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IT WAS MY HUSBAND GRAHAM’S idea to buy the houseboat. The notion took shape on the first leg of our move from Illinois to Miami, between pulling away from the cottage in Round Lake and stopping at the county fair outside of Peoria, where we urged our three-year-old, Frankie, into a gargantuan bouncy castle. For a few minutes Frankie seemed to take some pleasure in jumping haphazardly among strangers, until he remembered that he didn’t like strangers, and staggered lock-kneed toward the exit. I mention this interlude in the long drive for one reason: a few minutes after we walked away from the enormous cartoonish castle, a gust of wind upended it, bouncing children and all. Ambulances arrived quickly. As we stood among the anxious crowd, I thought—not for the first time and not for the last—that to be a parent is terrifying. Graham once told me how the Stoics practiced imagining their own worst fears had come to pass, to make peace. But it seems to me that what worries us most—pedophiles, kidnappers, dog attacks—is least likely to happen, while what is most likely is some unimagined event. And how do we prepare for that?

We debated the pros and cons of the houseboat through Tennessee and Georgia. An adventure, Graham said, and relatively inexpensive. Naive, I thought, considering neither of us knew much about boats. Making the most of the locale, he argued. Soggy and mildewed, I said. We’d intended to rent a house on Key Biscayne, near the Rosenstiel School of Marine and Atmospheric Science, where Graham would occupy a two-year research fellowship. But once my husband latched on to an idea, it was difficult to shake him loose. And the truth was that I wondered if living on a houseboat might be every bit the adventure he hoped. Sometimes you have to remind yourself after adventure comes that there was a time when you went looking for it.

We stopped for fuel outside of Gainesville, and Graham picked up a boat trader magazine, then made a few calls when we stopped again in St. Cloud. By the time we reached Miami, he’d found three candidates, all in the Pompano area. After we unloaded the trailer into the spare room of my father’s wife’s house, Graham got back on the road with my father at the wheel.

Graham didn’t drive, not since he was a teenager. I’d done all of the driving from Illinois while he fidgeted in the passenger seat and Frankie slept openmouthed in his car seat, a coloring book open across his thighs and a crayon in his fleshy fist, waking every so often to give the sign for milk and dig into a sleeve of crackers. We stopped every few hours at a rest area, and while I plotted our route and fetched cold drinks, Graham led Frankie in a vigorous game of freeze tag, and they returned to the car red-faced and panting. For much of the ride, I eyed our hulking trailer in the side-view mirror, my gut lurching each time it swerved with the contours of the road. When I started off from a stop, the heavy pull of the trailer reminded me of the lifeguard tests I’d taken in junior high, when I’d swum the length of a pool wearing two pair of blue jeans and three sweaters. It was exactly the same feeling: I knew where I was going, and I was damned if I wouldn’t break away from something powerful to get there.

To the extent that Graham would have admitted that his aversion to driving was a phobia, it was incongruent with his bold and blustery personality, his assertiveness, even his maturity. When we’d gotten serious, I’d thought I might ingratiate him to the act of driving with subtle, loving encouragement. He’d been in the backseat, sixteen years old, when his mother’s car had jumped the median on the way home from a birthday party. It was February; the roads were icy. His sister, Lauren, fourteen at the time and in the passenger seat, was thrown clear and never regained consciousness. Graham insisted that the event had been so sterilized by retelling and scrubbed by time that the two things—witnessing his sister’s death and not driving—were unrelated. This was a testament not to Graham’s lack of self-awareness, I believe, but to the confused nature of each of our personal histories, the mess of contradicting passions and aversions developed over a lifetime. To love one’s sister for indulging their mother by singing along on road trips, and to hate one’s sister for refusing to wear a seat belt. To love the car trips of one’s childhood, the ambling farm roads and lush hillsides, and to hate the heavy inertial machinery of a car, particularly when measured against glass, body, and brain.

GRAHAM CALLED FROM POMPANO. I was drinking a beer in the kitchen while Frankie played with blocks at the table. My father’s wife, Lidia, who was Puerto Rican by birth and spoke perfect English with a heavy accent, stood at the counter, wiping crumbs. Her home was on the Coral Gables waterway, and she’d prepared the spare room by piling towels and toys on the bed and clearing dresser drawers. On the nightstand she’d set out framed photos of me and my family, including one from Frankie’s bald and blotchy first weeks. There was one of me and Graham standing on a volcano in Pico, Portugal, and one of my high school portraits, which I hadn’t known still existed. The latter called to mind a memory of my mother, who’d ordered it mistakenly after I’d marked the few that I’d not liked. We’d ended up with a stack of glossy photos of me with my eyes in slits, chin pimple glowing, upper lip stuck to my teeth. I’d berated my mother soundly. It’s disconcerting how often, after a deeply loved person dies, the memories that return are not reverent or nostalgic, but disquieting. My mother was prone to making flighty mistakes, yes, but not until I became a mother did I understand what the flightiness meant: she was overwhelmed at the basic level. More times than I care to admit, I’ve come home with the incorrect item from the grocery store. The nonfat instead of low-fat, the vanilla instead of plain. And every time I do, I think of how I ridiculed my mother for doing the same thing, how I rolled my sullen-teenager eyes at her, and how it seems, in retrospect, that she adopted my interpretation of these nonevents—that she was flighty—instead of regarding them the way I’ve come to: a parent’s brain is rarely in one place at a time, and the grocery store does not command one’s precious minutes of focus.

I stuffed the portrait into a drawer. Not because the photo was unflattering, but because the memory was.

Lidia handed me the phone. The overspiraled cord pulled annoyingly against my hand. This was exactly the way in which other people’s homes are unlivable, I thought, which led me to the opposite thought: I was grateful to Lidia. I was touched by her efforts. She was generous of time and spirit, eager to be a grandmother to Frankie, and she was not some shiny young thing—she was only a few years younger than my father.

Still, I was relieved when Graham told me on the phone that he’d found us a home of our own. It was a 1974 Sumerset, fifty feet in length and fourteen in width, with a propane stove and refrigerator, and a new 30-amp inlet. My father would run shore power and water from the main house, and we could drive the boat to a local marina every few weeks to empty the sewage tanks. The engines and bilge were in good shape, he said. I calculated the square footage in my head: the size of a tiny city apartment.

“She’s not pretty,” he said, “but there’s a berth for us and a bunk for Frankie.”

I pictured him scraping the stubble of his chin and squinting in the sunlight. I could hear the cries of the gulls in the background, could almost smell the marina, that stew of seaweed and engine oil and fuel. My father had owned boats when I was a child, first a cabin cruiser with a tuna tower that he’d shared with two other musicians, then a heavy trawler that took several seconds to respond. I was comfortable riding in boats but had only driven one a handful of times. I’d never known my husband, the midwesterner, to use the words bilge and berth.

“Buy it,” I said.

“Why not?” said Graham.

After I hung up, Lidia presented me with an old coffeemaker. “I knew I had one somewhere,” she said, pushing it into my hands. Lidia and my father drank only tea, which was one of a dozen little things that had made me wonder, in the time since they’d married four years before, if she was a better match for him than my mother had been.

“Normalcy,” she said.

“Normalcy,” I said, nodding.

Lidia had a way of getting to the heart of it. A year before, I’d been running a business that if not thriving, exactly, then still had potential. A year before, Graham had still had a shot at tenure, and his sleep troubles were more or less under control. Frankie had been a well-adjusted two-and-a-half-year-old, a little slow to talk but not yet entirely mute.

Time is tricky. Time is surprising. Time and age play important roles in my story, so I will say right away that at the time of these events, during the summer of 1992, I was thirty-six years old. Graham was forty-four and Frankie was three and a half. My marriage was ten. The hermit, Charlie Hicks, was sixty-one, the same age as my father and three years older than my father’s new wife. My mother, had she been alive, would have been sixty-two.

The boat cost roughly two thousand dollars less than we had in the bank. Our reserves had been sapped—first by the collapse of my business, into which we’d sunk three years of time and savings, and then by moving and renting our home in Round Lake, which had needed work to be ready to show to prospective renters, then more work once a lease had been signed. The cottage was on the lake, which was a big part of its appeal and its decline, both. We’d replaced every other plank in the pier. We’d replaced the soffits and roof and water heater, and installed a sump pump. We were landlords now, which was not something either of us had ever wanted to be.

We’d brought our clothes, some books, both of Graham’s bicycles, and Frankie’s favorite toys. Each decision, to leave behind or bring along, had been more grueling than the last. It wasn’t that we believed we’d be back—in fact, I hoped we never would be, even as I hoped I’d change my mind—but more that we felt selling the house, which had been in Graham’s family for three generations, was not an option. Our renters were a visiting professor in Graham’s former department at Northwestern, and the professor’s young wife. No matter how ready I’d been to flee, when I thought of them using our bed, clipping herbs from Graham’s garden, crossing the lake in our kayaks, I had to turn away from the thoughts as if from something bright and hot.

Behind Lidia’s home was a kidney-shaped swimming pool and a rectangle of green lawn that sloped down to a canal. A narrow cement pier ran parallel to the house, and a slip was carved from the limestone bank at one corner, shaded by a tangle of mangroves between her yard and her neighbor’s. Lidia owned a little two-seater Zodiac—the red inflated collar reminded me of a child’s pool—that she moved to the pier so the houseboat could dock in the slip. She’d assured us that we could dock behind her house as long as we wanted, but had given no thought, it seemed, as to whether the manicured and bucolic city of Coral Gables (a cut above the modest South Miami neighborhood where I’d grown up) would allow a houseboat to reside in its canals. I’d decided to give this no thought, either. It wasn’t the kind of thing that would occur to my father, and Graham had only visited Miami three times in a decade, and had no sense of the laws of the land. For the time being, I put the whole question out of my mind.

That evening, Lidia and Frankie and I romped around in the backyard, throwing an old Frisbee. I amused Frankie by lunging into the grass to catch his misfired throws, streaking my knees with green stains. He made the sign for Swim over and over, and I signed Tomorrow and I promise. Lidia and I let him spray us with a garden hose. After a bath, I put him down in the guest room. My father arrived home in my car, then left for a gig, and Lidia poured a glass of wine for herself and said good night. After midnight, as I sat out back watching the slow crawl of the dark water, I heard the houseboat choking its way up the canal. When it came into view, I could make out Graham inside at the helm, waving through a window. Why he was willing to captain this hulking vessel and not our sedan, I wasn’t certain. One was a burden, I guessed, and the other a lark. The houseboat was plodding and boxy and took up more than its share of the waterway’s width. If ever its paint had gleamed, that time was long gone. Over the back deck, a white scalloped awning flapped in the wind. Graham throttled down and nosed toward the pier, and when he cut the engine and the noise died, I tied off the lines and stepped aboard. On the brief rectangle of faded Formica in the houseboat’s galley, I set down Lidia’s coffeemaker.

GRAHAM AND MY FATHER COOKED up a plan to christen the houseboat while they were out late together after one of my father’s gigs. It had to happen quickly, Graham explained—the ocean gods are finicky about these things. So just two days after we moved aboard, I found him digging through the bunk under our berth to locate a guayabera Lidia had sent the Christmas before. I retrieved the matching one she’d sent for Frankie. Once we were dressed, we stepped onto the pier to find my father and Lidia waiting for us in the steeped-tea sunlight of early evening. Graham carried a bag of painting supplies, and on the limestone parapet that hemmed Lidia’s backyard was an ice bucket of champagne and bottled water.

Graham clapped gamely. “Master of ceremonies?” he said to my father.

“Aye, Captain,” said my father.

They were a mismatched pair, Graham and my father. Graham was tall—six feet and four inches—and my father was my height, almost a foot shorter. Graham had storklike, sinewy limbs and broad palms and a slight belly that never went away, no matter how many miles he rode in a week. The word most often used to describe him was gaunt, and though I don’t think that’s inaccurate, the word that came readily to my mind was angular. Once, sitting behind him at a wedding where we’d arrived to find no two seats together, I’d studied the jutting walkways of his shoulders before realizing that they belonged to him. He had a habit of gesturing wildly to emphasize a point, flexing his fingers in a way that reminded me of a bear showing its claws. He was handsome, my husband, though too striking to be conventionally so, with his heavy helmet of silver hair and bluish circles beneath his eyes. Still, women stared. I think they assumed from the way he looked that he was a little wild at heart, which was not entirely off the mark. He had a deep, powerful speaking voice that some found overbearing, and though he grew bored in casual conversation, when he was in the mood to chat he could be so chummy and attentive that mere acquaintances found themselves confiding in him. He wasn’t easily amused, though he did possess an infectious, seldom-used giggle, and there was one thing that reliably brought it out: baby animals. A chick attempting to walk, bear cubs stumbling in play, a piglet cradled in a person’s arms—this kind of thing never failed to make Graham laugh. If we had not had a child, which introduced into our lives a stream of animal-themed books and videos, I might never have known this about him.

Beside Graham, my father was short and fleshy. Every few years he took up a new form of exercise—aqua jogging, most recently—and lost ten pounds, then slowly gained them back. For the christening, he wore a linen shirt unbuttoned to midchest and a gold chain around his meaty neck. He wore his graying hair a little shaggy, so that it hung over his collar and into his eyes, and he had an inch-long scar beside his lip that over the years had folded into the lines of his face—it had happened in a bar in Key West when I was a kid, during his drinking days. Carcinomas had been removed at both corners of his mouth, leaving two small white craters. For a performance, he’d always worn white slacks and sandals, but at home he preferred deck shoes and blue jeans. A clunky gold bracelet glinted on his wrist—a gift from Lidia, I assumed, along with a thinner chain around his neck. The jewelry suited him.

My father and Graham were in cahoots—we were all meant to take this christening thing seriously. On the houseboat’s flank, between the windows and gunwale, was a bright green stripe; it was here that Graham would paint the new name. He stepped onto the boat and pulled items from a bag: gold metallic paint, brush, stencils, tape. He shuffled through the stencils and found the one he wanted, then held it up against the green.

“Here?” he said.

My father motioned for him to adjust, then gave a thumbs-up.

The first letter was L. Graham had promised I’d love the name—he’d come up with it himself—but wouldn’t reveal what it was. I saw now that he planned to unveil it letter by letter, like a host on a game show. This was exactly the kind of thing Graham relished.

My father studied a piece of lined paper, then cleared his throat to get our attention. Lidia, who had been playing the game with Frankie where he had to guess which of her hands held a prize—a sticker—pulled Frankie to her side. I was a little nervous about having him on the narrow pier, which sloped slightly toward the water, so that when you walked its length there was the sensation that one leg was shorter than the other.

We must have appeared suitably solemn. My father trotted out his performance voice. “They say every vessel is known personally by Poseidon, god of the ocean, and that every vessel’s name is recorded in a Ledger of the Deep. An unnamed boat, like this one here, tempts the gods.”

My mother had raised me to have a good deal of reverence for my father, but Lidia had no such upbringing. She elbowed me and whispered, “Mercy!”

My father gave her a hard look. Graham finished the first letter and moved on to the second: U.

“For thousands of years,” my father boomed, “we have gone to sea. We have crafted vessels to usher us and we have called them by name. Our ships nurture and guide us through rough waters and stormy weather, through all peril, and so we refer to them, with great affection, as she.”

It was hot. My father’s thick neck glistened, Frankie’s dark hair stuck to his temples, and sweat trickled between my breasts. I looked to the canal, hoping for a breeze from the bay. Directly across was a stucco manse that spanned a lot twice the size of Lidia’s. Its layers of balustrade-lined balconies and exterior staircases confused the question of its height—was it two stories, or three?

My father caught my eye. “Do we wish to tempt the gods, Georgia?”

“We do not,” I said.

He went on to tell a story about a man down in Islamorada who’d believed he’d purged every mention of his boat’s old name, then found a key chain with the old name on it, and decided to chuck the key chain instead of starting over with a new christening. That year, his boat was hit by lightning, and sank. “The gods had their revenge,” my father said.

Of all of us, only Lidia was a believer—a Catholic, to boot. My mother had been a member of the First Unitarian Church, though my father had refused to go. So she and I had gone together, and after each service—comprised, more or less, of lessons we already knew—we joined the congregation for coffee from silver urns and cookies on doilies, and I sat in the corner and watched the boys. My mother hadn’t liked to drive, so she’d taught me early, and even before I had my license would nudge me toward the driver’s side. After services, which seemed to wear her out, she would settle into the passenger seat of the hot car, roll down the window, pull her straight hair from her face, and say something like, “Another week behind us, just like that.” She’d given the impression, from time to time, of surviving her own life.

There was a glint in my father’s eyes. He savored having an audience when he wanted one, and the invented ceremony and shadowy superstition held a certain appeal. He reached into a bag and pulled out a stack of papers. “The boat’s captain has assembled all items bearing the boat’s former name,” he said. “You’ll notice that each instance of the former name has been expunged.”

He passed the papers to Lidia, who passed them to me. This was the boat’s title and registration, and in each square where the boat’s name had once appeared—it wasn’t painted on the boat itself—there was a smear of white liquid eraser. I passed the papers back to my father, who said, “No mention of the boat’s name remains aboard. Is that right, Captain?”

“Not a one,” said Graham over his shoulder. He had moved on to the fourth letter: another L, the third so far. He’d selected a romantic, lilting script—not what I would have chosen, but it was coming along nicely. He had a way with straight lines and spacing, which had come in handy when hanging shelves or framed pictures at the cottage. When I glanced at the letters, each gleaming wetly, I couldn’t help but take a guess. Graham was right. The name was perfect.

My father saw me smiling. He raised his eyebrows. “The new name will not be spoken until this ceremony is complete. You hear me, Georgia?”

I nodded.

“Harvey,” said Lidia, “dinner is in the oven. You have ten minutes.”

“You can’t rush the gods, darling,” he said, but he started speaking more quickly anyway. “Oh, mighty ruler of the seas, to whom all sailors pay homage, we implore you to expunge for all time the former name of this vessel from your watery kingdom.”

He pulled a slip of paper from his pocket—this was the last written mention of the boat’s old name, Carpe Diem—and tossed it into the canal.

“Litterbug,” said Lidia.

He ignored her. “To convey our gratitude, we offer this drink with the hope that it will move you to do as we request.” He took a bottle of champagne, popped the cork, and poured half into the canal. He divvied the rest into two cups and handed one to me and one to Lidia. For Graham and himself, he poured water. “Oh, great ruler of the seas! To whom all sailors pay homage! We implore you to include in your records and memory this worthy vessel, from now and for all time to be known as”—here he paused, grinning widely—“the Lullaby!”

“Hear, hear!” I said.

“Amen,” said Lidia.

My father’s voice softened. “Guard her, please, with your powerful arm and trident, and ensure her safe and rapid passage through all her journeys on your realm.”

I drank. Frankie looked up at us, hoping whatever we’d been doing was over. Graham finished the last letter and came down from the boat to admire his work. This boat, our new home, was a relic from the days of pinkie rings and white patent leather shoes, and the gold paint he’d chosen, emblazoned across the green stripe, was if not tasteful then at least fitting.

My father snapped his fingers to get Frankie’s attention. “Son,” he said, “what you’ve witnessed here today is very important. It means your home is safe now.”

Frankie nodded, his dark eyes wide. Safe, he signed: arms crossed against the chest, then spread, hands in fists.

“Time to dine,” said my father, heading toward the house. At the cracked limestone steps, he extended one meaty hand toward Frankie, and Frankie took it. The way they looked in that moment, holding hands up the steps, brought my mother achingly to mind, and I had to look away.

Coppery sunlight sliced across the surface of the canal and played in the mangroves. At the pier across the water, a gleaming white yacht rested on bright, clean lines, its windshield black as ink. If there had been a photo of that segment of the canal, it would belong on the wall of a travel agency: Come to Coral Gables! But the air was thick with no-see-ums and humidity, which made it a little difficult to breathe.

My father’s words to Frankie lingered. What if there was something to the purging and renaming, the appeasing of gods? What if I’d missed my chance to take it seriously, and had put all I had in the world—husband, son, squalid little home—in grave danger? A houseboat was a peculiar choice for any family, but particularly for us. When I’d mentioned this, Graham had brushed me off. “Traffic, heights, water,” he said. “There’s always something.” He had the cuff now, he added, and we could put alarms on the doors and windows, if it would make me feel better. Still, since we’d arrived in Miami, I’d had the woozy, uncertain, sea-legless feeling of time moving too rapidly, of not being able to catch up with the changes in our lives. I looked to my husband, who seemed never to doubt his own decisions once they were made. If he believed everything would be fine, I could almost believe it, myself.

Graham saw my unease. He put his arm around me and gestured to the boat. “Onward,” he said.

“Maybe here, we’ll sleep,” I said.

“It’s a nice thought,” he said.
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MY FATHER, HARVEY WALKER HYDE Quillian—I give his full name because that’s how he was billed in every performance of his career—played guitar, banjo, piano, ukulele, and a little flute, which he didn’t pick up until he was in his fifties. To this day, he is one of the only people I’ve ever known to make a life as a musician, and for the most part that life has been good to him. People tend to think that if you don’t make it big as an artist—musician, painter, writer, what have you—you’ve failed, though if you never make a ton of money as a lawyer or contractor or teacher, no one thinks the same thing. We never had surplus cash, but the bills were always paid and I never thought of myself as one of the poor kids, though certainly we were closer to poor than to rich.

For most of my childhood, my father worked five or six nights a week, regular gigs, and traveled two or three times a year for a month at a time. My mother worked, too, as the office manager for a tightly wound young pediatrician named Dr. Albee Fuller. We didn’t travel much as a family, but when my father was on the road, my mother was given to spreading her wings in questionable ways. At least once a year, for example, she picked me up from school with packed luggage, and we drove straight to Government Cut and boarded a cruise ship bound for the Bahamas. My mother loved cruises, which later I came to realize was uncharacteristic of her. Normally, she had low tolerance for tackiness and strangers. She’d been raised in a swampy, unripe Miami; her father had helped build Freedom Tower, the first building in the city’s skyline. She remembered Tequestas riding on horseback down Tamiami Trail, panthers chasing bicyclists along the waterfront. She spoke of her childhood in post-pioneer Florida with a heavy dose of nostalgia, but I think cruises were exempt from her sense of hometown ruin because they did what no one else could. They took care of all the details of daily life, from cooking and cleaning to entertaining her curious, energetic, and—I realize the burden of this now—highly attentive child. On a cruise, she encouraged me to wander for hours as long as I checked in. She didn’t drink regularly at home, but on a cruise she had champagne with breakfast and a margarita with lunch, and more often than not we went straight from dinner to bed, sunburned and sapped. My father never knew about our gallivanting until he’d returned home, and I understood even at a young age that this was a way for my mother to rebel against my father’s schedule and the tight limits of his ambitions, against their shared burdens and regrets. But she wasn’t angry on cruises: she was relaxed, even flirtatious. She made friends and played cards in the sea of loungers while I lazed in the pool and ordered ice cream sandwiches from the cabana boys. Cruises are not a particularly expensive way to travel, all told, and though I know my father did a lot of teeth-gritting when he got home, and usually my mother picked up more hours at the office, I think she could have done a lot worse. I don’t plan a vacation, still, without feeling a little rebellious myself.

I was named for my mother, though she was known as Gigi her entire life, even as an adult. When I married Graham, I kept my own last name, mostly because I couldn’t imagine no longer sharing this one basic thing with her.

The other thing she did when my father was on the road was host house parties that lasted two or three days, attended by close friends: two gay neighbors, Bernie and Tom; her childhood friend Vivian; and a few coworkers. Often, even Dr. Fuller stopped by, looking stern and tucking his chin to his chest as he handed over an expensive-looking bottle of wine. The parties started in our backyard after work on Fridays. My mother hauled out Hula-Hoops and mixed sloe gin fizzes by the pitcher. Someone always had a radio or guitar, and they all stayed outside until after midnight, snacking on fruit and playing parlor games. Bernie and Tom were older than my mother, and I knew—how I knew it, I’m not sure—that Tom (or was it Bernie?) had been sick with some sort of cancer, and now he used a cane and coughed a great deal, as if punctuating the ends of his sentences. Vivian had a husband who worked a lot—again I’m not sure how I knew this, except that my mother wasn’t the type to send me to my room or cup my ears with her palms—and when she came for the parties, she lied to her husband about where she was going. Dr. Fuller had a wife and young children. He sipped at his drink, kept his shirt tucked into his madras shorts, stared absently at my mother when she wasn’t watching, and frowned when she caught him. I understood at the time that the adults were all being dishonest to some degree, to their spouses and children and themselves. They drank Bloody Marys in the morning and in the afternoon they dozed in our living room, then someone lit a joint and it started up again. To this day, I think of those marathon parties whenever I hear the term second wind. My father knew about the parties, and they ranked lower in sin level than the cruises did, but he didn’t ask questions beyond the minimal: “Did you enjoy yourself while I was gone? Did you finish hemming my new pants? I’ll be home for dinner—make the bayou casserole?”

By the time Graham and I moved to Miami, my mother had been dead five years, and my father had sold our small home in South Miami to a developer who razed it to build a Spanish-style duplex. My father had long since scaled back on the traveling—hardly ever, anymore—and worked only three standing weekly gigs: one at a bar downtown, one at a hotel on South Beach, and one at a piano bar in Coconut Grove. He’d developed a reputation as a good man at the back of the band, probably because he’d given up alcohol ages back and was always on time and had a working telephone. Whenever one gig disintegrated, another rose to fill the void.

Graham enjoyed going out and my father always had somewhere to go. My father liked to unwind from his own gigs at later shows, which often led to jam sessions at another musician’s apartment. Neither man drank, so I didn’t worry if they came in past dawn, as they often did. Graham liked live music—he’d taught himself to play a little guitar—and because of his sleep disorder, bed held no appeal. This had been true since long before we met, so I didn’t take it personally. In fact, Graham’s sleep problems and my lesser ones had brought us together in the first place: we’d met on the first day of my brief stint at the Illinois Regional Center for the Study of Sleep, which we’d dubbed Detention. I was two years out of Northwestern at the time, living with a roommate and her cat in Bucktown, working on campus as an admissions officer. I’d become disillusioned with the opaque and arbitrary nature of the admissions process, and was considering starting a college counseling business of my own. My doctor had admitted me to Detention after weeks without more than three consecutive hours of sleep, and I was there just long enough to get a diagnosis—unexplained insomnia, what they called a brown-bag diagnosis—and a prescription for sleeping pills. I left with the understanding that without pharmaceutical assistance, I might never sleep well again. I was still young enough to feel a certain tragedy in this, a black mark on the unspooling story of my life.

Graham had checked himself into Detention—his second time—after sleepwalking across Chicago’s Cortland Street drawbridge in the middle of the night. He’d caused a fender bender. A piece ran in the Tribune, along with a grainy photograph taken by a passerby. In the photo, Graham was midstride over the yellow line, eyes open but vacant, like Bigfoot marching through woods. To the best of his knowledge, he’d been on his way to the ice cream shop on Webster Avenue for a bowl of mint chocolate chip. The doctors had asked if this was the first time something like this had happened, and he told them it was the first time he’d made it so far from home: a quarter mile, give or take. Following pressure from the dean, he’d taken a leave of absence. It hadn’t yet dawned on him that his disorder might cost him anything as important as tenure.

While I still felt no small amount of anxiety about sleep, Graham was terrified of it. Sleep was the yardstick by which all other fears were measured, and everything else dwarfed. It’s the stuff of horror films, sleep terror, but the sleep goblins of films are imaginary. Graham’s goblins were real, and all the more alarming for their unpredictability. A month or so after being photographed on the drawbridge, shortly after we met, he was evicted from his apartment. He’d been waking his neighbors in the night, playing guitar and shouting nonsense and stomping across the floor at all hours. They’d assumed he was horribly inconsiderate or mentally ill or on drugs, or some combination. When he explained his disorder, the building manager didn’t believe him. Graham put his things in storage and stayed with an old teammate from the two seasons he’d spent playing first base for the Evansville Triplets. The friend’s name was Jackson. A week into Graham’s stay, Jackson’s wife woke to find Graham standing naked on her side of the bed. She screamed. Graham woke and fell to the floor and seized for a full minute while Jackson and his wife scrambled to hold him down. Graham came out of it with a migraine that lasted forty-eight hours. The seizures had happened twice before, he admitted. His doctor increased his medication and added a muscle relaxant.

The night terrors lessened, and it was around this point that he stopped trying to sleep most nights, which helped things as well. We moved in together, and he developed the habit parasomniacs—people with disorders like his—call nesting, where he napped outside of the bedroom, as if trying to trick himself into getting some sleep. He spent only the occasional night in bed with me. I knew some spouses of parasomniacs locked their bedroom doors at night, to thwart the occasional violent attack, which happened even with parasomniacs who were unfailingly gentle when awake. But Graham had never shown any violence toward me or anyone else, awake or asleep. After we moved from our apartment in Chicago to the cottage, he hung a hammock on the back porch and stowed a sleeping bag in the basement, and these were his nests, though he used them rarely. We installed a house alarm at my insistence, because of our proximity to the water, but he liked to go walking at night and kept forgetting the code, and eventually we let it lapse into disuse. Over the years, there was the occasional incident. There was the time he woke partially undressed on the dock, preparing to take a swim. And one morning I found an ashtray of still-burning cigarettes on the dining room table. Graham had no idea how they’d gotten there; he didn’t smoke. He slept less and less. As for me, I came to rely on my nightly pill not only to get much-needed sleep, but also to shut out the fear of what might happen to Graham in the dark hours. Otherwise, being the wife of a parasomniac could come to resemble a sleep disorder in itself.

After a night out, my father came home to draw the blinds in his bedroom and sleep heavily until early afternoon. Graham came home to shower, dress, and get on with the day. Sleeplessness was a lifestyle for Graham, a handicap with which he coped rather well. He did not doze off in meetings, did not stumble or stutter or even seem particularly bleary, aside from the dampness in his large eyes. I think the most obvious physical manifestation of Graham’s long-term lack of sleep was probably his silvery white hair, though I can’t prove the two are related. He also had the rough, lined face of an older man and bluish bruises beneath his eyes. Then again, his mother had slighter versions of those bruises and no sleep problems at all.

A WEEK AFTER WE ARRIVED, just after dawn, Graham took off for work on his bicycle, a band of reflective tape around one pant leg and panniers packed with a change of clothes. I got up to see him off, then through the little window in the houseboat’s galley watched Lidia’s twice-weekly prayer group assemble on the lawn. She brought out tea and muffins and they talked and held hands. Like Lidia, these women wore chunky gold jewelry and sheer scarves and brightly colored, draping blouses, wide-legged pants or layered skirts. They were the kind of women who looked like their lives, inner and outer, were composed in a way that mine had never been. As I stood barefoot on the galley’s patch of faded linoleum, wearing a tank top and Bermuda shorts, I both admired and resented them. I was a person who was usually able to ignore the inherent competition of life, the how-far-have-you-come and how-much-have-you-got. But I’d lost my business and my husband had lost his job, and I’d moved back to my hometown after almost two decades away, which has a way of bringing to bear the passage of time.

The Rosenstiel job had rescued us. I don’t mean to be dramatic, but this is how it felt at the time. The position, or one like it, had been out there for years, a vague possibility brought up every so often by Graham’s old friend Larry Birnbaum, who was tenured at Rosenstiel. Not until Graham faced extinction at Northwestern and we’d been shunned in Round Lake had the idea grown legs. Graham had a Ph.D. from McGill in marine physics and a master’s degree in computer science, and it was because of the latter degree that he’d been rushed through Rosenstiel’s hiring process and dropped onto this team, which had lost a key member to Scripps in San Diego. I knew of Rosenstiel, though I’d never been enrolled at the University of Miami. In high school, I’d had a boyfriend who took classes there, and on Thursdays and Fridays, if you parked on the sandy street outside Rosenstiel and walked down a corridor lined with stuffed sharks baring their menacing teeth, you’d find yourself in a tiny bar that served beer on tap and had one of the best sunset views in South Florida.

But the truth was—and we’d stopped acknowledging this after the decision was made—Graham had never much liked my hometown. This had wounded my pride at the start of our marriage, especially since I’d adopted his hometown—moreover, his entire region of the country—as my own. Miami was too hot, too crowded, too bicycle-unfriendly. There were no gentle green hills, no farmsteads, no midwesterners (there were tons of them up the coast, especially on the Gulf, but in Miami the midwesterner remained a breed apart). He felt like the city had a lot going on but nothing to do. During a visit, my father’s shows might be the only things to lure him out of the air-conditioning. He liked the idea of a multicultural city but was intimidated by the chore of learning a new language. On this point, he made a complete reversal the day after we arrived. He bought language tapes and started spending his night hours listening to them on bulbous headphones. He even subscribed—ambitious, I thought, but that was his way—to El Nuevo Herald, using Lidia’s address.

I no longer had a job beyond taking care of Frankie, and I found that with Lidia around, this was less than all-consuming. It’s a testament to the pull of family that although we’d never before lived in the same city, Frankie treated Lidia and my father—we all called them Mimi and Papi—like he treated me and Graham, with no suspicion or shyness and with a powerful sense of entitlement to their adoration. He assumed that, inasmuch as he was a prince, they were among his minions.

So I found myself partly absorbed by nesting—organizing, sprucing, and, frustratingly, getting rid of things we’d transported from Illinois but now had no room for—and partly adrift. My business had disintegrated a year earlier, but still I had the feeling during idle hours that I’d forgotten some vital phone call or meeting. I found myself spending a lot of time in Lidia’s backyard, setting up obstacle courses for Frankie with the sprinklers and the patio furniture, using a stopwatch to time him as he ran laps. Lidia’s next-door neighbor, Mr. Genovese, dotted his lawn with meticulously pruned fruit trees and topiary shrubs, each a different shape or animal—cylinder, rectangle, oval, rabbit, squirrel, manatee—and though I had little landscaping experience, this inspired me to do a little upkeep in Lidia’s overgrown bushes. I took to rooting through her unwieldy begonias and ferns with a pair of old clippers while my father and Frankie tossed a beach ball and paddled around on floats in the pool.

It was after Lidia found me in her hedges the third time—I’d been overzealous, and things were looking bare and asymmetrical—that she mentioned her plan. “There’s a job for you, if you want it,” she said.

I wiped my hands on my shorts. She stood between me and the sun, her rusted brown hair glowing a little around the edges, as if on fire. “What kind of job?”

“You need something to do. Take Frankie along.”

Lidia, who kept busy every moment, paying work or no, was retired after having been a flight attendant for Pan Am for twenty-five years and working at a bank for another fifteen.

I vacillated. I could tell Lidia I could run my own life, thank you very much, or I could take the outstretched hand and whatever it offered. Lidia had never been anything but kind to me.

“All right,” I said.

“It’s maybe a little odd.”

“Just tell me.”

“It’s a personal assistant thing,” she said. “You have a problem carrying water?”

“Whose personal assistant?”

She pursed her lips. It seemed that she’d concocted a whole plan without any notion of how to convey it. “You’ll take my boat,” she said.

“Your boat? Where am I going?” I said.

“Stiltsville,” she said. Then my father called from the backyard, using the voice that meant he needed all of her attention immediately, and she backed away. Before she was out of sight, she said, “If you’re up for it, you can start Monday.”

WINE LOOSENED LIDIA’S TONGUE. LATER that night, in the creaky chaise lounges we’d pulled from her garage onto the Lullaby’s roof deck, with Frankie asleep in his little bunk and Graham and my father out at a gig, she described the situation.

“Errand girl?” I said, after she started to explain.

“You’re too proud? At the most, it’s a few hours a day, three days a week.”

What she told me was this: her old friend Vivian Hicks, who had Alzheimer’s and lived in a rest home in Kissimmee, had asked her during a lucid spell more than a year earlier to find someone reliable to take care of her husband. There was already a young man doing her husband’s shopping and running supplies out to the stilt house, but Vivian didn’t trust him.

Vivian didn’t have lucid spells anymore. “She was always forgetting that he wasn’t her husband anymore, really,” said Lidia, waving a hand to acknowledge a longer story that she wasn’t going to tell. “She would think he was still living in their house, but he’s been at Stiltsville for—dios mio—ten years or so.”

“The hermit,” I said. I thought of my mother’s second-wind parties all those years before, where Vivian had always shown up alone. Once, my mother had mentioned that Vivian’s husband had left her to live full-time at their stilt house. People, including my mother, started referring to him as the hermit. This was as much of the story as I recalled. “Vivian was a friend of my mother’s.”

“Of course,” she said. “They all know each other.”

I knew what she meant. There were circles of women in South Florida, and my mother, having grown up in the area herself, was at least distantly attached to several of these circles. If you didn’t know someone well, you at least knew her by name. My mother’s reputation in these circles was good—this was my understanding, formed over decades—but my father’s was considerably less so. There’s a segment of society that easily forgives a working mother her modest income—how much could my mother have made as the keeper of Dr. Fuller’s calendar and inventory?—but does not do the same for a working father. To many, my father, with his traveling and late-sleeping and unclassifiable income sources, was a decidedly unenviable husband. I’m sure there were times, especially in the later years, when my mother agreed.

“I did find someone right after she asked me to,” said Lidia. “The son of a friend of a friend. But he quit a few months ago.” I gave her a look, and she added, “Not for any awful reason, I promise.”

Lidia’s blue eyes were a little glassy, her cheeks high in color. She was one of these women who had never had a manicure or needed one. Her nails were white-tipped and grew naturally in a squarish shape. Her thick dark hair winged out in a wide, feathery bob—a style, I gleaned from old photos, she’d been wearing for decades. She wore chunky cork platform sandals every day of the week, even with her swimsuit while lying beside her pool, a wide-brimmed hat over her hair and a muslin cloth over her legs. She was attractive, if slightly outmoded. More attractive than my mother in some ways, less so in others. Where my mother had been slim-shouldered and large-breasted, wide-bottomed and thin-ankled—floral in shape, like a tulip—Lidia was a little plump but vigorous and strong. She had curvy calves beneath her culottes, round hips and high breasts, shoulders and biceps that resembled plump fruit. Her skin was sun-darkened and freckled at the collar of her blouse. My mother’s skin had been ivory, unblemished, her thin hair ash-blond, her nose narrow and long in a way that on a man is considered potent, but on a woman is perhaps sexy but not very pretty. My mother had hated her nose. Lidia’s nose bloomed at the tip, like a new bud. She wore very red lipstick almost all the time.

“I think my mother said he went crazy,” I said to Lidia. “Is that right?”

She raised her eyebrows. “I doubt your mom used the word crazy.”

Lidia had known my mother, too, but barely. I’d gone to school with Lidia’s son, Roberto, who was now a real estate agent in California. He had five young kids—their names were, I promise, particularly impossible to recall—and didn’t visit often. He wanted Lidia to move to Fresno. She’d told me this in a way that communicated that the prospect was not only unfeasible but appalling. When she spoke of Roberto and his family, she didn’t try to hide her sadness, which was something I liked about her.

“I can’t remember what word she used,” I said, thinking that it was true that it would have been unlike her. My mother had been something of an armchair psychologist. She’d told me she thought a neighbor who talked a lot and left trash on our lawn was a narcissist, that her estranged brother, who lived in Key Largo, was a depressive. Where she got this information—surely not from the pediatric office—I don’t know. She had antennae for that kind of thing, as people do. But her self-training on the subject would have kept her from using the word crazy. Not only was it unkind, but it was also unspecific.

“What’s wrong with him, exactly?” I said to Lidia.

“If you don’t count living alone in the middle of the bay,” she said, “nothing.”

“Is it safe to take Frankie?”

“Would I recommend it if it wasn’t?”

“You’re sure?”

She didn’t have much patience for reassurance. “Look, run a few errands and take him some supplies. Put it on your credit card and keep the receipts. His lawyer handles the money. Give it a week. You don’t want the job, I’ll find someone else.”

I was too old to take on a second mother, but the way she treated me, in this instance and in others, smacked of maternal doublespeak, as if circling around what she really wanted to tell me, which was to buck up. My own mother had danced around the truth enough for me to recognize the behavior. One afternoon at the start of my mother’s long illness, I’d visited for the weekend, and she’d needled me into helping her sort something—photographs? silver? I don’t recall. I’d recently spent my time in Detention and was dizzy with thoughts of Graham. I took a break from the sorting to show her a photograph of him. “He looks like a silent-film star,” she said, staring closely. “You said he doesn’t drive?” In the photo, Graham leaned against the passenger door of a shiny black sedan, a cornfield in the background. His hair was a slightly muddier white. He had given me the photo for just this purpose, to show my mother, but I remember thinking that it took a certain kind of man to give a girl a photo that was so obviously taken by another woman. Instead of saying this outright, my mother added that he seemed mighty self-assured, which in her book was a mixed bag.

Spoons. We’d been sorting my mother’s collection of antique spoons.

LIDIA TAUGHT ME TO DRIVE the Zodiac that same night, after another several inches of wine for us both. I was nervous leaving Frankie alone, even while he slept. I locked the Lullaby’s sliding doors and goaded Lidia into leaning over the hedges and asking her neighbor, Zola Genovese, who was sitting on her own back deck, to keep an eye on the Lullaby until we returned. Zola said it was her pleasure, then made a point to reassure me that she, too, had driven herself mad with worry when her kids were young.

The moonshine off the water had the soft blue glow of a night-light in a dark room. I reminded Lidia that we needed to hurry, but she just shushed me and gestured for me to follow her to the far end of the pier, where the Zodiac rested. She stepped aboard. “There’s nothing to it,” she said, handing me a key attached to a bright yellow float.

She showed me how to check the fuel level and lower the engine and prime the choke. The engine roared into the night and Lidia shushed again, then laughed. She’s fun, I thought. She told me to throw the stern and bow lines into the well, and I dropped down onto the boat’s gunwale as we pulled away. We swapped places and she barked instructions over the engine noise: how to ease forward on the throttle, how to shift into neutral and reverse. We headed toward the bay. I reminded her again that I didn’t want to go too far, but she just kept issuing instructions. We practiced turning around and slowing and reversing, and then suddenly we were at the start of the canal, where it opens to spit out the bay, and while Lidia explained the channel markers—the Zodiac had very little draw, she said, so I would have to really load it down to run aground—I marveled at the canopy of star-salted night, the dark open water spotted by whitecaps, the indistinct indigo horizon. Then Lidia leaned against the boat’s two-seater bench and refused to answer any more questions. It was up to me to navigate back up the canal, leaving the bay at our backs. I eased up to the pier and cut the engine, and the still, silent darkness pooled around us. Over the hedges, Zola Genovese waved good night and went into her house.

Inside the Lullaby, Frankie slept with one arm flung over the side of the bunk, his face open to the room, lips as bright as bougainvillea blossoms. The bedsheet was twisted around his legs as if he’d tossed and turned. I had the thought—it skipped through my mind and dissolved—that I couldn’t believe I had left Miami in the first place.

OEBPS/images/9780062219626_Cover.jpg
“A captivating, haunting novel about the complexities
of the human heartand its attachments.”
—ABRAHAM VERGHESE, author of Cutfing for Stone

SEA
CREATURES
SUSANNA

DANIEL





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
SEA
CREATURES
L

SUSANNA

DANIEL






