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Part I

What is the source of our first suffering? It lies in the fact that we hesitated to speak . . . It was born in the moments when we accumulated silent things within us.

—GASTON BACHELARD





Prologue

Jocelyn

AND SO, GLADYS IS DEAD.

Wishes in bunk beds or on the number 17 bus, a prayer at church unanswered. As a girl, she blows out the candles, tries so hard, but in the morning, the menthol Newports are still burning. Her sister, Ycidra, is making breakfast. An extension cord lays limp as a dead snake on a chair back, just waiting to come to life. Jocelyn’s mother is still alive.

Palm a kiss on the roof of a car then, racing through a tunnel, eyes closed tight, hands held—a chain of sister, sister, brother, for good luck: We wish that Gladys was dead. But nothing.

And now, all these years later (and yet all of a sudden), she is dead—her head in an oven, the inevitable snore. The policeman speaks of minutes too late, of next of kin, of only she.

“I see,” Jocelyn says, and grief, surprising and heavy, fills her.

“It happened,” the policeman says, “just this morning.”

Jocelyn is silent, picturing the scene. Even from the coast of California, after more than twenty years, it comes clear: the Winton Terrace government housing, the mustard-colored stove, mice feces in the cereal cupboards. Cirrhosis makes the stomach bloat.

“Are you there?” the policeman’s voice asks, coming through the receiver, but how to answer that?

She places the phone down. She walks into her vast living room. She sits and runs a flat hand along the white suede of the couch. She tells the girl she is, to begin now, to see the death for what it is: clemency, light. She speaks her sister’s name and then her brother’s. The names of the dead like a prayer for strength. Begin, she says. It is safe to begin.

She looks at the ocean from her living room, wonders as she often does, How did I get here, from there? How can I fit in a place like this?

When her husband comes into the room, he asks her what is wrong. My mother is dead, she wants to say, but she is unable to speak. It’s something I’ve always wanted.

HER MOTHER’S DEATH DOES NOT CAPSIZE HER. INSTEAD, IT CREATES A subtle seeping. She is like a rowboat with a tiny hole. She is able to get dressed most days, to make herself clean, but an opening, no matter how small, lets things in. There are glimpses, blurred pictures of history, images she does not want to see, hasn’t seen in such a long time. The death is not the thing, but instead the narrow window.

Her husband catches her taking a toothbrush to the minute stains in the Waterworks tile of their brand-new bathroom. While he is away at work, she hires men to paint freshly painted walls. He notices. He worries. He tells her it can’t happen again. She has to keep it together. We have a child now, he reminds her. Lucy.

“Yes,” she says. “I’m okay.” But a sound, her child voice, a beg, fills a slit. She tries to shake it away.

“Do you want to go to the funeral?” he asks her. “Will that make it better?”

She stands beside him blinking. The visions that abide around her mother’s casket are not good. They are unruly. They are fingers in decomposing flesh, a body lifted out of the earth and stomped on.

“No,” she says. “No.”

At school drop-off, her daughter, Lucy, stares at her as she cries, as if she is some strange creature on exhibition, a fetus in the murky waters of a pickling jar. Jocelyn’s face is hot with tears. She avoids her friend Maud. She has a headache from not sleeping. When the car comes to a complete stop, Lucy undoes her seat belt and hops out of her booster seat. She reaches into the front seat and retrieves a tissue from the luxury car’s glove box. She blots both of Jocelyn’s eyes gently. She is a little adult, ministering to her, although only six years old.

Lucy turns to get her unicorn backpack from the car’s back seat, and then kisses Jocelyn’s cheek.

“Don’t be sad, Mama. Papa says everything always gets better. Why are you sad?”

“I don’t know,” Jocelyn says, because she doesn’t. Gladys dead is a good thing. She reaches back to hold her lovely daughter. “It is something I’ve wanted for a long time, but now I just feel sad about it.” She does not say, It is making me remember. It is making me hear her again.

“Would you like my Goo Bear?” Lucy asks, pointing to a bedraggled-looking stuffed polar bear that she has managed to strap into the seat beside her. “He’ll be lonely today without me, Mama. He’ll help.”

Lucy hands the bear to Jocelyn.

“Thank you,” Jocelyn says, and runs her fingers through her daughter’s wonderful hair, making it neat. “I’ll pick you up, sweetheart. I would never forget you. Don’t you worry. I’ll do better.”

Lucy giggles. “I’m not worried, Mama. Worried about what?”





Chapter One

Jocelyn

1

SHE REMEMBERS HER PAJAMAS. YELLOW WITH THE FEET CUT OUT. HER family was poor. They were all poor. She didn’t know how poor at the time, but she knows it now when she sees her daughter’s pajamas. The feet are intact. The pajamas are stacked high in Lucy’s walk-in closet.

“We’ll just cut them out then,” Gladys would say. “They’ll last ya another year.”

She tries not to think about it. The voices. The cold floors. His leather shoes. Sometimes she worries that she might not be remembering correctly. Her memory isn’t exactly complete. It’s as if the girl she used to be is really a different girl with separate memories. She remembers, for example, taking a boy’s virginity, but not his name. She remembers having sex with an ecstasy dealer, but not what he looked like. Is that something normal people forget?

It was a small room. She knows her own responsibility. She hasn’t forgotten that.

“I am a criminal,” she says to the therapist—a Dr. Bruce.

Her husband, Conrad, has made the appointment. Your mother is dead, he reminds her, you have to deal with this, a fishhook snagging her back to the past. And inside, she wonders, Will he be arrested if she tells the therapist? Is there a legal obligation? Is there a statute of limitations? He is an old man now, but something in her is still afraid to put him in jail.

“I should have said something,” she says.

“Maybe,” the therapist says.

“I should have done something,” she repeats, adamant.

Her whole body is erect with rage on the plush couch. There is a kind of peace in the hatred she feels for herself.

“You shouldn’t have been put in the position,” the therapist says. “You were a child.”

There is a shift in the room like the movement of clouds. The sudden silence is a presence she can feel. She is stunned. It is as if someone has slapped her flat and hard across the face. Without meaning to, she begins to weep. She is afraid that she will not be able to stop in time to pick Lucy up from school. You shouldn’t have been put in the position. The thought has never crossed her mind.

“I can prescribe something,” the therapist says, handing her a box of tissues. “Your mother’s death will take some time to work through.”

“No,” Jocelyn says. She will force the window shut. No drugs. “I don’t believe in antidepressants.”

“It’s going to get worse before it gets better. You’ll have to do something. Do you exercise? Do you run? Yoga’s good. Church?”

Yoga. Running. She can’t imagine it. Church is laughable. When I was a kid, the minister tried to fuck me, she wants to say, but this woman is such a stranger.

“I used to play tennis,” she says. “I mean before my daughter Lucy was born.”

The therapist writes something in her book. “Why not go back to it? Just try it. You need an outlet, a healthy one. You’ll have to come back here once a week, maybe more. Do you understand?”

“I do,” Jocelyn says, wiping away her tears. You must go, her husband says. You cannot fall apart. Lucy.

“Call me if you need to talk.” The therapist looks at the clock.

Jocelyn stands up, goes to the door. She tries to open it, but it is locked. Panic moves through her. She pulls and pulls on the doorknob. She is in her childhood closet again. The lock clicks, a smoky coat with shoulder pads, the floor that smells like cat pee. The starved cat. All life a thin reed. Her mother had gold platform shoes.

The therapist touches her shoulder gently, unlocks the door, quieting her. “It’s to keep us safe,” she says. “I don’t want anyone coming in here.”

“Keep the crazies out,” Jocelyn says, forcing a smile.

“Exactly.”

2

FROM AFAR THEY LOOK LIKE TEENAGERS, NOT WOMEN IN THEIR FORTIES—firm breasts, tight tank tops, short skirts that are as white as wedding cake icing. The tennis shoes they wear are rainbow colored, grape purple, fuchsia pink, lime green. The colors are emphatic against the private school’s lush lawn. Many of them have high blonde ponytails. Six-year-olds play tag at their feet, and nannies chase them. The mothers in their new outfits look on. Lucy drops Jocelyn’s hand and runs to play with her school friends.

Jocelyn feels relieved when she sees Maud standing just at the front fountain. She is among the group of women. She is stylish in a navy-blue lace shirt with a matching pleated skirt. Jocelyn is grateful to Maud for inviting her to play with them. She compares herself with Maud briefly, because women do that. She knows that she is pretty and being pretty always helps. It is a way to get things, to make friends, a family. But as she moves closer to the crowd of women in front of her, she sees that she has never had this level of competition. Every woman is like a model out of an ad. White, tall, slim. She is not tall. She is not white. She is black, but not obviously so. Where are you from? people ask her, meaning, What color are you? Even other black women aren’t always sure. Maud is the only other brunette besides her.

“Jocelyn!” Maud shrieks when she sees her, excitement in her voice. “You look great. You look fantastic. God, I’m so glad you’re coming.”

Jocelyn smiles. Forces a confident expression, hugs Maud. She looks intently for Lucy. I have to keep an eye, she thinks. I will protect you.

“Let me introduce you,” Maud says, and then the introductions, all around.

The faces are older up close. Lines present. Unlifted jowls. Botoxed foreheads unmoving.

The women seem nice, but she can tell they are sizing her up: How old is she? Has she had work done? What about her clothes?

“Let’s get the kids into school and then carpool,” Maud says. “I’ll tell Kate that we’re partners. I mean just to begin with, so you won’t be nervous.”

Jocelyn has had her hair straightened, her racquet restrung. A new bag from Stella McCartney for her gear. She decides to be all in. Maud is so nice.

“I’m not nervous,” she says, smiling her best smile. She is very nervous. “I’m ready to kick butt.”

The women like this and titter.

“You’ll love our coach,” Erica says, looking her up and down.

“I bet,” Jocelyn says. “She seemed really nice on the phone.”

“Live Ball,” Theresa says. “It’s the best.”

3

LIVE BALL GOES VERY WELL, ALTHOUGH TENNIS ISN’T EXACTLY LIKE RIDING a bicycle. She is okay, but out of practice. The pro welcomes her with feeds that are easier. They have a higher bounce. It’s discreet. Jocelyn knows enough to make sure to put some good shots away, to move a few of the women around. Being in a group of women is always about subtle power.

She isn’t the best there, but she isn’t the worst either. Some of the women seem already to be vying to partner with her, assessing her skills, asking her availability. The coach is excellent. Her name is Kate. She is a blonde beauty with green eyes. Jocelyn tries not to stare.

When it is over, Jocelyn bends from the waist to pick up her bag. She feels infinitely flexible. She is aware of her skirt, the length, just cresting below her rear, how young she feels after the drill, how alive. Nothing negative enters her brain: not Gladys dying, not Winton Terrace. There is just the black sheen of an unlit window.

“Let’s get lunch,” Maud says. “You were great.”

“Let’s,” Jocelyn says.

They have reached the gate when the coach calls to her. She turns. Kate is smiling—white, wonderful teeth. The blonde hair is in a braided bun. It is as thick as a man’s fist. “You’re a lot better than you said you were on the phone,” she says.

Jocelyn feels herself blushing. “Thanks,” she says.

“Are you coming back again?” the coach asks. “Did you have a good time?”

Jocelyn feels as if she is being asked on a date.

“She’ll be back,” Maud says. “Don’t worry.”

“I wasn’t worried,” Kate says, and a little thrill goes down Jocelyn’s spine.





Chapter Two

Simon

1

HE IS IN HIS NEW PENTHOUSE CONDO BY THE SEA. BUT AT FIRST, UPON waking, he does not know this. There is the pygmy, as there always is—his image. Simon knows he is not real. A squat black body. His penis much larger than Simon would have guessed. Hutu, Tutsi, Twa—these are the ethnic categories to fit into. There is his dead wife too. Vestine. Serious Vestine. My one, he thinks. My only.

He knows better than to stand too quickly. He is used to this—the hallucinations, the living dreams—all consequences of trauma. He is usually not unnerved by it, but today something is different, some element is off. There is a voice in the room today, a new one, and because he cannot locate it, he is alarmed by it. He reaches up to tap his pocket, trying to ground himself. The letter is there.

Papa? Papa? the voice says, and he thinks in a dizzying way, Could it be her come to see me? Impossible, he reminds himself. “She is gone,” he says out loud. The muddy swamp is gone. The terraced mountain down which they fled is gone too. He is the thing left.

He sits up when the voice calls Papa again, because suddenly he is certain it is her. It must be her. Who else would call him Papa?

The room is dark except the sun-lit edge of the shade. It is difficult to see, but he is trying. He has to locate the source of the voice: Papa, Papa, now more like a song. Less determined, dreamy even. He waits. So still. Be still, they said to her, but how do you keep a child still? He blinks, searching.

He is almost over his grogginess, almost stabilized. Focusing on the small things in the room helps. He can tell now that the voice is not in the room at all, but instead is coming from the exterior hallway. But could she be? Is it because of the letter? Too old to say Papa, and of course not possible, but possible. Not likely though. Would she come without invitation? It is because of the letter, but that doesn’t make sense. He has not answered her yet.

He does not stand up, but stays, sitting on the edge of the bed, waiting and listening. His feet are like two heavy weights on the floor. The trembling starts. He closes his eyes. Covers them with his large hands. His thighs shake as a woman’s thighs do after childbirth. Not a woman’s, the memory says—Vestine.

He can hear little feet now. A scampering. She had remained on the toilet, her teeth chattering, her legs moving up and down at a blistering pace. It was his job to hold the baby. He nuzzled her small round head. She was in a pink onesie, the diaper the size of his right hand. He had taken pictures of her ugly little feet. Claudette, they called her, after a favorite auntie.

He stands quickly, an electric shock of remembrance lifting him off of the bed—frantic glee at the memory. Could she be? How, though? For a moment, it is wonder, possibility, not fear. If the pygmy is here, some part of him concludes, why can’t she be?

He moves to the front door of his condo—the sound of the footsteps still there. The voice is real: Papa, Papa, it says. Elation. Anticipation. He lurches the door open. He blinks. And as if by some miracle, she is there, in his exterior hallway, three and a half feet tall, six years old—unaged, even though a lifetime has passed. He bends at the knees, feels the force of love.

He hears a little gasp when he opens his arms to the girl. The sound snaps his head up like a bullet to the brain. His eyes find the place where the sound came from.

“I’m so sorry,” a voice says, and his vision clears. “Please do excuse us.”

In front of him he sees a woman, a stranger, slim in tennis clothes. She looks nervous, maybe even afraid. He looks back to the child—the girl who was just his daughter, the child calling Papa, but she is not his daughter after all.

“No, I am sorry,” he says, feeling embarrassed. “I apologize,” he says again, in the sanest voice he can muster. He can see the woman relax, but only a tinge.

“I told her to be quiet,” the woman says. “But see. Oh, gosh.” She looks him up and down. “We’ve woken you up, haven’t we?”

The little girl stares at him, as he stares at her. “Mama,” she says, and reaches for her mother, wraps her arm around her mother’s thigh.

I must look a sight, he thinks. Thank God, I am dressed.

“No,” he says, unable to move his eyes away from the slim child body, the regal carriage. A Tutsi birthright, he thinks, but says, “Don’t worry about it. I thought you were someone else.”

He studies the child with clearer vision. There is just a pencil point of Africa in her, but it exerts itself—more in the child than in the mother. He sees his own blood in both of them. The full mouth, the burnt golden skin. The child’s hair is brown with specks of blonde like fallen glitter. She is not really like his own girl at all.

“I needed to get up anyway,” he says, remembering the sweet voice saying Papa. The word is in his head now. He holds it as carefully as he once held his baby girl. Remember the tinkling of it, he says to himself. The diaper the size of a handkerchief.

“Bye,” the woman in tennis clothes says. “Sorry we disturbed you.”

He watches the girl and the mother return to their own unit. It is just there, at the other end of the hall. The child is being carried now. She is glaring at him over her mother’s shoulder. She is confident and openly offended. Encircled in her mother’s safety, she sticks her tongue out at him. He smiles. The name Papa is not for him, but he pretends it is. Papa is a small fire. The memory warmth.

2

HE LEAVES A BARBIE DOLL FOR HER THE NEXT DAY—A BLACK ONE, ALTHOUGH in no way is the doll truly black except for her skin tone. She has the thin nose and the straight hair of a white woman. An exact replica of the blonde Barbie, but with brown skin and brown hair. It is as if the white Barbie has been dipped in some factory vat of latte-colored ink. There must be a Barbie factory somewhere, he realizes. Probably China.

He puts the doll in a bag on their doorknob. They are the only two residences on this floor. Penthouse units. Private. Expensive. Exclusive. He writes a note. He lies:

THIS BELONGED TO MY DAUGHTER. I HAD IT HERE. SHE IS TOO OLD FOR IT NOW. I THOUGHT YOU MIGHT LIKE IT. I DIDN’T WANT TO THROW IT AWAY. DO YOU LIKE DOLLS?

He doesn’t know why he lies exactly. He bought the Barbie at CVS, just this morning on the way to the bank.

In America, men who give gifts to children are always met with a kind of suspicious fearfulness. He does not want that. He does not want to ruin something that he hasn’t yet had a chance to begin.





Chapter Three

Jocelyn

1

SHE SITS IN THE PARKING LOT OF THE MIRAMAR CLUB, RELUCTANT. THE club is on the west side of PCH, on the sand. The location is beautiful, but it does nothing to cheer her.

There is the phone call today from Winton Terrace. A bill is all—a headstone, a plot, the cemetery, the day. There is the finality of the closed coffin, decisions too late, embalming not an option, and she hangs up, feels the sail tilt, decides to schedule the lesson on the spur of the moment, wants to get out of the house.

She is due on court 3 in thirty minutes but feels anxiety at the rash decision. She has purchased a new Lululemon skirt. The shirt she wears is collared, sedate—an alligator stitched on the front. More for the mood of mourning. She feels serious today after the phone call, after her mother goes into the ground.

She carries her large tennis bag like a backpack even though there is almost nothing in it: a racquet, a water bottle, a sleeve of new balls, a slim notepad to take notes. She feels the pull of a core muscle—a welcome ache in her body, and yet it makes her feel old.

She walks into the club’s main lobby, her new tennis shoes squeak. The woman behind the desk says, “Mrs. Morrow,” nods a welcome, and offers a soft white towel. Jocelyn smiles, says hello, but feels a sway. A calling out. How does she know my name? she wonders. She is startled and accused.

“Thank you, Shelly,” she says, reading a name tag, trying to get her bearings. She grips the towel, the plushness of it helps stabilize her, but then Gladys is there too: a graying robe, threadbare, towels on the Winton Terrace floor, and then a memory of Conrad’s mother—the two of them staring at registry brochures. The wedding twelve months away. One hundred and eighty-nine dollars for a bath towel? she’d asked. Her mother-in-law’s Chanel glasses magnified her eyes. A hand on her wrist, stopping her from turning the pages. I’ll do the registry, dear. Jocelyn would never know what to ask for.

She leaves the desk, follows the signs to the locker room. There is the smell of sweat as she enters. A hair dryer blows. She remembers roaches climbing out of a light socket. Her mother’s smell, days without a bath when Gladys was binging, body odor, mint gum, and cigarette smoke. A lesson to take with her into the After, never, ever to smell. She breathes deeply. She slides onto a dry wooden bench, looks up at the clock there—fifteen minutes to go. Should she go?

She watches the tick of the clock. When there is enough time to exit the building, or enough time to get on court, she stands, decides to leave. She walks out a different way, not through the door she entered, but instead through the outdoor pool area. Strong in the air is the biting smell of chlorine. In front of her is the sweet little lagoon, the blue of it like sky. She smiles, remembering Lucy learning to swim there, the soft roll of flesh, a tiny bikini. She is too old to use the lagoon now.

Jocelyn feels a familiar longing, a sadness, her child growing, life continuing forward. She wants to go to Lucy’s school, pick her up, and hold her. It wouldn’t be hard.

Just as she is deciding—here or there, my child or me—the space around her minutely shifts. She is aware of the whispering sigh of cotton, the sense of another person close behind her, the least noise that bodies make.

“You’re going the wrong way,” she hears, feels a pair of hands on her shoulders, the flash of nail polish, a turning, guidance. “Court three. Come on. I’ve got a plan for you.”

Jocelyn is too shy to look, a child caught skipping school, but she recognizes the voice. She peeks. She does not know why she feels this way, but she must look away. At one point as they walk, Kate leans close, nudges her with her shoulder blade, and then laughs. There hasn’t been a joke between them, but Jocelyn giggles. The seriousness inside her dissolves, a cube of sugar in hot water.

Kate waves to women playing friendlies as they pass, to men practicing serves.

“I’m glad you made it,” she says. “We’re going to have lots of fun. I promise.”

And Jocelyn believes her, believes she is glad she made it, believes it will be fun. There is a sureness to the coach. It is a space to enter into, and then to be led forward. Relief. There is a bit in the mouth, a short rein, but a gentle hand. No need to turn back.

THE MIRAMAR CLUB WAS ONCE A FAMILY HOME. SHE READS THIS ONE DAY in the Palisades Register. The paper is stacked in piles in the seating area of the club’s entrance foyer. It is left for the perusal of the members. The house and the land were purchased by G. W. Clair in 1986 with the intention of turning it into a private club. The twenty-two original bedrooms have been converted, the old ballroom is a restaurant. Besides the Olympic-size pool, there is a high diving board, which is a rarity, almost extinct in these times of too much litigation. It is the thing about the Miramar Club that she and Lucy love best. In spring and summer, they jump off it, over and over again, hands held and then released, shrieks of joy and terror.

In 1989, the Miramar Club admitted its first black member—a man. It was a negotiation really, public beach access given in trade. The article means to imply how forward-thinking the Miramar Club is, but Jocelyn has never seen another black person using the club. Maud swears there are at least two other black women, besides the “supposed” man. One, like Jocelyn, is married to a white man. The other is a washed-up R&B star.

Jocelyn has never seen either woman or the man, but of course, she knows that it is not always possible to tell someone’s race by looking at them. Either way, she always feels as if she and Lucy are the only black people there. Secretly, she thinks the others might just be rumors.

2

THE PRIVATE GOES WELL, AND FROM THEN ON, SHE’S ALL IN. THERE IS drill on Monday, Live Ball on Tuesday, team workout on Wednesday, cardio drill on Thursday, a friendly on Friday. Therapy is twice a week.

She’s five weeks into tennis and totally addicted. There is something about the sport that is instantly healing. It’s anonymous and separate from her everyday life. She finds herself wanting to go back and back and back. When she expects to play and doesn’t, she is surprised at how utterly disappointed she feels.

Maud captains a USTA team, and of course she joins that. She is making friends, winning. She is almost popular. As a child, she was too poor for sports, but now she finds she likes it. It feels tribal. All the women gossip. She can’t help but gossip too. There are stories about who cheats, who is fat, who does and who doesn’t get Botox. Maud tells Jocelyn, a whisper in her ear, that Kate is gay, that she has a “partner,” maybe a wife. They shriek with laughter like two high school girls. Jocelyn would not have guessed.

3

HER HUSBAND, CONRAD, LIKES ALL THE TENNIS. ON A SCHOOL DAY, while she fills her daughter’s lunchbox, he comes up behind her in the kitchen and puts his hands up her short tennis skirt.

“You look great,” he says. “Get those shorts off.”

She laughs. “They’re attached, bozo,” she says, and he turns her around and kisses her neck.

“You look amazing,” he says. “Lately, you’re like you were when we were younger.”

“I’m the same,” she says.

“I told you the therapy would work,” he says, letting her go. He plucks a banana out of the fruit bowl, confident and sure.

“Go to work,” she says, but thinks, Is he right? Is it working? Am I better?

She finishes the lunch, and then stands, surveying her favorite room, the living room: a wall of windows and high ceilings. Room enough to do three cartwheels. It is a clear day—the sea a blue sheet as far as the eye can see.

She is startled when Conrad grabs Lucy suddenly. He kisses her once, and then sets her down on the gleaming hardwood floor. Their daughter takes off running as soon as her feet hit the ground. Lucy knows the game. She knows what she is supposed to do. It is something they do every morning. Six spitty kisses, because she is six.

Jocelyn smiles as Conrad chases Lucy around the vast condominium, pursuing the remaining five. Lucy runs, wanting him to catch her. He pretends she is too fast for him. She teases him from across the room.

“You can’t get me, Papa,” she says. “I’m a speed demon.”

At the word papa, Jocelyn remembers the neighbor. They must go and say thank you for the Barbie doll. She is embarrassed to have put it off so long.

Conrad runs, in pursuit of their daughter. Lucy screams, but she is not really scared. Jocelyn has a flash of herself as a child, screaming—a please, a don’t. The memory drops into the room like a shot bird from the sky; her stepfather, her mother’s boyfriends, her mother—the belts, the extension cords, the chase. She feels herself deflating. She tries to stop the memories, to focus on the now, as Dr. Bruce tells her. She listens closely to Lucy. Her daughter’s scream is different. She owns her body. It is not negotiable. She taunts Conrad and wields her power, which she knows, even at this young age, is his love for her. I am here, she reminds herself. It is now, she says. I am here with my own family. I am safe.

LATER, WHEN HE AND LUCY FINISH THEIR GAME, CONRAD FINDS JOCELYN in the kitchen and kisses her hard.

“Let’s have a date tonight,” he says.

“I know what that means,” she says. “No point calling it a date. Are we going somewhere?”

He smirks. “I’m going somewhere.”

He’s tugging on her skirt. He puts his hand inside her shorts, grabs her ass. When they were twenty-five they would have done it on the floor. He would have pressed her down and fucked her hard. Now there is Lucy. He lingers in the kitchen, holds her close.

Jocelyn looks over her husband’s shoulder at the restaurant-grade Thermador oven. Without meaning to, she thinks that Gladys would fit inside.

“I’ll be back early,” he says. A final squeeze. And then says goodbye.

4

SHE PARTNERS WITH KATE ONE DAY AT DRILL. THEY PLAY AGAINST MAUD and Erica because Theresa is a no-show. Jocelyn has never played with a pro, and she is impressed with how little effort Kate seems to require to hit the ball well—an effortless slice, a drop shot close to the net that instantly dies. It’s magic.

They play for almost an hour before they arrive at a particularly long point—10–9 in the tiebreak, their advantage. There are volleys back and forth, a lob over their heads. Jocelyn runs as fast as she can with Kate right beside her.

“Mine,” she says, and Kate goes back to the baseline, smiling, trusting her to have it. Jocelyn manages to lob the ball back, over Erica’s head, but just barely.

The point continues—rally after rally until Jocelyn grows tired. There are ground strokes with topspin, slices and angles that force her out of position. It seems as if the point will never end. She is anxious and alert, not wanting to be the one to mess it up, but she also feels confident, even powerful. Two more drives come crosscourt, just barely out of Jocelyn’s reach. She is breathing heavily. Kate is too. I’ll go on the third, she says in her mind. I’ll go on the third.

Erica hits a stinging crosscourt return, but Jocelyn is ready. She intercepts it, poaches. Racquet meets ball, and she puts the winning shot away. All four of them cheer. Maud bends over on the other side of the net, breathing hard. Erica throws her racquet down. They laugh, give compliments to each other—Great point, Really fun, Nice poach. Kate high-fives Jocelyn and then hugs her.

Jocelyn doesn’t really think about the hug until later when she is alone in her car, and then she cannot understand why she is still thinking about it. The small waist, the tight stomach, deceptive in tennis clothes. The breath between them, their bodies in sync, lungs filling and emptying at the same time. A laugh at the bottom of the throat.

The breasts were small, but still, somehow, Kate was curvy, lush even. It is her legs, she thinks. Her hips. She replays the moment as she drives along the beach, past the club, past her own condo. She gives herself more time. Did she blush? Did Kate? Did they even look at one another? There was the snap and the crack of heat when they pulled apart. Jocelyn had not expected it, but she knew for sure that Kate had felt it too. Afterwards they stood silent and apart like two trees born out of fire. And then Maud said, without the least bit of venom:

“We’ll beat you bitches next time.”

A hand out to shake—something to startle Jocelyn out of a dream.

5

SO MANY DAYS OF SUNSHINE IN SOUTHERN CALIFORNIA, BUT TODAY THE meteorologists have predicted rain. Jocelyn arrives at the Miramar Club ten minutes early. The parking lot is almost empty. She walks to court 3, sits hidden, and watches Kate finish up a lesson. She tells herself she is learning, but she is not listening that much. She is thinking about the heat from the day before, remembering the high five, the hug. She returns to the memory as if to another place. She studies Kate, her shape, the bright almost-white of her restrained hair.

Without understanding why, Jocelyn wonders what it would feel like to hold Kate down, to watch the hands with their short, painted nails struggle to get free. She thinks about kissing her, making her come, but without reciprocation. She enjoys the fantasy. It is animal and intense. Chemical, even. Its immediacy is scary as a heart attack and as impossible to stop. In college, she kissed a girl, but this is different. This is bewildering. Outside herself. This is more adult.

There is the squeak of a shoe on the court suddenly, and Jocelyn looks up. She snaps out of the fantasy. In seconds, she is back in the apartment in Winton Terrace, the hot, stuffy room of her mother. She tries to slide the window shut, block the view, breathe as Dr. Bruce has taught her, but it is there, clear and detailed. She can see everything.

It’s from sinning, Gladys said, telling her about her brother, William. That’s why he got it.

Newport ash was wet and gray on the carpet. The air was stagnant from smoke and closed windows. Her mother had a waterbed. Sitting on it made Jocelyn seasick, as if on a boat.

An abomination. Nasty. Gladys’s voice, self-righteous as a nun. She was drunk on boxed wine. That boy is no son of mine.

You are no mother, Jocelyn thinks, pulling herself back to the bench that she sits on, back to the Miramar Club, to Kate—back to the determined Palisades sun. It will never rain, she thinks. You were no mother. Were.

Kate tosses a tennis ball into her cart, laughing with her client. Jocelyn thinks of Kate’s mouth, her tongue, the slick wet of her saliva.

Maybe she’s unclean, she thinks. Maybe she’s sick with the sick that my brother had. Jocelyn turns away, looks for Maud. She covers her ears like a child does when she doesn’t want to hear something. The voice of Gladys, even in death, slurring in her ear.

6

“SHE IS MIXED,” CONRAD SAYS, POUTING. “BIRACIAL.”

They are filling in beginning-of-the-school-year paperwork. Conrad is home early. Lucy is in bed. Jocelyn has made small stacks on the living room coffee table. They are necessary for admission statistics, the principal of Lucy’s private school explains. Important for demographics.

“Do not write ‘black’ on that form,” Conrad demands.

“She’s not mixed,” Jocelyn says. “She’s black.”

“How do you figure?” he says. “How do you figure that?”

“Period,” Jocelyn says, as if it’s an answer.

“She’s more white than black,” he says assertively. “Your father was white. My parents are both white. I’m white, for God’s sake. That makes her like three-quarters white.”

“Not in America,” Jocelyn says, marking the “African American” box with a strange sort of satisfaction.

She looks up at her husband. He has a sour face. She laughs, almost hysterically. “The three-quarters-white category,” she says with more sass than she means. “What the hell is that?”

Conrad walks out of the room. He is angry.

Jocelyn does not understand her need to hold on to it, her loyalty, her urge to pass this inheritance along. What has it given her, after all?

7

“DO YOU HAVE ANY FAMILY LEFT?” DR. BRUCE ASKS. “NOW THAT YOUR mother has died?”

It is their ninth session together. She goes and she goes, but there is always the feeling of being on display, a need to lower the eyes. She keeps things hidden.

“Yes,” Jocelyn says quietly. “Well, no. I guess not really. Not anymore.”

“Not anymore?” the therapist asks.

A pen, a pad. Hot-pink reading glasses. Eyes waiting.

“My brother died in 1994. My sister in 1990.”

The therapist writes something in her notepad. Jocelyn watches her pen move and then looks away. There is a botanical print on the wall—“Native California Flowers.” Jocelyn reads: California Poppy, Eschscholzia californica.

“Any family besides?”

“Uncle Al is still alive. Bad people seem to never die,” Jocelyn says, focusing hard on the print. “My mother is finally dead, but you know that. My grandfather is ninety. They’ve never been family to me.”

Jocelyn looks at the poster again, and the therapist looks where Jocelyn looks. She is on to golden yarrow, or Eriophyllum confertiflorum. The impossible pronunciation is distracting.

“Can we speak of something specific?” the therapist asks.

“Like what?” Jocelyn says, feeling as petulant as a teenager.

“Like anything,” the therapist says. “We could start with your brother. How did he die?”

“AIDS,” Jocelyn says simply.

When she doesn’t continue, the therapist asks, “What was he like?”

“Nice,” she says. “He was a musician. A pianist.”

“What about your sister? What was she like?” the therapist asks, and Jocelyn hesitates.

In truth, Jocelyn barely remembers what either of them was like, what she herself was like. They are both ideas now, not really people. She remembers parts of them, mostly parts from the apartment in Winton Terrace. She remembers the beatings, the degradation, the hopelessness, but who would want to remember that? She doesn’t want to say that though. She doesn’t want to seem cold. She still has a plaid Ralph Lauren shirt that her brother had saved for. It’s in an airtight bag in her closet. In the early years after his death, she would take it out and smell it. She has her sister’s watch—a Timex. Conrad would die if she wore it.

“How did your sister die?” Dr. Bruce asks, pushing, interrupting.

“Drugs,” she says. “An overdose. We were all pretty miserable.”

“Did you do drugs?”

Jocelyn thinks of the ecstasy dealer. Her boyfriend from Florida who dealt cocaine.

High-strung sex that felt as if they would never reach orgasm. Doing it again and again. There were endless lines on a Formica table at the house on Mulberry Street. And to Think That I Saw It on Mulberry Street, she thinks, and then there is Lucy and Dr. Seuss—one memory switched for something new. Two girls and yet somehow one girl too.

“Jocelyn?” her therapist says.

Jocelyn feels brought out of a daze. “It seemed like everybody did drugs,” she says, simply.

“Were you with your sister when she died? Were you using together?”

She looks out the window, rubs a nail. A eucalyptus tree taps its branch on the pane. Using makes it sound more serious than Jocelyn remembers. She wasn’t like Ycidra. For Ycidra everything was always extreme.

“No. No. She was with her boyfriend. He didn’t call 911. She’d be alive if he had called 911, but well . . .”

“How does that make you feel?” the therapist asks.

“Awful,” Jocelyn says. “Just awful.” And then she starts laughing, because it seems like the dumbest question in the world.

The therapist waits, neutral as Switzerland. Jocelyn assumes it’s a part of the job.

“I don’t think about it,” she says, continuing. “I just sort of leave it back there.”

“Back where?” the therapist asks. She doesn’t mention the laughter.

“I don’t know,” Jocelyn says, and realizes she doesn’t know. “It’s just not here.”

They sit in silence for a few moments. She thinks she should tell the therapist about Kate: the thoughts she has. About wanting to hold her down. Wanting to possess her. She talks herself out of it though. It is nothing, she tells herself. If it’s something next week, I will tell her.

“Were you close to your sister? Let’s not talk about the abuse right now. I’m not asking you to talk about that. When you’re ready, you can talk about that.”

“She was always for me, you know? She was like my running mate.”

The office is suddenly cold. The sun has fallen behind a cloud. One of her mother’s boyfriends would take them to UDF, after, for ice cream. It was a bribe, so the two of them wouldn’t tell.

There are tissues on a television tray in front of her. She looks out to the new gray sky, but she does not cry.
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