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Dedication

For my mother and father





Epigraph

Home is the normal—whatever place you happen to start from, and can return to without having to answer questions. It’s a metaphor that may seem to fit reduced expectations. We no longer seek towers that would reach to the heavens; we’ve abandoned attempts to prove that we live in a chain of being whose every link bears witness to the glory of God. We merely seek assurance that we find ourselves in a place where we know our way about.

SUSAN NEIMAN,
Evil in Modern Thought





Contents

Cover


Title Page


Dedication


Epigraph




Eaves


Gate


Pathway


Front Steps


Threshold


Front Door


Entryway


Hall


Living Room


Dining Room


Study


Family Room


Pantry


Kitchen


Front Staircase


Bedroom


Nursery


Dormer


Spare Room


Box Room


Attic Stairs


Attic


Pitched Roof


Chimney Pots


Back Path


Hearth


Basement Stairs


Basement




Insights, Interviews & More ...


About the Author


About the book


Read On




Praise for The Sad Truth About Happiness


Credits




Copyright


About the Publisher







Eaves



In my family, which is middle-class, white, loving, and mildly claustrophobic, I was the child known for contentedness. A perfect middle child, as my mother often referred to me, a buffer between Janet, who is two years older than I and who tortured us all with her sulks and moods and whims and silences, and stormy Lucy, two years my junior. Unlike Janet or Lucy, I could be counted on to share, to give way, to make room, to forgive, to take the broader, longer-term, higher-level view. My parents, both of them also as it happens middle children, had the same equanimous traits, so Janet and Lucy were a daily reminder to them that one does not always get the children one deserves. I have heard them describing having children as a lottery, a game of chance. They do not approve in any way of gambling.

As a very small child, my sister Janet, the oldest of us three girls, refused to eat anything other than dry cereal, cold whole milk (but not on dry cereal), finely chopped tuna, tinned applesauce, and mangos cut in half and sliced crosswise in their skins into the shape of diamonds, with the skins then turned concave, so the smooth fruit took on the appearance of an orange hedgehog. Her excessive fastidiousness with food continues to this day. She has, she sometimes pridefully reminds us, a highly sensitive gag reflex. A fleck of red in the yolk of a boiled egg makes her shudder. Anything left sitting out uncovered for longer than a minute gives her a horror of contagion. Her teeth are set on edge by even the smallest lumps left in cream soups or mashed potatoes or porridge. She turns pale when faced with food that has parsley on, in, near, or under it. Carrots must be cooked to just a precise point of resistant, tender firmness. If they are cooked past this point they feel, to Janet’s sensitive tongue, she says, as though they have been lightly coated in a particularly revolting organic slime.

As the youngest daughter, Lucy’s parlor trick was to refuse to sleep. Her bedtime tantrums were remarked on by our neighbors, against whose walls and ears her cries of outrage reverberated. She taught herself to read when she was four—both of my sisters are very quick and clever—by leaning over my shoulder, demanding that I speak each word aloud as I deciphered it. Within a few weeks, she no longer had any need of me; she had discovered how to decode the marvelous marks on the pages on her own. From then on my mother left Lucy’s bedside light switched on after tucking her in at night. Lucy would read a book—she usually helped herself to whatever I happened to be reading at the time—until midnight, and then switch off her light herself. To all of our amazement, she would be up ready to fight her way through another day by seven the next morning. It was impossible to sort out after that whether her relentless ill temper was due to sleep deprivation or was simply her natural character, since there was never a well-rested Lucy against which to compare our daily, combative version.

I was sometimes allowed to overhear my parents’ baffled speculations about the source of the bad dispositions of two of their three children. My parents had provided the same environment for all three of us, the same, unstinting measures of constant love, guidance that was gentle and founded on principles of fairness and reason, wholesome food, sturdy clothing, bright, educational toys, weekly trips to the library, liberal schools, excursions, diversions, and medicines when needed. But still I was rational and levelheaded, and Lucy and Janet were querulous, quarrelsome, and discontented.

Ancestors were hauled out of the attic for scrutiny, their histories examined closely for signs of inheritable ill temper, egotism, or willfulness. My father’s grandfather, Hiram O’Sullivan, had been a Book of Revelations–obsessed hellfire-and-brimstone preacher from a particularly acid-soiled, rock-infested, bog-damp patch of Ireland. Hiram moved to Aurora, Ontario, in 1881 to take charge of the white clapboard Church of the Rose of Sharon. But his admonishing sermons, two and three hours long, taxed the patience of the practical farmers of his new community. They had nearer goals than the heavenly gates—another quarter-acre, a new plow, a two-storey brick house—and little time in any case to stray from the straight path. Or it might have been that their enchantment with the larger, better, and new made them resistant to the sulfurous anxieties with which old Hiram sought to bind them to his thrall and that his crabbed ministry was predestined to whither under the boundless skies of the hopeful new world. Ousted by a civil but resolute committee, Hiram returned home to Ireland to await the Day of Judgment—surely imminent!—only to find that the flock that he had abandoned there had irretrievably (and no doubt gladly) scattered to more genial churches. His comely wife (several photographs of her survive as evidence: she had thick fair hair piled soft and deep, wide dark eyes, a conscienceless brow, and a smooth chin that was round and downy and cleft as a peach) proved unexpectedly willful. Amelia refused to return with her dour husband to his stony land. Instead she moved their four children, the oldest nine and the youngest (a girl, Charlotte, who would grow up to become my grandmother) only a year or so old, to a house in the High Park area of Toronto, neatly solving the growing problem of how to pay the rent by putting it about that her husband had been sadly drowned on the way back to Ireland, declaring herself to be a widow, and marrying the elderly landlord in a brief civil ceremony at the old city hall.

It was a match that lasted seventeen years, no doubt longer by a dozen years than Amelia had predicted. But she stuck to her side of the bargain until finally with her own death at fifty-nine did them part. Her putative second husband lived on for another fifteen years, to age one hundred and four, irritatingly attributing his long life not to happiness but to clean living. He had, he told a reporter from the Toronto Star on his hundredth birthday—my parents have the yellowed clipping preserved in a photo album—never smoked or touched alcohol, he read the sterner passages of the Bible out loud every night, and every Sunday he took himself to church (then staid Queen Street Presbyterian, now a United Church that offers weekly services for gay and lesbian members). He died friendless, deaf, and blind in a house infested with mice, bats, squirrels, and raccoons, forsaken by his stepchildren and unloved by his step-grandchildren. He was not noticed missing for two months when he was found in the basement on a cold morning in January by the boy who delivered the coal, who noticed that none had been used up since the load before. There is a second clipping, much shorter, with no photo, describing how the old man had one hand clutched round a small lump of coal that he appeared to have stooped to retrieve from under the hod.

People are said to have remarked on the fact that he was as much a father to those four children as if they had been his own, by which they meant that he was as hard on them.

At about the same time that Amelia was marrying her peevish landlord without benefit of divorce from her jeremiacal husband, my mother’s grandmother, Begthora, was taking to her narrow plank bed on the family farm in Iceland. She had not yet risen from having given birth to her fifth child and only son, Thorvaldar, when he coughed three times, turned yellow, and died. He was five days old. Begthora took a fever, weakened, then languished on her comfortless bed for nineteen years until she achieved what may have been her goal all along—to join her son wherever it was that he had gone. Begthora became addicted during that time to a blood restorative provided by a local doctor in whom her pale languor must, it has occurred to me, have inspired a sexual charge or disturbance. When the old stone house was torn down in the 1940s and replaced with one of yellow bricks, hundreds of thick glass bottles were discovered in the root cellar, most of them still unshattered, the exact size and shape of rum flasks, and of the same opaque green colour, but with the peeling yellowed labels of the patent medicine. There are no photographs of her. Her husband, a fisherman, sought more active company in a nearby village where a second, half-acknowledged family of four girls was hatched and raised in happiness by their mother. So there was a happy set of girls, and an unhappy set. All four of the unhappy ones made their way to Canada to settle in the snowy fields of Manitoba, near the town the Icelanders named Gimli, which means paradise in Icelandic, and, over time, became less unhappy. The happy girls remained behind.

Despite their forebears, all of my four grandparents were steady and reliable, exemplars of the kind of peaceful, orderly, prudent, self-ruling, tax-paying citizenry simultaneously prized and taken utterly for granted by successive Canadian governments, and my parents were, as I have indicated, models of their kind, so there was nothing to explain my changeable sisters. Lucy and Janet remain, while cherished, an unsolved puzzle to my mild, well-intentioned parents. My disposition, however, has always been satisfactory, seldom commented on, never questioned. I am clearly my parents’ child, although of their three children I look least like either of them. Both Janet and Lucy have our father’s height and thick, dark, straight hair and my mother’s narrow waist and hips. I have my Icelandic ancestors’ high brow, light hair that I have always worn long and usually loose, although I tie it back when I am at work, and fair skin covered faintly in freckles that I have always believed make me appear much less serious than I consider myself to be. My shape makes me feel a close kinship to the curves and cambered balance of egg timers, since I have broad hips, and my breasts are a size or two too large. When I stand still, I often rest my hands on my hips, thumbs behind, spread fingers forward. My body is a comfortable one; I inhabit it with the same ease with which I lived under the broad, sheltering eaves of my childhood house.

My parents are both librarians edging these days toward retirement. They met at university in Waterloo, Ontario, in 1964, when they were fellow members of the Young Socialists League, and they are socialists still, although of the most benign sort. Since neither of them has the sort of temperament it takes to change the world, or even to ask it to change, however diffidently, they have compromised by undertaking to at least do no harm. They have been vegetarians for many years. My mother decided one day when I was about twelve that she would no longer allow anything to be cooked or consumed in the house “if it once had a face.” Any meat we girls ate after that we bought and barbecued for ourselves on a blackened, stubby-legged charcoal hibachi that my parents kept tucked out of sight in a shed behind the house. We were at our most complicit then, turning the chunks of flesh over the gleaming coals with kitchen forks and consuming them with our fingers in gulps, hunched like Neanderthals on the back steps. The greasy streaks of animal fat made their way onto our clothes when we wiped our hands on our jeans, and into our hair—oily evidence, we thought, of our increasing independence. We would make different choices from those our parents made, and have lives different from theirs in ways we were certain of but could not predict.

My parents’ Vancouver house, the one I grew up in and where they still live, was built in 1914 from a kit sold by Eaton’s. The advertisement has been preserved, along with the original plans, in a cupboard built high into one wall of the upstairs office. The entire kit cost $4,500, including the lumber, shingles, and nails, even the sink and tiles in the bathroom, all but the wallpaper, paint, and furnishings—although Eaton’s sold these too. The original owners left the house to their son, who lived in it single and strange, until he sold it to my parents, who were drawn to its simple, straight lines and open spaces. It has absorbed our natures and lives, and I have sometimes felt that it knows us better, and with more kindness, than we know or think of ourselves.

My mother goes to yoga twice a week, not power yoga, but the traditional kind. She has a certificate in healing touch, and is neither skeptical about nor a believer in its powers, but maintains a balanced interest in the possible benefits of its application to the ill and bewildered. My father belongs to a running group that meets on Sunday mornings. The runners wear unstylish gear and take their bad post-exercise coffee in a dimly lit café named Joe’s run by a succession of guys named Jerry on an unfashionable side street. Several times a year they take part in races that raise money for a good cause—cancer, muscular dystrophy, marmots, or refugees. They all sponsor each other, so after each event a flurry of checks is exchanged. Both of my parents do volunteer clerical work at the local Oxfam office on Thursday nights, deftly folding leaflets and stuffing envelopes and affixing labels—skills acquired from decades on the political margins translated perfectly to an organization set up to assist the economically marginalized.

The two of them bicycle each day from their small house near the top of the westernmost rise of West 16th Avenue to the university, where they work, my father in the fine arts library and my mother in the medical sciences library. In order to keep their proletarian credentials untainted, they have taken pains over many years never to be promoted. They have lunch together every day at one or another of the student cafeterias, and they cycle home together in the evenings. They are so equitable-minded that in the morning my mother leads the way and on the homeward trip she follows. Even their gardening is responsible and democratic. On fine evenings, they sit in uncomfortable Adirondack chairs (purchased from a workshop that employs the mentally handicapped) in their backyard, which they have strewn with wildflower seed and planted with native grasses that never need watering. In the springtime, the pollen from the grasses makes them sneeze. In the autumn, their wildflowers, which are little more than brash and brawny weeds, go to seed, catch a ride on the passing breezes, and self-sow throughout the neighborhood. I have no doubt that their neighbors would protest if they could, but I have never known anyone aside from my sisters who could voice more than the faintest reproach when face-to-face with my mild, sincere, gently blinking parents. They live in a haze of determined goodness.

Although I was an easy child, I don’t believe that I was any happier than average. I had the usual sorrows and fears, all of which I felt it was important to conceal from my parents, who I believed were counting on me. For example, from the time I was eight, I was acutely afraid of the dark, a mistrust that has never entirely left me. It isn’t the darkness that worries me, but what it might contain, the thing or person or beast that might, with a sudden inhalation, a low growl, and a scurry of nails against the floorboards, as the only dreadful, brief forewarning, spring out to seize me, then pull me limb from limb or worse. A fear of the unknown, unseen, unseeable. I do my best to rationalize away the remnants of this fear that still lingers, and I am usually successful.

Another worry was my conviction, for at least a couple of years, that my parents would move away while I was at school, neglecting to tell me or leave behind their new address, forgetting, in fact, all about me, although they might, I hoped, at least retain some impression of having had at one time quite a nice little girl, whatever could have become of her? There must have come a time when this fear ebbed, when reason overtook it in size and credibility, but I cannot at this distance of years identify the day the worry had finally lifted and I could walk nonchalantly through the front door after school, confident that the familiar furniture and my sisters and the sitter would be there.

Since I was the ideal against which my two sisters were measured, it is surprising that I was and have remained on good terms with both of them. It would be easy enough for them to dislike me, to blame me in some way for having been the pattern on which my parents frequently sought to focus their attention. But each has usually treated me as her friend, courted me in fact, partly to preempt the other, it’s true, but mostly because, I think, they are both genuinely fond of me. They have never, however, got on well with each other. Chalk and cheese my mother often calls them, which isn’t true now that I think about it. They have more in common with each other than they have ever had with me. They are both subject to urgent, irresistible compulsions to put their own needs ahead of everything else. They are similarly self-indulgent in the transcendent respect they have for their own feelings, and in the effort they devote to ensuring that their needs and desires are fulfilled. Both Lucy and Janet refuse to consider that the whole world might not be as concerned as they are with ensuring that their evanescent moods are understood, their cravings sated, and their spiky passions appeased. Janet, rising on a bright morning after an overnight rainstorm, will call everyone’s attention to the exact manner in which the howling of the wind, as if with focused, specific malice, pierced during the night the thin, insufficient fabric of her sleep. Lucy is more subtle; she will spend the morning picking fights, finding fault, relentlessly complaining, until someone (it is never her) figures out what it was that put her in a bad humor. Together, they are incendiary, although they do make more of an effort now than they did when we were girls, when they made no effort at all. Then, they were certain that any conflict was entirely the fault of the other, and they nursed grudges for weeks and months, making sure that everyone else was aware of the source and magnitude of their grievances.

We didn’t have a television when we were growing up, since my parents identified it early on as a capitalist tool designed to inculcate bourgeois, consumerist beliefs and behaviors. (Television programming has since proved to be far more trivial than they feared.) My sisters complained, but I never needed one. My sisters provided all the entertainment I needed, and, when they were too much, I could always retreat into books. So long as I was careful not to be scorched in the emotional bonfires Lucy and Janet set everywhere they went, the flames and furor were often thrilling. I was able to manage all those years at home by tolerating their moods and ignoring their more extravagant behaviors and by burrowing through books brought home from the library located a convenient seven blocks north of our house. I learned to let much of what they said and did wash over me, in the same way that when you are caught outside in a cold rain shower you pull your hood closer around your face and keep on trudging, not unconscious or unappreciative of being protected from some of the storm’s fury. In somewhat the same way, it seems to me now that for several years I allowed my life to wash over and around me, as if I were carrying the spark or essence of my true self cupped within my hands like a small bird with a minute and shuddering heart, moving slowly to preserve whatever it was that I was trying to keep safe from being jarred or shattered or frightened.






Gate



It was in September, the month the world rouses from summer languor, gives itself a shake, and begins to change its camouflage from green to gold, from stasis to evolution, that I began to take a different approach to life. Eventually, I discovered what I might have understood all along if I had only known where and how to look. How the pieces fit together. How to live more directly. How to create and shape my life, and be a part of it, instead of gazing onto it at an angle like a bystander, like a person skipping rocks onto the flat surface of a pond, like an onlooker watching an experiment in which she cannot take part for fear of influencing the outcome.

We were, my roommate Rebecca and I, thirty-two years old, solvent, housed, gainfully employed, partly out from under the tidal pull of our families, and between boyfriends, in fact beginning to wonder whether having them at all might be a thing of the past. Rebecca is a freelance writer of sorts, and I was in my first year working as a radiation technologist.

Several years ago my two sisters and I each inherited a medium-sized amount of money from a childless great-aunt. Enough for Janet to make the down payment on her house, for Lucy to spend what was to have been a year in Florence learning Italian and studying art, and for me to quit my job as a receptionist at a downtown law firm, after a period of indecision, and go back to school. I was waiting to hear whether I had been accepted into the Ph.D. program in the English department at the university when my friend Luba called to tell me that she had found a lump in her left breast. She described the mass to me on the telephone as hard and resistant under her fingertips and about the size of two lentils, leaving me with a stubborn image of her lump as disk-shaped, sharp-edged, and a malevolent shade of orange-brown. I went along with Luba to her mammogram appointment, and I sat beside her and held her hand while she had a small bit of follow-up surgery. The lentils turned out to be a simple cyst, free-floating, benign, swiftly removed, no more than an alarm, one of life’s blind alleys. But I was struck—no, more than that, moved—by the brisk efficiency, the manifest usefulness of the crisply efficient woman who administered the mammogram. She had sleek, very fine brown hair pulled back and tied in a broad yellow velvet ribbon, and a manner that was calm, serious, accommodating, careful, and discrete. A few weeks later, I withdrew my application at the university and signed up instead for the radiation technology course at the Institute of Technology, acutely conscious that I was swapping a white-blouse future for a blue.

This decision pleased me and my parents, and unsettled my sisters Lucy and Janet and Janet’s husband John. John spent hours trying to talk me into sticking with literature. “There are entire lives in there, Maggie,” he argued. “One long afternoon with Proust, or Flaubert, even Mallarmé, will allow you to experience infinitely more of the world than a year in any medical clinic.” John, who has a degree in modern languages from McGill and an M.B.A. from one of the better eastern universities, runs a bookstore in one of the not-quite-yet gentrified areas of downtown. He has a higher opinion of French writers than anyone I know. I like and admire John, in fact I adore him, and I longed to give in, to lean into his older, doubtless wiser judgment, but I could not be convinced. I could see no reason to change my mind. What I wanted—intensely as it turned out—was to do something manifestly practical.

When I wavered, which I did now and then, I summoned to mind, and this served as a warning, a cautionary tale, the memory of a doctoral candidate who had been a teaching assistant for one of my first-year undergraduate courses. She was large-boned and confident, with an impressively thick and gleaming helmet of close-cropped, uncombed, copper hair. She wore many-colored tunics and flowing scarves flashing with peacock hues, trailing a rumor of creative brilliance in her wake through the narrow corridors of the English department like the plume of a jet stream. But, when I asked her one day for directions to the student union building, she couldn’t do it; she couldn’t even point me in the general direction. She hadn’t a notion either where it was or how I might find out, although its bright red roof could, I quickly learned, be seen from the wide, unwashed windows of the main lecture hall. I didn’t want to become like her—all exquisite sensibility but with no common sense, thinly rooted in the world, living life narrowly, brilliantly, but ineffectively and theoretically.

There was a clamoring demand for radiation technicians when I graduated, as there still is. The school’s placement officer, an intense, efficient Asian woman with sleek black hair, a wardrobe of red sweaters and short black knitted skirts and tights, and a frequent, shrill laugh that struck me as somewhat out of keeping with her role of directing newly trained students into suitable places of employment, told me about a job at the new mammography clinic that had just opened at St. Matthew’s Hospital downtown. I had good marks, and references that were solid and burnished, and was hired immediately. For luck I tied my hair back in a satin ribbon when I went to St. Matthew’s for the interview. I always wore it that way at work after that. Smartly tied hair. A brisk, intelligent manner. Competence. Assuredness. A single well-learned skill. You can accomplish a lot, and command respect and a respectable salary with very little more than these.

Two days before graduation, and feeling like an impostor, I took myself to a store on Willow Street that specializes in uniforms for medical professionals. Under the counsel of an officious saleswoman, I acquired two long jackets that resembled lab coats, one pale green and loosely cut, the other plain white and sharply tailored. In a nearby store, one with more indolent staff, I bought two pairs of comfortable shoes, one of which—bone-colored, lumpen, thick-laced, constricting at the toe, spongy at the heel—I wore only once. The other pair, a sort of supple clog made of softest calfskin and dyed the same pink-ivory color as the under slope of my breasts, proved perfect for the hours on my feet and the treks along endless tiled corridors. Never underestimate the importance of good footwear for work that involves a lot of standing and walking.

At about the same time that I started to work at St. Matthew’s, I took over an apartment on Beach Avenue from my friend Dana who had decided to move to Quebec to woo, successfully as it turned out, a dry-humored, red-haired civil engineer who taught at the Université de Montreal. Dana and I had been close friends since high school, but we both knew perfectly well that the keenness with which I would feel his loss was tempered by the opportunity to take over his apartment, which was high-ceilinged, airy, and spacious, and which I had always coveted. The rent for Dana’s apartment was close to double what I had been paying for my old place on West 12th near Oak, so I put a notice up at the community center on Denman Street, seeking a nonsmoking roommate, no pets. Rebecca was the fifth person I interviewed, and even though she wasn’t perfect—I would have preferred someone who had an office to go to every day—she seemed to be a reliable, unobjectionable sort of person. She was the only person I interviewed who turned the meeting into a two-way process, with each of us appraising the other. I liked the respectfully probing questions she set for me as much as her calm, assured answers. Both questions and responses had an expansive subtlety; she conveyed her firm understanding of boundaries as being vitally important but reasonably mutable. Two adults sharing an average-sized apartment must be skilled in social navigation on the smallest scale; each must be able to discern that behavior that was perfectly appropriate yesterday might be entirely out of place the next.

It was the way Rebecca is put together that made me trust her as much as anything she told me. She is sturdy, long-limbed, and muscular under her pale and amply freckled skin, with a face and features that are discernibly larger than usual and generous hands and feet, like a tennis player or Eastern bloc Olympic swimmer. She gave every appearance of being rooted, stable, dependable, steadfast. Rebecca was moving out of another apartment a few blocks away on Pacific, where she had been living with a boyfriend who hadn’t worked out, and was able to move in on a Saturday morning in the spring, only a few weeks after I had moved into Dana’s apartment myself.

“What if she’s messy, or needy, or irritating?” Lucy warned me over the telephone, her voice low and urgent. “Where will you go if she gets on your nerves? There’s no room for you to stay here. You know how little space I have already.”

“What will John and I do if we need to leave the children with you overnight?” Janet wanted to know. She had stopped by Dana’s apartment while I was unpacking and she stood in the center of the living room pushing at a pile of foam packing chips with one toe of her shoe. Janet has perfect size 6 feet, one of her several vanities, and wears beautiful soft leather shoes in colors that cannot be easily named—bronze with a hint of purple, pearly gray-black, peach with a golden cast. She picked up several of my just-unpacked possessions one by one as she spoke, turned them over and over in her hands, and then set them down again without looking at them. My hardbound copy of To the Lighthouse with its fraying red ribbon marker. A green glass fishing float with a tiny chip that Dana had left behind. A framed photograph of our handsome grandmother Charlotte wearing a high-necked lace evening gown and smiling guilelessly. A rounded, cream-and-blue crackle-glazed vase that had been a gift from my friend Luba and that had always reminded me of a neat, still bird with its head tucked under its wing.

“Have you done a criminal background check on this woman? This is not something on which you should simply trust your instincts. She’s a complete stranger to us. You are just too naïve, Maggie. Everyone takes advantage of you.”

“It will be good for you,” my father said. The pupils of his eyes came into focus on me for an instant, then softened into their usual deep brown worn-velvet pools. “Your mother and I loved living in shared houses back when we were students in Waterloo. There’s always someone to talk to. You’ll never be lonely.”

“It will be nice to have someone to share the chores,” said my mother. She reached up and gave my shoulders a quick, encouraging squeeze. “I am sure you picked someone practical and useful. You have always had such good judgment.”

“How do you see this working, Maggie?” Rebecca asked. It was just after eight on our first Monday morning together in the apartment. She had already been up for several hours, on the phone and stabbing at the keys of her gently humming computer, and was taking a break. She sat on a stool at the kitchen counter, sipping from a cup of coffee. I had begun to gather together my lunch and umbrella to walk through the rain to St. Matthew’s. I liked to get to my desk a few minutes ahead of time to put my papers in order and get ready for my first appointment. I felt careful of Rebecca, and anxious not to do anything that would put her off this odd arrangement, two strangers living together in intimate proximity. I had also identified in myself and was struggling to overcome a slight, sharply unpleasant tang of territoriality about the apartment, a sensation that left a small, metallic taste in my throat and mouth. The apartment still felt as though it belonged to Dana, and to me by extension, since it had come to me by means of our friendship. This bloom of irritation over having allowed a portion of my space to be invaded was disquieting, like the bitter smell of scorched wool or the slight, gritty chaffing of sand in a shoe. My annoyance was unreasonable, I knew, and, since I have always despised unreason, I was certain that I could overcome it.

“What do you mean, this?” I answered, searching for my keys underneath the newspaper sections Rebecca had distributed across the counter. She had begun to generate clutter, although so far about the right amount: not so much that I felt overwhelmed; not so little that I might feel impelled to be neater. I couldn’t tell yet if she was on her best behavior. It would take me a while to learn that Rebecca is always measured, always precisely and carefully herself. She lacks the chameleon skill that most women have of being able to change to suit her surroundings. She has no illusions about herself that I have ever noticed; her store of self-knowledge seems limitless. Everything she does is quiet, self-contained, assured, and judicious.

“I mean meals,” she said. “Would you like me to make you dinner?” She reached over and began to help me by straightening up the paper. I noticed that she matched section B carefully to the back of section A, and then C behind B. Good.

“Oh, I see.” I found my keys under a supermarket flyer and hooked them on one finger. “No. I’ll look after myself or pick something up. I usually make something simple. Sometimes I just have a sandwich or a bowl of soup, I’m afraid. I’m not much of a cook.” I walked past her on my way to the door, swinging the keys into my purse, my mind already advancing down the hall toward the elevator.

“Well, I am.” Rebecca swiveled on her stool to face me. “I like to cook. And since I start early, I usually stop working at three o’clock or so. All of my editors are back east, so it’s easier if I start and end my day when they do. Why don’t I cook dinner for both of us?”

“Today, you mean?”

“No. Every day. Or, at least, how about four days a week? Mondays to Thursdays. I’d like to. It’s no fun cooking just for myself. And I’m not a bad cook. I won’t poison you. We can split the groceries if you like. On weekends, we’d be on our own, or any evening we have other plans, of course. Why don’t we try it for a week and see?”

“What if we don’t like to eat the same things?”

“What don’t you like?”

“I can’t think of anything. Except salted peanuts. And the obvious things like Cheez Whiz and Spam.”

“And I like just about everything except kiwi fruit. They’re too fuzzy and mucousy. And canned soup. All that salt. Let’s try it, OK? Unless you really don’t want to.”

“It wouldn’t be fair, though. You’d be doing all the work.”

“I cook for myself anyway, and it’s no more work to do it for two. You can clean up, if you think that would make it fairer. You’ll be doing me a favor. I need someone to practice new recipes on.”

We agreed that Rebecca would take on the cooking. I did the dishes. We split the food bills. I paid for a cleaner to come in once a week and Rebecca kept things picked up in between. Rebecca could work her way around the apartment with a dust cloth while talking to an editor or interviewing an expert, the telephone tucked between her shoulder and her chin. We were apart most of the day, and in the evenings we had the same level of desire to accommodate each other without either of us having to make any significant changes to how we were already living.

Part of what made things work was Dana’s apartment. It was a quarter-floor of an older building, one of the large, square, half-timbered imitation Tudors they built back in the 1940s. The building was elegant, permanent, and plainly superior to the badly aging stuccoed low-rises that had been built all around the neighborhood and painted in Florida colors that faded and streaked in the city’s frequent rains, looking like they were slowly melting away, like giant slabs of Neapolitan ice cream left sitting outside on a warm day. Some of these newer buildings were in fact already being consumed by rot, and spent months shrouded in enormous green tarps while mysterious repairs were conducted underneath. When the tarps were finally whisked away, the ice-cream buildings would reappear, like a magician’s trick, jaunty and freshly painted.

Dana had lived in our building for years, and over time, as other tenants moved up or moved away, he had worked his way from a basement suite at the back up through each of the floors to one of the two apartments on the top floor with a partial view of the water. There were two bedrooms, a large living room, a dining room with wainscoting and two built-in china cabinets with leaded-glass doors, a kitchen big enough to hold a drop-leaf table and two chairs (a narrow ironing board dropped out of a slender door fitted into the wall), and a boxy storage closet off the hallway that Rebecca converted into an office by installing a desk, shelves, and an overhead light. She found it easier to concentrate there than in her bedroom or the living room, both of which had a view of the bay. Rebecca brought her grandmother’s oak dining room set out of storage, and I had bought some very good living room furniture from one of the lawyers at the firm where I used to work when he moved back in with his wife—not that their entente lasted very long—so between us we had everything we needed. I got the larger bedroom since I was there first, and Rebecca had the use of the closet for her office. The kitchen was also mainly hers. I went in there to make toast and tea in the morning and sometimes a snack at night.

Rebecca cared about food, how it was prepared, how it looked, its textures and temperatures and flavors. I had never been too interested in what I ate, so long as it wasn’t terrible, burnt, overwhelming, or insufficient. Without Rebecca, I was clearly headed for the kind of single woman’s diet I live on now—lightly buttered toast, soft-boiled eggs, fruit, overripe from neglect by a day or two, sliced into bowls with plain yogurt, infrequent knuckle-sized servings of flavorless meat, dry toast and bitter coffee on the weekend mornings when the milk and butter run out. Rebecca bought goat cheeses soaked in olive oil, fat sausages of lamb and fennel, thinly sliced Parma ham, and crusty Portuguese buns from an Italian store on Victoria Street. She talked the owner of the grocery store around the corner from our apartment into putting the reddest peppers, the curliest lettuces, and the heaviest, sweetest melons aside for her. She convinced him, through the charm of her gravelly voice, the subtle gestures of her expressive hands, and the intimate incline of her neck, that the two of them alone in all the city truly appreciated the best.

Rebecca had very low expectations of me as her audience. She didn’t expect me to be home on time so that she could take something foolishly complicated like a soufflé out of the oven at the exact right moment. She didn’t watch my expression carefully as I took the first bite, in order to gauge my reaction. She prepared good food, put it on the table, and then was ready to eat it, talking about other things. I took to work for my lunch whatever was left uneaten from dinner the night before, since Rebecca had a horror of leftovers. “That’s so yesterday,” she said to me once when she saw me cramming a plastic container with the remains of a dish of scalloped potatoes. She was only half joking. No matter how hard she had labored the day before to prepare the perfect soup or stew or salad, by the next day her interest had transferred to that day’s projects.

I drink very seldom now—too dangerous, I think—but Rebecca poured out wine every evening when we sat down to eat. The heavy glasses shone in our hands like incandescent fruit or oversized synthetic jewels, and the wine started our conversation and kept it running along. Rebecca liked to hear about my safe, stable childhood—the more mundane details filled her with wonder—and she traded her day’s events for mine.

What Rebecca was doing all day, while I was pressing women’s breasts flat and x-raying them to check for the embryonic seeds that might blossom into tumors, was designing quizzes and questionnaires for periodicals, the kind of tests that are common in women’s magazines: “Is He Right for You?” “Test Your Shopping Smarts.” “Are You Well Read?” “How High Is Your Self-Esteem?” She did her research on the Internet, and at our local library or the central branch over on Georgia Street.

Although at a glance her tests looked like the most frivolous kind of filler, the sort of nonsense that is intended only to pad the space between makeup advertisements and weightier articles, Rebecca always treated her subjects seriously. Even for lighter topics—“Rate Your Sense of Humor” or “Are You Cat-Crazy or Dog-Devoted?”—she always explained exactly what the test results represented, and suggested what could or should be done with them. For example, at the end of a quiz testing fitness awareness, she would recommend websites and books that promoted health. For a questionnaire on love affairs, she emphasized the need for people whose relationships tested as abusive to steel themselves to bring things to an end, and told them where they could find help if they couldn’t break away on their own. She received fan mail from readers every day, many of whom told her that one or another of her quizzes had stirred them to make significant changes in their lives. Some of them wrote to seek her advice on their own particular situation, and Rebecca always responded, not with further advice but with a list of resources: therapists, specialists, or the better kind of self-help book. What she enjoyed, she told me, far more then advising the bewildered, was the mathematical and architectural precision of designing an intelligent, balanced test, one that would expose an unexpected pattern, or bring unexamined truths to the surface.

Rebecca produced roughly one quiz a week, which didn’t seem like a lot of work to me at first, since in my job I sometimes saw as many as twenty patients in a day, but over a few months I began to see the challenges of her unusual job. In addition to designing the questions and determining the range of possible answers and the right weighting for all of them, Rebecca had to come up with and pitch the ideas, consult with editors and make any changes they insisted on, and send out invoices and collect payment. All I had to do was turn up at work, carry out a series of more or less routine procedures, prepare my reports, and collect my paycheck every two weeks. I had good benefits—disability, life insurance, and extended health—and eventually I would be able to retire and collect a pension. Rebecca sometimes earned as much as four or five thousand dollars for a single test, but she had to put aside enough money for her taxes and retirement plan, and, as she had told me during our twenty-minute interview, she was saving for the down payment on a house.

Rebecca had her life planned along strictly defined routes and timetables. She wanted to share the Beach Avenue apartment with me for two more years, and then buy a small house in one of the settled neighborhoods east of Main Street. She would then have a child, with a husband if one appeared, or by adoption, from Russia or China or South America. She intended to have her house paid off before she was fifty, and to resist any temptation to ever buy a larger house or move to a different neighborhood. She liked the thought that the first house she bought would be the only one she would ever own, and would be the one she would die in. She wanted her child to grow up in one place. Rebecca had been the fifth child of an army sergeant and a licensed practical nurse, and had lived with her family in a succession of bungalows and town houses. She had gone to nine schools in five provinces and another near the Black Forest in Germany.

September is when the days begin to close in, like a collection of nested gold and orange and red Chinese folded paper boxes, each one a size smaller than the last. The sun has been getting up later and going down earlier since its glory days in June, when, this far north, it rules many more hours than it sleeps. By September, the dawn is sluggish, reluctant, slow-moving and dusk bites impatiently into the end of the day. Rebecca had begun to serve dinner by candlelight. It was too early in the autumn for the firefly glimmer of the candle flame against the approaching twilight, but the candles softened the edges of the evening shadows that reached through the window and crept across the meal laid out on Rebecca’s grandmother’s table.

“Did you work on your quiz on longevity today?” I asked her over dinner one late September evening.

Rebecca put down her fork and leaned toward me across the table, cradling her glass in her hands. She was always happy to talk about her work.

“Yes, but it’s not about longevity exactly. It’s actually a test for how long you are going to live, which might be long or short, depending. If you fill it out completely honestly, it will give you the date that you’re going to die.”

“Do you mean that you can predict to the year or month how long someone is going to live?”

“To the exact day, in fact. I find that accuracy in the result helps inspire faith in the process. People who take this kind of quiz aren’t looking for general guidance. They feel—and I’ve come to understand this—that once they’ve invested a half-hour into finding a pencil, carefully answering all the questions, and working out their score, they are entitled to a precisely calibrated response. It would have made you doubtful of the discerning powers of your teacher if, after you took an exam in school, you were told that you did all right or pretty well. You needed to know that you had scored 84 out of 100 in order to be sure that your work was thoroughly evaluated. And you wanted to be able to measure yourself against your last result and against the 82 percent someone else scored. That’s why I have to provide a precise date of death. Of course, the dates are only conjecture until the person dies. But I really do think my test is accurate, give or take, and allowing for outlying cases.” She took a sip from her
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