didn’t live in that house. But my heart did. Ironic, saying this after everything that happened, but I felt safe at the Havillands’. No doubt it is a part of my story, and a reason why the place held such particular significance, that in the thirty-eight years before my first visit to Folger Lane, I had seldom if ever known such a feeling.

Back when Ava and Swift lived in this house, the first ones out of the Mercedes when she pulled up were always the dogs—three rescue dogs of indeterminate breed. (“They’re rescue dogs,” she’d point out to anyone who didn’t already know.) The vehicle had been specially equipped with an electric lift that lowered her state-of-the-art wheelchair to the ground. More often than not, I’d pull up and there would be Ava wheeling toward me in her chair, with her free arm—the one not operating the chair—stretched open wide to greet me.

“I got you these fantastic leg warmers,” she’d say. Or it could have been a mug, or a beautiful leather-bound journal, or honey made from bees who only frequented lavender fields. She always had some little gift for me: a sweater she’d picked up, in a color I never wore that was suddenly revealed to be perfect for my skin tone; a book she thought I’d love; or a vase holding a bouquet of sweet pea blossoms. I hadn’t even realized that the tread on my sneakers was worn, but Ava had, and knowing my size and the brand I favored (or a better one, more likely), she’d bought me new ones. Who else would buy her friend a pair of shoes? And a pair of striped socks to go with them. She knew I’d love them, and she was right.

Sammy and Lillian (the two smaller mutts) would be licking my ankles then, and Rocco (the problematic one who always hung back, except when he decided to bite you), would run in circles the way he did when he was excited, which was always, his tail wagging crazily. And Ava, once she had a hand free, would take mine, and we’d burst into the house together as she called out to Swift, “Look who I brought home,” though he’d know, of course.

Ava always fed me when I came over to Folger Lane, and I always devoured what she offered me. Somewhere along the line, over the years—without noticing, even—I’d lost the taste for food. Lost the taste for life, or close to it. That’s what the Havillands gave back to me. I felt it every time I made my way up the smooth slate path to their open door, when the wave of good smells would hit me. Soup on the stove. Roast chicken in the oven. A bowl of floating gardenias in every room. And drifting in from outside, the smoke from Swift’s Cuban cigar.

Laughter then. Swift’s big, hearty explosion of it, like a macaw in the jungle, announcing his readiness to mate. “I’m making a wild guess it’s Helen,” he’d call out.

Just hearing a man like Swift speak my name made me feel important. For the first time in my life, possibly.
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Swift didn’t go to an office anymore. He hadn’t done that for years. He’d run a series of start-ups in Silicon Valley—the most recent, something to do with making it possible for high-end business travelers to procure last-minute restaurant reservations—which had made so much money that he’d quit. At the point when I met them, he and Ava were in the process of creating a nonprofit called BARK that would find homes for abandoned dogs and provide funding for spay and neuter services. For now, he ran their foundation out of the pool house, where he also oversaw their investments. He was on the phone a lot, talking to potential BARK donors from his standing desk, in that big voice of his. But whenever Ava came home, he stopped everything and burst into the house, and then his hands were all over her.

“I’ll tell you why Swift can relate so well to animals,” Ava said to me early on. “Because he is one, himself. The man lives for sex. It’s as simple as that. He can’t keep his hands off me.” Her voice, delivering this observation, suggested amusement more than irritation. Often, speaking of Swift, Ava adopted this tone, as if her husband were like a flea who’d landed on her, but one she easily flicked off. Still, I never questioned that she adored him.

And in fact, though she remained central in his universe, Swift had a number of other obsessions: his 1949 Vincent Black Lightning motorcycle (bought, after a long search, because he’d loved the Richard Thompson song and had to own one himself), the school he sponsored in Nicaragua for street children, his private qigong classes, his fencing lessons, his study of Chinese medicine and African drumming, and a seemingly endless parade of young Reiki practitioners and energy workers and yoga instructors who presented themselves at the house throughout the day for one-on-one sessions. Ava might have appeared to be the one in greater need of bodywork, but more often than not, when someone showed up at the door—generally a woman, probably a beautiful one, carrying a mat, or a massage table, or some odd and unidentifiable piece of equipment, it would turn out she was there to work with Swift.

The house on Folger Lane was the place where everything happened. Swift and Ava had a second home on the shores of Lake Tahoe, which they visited now and then, but other than that, and Swift’s occasional trips to promote their foundation, they didn’t travel. They didn’t like to be apart from each other, Swift said. Or, Ava added, away from the dogs.

There was a well-loved son—his, not hers—but Cooper was off at business school on the East Coast now, and even when he came home, he usually stayed with his mother, though anyone who visited the house on Folger Lane could see, from the number of photographs lining the walls of Swift’s library (of Cooper and his fraternity buddies heli-skiing in British Columbia, or horsing around on a beach in Hawaii with his girlfriend, Virginia, or with his father, hefting an oversize beer stein at a 49ers game) that Swift adored his son.

Ava’s children were the dogs, she told me. And perhaps, I used to feel, it was the fact that she had no children that accounted for my friend’s extraordinary generosity toward the people and animals she loved. It was understood that dogs held the primary position in her affections, but she had this uncanny ability to recognize when a person needed rescuing, too.

Not just me, though I came to occupy a unique position with Ava, but also strangers. I could be out with her someplace, having lunch at some little restaurant (her treat, naturally) and she’d see a man in the parking lot, sifting through the trash, and a minute later she’d be talking to the waitress, handing her a twenty-dollar bill and asking her to bring the man a hamburger and fries and a root beer float. If there was a homeless person standing by the side of the road with a sign, and that person had a dog, Ava always pulled over to give him a handful of the organic dog treats she kept in a large tub in the back of her van.

She’d made friends with a man named Bud who worked at a flower shop where we stopped in for the roses and gardenias—masses of them—that she liked to keep in a bowl next to her bed. Then we didn’t see Bud for a while, and she found out he’d been diagnosed with cancer, and she was at the hospital that same afternoon with books and flowers and an iPod loaded with the soundtracks to Guys and Dolls and Oklahoma, because she knew how much he loved show tunes.

She didn’t just go see Bud that one time, either. Ava followed up. I used to say about Ava that she was the most loyal friend a person could ever have. If Ava took a person on as a project, she was there for life.

“You’ll never get rid of me,” she told me once. As if I’d ever want to.
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I met the Havillands around Thanksgiving, at a gallery opening in San Francisco for a show of paintings made by emotionally disturbed adults. I was moonlighting to make a little extra cash, working for the caterer. I had turned thirty-eight two months earlier, had been divorced five years, and if you’d asked me that day to name one good thing about my life, I would have been hard-pressed to come up with an answer.

That gallery opening was an odd event, a fundraiser for a mental health foundation. The majority of the people in attendance that night were the emotionally disturbed artists and their families, who also seemed a little disturbed. There was a man in an orange jumpsuit who couldn’t look up from the floor and a very small woman in pigtails and a great many plastic barrettes clipped to her bangs, who talked to herself nonstop and periodically whistled. Not surprisingly, Ava and Swift stood out in the crowd, though Ava and Swift would have stood out in any crowd.

I didn’t know their names yet, but my friend Alice, who was working the bar, did. I noticed Swift first, not because he was conventionally handsome, or even close to it. A person might actually have described Swift as one of the homelier men she’d ever seen, but there was something fascinating about his homeliness—something primal and wild. He had a compact, muscular body and crazy dark brown hair that stood out in various directions. He had a dark complexion and large hands, and he wore blue jeans—some very well-cut brand, not Gap or Levi’s, and his hand rested on the back of Ava’s neck in a way that spoke of more intimacy than if he’d been touching her breast.

He was leaning close to Ava, saying something in her ear. Because she was sitting, he was bending over, but before he spoke, he had buried his face in her hair and lingered there for a moment, as if breathing her in. Even if he had been here alone, I would have recognized him as the kind of man who would never have noticed or paid attention to me. Then he was laughing, and he had a big laugh, more like a hyena than a person. You could hear it all the way across the room.

I hadn’t spotted the wheelchair at first; I thought she was just sitting down, but the crowd parted and I saw her legs, immobile, in her silver silk pants, the exquisite slippers that never touched the floor. You wouldn’t call her beautiful in the usual way, but she had the kind of face that people notice: large eyes, big mouth, and when she spoke she moved her arms like a dancer; the arms were long and lean, with every muscle defined as rope. She wore oversize silver rings on the fingers of both hands, and a thick silver bracelet that wrapped around her wrist like a handcuff. I could tell that if she were able to stand she’d be very tall—taller than her husband, probably. But even seated, you knew this was a powerful woman. That chair of hers was more like a throne.

Occupied as I was that night with my trays of appetizers, I allowed myself to consider, briefly, what it would be like to experience this crowd from the low elevation she did—with her face reaching to around chest level of most of the people surrounding her. If this bothered her, she betrayed no sign. She sat very straight in her chair, and she held herself like a queen.

I guessed that she was probably about fifteen years older than me, in her early fifties. Her husband—though he was in good shape, with taut skin and an abundance of hair—looked to be closer to sixty, which turned out to be right. I remember thinking, I’d like to look like that woman when I’m older, though I knew I wouldn’t.

For my day job at the time I worked as a portrait photographer, which was a fancy way of describing hours spent standing behind a camera—in schools, malls, event venues—trying to coax smiles out of bored-looking businesspeople and recalcitrant kids. The hours were long and the pay was low. Hence my occasional catering gigs. Still, I was pretty accurate in my assessment of faces, and I knew the story with mine. Small eyes. A nose that is neither large nor small, but lacking definition. My body has always been normal weight, but nothing to write home about. Going on from there to the rest of me—hands, feet, hair—I’d have to say there is not one memorable thing about my appearance—which may be why even people who’ve met me several times often forget that they have. This made it all the more surprising that of all the people she might have spoken to in the gallery that night, Ava chose me.

I was circulating with a tray of spring rolls and Thai chicken skewers when she looked up from the canvas she was studying.

“If you were going to buy one of these artworks, knowing you’d be looking at it on your wall every day for the rest of your life,” she said, “which would you choose?”

I stood there holding my tray as a blank-faced man (probably autistic) reached for his fourth or fifth skewer, dipping it into the peanut sauce, taking a large, messy bite, then dunking again. Some people might have been put off by this, but Ava was not that type. She dipped her spring roll into the bowl right after he did and finished the whole thing in a single bite.

“It’s a hard choice,” I said, looking around the gallery. There was a portrait of Lee Harvey Oswald, made on a piece of wood, with a long string of words written on the bottom that made about as much sense as a shopping list merged with your old chemistry textbook from high school. There was a sculpture of a pig covered in a bright pink glaze, with half a dozen smaller ceramic pigs, also bright pink, arranged around the pig as if suckling. There was a series of self-portraits of a large woman with bright orange hair and glasses—crudely done, but so successful in their evocation of their subject that I had spotted the artist immediately when she entered the room. The piece I liked best, though, I told Ava, was a painting of a boy pulling a wagon, which held a boy holding a similar but smaller wagon, with a dog in it.

“You’ve got a good eye,” she told me. “That’s the one I’m buying.”

I looked down, too self-conscious to meet her gaze, though I had taken in the sight of her enough to know she was an extraordinary-looking person: that swanlike neck of hers, the smooth, tawny skin. I felt at that moment the way a child might when a teacher praises her. The kind of child who doesn’t often meet with praise.

“I’m biased, of course,” she added. “I’m a dog person.” She extended her hand. “Ava,” she said, looking straight into my eyes as few people did.

I told her my name, and though I hardly ever admitted this to anybody anymore, I said that I was a photographer. Or had been. Portraits my specialty. What I really liked to do, I said, was tell stories with my photographs. I loved telling stories, period.

“When I was young, I thought I’d be someone like Imogen Cunningham,” I told her. “But this is more my calling.” I gave a rueful laugh, inclining my head toward the empty canapé tray.

“You don’t want to put that negative energy out there,” Ava said. Her voice sounded kind, saying this. But firm. “You have no idea what you may be doing a year from now. How things can change.”

I knew how things could change, all right. Not for the good, in my case. There had been a time when I lived in a house with a man I believed I loved, who loved me back, I thought, and a four-year-old boy for whom my daily, hourly presence was so apparently essential that he had once tried to make me promise that I wouldn’t ever die. (“Not for a long time,” I told him. “And by the time I do, you’ll have some really terrific person in your life who loves you just as much as me, and kids, maybe. A dog.” That was one thing he always wanted that Dwight never allowed.)

Dwight got mad when Ollie showed up in our bedroom wanting to get into bed with us, but I never minded that. Now I slept alone and dreamed of my son’s hot breath on my neck, his small damp hand curled around me, and his father, on the other side, murmuring, “So I guess we aren’t having sex tonight, huh?”

Dwight had a temper, and more and more, over the duration of our relationship, it was directed at me. But there had been a time when my husband, catching sight of me at a crowded party, or at a potluck at our son’s school, would have grinned the way Ava’s husband had when he’d spotted her across the room that night—smiled, then made his way across the floor to touch my back, or put his arm around me to whisper that it was time to go home, get to bed.

Those days were done. Nobody noticed the woman holding the tray. Or hadn’t for a long time, until Ava.

Now she was studying my face so hard I could feel my skin turning hot. I wanted to move away and serve some other guest, but when you’re talking with a person in a wheelchair that doesn’t seem fair. You can get away more easily than she can.

“What’s your favorite picture you ever took?” she asked. Not necessarily the best, but the one I loved the most.

“That would be this series I made of my son sleeping, the year he was three,” I told her. “I stood over his bed after he went to sleep and made an image of him every night for a year. He looked different in every one.”

“You don’t do that anymore?” she said.

I wasn’t usually like this—I was always a person to keep my problems to myself—but something about Ava, the sense that she actually wanted to hear what you had to say and cared when you told her, caused an odd reaction in me.

I didn’t cry, but I must have had that look.

“He doesn’t live with me anymore,” I told her, shading my face. “I can’t talk about it right now.”

“I’m sorry,” she murmured. “And here I am taking you away from your work, too.”

She motioned for me to lean down, to bring my face level with hers. She reached out and dabbed my eyes with a cocktail napkin.

“There,” she said, sounding satisfied. “Beautiful once more.”

I straightened, amazed that this lovely woman had called me beautiful.

She wanted to know more about my photography. I hadn’t taken my camera out of the case in a year, I told her. The work I did at my job didn’t count.

She wanted to know if there was a man in my life now, and when I said no, she said we had to fix that. She said “we” as if there was already a team here, with two players. Ava and me.

The other part—the part about Ollie—was not a topic I intended to visit.

“I’m not suggesting that a man solves everything,” she said. “But the other problems you have don’t seem so overwhelming when you go to bed every night in the arms of someone who adores you.” From the way she spoke, it seemed clear she had this with her husband.

“And then there’s sex,” she said. A little way off, I could see the man whom Alice had told me was named Swift. He was engaged in conversation with an odd-looking woman—one of the artists, no doubt—wearing a piece of what appeared to be aluminum foil around her neck. He was nodding in a way that suggested he was trying hard to grasp what she was telling him. Just at that moment he caught Ava’s eye, and grinned at her. Perfect white teeth.

“You must never lower your standards,” she told me. “Hold out for the real thing. If you don’t feel totally crazy about him, forget it. And if the day comes when it’s over, walk away. Assuming you can walk,” she said, with a laugh free of bitterness.

Her remark suggested that I deserved something amazing and wonderful. An amazing and wonderful career, an amazing and wonderful partner and lover. An amazing life. I couldn’t imagine why this would be so.

“You have to come over to the house,” she said. “You need to tell me everything.”
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Making the trip over to Folger Lane the next day—in Portola Valley, just two exits down the highway from my little apartment in Redwood City—I thought about Ava’s instructions. Tell me everything. I was always good at stories, so long as they weren’t mine. Not the real story, anyway. That one I kept under wraps, and the prospect that this woman who’d offered up such an unlikely invitation might seek it out had made me consider not showing up at all. Pulling my old Honda onto Folger Lane, I briefly considered making a U-turn and forgetting the whole thing.

I had never been inside a house like the Havillands’. Not that it was opulent in the way some houses are, like houses that you see in magazines, or even on the very road where Swift and Ava lived. There was a kind of joyful abandon to the house—the soft white leather couches covered with embroidered Guatemalan pillows, the collection of Italian glass, and the erotic Japanese etchings—the vases spilling over with peonies and roses, the wall of African headdresses, and the incongruously traditional chandelier scattering rainbows over everything, the bowls of shells and stones, a conga drum, a collection of miniature metal race cars, dice. Dog toys everywhere. And the dogs themselves.

There was so much evidence of life in the place—life and warmth. All of it seeming to emanate directly from Ava, as clearly as if the house were a body and she its heart.

In the front hall, on a sideboard, was the most wonderful object: a pair of tiny figures carved out of bone, no more than two inches high but perfect in every way, on an intricately carved base formed into a tiny and beautiful bed. It was a man and a woman, naked, entwined in each other’s arms. I touched the piece with my forefinger, tracing the smooth curve of the female figure’s back. I didn’t realize it, but evidently I let out a long sigh as I did this. Ava noticed, of course. Ava noticed everything.

“There’s that good eye of yours again, Helen,” Ava said. “Those are Chinese, twelfth century A.D. In ancient China, figures like these were presented to royalty on the occasion of a wedding, as a talisman for good luck.”

Lillian and Sammy were kneeling at the foot of her chair as we talked. Lillian was licking Ava’s ankles. Sammy’s head was in her lap. Ava was stroking it. Ava had instructed her Guatemalan housekeeper, Estella, to put Rocco in the car for a half hour. “He gets overstimulated,” Ava said. This served as Rocco’s time-out.

“I call these two figures the joyful fornicators because they look so happy together,” said Ava. “So you should touch this piece every time you come over.” Every time, she said. Meaning there’d be others.

Lunch that first day was served in the sunroom by Estella (“my helper,” Ava called her), who set before us a tray of runny cheese, figs, and warm French bread, followed by a salad of pear and endive and a creamy roasted red pepper soup.

“I couldn’t live without Estella,” Ava said, as the housekeeper retreated to the kitchen. “She’s a member of the family. Mi corazón.”

Sitting in her chair across from me looking out on the garden—the sound of water running over the rocks, and birds, and happy dogs, and off in the distance, Swift on the telephone, having a conversation that involved a lot of easy laughter—Ava didn’t ask how, as someone who called herself a photographer, I’d found myself passing trays of spring rolls at an art opening. Or what had happened to the son whose sleeping face I’d once photographed every night for a solid year—the mention of whom, just one night earlier, had made me cry. When she offered me a glass of chardonnay and I told her I didn’t drink, she made no comment.

I had dreaded the questions Ava might ask about my life. But she didn’t ask about the past. Ava wanted to hear what was happening now. She wanted to know what we needed to do to make me a happy and successful person, as I clearly was not at the moment. Since she seemed so gloriously happy and successful herself, I decided that day to follow her instructions. On everything.

“We need to get you a life,” she told me. As if she were suggesting the purchase of a blouse or some interesting piece of kitchen gear from Williams-Sonoma.

Here’s what I loved: Ava seemed more interested in who I was at that particular moment than where I had come from or what had brought me here. And in fact, this was true of her, too. Somewhere along the line I gathered that long ago, she had lived in Ohio, but in all the time we knew each other, I never once heard her mention her parents. If she had brothers and sisters, they were no longer relevant. If I hadn’t been so invested in keeping my own story under wraps, I might have paid more attention to this aspect of my new friend, but as things were, it was one of the many things I loved about Ava, that I didn’t have to explain the old story. I could create a new one.

The Havillands collected all kinds of things. Art, certainly. They owned a Sam Francis and a Diebenkorn, a Rothenberg horse and an Eric Fischl (names unknown to me before, but Ava eventually taught them to me)—also a Matisse drawing Swift had given her for their anniversary one year and a trio of erotic etchings Picasso had made in the last years of his life. (“Can you believe it?” she said. “The man was ninety when he created this one. Swift says that’s what he wants to be like when he’s ninety. A horny old goat.”)

But it wasn’t just high-priced stuff that filled the Havillands’ walls. Ava had a weakness for outsider art (outsider art, outsider people), particularly work made by the kind of people, like the man at the coffee shop and the homeless people with dogs—and me, of course—who showed signs of having gone through hard times. On a prime spot, just below the Diebenkorn, hung a painting by one of the autistic artists from the gallery where we’d first met—a fishbowl, with a woman inside, staring out.

Ava wanted to show me a collection of photographs they had acquired recently: a series of black-and-white portraits of Parisian prostitutes taken in the 1920s. Something in the face of one of the women, she said, reminded her of me.

“She’s so beautiful,” Ava said, studying the photograph. “But she doesn’t know it. She’s stuck.”

I studied the photograph more closely then, trying to find the resemblance to myself.

“Some people just need a strong person in their life to give them a little encouragement and direction,” Ava said. “It’s just too hard, doing everything on your own.”

I didn’t have to say anything. My face must have said enough.

“That’s why I’m here,” she said.
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Ava was thirty-eight years old—the same age I was now, which was a great omen, she said—when she had met Swift. She’d never been married. Wasn’t sure she ever would be.

“I wasn’t in this then,” she said, tapping the armrest of her wheelchair. “The day before I met him, I ran a marathon.”

I might have asked what had happened, but I knew she’d tell me when she was ready.

“I had a great life,” she said. “I traveled all over the world. I had some amazing lovers. But when I met Swift, I knew it was a whole different thing. There was this force field around him. I didn’t just feel it when he walked into the room. Before I heard him pull into the driveway I’d know he was coming.”

He’d been married before, to the mother of his son, and when he and Ava met, had only recently extricated himself from that miserable relationship. “If I told you how much money she got,” Ava said, “you wouldn’t believe it. Let’s just say the house alone was valued at twelve million dollars. Then came the alimony and the child support.”

But the main thing was, he had his freedom. And the two of them had found each other. What was the price tag on that?

“Two weeks after we met, Swift sold his company and gave up his office in Redwood City,” she told me. “For the next six months, we hardly got out of bed. It was so intense I thought I might die.”

I tried to imagine how that would work, staying in bed for six months, or even a whole day. What would you do all that time? What about things like food shopping and laundry and paying the bills? Considering all of this, I felt clueless and ordinary. Dull. I had always told myself I’d been in love with Dwight, and if I allowed myself, I could have summoned memories of times with him when the only thing that seemed to matter was being with him, but the woman I had become in the intervening years believed she would never again have a life of passion, and sometimes questioned if she ever really had.

“Just before my fortieth birthday we faced the first big test of our love,” Ava told me, pouring a second glass of Sonoma Cutrer as I reached for my Pellegrino. “The baby question.”

She’d thought she wanted a child. Swift knew he didn’t.

“It wasn’t so much that he had a child already,” Ava said. “He just didn’t want to share me. He didn’t want anything getting in the way of what we had with each other. Anything that would dilute it. And in the end, I knew he was right.”

Then came the accident. A car, I gathered, though I’m not even sure how I picked up that much. I heard the words “spinal cord injury,” delivered in a tone that made me know all I needed. Any thought of getting back the use of her legs appeared to have ended for her, as did any thought of having children.

That was long ago, she told me. Twelve years. She adjusted the silver cuff bracelet on her slim, elegant wrist, as if signaling the topic was now closed.

“We have a fabulous life,” she said. “And not because of this house, or the Tahoe place, or the boat, or any of the rest of it.” She waved her long, slim arm in the direction of the gardens, the guesthouse, the pool. “None of that matters, really.

“Funny how it works,” she said. “I never would have known what two people could experience together. The level of connection.” She devoted herself to Swift now—to loving and being loved by him. And then there were the dogs.

Was there a dog in my life? she asked me. (Ava never used the phrase “have a dog.” A relationship with a dog was a mutual one, with no ownership. Most human beings were unlikely to ever experience—even with a lover, a parent, or a child—the kind of unconditional acceptance and devotion a dog will offer to the human in his or her life. Though what she had found with Swift came close.)

There was only one problem with loving a dog, of course, and giving your heart to a dog rather than to a child.

Dogs died.

Just speaking these words out loud appeared difficult for Ava.

Promise you won’t die, my son had begged me once. Well, no, I couldn’t do that. I might like making up stories, but I wasn’t a liar.

Out on her patio that day, her wheelchair angled toward the sun the way she liked it, Ava had not seemed to mind doing all the talking.

“Take Sammy,” she said. He was eleven years old, the oldest of their three. Because of the care Ava gave to his diet—and the emotional health that came from being so well loved (a factor that should never be overlooked)—he would live many more years. Ava hesitated for a moment. Well, several, anyway.

But most people didn’t have to live with the knowledge that they’d outlive their children. Whereas with a dog—she couldn’t finish that sentence.

“We’ve had to deal with it in the past, of course,” she said. This was when she led me into the dining room to show me the portrait Swift had commissioned for her of the two dogs—a boxer and a mutt—who’d preceded the current group. The painting filled most of one wall of the room, facing the long walnut table.

“Alice and Atticus,” she said. “Two of the best dogs ever.”

I stood there studying the painting and nodded.

“Come over again soon, will you?” she said to me. “I’d like to see some of your photographs. And maybe you can take some portraits of the dogs. You can have dinner with Swift and me.”

I loved it that she was interested in my photography. But more than that, what made me happy was simply knowing Ava wanted to see me again. I put away the question as to why a person as extraordinary as Ava would want to be my friend. She said there was something she saw in me—something she’d seen in the face of that Parisian prostitute she’d pointed out to me. Maybe it was simply that I needed rescue, and Ava had a habit of taking in strays.
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When I was very young, and the other kids in my class would ask where my father was, I made up a story. He was a spy, I told them. The president had sent him on an assignment to South America. Then he was one of a small team of scientists selected to spend the next five years in a climate-controlled pod in the desert, doing experiments for the good of humankind.

Another time—different year, different school—I said my father had drowned in a tragic accident, rescuing American prisoners of war who’d been stranded on an island in the Pacific after the Vietnam War. He’d loaded them on a raft that he pulled single-handedly, holding a rope between his teeth and swimming through shark-infested waters off Borneo.

Later, in college, I was simply an orphan, left without family after a plane wreck of which I’d been the sole survivor.

The reason that I made up stories about my family was simple. Even when they involved great tragedy, the stories I invented were better—larger, more interesting, more filled with deep and powerful emotion, spectacular devotion and heroic sacrifice, and the promise of great things to come—than the actual details surrounding my origins. I preferred the idea of catastrophe or devastation to the truth, which was the dullest but also the saddest of all: the simple fact that neither of my parents took much of an interest in me. It was plain, early on, that I got in the way of their plans. If they had any.

Gus and Kay (I addressed them by their first names because that’s how my mother wanted it) were young when they met—seventeen—and divorced by the time Kay turned twenty-one, when I was three years old. I retain virtually no memory of that time, just a vague image of a trailer with a fan that ran all day long but still didn’t cool things down. Or Kay dropping me off at day care for such long days that the woman who ran the center kept a box of extra clothes for me in one of the cubbies. (Much as, in later years, I kept a toothbrush in my pocket in the hope that a school friend might invite me for a sleepover. Any place was better than where I lived.)

I remember a great many bologna sandwiches and granola bars. A Top 40 station playing seventies hits, and the television always on. Old lottery tickets piled on the counter, never the winning number. The smell of marijuana and spilled wine. Stacks of library books under the covers of my bed: the thing that saved me.

I didn’t know Gus well enough to pick him out of a police lineup, which is where he’d been a few times in his life. He paid us a visit twice while I was young: once when I was thirteen and he newly out on parole (something to do with check fraud), and again a dozen years later, when he’d called me up out of the blue to say he’d like to get to know me. I had actually bought this line, so when he failed to show up as promised three days later, I was devastated. I allowed myself to get my hopes up and then be disappointed again the next couple of times, until it became clear he wouldn’t be stopping by after all. (Other men, yes. They came to see Kay, not me. And nobody stuck around very long.)

If there was one thing I knew growing up, it was that I wouldn’t be like the two people responsible for my birth. I wanted to go to college. I wanted to have a good job, doing something I loved. More than anything, though, I wanted to live in a real house, with a family. When I had a child of my own—and I knew I would—I would be a different kind of mother from the one who raised me. I’d pay attention.

As soon as I was old enough to ride a bicycle, I got myself to the library. They had these cubicles there where you could watch movies with headphones, so when I wasn’t reading, that’s what I did. As soon as we had a VCR of our own, I was always checking movies out at the library. When Kay was off drinking, or out with some man—which was often—I watched those tapes over and over, first in our mobile home and later, when we upgraded, at the apartment my mother and I rented off the highway in San Leandro. It seems obvious now that my love of movies had to do with the comfort I found immersing myself in a world and set of characters as far removed from what I knew as I could manage. Some days I’d be Candice Bergen, other days Cher. I particularly loved stories about loner girls, outsider wallflower types who catch the attention of some wonderful, kind, handsome man (rich, naturally) who sweeps them away from their dreary existence. Sometimes—if I’d been watching old movies late at night—I’d be Shirley MacLaine or Audrey Hepburn. Never myself.

After seeing Sabrina, I concocted the story that Audrey Hepburn was my grandmother. I doubt the kids at school even knew who she was, but their mothers did. One time I told the mother of one, who had come in to volunteer in our classroom, that I spent my summers at her house in Switzerland, and that as a child I had traveled with her to Africa, on one of her UNICEF trips. (A trick I learned early about lying well: You fill your story in with as many details as you can that will ring true with your listener. People might not know whether or not Audrey Hepburn had a granddaughter, but if they knew she worked for UNICEF, it wasn’t such a big leap to the made-up part.)

Given how much time I spent with my made-up grandmother Audrey, it was not surprising that I spoke with an accent somewhat reminiscent of hers in Sabrina (part French, part British) and wore only ballet flats. One time I ran into a classmate and her mother at the community pool. (I reflected, as always, what it might feel like to have the kind of mother who accompanied you to the pool, and rubbed suntan lotion on your back, and brought snacks.)

She had expressed surprise that I wasn’t in Switzerland. “I fly out next week,” I told her. Then I stayed away from the pool.

Years later, when I was at college (I’d gotten a full scholarship) and word hit the news that Audrey Hepburn had died of cancer, that same woman sent me a note expressing her condolences. I wrote back to thank her, and to tell her my grandmother had left me a string of pearls, which I described as having been given to Audrey by one of the many men who’d adored her, Gregory Peck. I would treasure them forever, I said.

It would have been more difficult to maintain the illusion that my stories were true if I’d had good friends, but I didn’t—and maybe it was the need to preserve my secrets that accounted for this. People on campus were cordial enough, but I didn’t get close to anyone—and how could I? I was working very hard to maintain my grade-point average, which was important if I wanted to hold on to my scholarship. I was majoring in art, with a focus on photography, but I had signed up for a workshop in screenwriting. All my life I’d made up stories, so this made sense.

The workshop was taught by a writer-director who’d gotten one movie made, back in the seventies, and now ran screenwriting seminars at hotel conference centers. After it was over, he’d invited me for coffee—impressed with my knowledge of film history, he said. Coffee turned into dinner, which turned into a long drive to the ocean, on which he told me that he was fed up with the movie studios and the way they trashed his work, and all the shallow people an artist had to pander to if he wanted to get his movies made. His last project was shit, he told me. His marriage was shit. Hollywood was shit. It was so refreshing, meeting a girl like me, who still possessed the passion he’d once had about films. I still called them movies.

Jake started calling me up from Los Angeles, writing me letters. I never even asked myself if I liked this man; I was just so amazed that he’d taken an interest in me. Amazed and flattered, of course. One day he said, “Meet me in Palm Springs,” and when he sent me the plane ticket, I went. It had not occurred to me that I might make my own choices in life. I was waiting to see what the people around me wanted to do, and when someone offered a suggestion, I took it.

He said he was leaving his wife. Had left. Said we could make films together; he’d be my mentor. Said he’d drive north to my college campus to pick me up. He could attach a roof rack to his car—all I’d need to transport my belongings, I had so few. He’d be there by tomorrow morning. “I’m your family now,” he said. “The only family you’ll ever need.”

A week later I had given up my full scholarship and moved out of my dorm room to go live with him. Six months after that, Jake was back with his wife. That was it for college. As a person who’d made up plenty of stories, you might have thought I’d recognize the signs when someone else was doing it. But I had trusted this man utterly, and for a while, after he left, I walked around in a state of shock, and the belief that I had evidently not deserved the love of this brilliant man. All failure and blame were placed firmly on my shoulders.

When I was with Jake, he had bought me a Nikon camera and taught me a little about light and composition, lenses and shutter speed. Now, to make money, I got a job taking photographs of camping equipment for an outdoor catalog. It was deadening work, but temporary, I figured, and the main thing now was being out of Kay’s apartment and not having to go back ever.

Given that I had no money, no education, no connections to anyone besides the man who no longer returned my phone calls, the idea of working in the film industry now seemed unattainable. As soon as I had the money saved up, I bought a couple of good lenses and started learning how to use them. I figured I’d tell my stories one frame at a time. It turned out I was good at it, and I started getting jobs. They weren’t great jobs, but I got to use my camera, and I earned enough money to get my own little apartment.

Back in those days, I’d spend hours just walking down random streets, shooting pictures. It was on one of my walks that I met Dwight. He was working as a mortgage broker in an office next to a mattress store in a strip mall along the highway. I’d pulled my car over because a young woman out in front of the store had caught my attention. She was one of those people companies hire for minimum wage to put on a ridiculous costume and dance around with a sign, trying to entice shoppers to come into their store.

Something about the dancing mattress girl had moved me, reminded me of myself. (That could be me, I thought. I could stoop that low.) Trying to get someone to pay attention, only they never did. I took out my camera.

That’s what I was doing when Dwight approached me on the sidewalk. “Nice camera,” he said.

It wasn’t a particularly interesting opening line, but he was nice looking, and he had a kind of easy, backslapping manner that came in handy in his line of work. Later, I’d realize the other side of his affable style: He was that way with everyone, at least until the person was out of earshot. Paid to make friends and spin numbers in the most positive light, he had cultivated a certain way of talking that left me wondering, later, if any of it was real. He was like one of those announcers you’d hear on AM radio. Always friendly, always upbeat. At least on the surface. What lay beneath was anybody’s guess, though eventually I’d learn, and when I did, it wasn’t good.

The first time Dwight took me out for dinner, he told me about his family in Sacramento—four other McCabe brothers and a sister, all of them close. His parents were not only still married to each other, they actually loved each other. Whenever the family got together—and they got together a lot—they did things like play charades and touch football, and exchange Secret Santa presents under the tree on Christmas Eve. They still lived in the same house where Dwight grew up, with pencil marks on the kitchen door molding recording the growth of all six children. It was my dream of a family.

“I told my mother all about you,” Dwight said a couple of days later, when he called me to go out with him again. “I was telling her about how hard it was for you, growing up. Not having your dad around and all, and your mom not being there much, either. She made me promise to bring you over to the house for Sunday dinner with the family.”

His parents would love me, he said. What a great storyteller I was. How much fun. Not to mention pretty, he said. Nobody had ever called me that.

That weekend in Sacramento I was so happy I couldn’t eat—though I remember drinking more than I normally would, just to relax. Dwight’s mother had made a ham with pineapple slices arranged over the top. I couldn’t bring myself to tell her I was a vegetarian. That night I decided I wasn’t anymore.

“Do you like to cook?” his mother asked me. From then on, the answer was yes.

The weekend after that Dwight brought me to his family’s cabin in the mountains. He lit a fire and cooked us trout on the grill and that night there was no question we would be sharing the bed.

“I always wanted a girl just like you,” he said to me.

I wanted to ask, what kind of girl was that? Whatever kind of girl he was talking about, that’s who I would be. And maybe it was my own willingness to adapt to whatever the situation required of me that made me seem like his ideal partner. But I didn’t understand that until later.

I didn’t have a best friend, but I told my boss at the company where I was taking pictures of tech devices that I had met a man I wanted to marry. “So you’re in love?” she said.

I told her yes. Even now, I’m not entirely sure whether or not this was ever so. I had developed, early on, the habit of low expectations, and of letting my life be directed by whatever person happened to come along who seemed to know better than I did what they were doing. The fact that a friendly, nice-looking, seemingly well-adjusted man showed an interest in me was reason enough to have an interest in him. Never having had anyone take any particular interest in me—not my mother or my father, and only briefly Jake, the screenwriting teacher. It was compelling when Dwight chose me as someone worthy of his attention and possibly even love. I felt not only lucky but supremely grateful—not simply for the love of this happy, apparently normal man, a person so accustomed to life going well that his favorite expression was “it’s all good”—but almost as much so for his whole family, who seemed to embrace me as one of their own.

Six months after Dwight and I started spending time together, I found out I was pregnant. The idea of becoming a mother—having someone who would always be there, a family member of my own to bring to those wonderful dinners with the extended McCabe family in Sacramento, a child whose growth could now be measured alongside that of all the others on the kitchen molding—was the best thing I could have dreamed of. I did not give thought to the fact that, as had been true of so many significant events in my life, this one was not a choice I made, but something I allowed to happen.

The first time I ever saw my husband lose his temper, I was eight months pregnant. I had quit my job by this time. We were on the freeway, headed to his cousin’s wedding in Los Angeles, and the car behind us had tapped our bumper. Dwight’s face darkened then, and for a moment he just sat there, but I knew something was coming. He got out of our car and started screaming at the other driver, calling her an idiot and kicking the side door of her car. Who was this man I’d married?

I started to recognize
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