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Dedication

For Matthew and Luke, 
world’s best lads.




Epigraph

“So it happens that when I write of hunger, 
I am really writing about love—”

—M.F.K. Fisher

Have you found a seat in your room 
For every one of your wayward selves.

—Charles Simic
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Part One

1977–78




Prologue

Bess Pfeiffer didn’t mean to start anything when she walked into Honey Finnegan’s house with seven copies of The Joy of Sex. She thought it would be fun. Their group had been meeting for years and even though it started as something that kind of sort of resembled the consciousness raising groups they’d been reading about, it had, predictably, become a watered-down suburban version of consciousness raising. The wives and mothers of Cambridge Road weren’t talking politics or sex or activism or civil rights or even a light, sugarcoated feminism, but mostly trying to help each other as their children climbed the slippery shoals of adolescence to the sebum-soaked years of puberty. They discussed teachers and curfews and their concerns about cigarettes and liquor and peer pressure. That their kids—some of them only yards away from where they met—were already smoking pot and bringing Welch’s grape jelly jars refilled with Smirnoff to the massive tree house in the Tannenbaums’ backyard would not have occurred to any of the mothers in the room. Except Bess, a high school nurse and trusted confidante of some of the older teens, especially the girls, who couldn’t talk to their parents about sex or, God forbid in this neighborhood of Catholics, birth control.

The women chatted about husbands and cooking and which families were not obeying the local leash laws, and should their bowling league move from Wednesdays to Tuesdays, and why were Father John’s sermons so excruciatingly boring, and did they still need to abstain from meat on Fridays?

So when Bess saw the book on display while browsing at Sibley’s she thought, Why not? Why not have a little fun, stir things up. Her status on the block was already dicey as the first divorcée, the first victim of a burgeoning national trend if the media was to be believed, when her husband walked out because he fell in love with his office manager, who was the spitting image of twenty-three-year-old Bess. She brought the stack of seven books to the checkout and enjoyed the look on the face of the young girl behind the counter when she asked if they could be gift wrapped.

“I guess?” the girl had said. “I’ll have to check.” She returned quickly and said she could only wrap three books for free.

“Pity,” Bess said. “Well, then I’ll take them unwrapped.” She made cheerful small talk as Dana, according to her name tag, rang up each copy and quickly slipped it into one of two large shopping bags while trying to hide her mortification.

“Have you read it?” Bess asked, tapping the cover with her fingernail. She couldn’t help herself. She’d lost all inhibitions since Doug left. Who cared about manners? Maintaining pretenses? Life was absurd.

“Me?” Dana’s voice rose two octaves. “No!”

“How come?”

“Because it’s basically pornography.”

Bess sighed. “Who told you that? Let me guess. Your mother?”

“No. I mean, yes. But no, I looked at the pictures. They’re disgusting.”

“Honey,” Bess said as Dana finished ringing up the books and slipped the last one into a shopping bag, visibly relieved, “let me give you some advice: don’t marry anyone who isn’t as concerned with your orgasm as they are with theirs.”

“Oh my god.” Dana put her face in her hands.

“Someday you’re going to thank me, Dana. In some glorious postcoital moment in a room somewhere in a town other than this one”—Bess paused while Dana groaned and then warily looked back at Bess—another room in another town? Interesting—“you’re going to wonder who that fairy godmother was who gave you the best piece of life advice in the Sibley’s book department in 1977. You’re going to wish you could find me and thank me, so I’ll tell you now: you are very welcome.” Bess reached into one of the shopping bags, plucked out a book, and said, “Here. This one’s for you. From me.”

“I can’t.”

“You can.”

“I can’t. My mother will have a conniption.”

“Ah, it is the mother. Do you know who I’m buying all these books for?”

Dana’s expression went back to confused. “Your—children?”

“No. These are for my friends. For all the mothers on the block who are horrified that I’m divorced and have thoughts about sex. So here.” She put the purchased book on the counter in front of Dana. “Don’t put it under the mattress if your mother still changes your bed. Hide it in a closet somewhere and educate yourself.”

“Okay.” Dana took the book, slightly less reluctant. “Thank you?”

Bess started to leave, got as far as the shelf of nonfiction best-sellers and turned back. “Dana? One more thing. I’m a nurse. Get on the pill. Do what you want to do, but be smart.”

Dana leafed through the book. She didn’t look up and she didn’t look disgusted. Bess walked closer. “Did you hear me?”

“Uh-huh.”

Bess peeked over the counter and read the subtitle on the page. “Ah. Mouth music. That’s a good section.” Dana slammed the book shut. She smiled a little.

“Keep reading, Dana! Keep reading.”




One

Nearly midnight. Nearly November.

The evening was winding down but not quickly enough. Somebody needed to make a move to bring Sam’s birthday dinner to an end, but it couldn’t be Nina because he would pout the entire next day if she stood and started clearing plates, the universal signal that the party was over. In her life, Nina had never known anyone who could string out a birthday longer than her husband, and tonight’s gathering had already disappointed.

The calls began late in the morning, just as Nina finished baking the pound cake she would use for the bottom layer of baked Alaska, a dessert she found too fussy and common, but the one Sam requested. His cousins who lived down near Canandaigua cancelled first. Peter had a nasty cold and Grace didn’t drive, so they couldn’t make it. Nina had barely put the receiver down when the Tannenbaums from down the street phoned. Such a terrible cough. The whole family. And it wasn’t even winter yet! Nina offered to send Sam over with some soup she had in the freezer. “No real loss,” he said as he loaded two mason jars of chicken noodle into a grocery bag. Sam liked to say that Ned Tannenbaum’s personality was 98 percent I’ve worked at Kodak since I was eighteen and 2 percent golf. Only thirty minutes later, the phone rang again. “Let me guess,” Nina said as she answered. Sam’s boss at Xerox and his wife were laid low. “I don’t even want to think about the dinner we’re missing,” James said, his voice hoarse and raspy through the phone line. “Please give us a rain check.”

So. Only five around the table tonight. Sam and Nina. Honey and Finn Finnegan, who lived directly across the street in a house that was the mirror image of Nina and Sam’s colonial revival. Next to Nina sat Bess Pfeiffer, who, in her typical, drunken, combative fashion, seemed determined to pick an argument with Sam or Finn, equally disinterested parties. In twenty-two minutes, the digital clock in the kitchen would gently flip to Sunday morning and this dinner would spill into the start of a new day, the kind of shift Nina used to think signaled a wildly successful evening.

The remains of the meal littered the surface of the long, gleaming mahogany table. Empty wine bottles. A cheese plate with crumbs of Stilton and half-eaten crackers. Splashes of port on the ivory linen runner next to a hardening baguette heel. After dessert, Sam resumed pouring the elegant French Bordeaux he’d chosen to accompany the beef Wellington, the potatoes lyonnaise, the mushrooms with brandy and cream, the roasted carrots with fresh thyme. For the last hour, the same Dionne Warwick album had played on repeat until the songs seemed to come from Nina’s own head (One less bell to answer, One less egg to fry). She swallowed a yawn.

Every year, Nina tried to make this dinner a little more interesting, but tonight’s version felt warmed over. How many ways could a person prepare a slab of beef? And Sam always wanted beef. “You’re a victim of your own success,” he said yesterday as she rolled and folded and chilled pastry for the Wellington, aiming for the proper distribution of butter and fat so the pastry would puff. She supposed he was right, but that didn’t explain why she no longer felt the old urgency to dazzle her guests the way they still expected from someone who wrote a monthly food column in a local rag. Back when their two daughters were in middle school and Nina suddenly had too much time on her hands, she’d volunteered to do something—anything—at the local city paper run by her old friend Thomas. He somewhat reluctantly gave her proofreading and light editing jobs that she could do at home. Nina was so fast and reliable that Thomas asked her to write up some short items on local arts and dining. Within a year, she’d inherited one of the paper’s columns, “Simply Put.” The previous author, who retired with her husband to Fort Lauderdale, had exclusively featured her suburban Junior League friends and their most trusted recipes, which led to a surfeit of casseroles and jellied salads and various roast beasts. Every column ended with the same sentence construction: “Simply put, Marilyn Field is the reigning lemon meringue queen of Brighton!” “Simply put, Bernice Dorman’s Lipton soup brisket is the one to beat!” “Simply put, Carol Hendrickson is on to something when she says coconut adds a kick to both sweet and savory dishes!”

Thomas wanted her to take the column in a more lively, sophisticated direction. “Find some interesting people around town who like to cook,” he told her. “Or like to eat. I don’t care which.” He wanted to rename the column “The Gracious Gourmet” or “The Gallant Gourmet” or something equally anodyne, a nod to the Galloping Gourmet’s popularity. Nina lobbied for “The Wolfish Gourmet” or “Cravings” or just “Famished!”

“Why are these all so hungry?” Thomas complained.

“Because hunger is the root of all cooking.”

“No, hunger is at the root of appetite. Ego is at the root of the kind of cooking we want to write about. And ‘Cravings’ sounds like a dirty movie.”

She finally capitulated to “The Ravenous Gourmet,” after ex-tracting a promise that she could pick her own subjects and not only feature suburban women and their unappetizing canapés. Eventually, “The Ravenous Gourmet” morphed into Nina interviewing chefs around town and featuring one of their popular entrées adapted for the home cook. And then she started to offer cooking classes based on the column in her kitchen. She loved doing both, but not the pressure it applied to every meal she presented.

For so many years, the revolving dinner parties on the block were a lifesaver, a gentle valve release, a chance to forget the gray landscape of winter in Rochester or celebrate its beautiful summers. The women would dress up and drink too much and the men would talk about work and drink too much and everyone would stay up too late. They’d wearily wave at each other the next morning at church, miming head pain and lack of sleep while corralling their children down the aisle, all of them quietly thrilled by the previous night’s misbehavior.

Maybe the modest size of tonight’s group wearied Nina. They’d all known each other forever and had had the same conversations dozens of times. They knew each other’s cocktail orders and food quirks and who was a mean drunk and who was a weepy drunk and which of their teenagers were “testing boundaries” and which were barreling toward delinquent. And now Bess had started her favorite worn rant about how Nixon shouldn’t have been pardoned. She blinked back angry, drunken tears while claiming she’d landed on Nixon’s enemy list due to her activism around Roe v. Wade. They’d heard it all before. “Nothing in my life,” she said, pointing a bony finger at a slightly amused Finn, “has made me prouder.” Like everyone else, Nina’d had too much to drink and was trying to follow Bess’s diatribe while looking for a place to break in and divert.

“Free speech!” Bess finally blurted out, gesticulating and knocking over her glass of wine just as Sam opened a new bottle. Shit. How much of that beautiful red had they gone through? Judging from the way Sam slopped wine into the glasses, at least five or six bottles. She tried to catch his eye. “Whoops!” he said, after spattering Honey Finnegan’s untouched dessert. Her wedge of baked Alaska slouched on the plate like a children’s book illustration meant to convey sadness.

“Slide that over here,” Finn said to his wife. “I’m not afraid of a little booze on my meringue.”

Honey pushed the plate across the table with the tip of one finger. “A lot of sugar.”

“I think that’s the point of dessert,” Finn said to the plate.

“Sam,” Bess said, raising her empty glass. “I’ll have another splash.”

Nina saw her chance. She stood and picked up a few dirty dishes. “Can I get anyone anything else? Coffee? Tea?”

“I’d kill for a Sanka,” Honey said. Of course Honey would kill for a Sanka.




Two

Upstairs, Clara had stopped trying to eavesdrop on her parents’ boring dinner party. Instead, she resumed her recent favorite game, where she pretended she was under surveillance from hidden cameras installed behind the bathroom mirror, at the dinner table, in the school hallways. This state of constant watchfulness by people she imagined as faceless judges, a committee of elders evaluating her life skills, and sometimes as peers (okay, boys) gave her a self-consciousness she leaned into. Helped hone her awareness of awareness. Nothing made her sadder than the girls in her school who seemed completely oblivious to how they looked to others, as if they didn’t deserve attention. The game made Clara mindful of her posture and her gait and her smile. She would never mindlessly pick her nose like Ruth Ambrose or pluck her underwear out of her ass while walking down the school hallway like Pauline Sanders or worry a pimple in public. Private vigilance would prevent public slovenliness and insulate her from accidentally doing something embarrassing. When she got ready for school in the morning, she went through her closet miming exasperation, like an actor on a sitcom, never mind that she wore a uniform to school and only got to choose which navy sweater to bring that day. In the bathroom, she’d brush out her long hair and apply makeup, pretending to give a tutorial to the readers of Seventeen. She’d make breakfast as if she’d be graded on her efficiency. And if the game got exhausting, she’d turn the cameras off. Poof! Back to plain old Clara.

Now, for example, alone in her bedroom she had to mentally disable the cameras because she’d been idly, almost unconsciously, playing with her breasts, reassuring herself that she hadn’t dreamed up their recent existence. To have this gift long after she believed it could happen—at seventeen!—still felt miraculous.

“You bloomed late, but you bloomed hard,” her mother said in the dressing room of the little clothing boutique they frequented. Clara had burst out of her training bra, and when the saleswoman fitted her for a new one, she landed at 32C. 32C! A miracle!

She stood and lifted her nightgown and looked at herself in the mirror above her dresser. Yes, her breasts were perfect. She lowered the nightgown and went to her window and for the millionth time in the past weeks, wished that Dune Finnegan’s bedroom faced the street so they could signal each other like they were in a Nancy Drew book. Clara had never read a Nancy Drew book, but one on the shelf downstairs had an illustration of Nancy on the cover looking out of a window with binoculars. Spying on a crush seemed the kind of thing Nancy would do. From downstairs, raucous laughter. A good time to call Dune from her parents’ bedroom extension. Then maybe she could sneak into the kitchen and filch a glass of wine. She grabbed a pair of jeans off the floor and pulled them on. Changed into her 32C black bra (it had taken A+ whining to convince her mother she needed a black bra) under a sweatshirt and tiptoed down the hall to her parents’ closet. She didn’t want to wake her sister, Bridie, because she’d insist on joining Clara and ruin the fun.

Her parents’ bedroom still felt a little bit like church, hushed and dark, the air redolent with her mother’s perfume and hair spray, something mustier beneath. The dark and foreboding furniture in this room had been inherited from the grandparents Clara had never met, and her mother hated it. The rest of the house had her mother’s easy sense of style and airiness. Lighter wood, lots of plants, homey and elegant. Clara picked up the phone and dialed the house across the street. Dune answered.

“Sundance?” she said.

“Hey, Butch,” he replied, and she could hear his smile. Some weeks ago, they’d gone to see Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid at a revival house downtown and she’d insisted they call each other Butch and Sundance on the phone when other people might overhear. Unnecessary but fun. “How’s the party going?” he asked.

“Fine, I guess. Lots of people called out sick. Your mom and dad are still here. Obviously.” Clara could hear Dune’s sister, Fern, in the background bugging Dune to resume their chess game. “Do you have to go?” They couldn’t say anything interesting with Fern listening.

“Yeah.”

“See you tomorrow. Three o’clock.”

She hung up the phone and decided to shop in her parents’ closet. She and Nina wore the same size shoe now, so Clara went through the meticulously stacked boxes and tried on some of Nina’s high heels. They weren’t her style exactly, but she enjoyed the extra height. Maybe her mother would let her borrow a pair for the New Year’s formal. She carefully rewrapped the shoes in tissue paper and put them back exactly as she’d found them. She opened the bottom drawer of her mother’s dresser and pulled out a plum-colored scooped-neck short-sleeve T-shirt. She went into her parent’s bathroom and flipped the light. The top fit her like a dream, like a very breast-revealing dream. The color flattered her olive skin and dark hair and eyes. She posed in front of the mirror, imagining the audience of editors from Seventeen magazine talking about how perfect she’d be for their next cover. Her mother might even give the shirt to Clara when she saw how it flattered. She opened the medicine cabinet and took out a vial of lipstick. She applied the light pink color carefully and added a little mascara and blush. It was magic. She looked like herself, only better, a little heightened. Too good not to go downstairs.




Three

Clara!” Bess jumped out of her seat as Clara appeared at the threshold of the dining room. “Look at you! So grown-up.”

“Hi, Mrs. Pfeiffer,” Clara said as Nina came back from the kitchen carrying Honey’s Sanka. Nina didn’t know where to look first. At Bess, whose wraparound skirt had come undone—since her divorce Bess only bought clothes at a boutique downtown that was half head shop, half gauzy clothes in batik prints—or at Clara, who was wearing—what was Clara wearing? The dining room lights were dimmed and the candles Nina had lit hours ago mostly spent, some flickering. She vaguely recognized Clara’s top and its flagrantly low neckline, and were those her breasts glowing in the candlelight?

“Bess,” Nina said, “retie your skirt.”

“Oh my,” Bess said, laughing. “I loosened it before dessert.” She casually and completely unwrapped her skirt. Honey Finnegan gasped.

“Bess!” This was too much, even for Nina.

“Oh, relax. There’s a whole leotard under here,” she said while removing the skirt to reveal a burgundy bodysuit that still showed way too much of Bess below the waist. Nina put the Sanka on the table in front of Honey.

“Yum,” Honey said, lowering her face to the bitter brew.

Nina turned to her daughter. “Clara? What can we do for you?”

“I wanted to say hello.” Clara could tell her mother was annoyed, so she made her voice extra breezy. “What’s everyone talking about?”

“Your dad is telling us about all the exciting developments around here,” Finn said.

Clara crossed her arms in front of her chest. “Developments?”

“From the big conference in Boca Raton. Futures Day! Apparently, Xerox is going to start giving out personal computers like candy.”

“I wish,” Sam said, pulling out one of the empty chairs and motioning for Clara to sit. Clara hesitated and looked at her mother, who nodded.

“What do you think about these computers, Clara?” One of the things Clara liked about Mr. Finnegan was that he spoke to her like an adult, like he was interested in her thoughts, but what did she know about computers and offices and what all these men did when they hurried out of the house every morning? Her father was in charge of the marketing strategy for Xerox’s new products. She had no idea what marketing strategy meant or what he did all day. Even Mr. Finnegan was a mystery. He ran grocery stores—his job should be pretty straightforward, but what did he do?

“It sounds cool,” Clara said. “Mom got to try one.”

“You did?” Finn asked Nina.

“I did. All the products coming out of Palo Alto were on display and all the wives got a chance to try them out. Want to guess why?”

“Manners? Ladies first?”

“We were the only people in the room who could type.”

“Ah, that’s not entirely true,” Sam said as everyone else laughed.

“I’m not counting the engineers who invented the things,” Nina said. “And you’re right, it wasn’t just about typing. All the executives stood around acting embarrassed and looking for a secretary to rush in and assist.”

“You have a point,” Sam said. “We are all going to have to learn how to type.”

“I type,” Finn said.

“You do?” said Bess. “Finn Finnegan, president of Finnegan’s Grocer, types.”

“My father insisted. Invoices, schedules, inventory. I mostly hunt and peck, but nothing’s faster than a typewriter.”

“Not for long,” Nina said. “You are not going to believe what these machines can do or how lightning quick they are. The engineers in Palo Alto were sending documents to the computers in Florida and we could edit and send them back with the touch of a button.”

“This is what terrifies me,” said Honey. “Things moving too fast. One wrong command or code or whatever you call it, one wrong message sent out into the universe and that’s it!” She snapped her fingers. “Nuclear mayhem.”

“What?” Clara said, alarmed.

Sam put a reassuring hand on Clara’s arm and said to Honey, “Last I checked, Xerox wasn’t in the nuclear warhead business,” but Honey continued to shake her head. She pulled her cardigan tight around her shoulders and gave a performative shudder.

“The computers have something called a universal undo,” Nina said.

“Like backspace?” Clara asked.

“Sort of, but better. The word processer can reverse any action in perfect order. If you make a mistake or change your mind, you can undo it in a second. For writing and editing, well, it’s going to change everything. No scissors or tape or Wite-Out or eraser ribbon. One button and—”

“Undo it,” Clara said.

“Exactly.” Nina smiled at her daughter.

“Wow,” Bess said. “Like God.”

“Bess, please don’t say that.” Honey crossed herself rapidly in case, Nina guessed, God was watching this dinner party slowly unravel.

“Okay, everybody,” Nina said, avoiding Sam’s eye. “Clara, time for you to go to bed and it’s past my bedtime, too. I’m beat.”

“The general has spoken,” Sam said, an edge to his voice. Clara looked at her mother, worried. Nina resented when Sam called her the general, but she smiled and winked at Clara and started clearing the table.

“Undo,” Bess said, pressing an imaginary button on the table-cloth, inordinately pleased with herself.

“Clara?” Nina motioned to her daughter. “Want to grab a few plates and help me in the kitchen?”

“Undo!” Bess said a little louder, like a kid going for a bigger laugh on the same joke.

“I’ll walk you home, Bess,” Sam said.

“Undo! Undo! Undo!” Bess pressed the tablecloth over and over.

Everyone else stood and pushed their chairs back. Nina and Clara walked through the wooden swinging door into the kitchen and Clara started rinsing plates.

Clara had enthusiastically helped Nina cook earlier in the day, much to Nina’s delight and surprise. Like her father, Clara tended to be moody, and the teen years had sometimes been hard. But the best way to quiet Clara, even as an irritable toddler, was to engage her with a task in the kitchen. Three-year-old Clara had loved to pound dough and crack eggs into a bowl and beat them with a whisk. At four, she would hold the electric hand mixer and help Nina cream butter and sugar. At five, she could sloppily frost a dozen cookies or more, her brow knit with concentration wanting to get the edges just right. By junior high, Clara could cook simple meals—grilled cheese, omelets, pancakes—on her own and she became an able assistant for Nina in the kitchen, especially when Nina held her classes. They were a team. Until sophomore year of high school, when Clara’s time and attention were co-opted by academics and all her extracurriculars, which Nina understood and didn’t quite take personally. But here Clara was now, helping to scrape plates into the sink and looking for all the world like she was twenty-two.

“Clara?” Clara turned and looked at Nina and smiled, a faraway smile, one Nina knew wasn’t meant for her. Sometimes Clara looked like Sam, but most of the time Nina saw her own face in her daughter’s. She and Clara had nearly the same dark almond-shaped eyes, and it could be unnerving for Nina to gaze into them, almost as if too much knowledge was at the ready. That Clara was beautiful was no reflection on Nina; the bit of Sam she’d inherited—his angular jaw, high forehead and cheekbones—made her so lovely. And even though Nina didn’t want her wearing makeup yet, whatever she’d done to her face tonight worked. “You look nice, honey,” Nina said.

“Thanks.” Clara screwed up her mouth, biting back a satisfied smile. Nina pointed to Clara’s top. “Where did that come from?”

“This?” Clara shrugged. “I don’t remember. The laundry room?” She lifted her chin, ready to argue.

Nina nodded. “It’s late, don’t you think?” She sensed both Clara’s relief and disappointment that Nina was too tired to start an argument over the purple top. As Clara headed upstairs, Finn came into the kitchen carrying dessert plates. “You can put those on the counter.” Nina gestured to her left.

“How come this kitchen is so much more appealing than mine?” he said, scraping the remnants of baked Alaska into the sink.

“Probably because my kitchen has actual food in it.”

Finn laughed. “Maybe. Does it seem a little nuts to you that Honey married into a family of grocers and hates to eat?”

“One of life’s little tricks. My mother was the same. Some people don’t have much of an appetite.”

Finn turned off the water and picked up a dry dish towel from a stack on the counter. “But not you.” It wasn’t a question. The door between the two rooms swung open again and Sam came in wearing his overcoat. “I’m walking Bess home.”

“Over my strenuous objection!” Bess called from the other room. “My undo button needs a repair!” Walking Bess home because she was divorced was a bit of theater on the part of the good husbands of Cambridge Road, clothed in ostensible concern for Bess’s safety on this very safe dead-end street. Shepherding Bess to her front door as they would a teenage babysitter was a reminder of her status as formerly coupled, currently alone.

“Finn?” Honey stood in the door now with her coat on, looking pinched. “Shall we?”

“You go,” Finn said. “I’m going to help with some of these pots.”

“You don’t need to do that,” Nina said. “Sam will be back any minute.”

“Happy to help with the big pans.” He waved Honey off. “Home in a few.”

“Okay,” Honey said, pulling her belt tighter around her waist. “Don’t dawdle.”

“I’ll kick him out in ten,” Nina said to Honey. “Promise.” Finn and Nina worked side by side in silence. She washed; he dried. “So, what would yours be?” he finally said.

“My what?”

“Your universal undo?”

She handed him a large ceramic platter. “Aren’t we supposed to know better than to try to undo? I’ve read ‘The Monkey’s Paw.’”

“I can tell you mine,” he said quietly.

Nina turned off the faucet. “Don’t.”

“We need to talk.”

“Now? The girls are upstairs. Sam will be here any second.”

“I would undo a lot of things,” he said, taking one of her fingers in his hand and lightly tugging her closer, “but not us.”

“Finn. There is no us. We decided. Us is unsolvable.” They stood for a minute, allowing themselves to occupy a space they’d been avoiding for months. They’d been avoiding one another for months. His fingers grabbed her wrist and Nina thought she would burst if he didn’t take her in his arms, which he did.

“Nina Larkin,” he whispered into her ear. “What are we going to undo?”




Four

Bridie loved the weekends when her parents entertained. She particularly loved the days leading up to the party, when she’d wake up to the sound of her mother in the kitchen thwacking dough with a rolling pin or to the smell of onions caramelizing, stock simmering, wine reducing. And cake! Nothing smelled more like home and love and her mother than baking layers of vanilla or lemon or chocolate cake. It seemed to Bridie that her father appreciated her mother most fully when Nina was conducting a meal in their home. The mood in the house lightened in the days leading up to the designated evening, and today there would be leftovers. Whatever wasn’t finished last night would be set out for a late Sunday lunch. Cold, sliced tenderloin. Buttery potatoes. Her mother would make a fresh salad, and her father would open a bottle of wine and pour a little into juice glasses for Bridie and Clara. It was possible, during those languorous Sunday afternoons, to believe her family was the luckiest one on the block.

By midweek, the glow would recede, and it was always hard to tell where the gloom came from. Was it her mother? Her father? Bridie or Clara? Their collective unease?

Since second grade Bridie had kept a mental list of all the kids whose parents had divorced. It started when her best friend Carrie interrupted their regular argument—whom did they love most after Bobby Sherman: David Cassidy or Davy Jones?—to explain divorce because her parents were getting one.

“I don’t get it,” Bridie said. She and Carrie always swapped bagged lunches. Nina would never pack the kind of store-bought lunch Carrie brought to school: cold cuts, American cheese, Fritos, and an ever-revolving selection of Hostess desserts. And Carrie oohed and aahed over Bridie’s lunches, which were usually leftovers and always had a piece of fruit and sometimes a homemade cookie.

The day of the divorce conversation, Bridie was carefully peeling the outside chocolate layer of a Hostess Big Wheels. Carrie was eating Bridie’s leftover meat loaf on whole wheat bread. “I wish my mother would make meat loaf,” Carrie said, wolfing down the sandwich. “Maybe she will when we move.”

“You’re moving?” Bridie panicked. Carrie had been her best friend since kindergarten, the entirety of their school lives.

“Not far. I’ll still go to school here. I’ll have two houses.”

“Why?”

“Because my parents are splitting up.”

Bridie didn’t understand. She had an involuntary picture of her beloved stuffed horse Apple, the one she slept with every night until she woke one morning to find its foam innards all over the bed. The seams had somehow ripped. She’d found the denuded shell of a horse next to her pillow. She’d cried and cried. “Why?” was all Bridie could think to say.

“Because they don’t love each other anymore.”

Bridie vaguely understood divorce but hadn’t registered its particulars. She’d never known of parents choosing separate houses. “Where will you sleep?”

“I’ll have two bedrooms. My dad said I’ll have all the things in both places. He said I’ll barely notice.” Carrie finished the meat loaf and fished two small tangerines out of the paper sack. She started peeling one slowly and carefully, trying to get it off in one single strip. Bridie didn’t know what to say. Two houses did not sound amazing.

“Sometimes parents need to live apart,” Carrie said in a rehearsed monotone that made Bridie understand not to ask any more questions. “It’s not my fault. They still love me.”

Bridie worried in fourth grade when Paul Claffey showed up looking sad and pale and when she saw him crying in the school principal’s  office and when he started coming to school with a duffel bag every other Friday because he was going to “his father’s” house.

She couldn’t sleep when her favorite sixth-grade teacher, Mr. Mitchell, started taking the bus home instead of cheerfully hopping into his wife’s sky-blue Volkswagen bug with the Ecology bumper sticker on the window at the end of the day. Sometimes he let Bridie and Carrie decorate the classroom bulletin boards on Friday afternoons, and when they were running late, he’d send the girls out to the parking lot to tell his wife he’d be down soon. His wife had long, straight brown hair and wirerimmed glasses and they thought she was beautiful even in her white dental hygienist jacket. “How come you take the bus now?” Carrie asked him one afternoon while they carefully cut out paper hearts for Valentine’s Day. “Did you guys split?”

“As a matter of fact—” he said, and Bridie had to run to the lavatory so he wouldn’t see her stricken face.

And then divorce came to their street, which was terrifyingly close! Bridie woke up one night to voices in the kitchen, women’s voices, one in distress. She crept down the stairs and sat on the landing and listened to Mrs. Pfeiffer say some of the most remarkable things she’d ever heard. She’d caught Mr. Pfeiffer kissing his office manager and when she confronted him—“I thought, well, this is dumb. So predictably dumb! But we can get through it”—he confessed to multiple affairs. Told Bess she was frigid (Bridie’d had to look that one up in the dictionary) and insipid (ditto). He packed his bags and moved into a hotel the next day. The Pfeiffer kids were grown and all lived in other cities. Bess told Nina she was unable to sleep alone in their house. “What’s going to happen to me?” she cried to Nina. “What am I going to do?”

Bridie climbed back upstairs that night and got into bed and tried to calm herself. She was not used to parents not knowing how to move forward. The thing that rattled her most about divorce was how people changed overnight. How the partner left behind was lost and scared or bitter and furious or all those things at once. Mrs. Pfeiffer was a different person now. Harder. Louder. How could a family created from love just dissolve? People could fool you in the ugliest ways. She was always on the lookout for trouble with her parents. How could Bridie spot trouble between the mysterious adults in her house who were attentive, generous, unfailingly polite, but had she ever seen them kiss? Even once?

Her fear made her a snoop. She rarely found anything illuminating, but sometimes she found something interesting. Lately, she’d noticed that her mother was buying new cosmetics. A different perfume and face cream. She also had a few fancy bras in her drawer and Bridie wondered, drawing on her years of Talmudic-like study of “Can This Marriage Be Saved?” in her mother’s issues of Ladies Home Journal, whether her mother was trying to entice her father in a new way. Was she heeding the warnings of divorce all around them? Sometimes Bridie would liberate small souvenirs from the room and store them in a shoebox in her closet—a pearl earring minus its mate, loose change, a peppermint ChapStick. Last week, in her father’s nightstand, she’d found a clipped picture of the Xerox Palo Alto Research Center (PARC). Her dad was in the middle, sitting on a beanbag chair, looking a little out of place in his suit and tie. She put the photo in her box, too. Something about the way her dad was smiling at the camera made her want it.

She decided to pop into her parents’ bedroom for a quick surveillance before lunch. She went straight to the handbag shelf on her mother’s side of the closet and was randomly taking purses down to see if she could find any spare change when she pulled on a black leather handbag and a book came tumbling down with it, hitting Bridie on the head.

“Ouch,” she said quietly, even though no one could hear. She picked up the book. Bridie stared at the cover, mouth agape. Shut your flapper. She heard Clara’s voice in her head even when Clara wasn’t there. She closed her mouth and read the title: The Joy of Sex: A Gourmet Guide to Love Making. She was momentarily confused. Was this somehow related to her mother’s cooking column? She opened the book, and it fell to page 141. She saw the heading “Scrotum” and started reading.
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Where did you get this?” Clara asked Bridie, practically tearing the book out of Bridie’s hands.

“In Mom’s closet.” Even amid her confusion about how to hold Clara’s interest and dodge her scorn these days, Bridie knew she’d struck gold. “Why do you think she has it?”

Clara sat down on the edge of her bed and started paging through the book. Bridie gingerly sat down next to her, braced for banishment but Clara laughed and pointed to the page in front of her. “What is this?” The drawing was of a woman wearing what looked like an unbuttoned, sleeveless dress, arms above her head, breasts covered but pubis and underarm hair on grand display. “Why is she wearing jewelry?” Clara said.

Bridie leaned over to look. “It looks like she just got home from the hairdresser.”

“Totally.” Clara turned the page and showed a different illustration to Bridie. The same woman, now wearing white go-go boots, a push-up bra, and a G-string, being clutched from behind by a fully dressed man with long hair and a beard. “This guy is—”

“Super weird looking,” Bridie said. She didn’t even care about the book, she wanted this moment of sisterly enjoyment to last a little longer. “Do you think Mom bought this?”

“Uh. No. I do not think Mom bought this.”

“Dad?”

“Dad! Are you mental? I mean, can you imagine?” Clara stood and squared her shoulders, squinted into the distance, looking so much like their father. She theatrically cleared her throat. “Excuse me, miss. I’m looking for a good biography of Winston Churchill. No, no, I’ve read all those. Many times.” Clara, still in character, tapped her chin to indicate deep thought. “Well, that’s a shame,” she said to the invisible salesgirl. She took a deep breath and looked up at the ceiling. Bridie could tell she was trying not to laugh. “Okay, then. How about an illustrated guide to fucking?”

“Clara!” Bridie covered her hands with her mouth and they both sat back down on the bed, laughing so hard they couldn’t talk. “But seriously,” Bridie finally said, “it has to be for them.”

“I don’t know.” Clara picked up the book again and kept turning the pages, shaking her head in disbelief and amusement.

“Why else would it be in their closet unless—”

“Unless they were engaging in mouth music?” Clara said, pointing to one of the subtitles on the page.

“Gross.”

“Okay.” Clara slammed the book closed. “I have to practice my audition song for the musical.” She pointed to the door. Bridie reached for the book. “No way,” Clara said, clutching it to her chest. “This stays here. I don’t want to pollute your brain.” Bridie, only fifteen months younger than Clara, thought to object but wasn’t sure she wanted to look at the book anymore. “If you want it back, you just have to ask,” Clara said.

“Girls?” their mother called from downstairs. “Can you come help with lunch, please?”

Clara’s eyes widened. She waved Bridie over and pointed to the page she’d been reading. “‘Dinner is a traditional preface to sex,’” she read in a whisper.

“Stop!” Bridie said, meaning the opposite.

“Girls! Some help, please.”

“We’re coming,” Clara yelled with a suggestive spin on the word that Bridie only sort of understood. Still, she echoed Clara’s intonation: “Coming, Mom.”

“Here we come!” Clara shouted again, opening the door and motioning for Bridie to follow her. As they ran down the stairs laughing, Bridie was so happy. This was the nicest Clara had been to her in months.
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Nina’s favorite part of a dinner party was the next day, when she could involve her daughters in preparing a midday Sunday dinner. When she was a girl, that’s how all the families ate on Sundays. A big meal in the early afternoon and something light in the evening. She couldn’t get Sam on board with that schedule as a permanent thing—he liked to go into the office for a few hours on Sunday afternoons—but he would do it when they had an abundance of food left over from entertaining the previous night. He liked extending the evening and its charms for another day as much as she did. Today, Sam didn’t wake up in his usual post-birthday jovial mood. He was sharp with her all morning. Nina and the girls were used to calibrating around his various humors. A good or a bad thing? Nina couldn’t decide. Today he walked into the kitchen trailing a palpable cloud of disappointment.

“One more birthday meal, for Dad!” Bridie’s forced cheerfulness was a little heartbreaking to Nina. Couldn’t Sam get over himself? Even for the girls?

“Hey, Dad,” Clara said, giving him a kiss. “We made fresh potatoes.” Clara had carefully sliced and layered raw potatoes in a bright red casserole dish, covering them with warmed milk and sage. She’d browned the top perfectly. Nina watched Clara remove the dish from the oven and test the doneness of the dish with a fork. She was wearing the shirt from last night and had her long, dark hair piled on top of her head. She had an elegance to her movements that felt new to Nina.

“What do you think?” she said, handing a forkful of the steaming potatoes to her father. “Careful, they’re hot.” Nina could hear the echo of the millions of times she’d handed a fork or spoonful of something to the girls using the exact same words. Clara waited for Sam to taste, hand on hip, expectant. “Sublime,” he said, cracking the first smile of the day.

Clara gave a quick nod and said, “They should sit for another ten minutes. Then we’re ready.”

“You’re so grown,” Nina said, unthinking. Clara hated being observed by her parents, but this time she smiled and said, “I guess.”

Where had this remarkable human standing in her kitchen, confident and poised, come from? Where was the little girl who wouldn’t even cross the street without holding her mother’s hand? Who needed a step stool to reach the counter and burst into tears if Nina wasn’t around to tuck her into bed at night? Nina was flooded with pride and love and—she was ashamed to admit—envy. Clara had so much ahead of her.

“Want a taste?” Clara said to Bridie, proffering another forkful. Nothing made Nina happier than kindness between her girls. If Clara was seventeen going on thirty, Bridie was fifteen going on twelve. Bridie who still slept with her stuffed horse, now on its third repair. Bridie, who cried when she lost her first tooth because it meant she was growing up. Because Clara was more independent and confident than Bridie, the air between them could be fraught, but Clara, no matter how she tried to toss it off, was a nurturer at heart.

“Oh my god, they’re so good!” Bridie said with a mouth full of potatoes. Nina and Clara smiled at each other in acknowledgment. Teammates.

AFTER LUNCH, NINANERVOUSLY WATCHED the clock. The girls had rushed back upstairs to do schoolwork, and Nina made a mental note to check on what they were really doing because their enthusiasm for homework on a Sunday was suspect. Sam, who usually spent a few hours in the office on Sunday afternoons, was puttering around helping her clear plates and wrap food while enumerating his concerns about recent sales numbers or order numbers coming out of Japan, where smaller and faster copying machines were demolishing Xerox’s market share. “The future of the company is sitting out in Palo Alto, but nobody wants to admit it.” She wasn’t absorbing the specifics because any minute Finn would amble across the street and put something in the mailbox meant for her eyes only, as he’d said on the phone earlier. They’d exchanged books this way for years, so a book in the mailbox wasn’t suspicious, but she had to retrieve whatever else was in the box before Sam did.

She poured the rest of the wine they’d opened for lunch into her glass. A clean, crisp Chablis. “Not sharing?” Sam said.

“Oh, do you want some more? Aren’t you driving to work?”

He sighed. “I guess I am. Not really in the mood.”

She forced a smile. “Don’t go if you don’t want to go. Stay and relax.” She tried not to show her relief when he grabbed his coat. “Just an hour or two,” he said.

For years Nina had actively disliked Finn Finnegan and his anemic spouse, Honey.
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