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For my family—past, present, and future.





I can guess about the past and what you mean about the future; But a present is missing, needed to connect them.

T. S. Eliot
The Family Reunion
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New Year’s Eve, 1985


“Who Cares Whether Guy Lombardo’s Brother Is Dead?”



We were pregnant together on New Year’s Eve: my sister and I, twins in our thirties, brown-haired, mammoth, rivals in waiting. Heather, of course, felt better than I did. Looked better, too. Worried less. Talked more. This was to be her second child, and my first, and so she knew everything I was heading for, or at least everything she was heading for, and she made sure that I knew she knew, and that our father knew, and that our husbands knew. Her air of certainty, always brisk, was, that night, sublime.

New Year’s Eve was our family ritual, our Christmas morning, our Fourth of July. It was the night on which we gathered, no matter where else we might have been tempted to go, to discover anew both how safe and how costly it was to be together. It was the night on which we brooded and smiled, ate too much and drank too little, and waltzed with each other at midnight. It was also the night that was never the way I hoped it would turn out to be.

“Stomach to stomach, girls!” my father said brightly, camera gleaming in his hands.

“No, Dad,” I begged him. “Please. Not now.”

“This is going to be great!” Heather said, and sprang to her unswollen feet.

I looked to my husband, Edgar, for help, but he was off in a corner, feigning interest in Richard, my brother-in-law.

Dad told us just how he wanted us standing: our arms at our sides, our stomachs just touching.

“Look at your sister,” Dad told Heather.

Instead, she reached out to tug at my shirt.

“Leave it,” I said.

“It’s—”

“It’s what?”

“You’ll see.”

“Cheese!” my father said merrily.

I grimaced. Heather grinned. The camera flashed and whirred. Dad smiled. “You’ll be happy to have this someday,” he said, and he was wrong, though no one then could have possibly known how wrong he would turn out to be.
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I watched the picture develop as if I were watching the future unfold. I marveled, as I often had, at the differences between Heather and me. We looked like sisters, but not like twins. She was tall; I was not. She was lithe; I was not. Her hair was curly; mine was straight. Neither of us was quite beautiful, but she did more with what she had: tweezed her eyebrows, did her makeup. When we were children, our mother had dressed us alike, despite our impassioned protests and the bother of changing two sets of clothes when either one of us got a spot. Now only our eyes were the same, as if we’d been given exactly equal power to witness each other’s lives.

“Told you so,” Heather said gaily. She leaned over my shoulder to point at the photograph of my too-small shirt, the proof of my huge and hated weight gain.

When she walked away, I used my thumbnail to measure whose belly was bigger. Mine. And hers should have been bigger, because her due date was four weeks ahead of mine.

She had always gone first. She had been born only twenty-two minutes before me, but I believed that in those twenty-two minutes resided her power and her control. She thought of herself as older. She had, subtly, always been treated as older. She had been named for our father’s mother, who had died the year before. I wasn’t named for anyone. Erica was just a name that had seemed to my parents to go well with Heather.

She had been the first one to smoke a cigarette, try marijuana, get her period, kiss a boy, lose her virginity, marry, have a child. She’d known that she wanted to be a doctor before I’d known I wanted to teach. She had been my protector, my lookout, my voice at the drugstore counter when I’d been too shy to ask for help. She had killed the spiders, led the way home, rung the doorbells for trick or treat.

Often I had wondered: If I had been born twenty-two minutes before Heather, would I have gotten the name? If they had given me the name, would I have had the power? If I had come out before Heather, would I have learned in those first, free minutes that I didn’t have to look back?
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Dad checked his gold pocket watch and turned on the TV at 11:35.

“What channel is Guy Lombardo on?” he asked.

“Guy Lombardo’s dead,” Heather said.

“His orchestra,” Dad said.

“His orchestra’s dead too,” Heather said.

“His brother,” Dad said. “His brother took over the orchestra.”

“His brother’s dead,” Richard said.

Heather laughed.

“You made that up,” Dad told him.

“Who cares whether Guy Lombardo’s brother is dead?” Heather said.

“I care,” Dad said, eyes merry. “How can you not care?” he asked her. His face, square and handsome but deeply furrowed, hovered above Heather’s antically. But I sensed in him more rage and distraction than he wanted to show.

“Because,” Heather said to him blithely, “it isn’t 1932 anymore.”

She and Richard laughed again. She settled back on the couch, beside him, content to enjoy the joke she’d made, just as, often, she was content to enjoy the confusion she made, or the sorrow. I didn’t laugh with them. I couldn’t. I felt awful for Dad. For years, he’d been growing old gracefully, but now he was facing retirement, he seemed beset by a roving obsession with time. He was sixty-eight and hypnotized by the specter of seventy.
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Jeffrey, Heather’s two-year-old, had been shredding sheets of red paper and collecting them in a pile. Now he gathered the pieces, stood up slowly, and tossed them skyward. Studiously, he watched them settle—mostly on Richard’s and Edgar’s shoes—and then started singing while dancing around them: “Ring around the rosy, pocketful of posies …”

“Have you ever listened to the words of that thing?” Dad asked Heather.

“Ashes, ashes,” sang Jeffrey.

“What?” Heather asked Dad.

“All fall down!” Jeffrey shouted.

“Sweetheart,” Heather told Jeffrey.

“ ‘Ashes, ashes,’ ” said Dad, “ ‘we all fall down.’ What kind of a message is that for a child? Don’t you know that this song was about the Plague?”

“Down!” Jeffrey shouted for emphasis.
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There was not a Lombardo to be found. On Channel 4, a non-descript interviewer was asking the cold, foolhardy celebrants in Times Square for their New Year’s resolutions.

The dreaded subject had been broached.

“Revolution?” Jeffrey said.

The grown-ups looked around nervously. My father was out of the room just then, but we knew that he would be back.

“Resolution,” Heather and I said at exactly the same instant. We laughed. Even in our worst phases, we had often spoken in stereo, or answered each other’s unasked questions, or started to sing in unison the same song, in the same key.

“Resolution?” Jeffrey asked, too young to know he was playing with fire.

“It’s a promise,” I told him.

“What’s a promise?” my father asked, returning.

No one said a word.

“Cookie, do you have your noisemaker ready?” Heather asked Jeffrey.

“What’s a promise?” my father asked again.

“Revolution. Resolution,” Jeffrey said.

“Well, well,” my father said, perking up.

We—his twin daughters—looked at each other, our eyebrows raised, our words unneeded. The look excluded the rest of the room. It jumped through time.

“A resolution,” said Richard, “is like a deal you make.”

Heather laughed and rumpled his hair.

“Richard thinks that everything is like a deal you make,” she said.

He ducked his head out from under her hand.

“What deal?” Jeffrey asked suspiciously.

“Well, let’s see,” my father said, warming to the subject. “You choose a way that you are going to be better. Then you tell us what it is.”

“For God’s sake, Dad,” Heather said. “He’s only two.”

Of all our New Year’s rituals, by far the most treacherous was our father’s insistence on the round-robin public naming of our New Year’s resolutions. It was his version of the Quaker meeting or, for that matter, the twelve-step program, extremely bizarre for a man whose career as a doctor and whose outlook on life had left him not a whisper of room for any spirituality. But not a New Year’s of my life had passed without his mandate that we own up to our sins. It was the part of New Year’s that he’d always liked best: the chance to invoke the future he loved, and to banish the useless past. When our mother had been alive, she’d always managed to tease him about it. But she had been gone for nearly three years, and, with her, not only a source of forgiveness but also a sense of proportion.

“What do I get for the promise?” Jeffrey asked.

“You get to know that you’re being a good boy,” Dad said.

Jeffrey lost interest. “Juice,” he said.

My father had other fish to fry.

“Let’s gather round,” he told his family.

“It’s nearly midnight,” I said to him.

“Heather first,” Dad went on, unperturbed. “It’s always Heather first, isn’t it?”

Edgar gave me a brilliant squeeze.

“Heather?” Richard asked his wife. “What’s it going to be this year?”

“Let’s see,” Heather said. She smoothed her hair with the side of her hand, a mannerism of Dad’s that she would have hated to know she’d inherited. “I resolve—” she began, then looked around the room as if she was looking for a target. “I resolve to take a lengthy sabbatical, and spend the next three New Year’s Eves in Paris, London, and Rome.”

“I don’t think that’s funny,” Dad said.

“I don’t think it’s possible,” Richard said. He knew that she’d never be able to step off the wild, glad ride of her booming career for more than the briefest maternity leave.

“Lighten up,” she told Dad and Richard. “What would be so bad about me taking a little time off?”

“You’ve got to take care of your practice,” Dad told her.

“Dad,” Heather said with a marksman’s precision, “I’ve got plenty of time.”

My father’s eyes filled with rage and self-pity, and also the guilty knowledge that he was jealous of his own child.
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For years, I’ve begun my classes by talking about all the ways that Greek myths show up in our lives. I tell my students about Achilles’ heel and I tell them about Midas’ touch. I tell them about Nike, and I tell them about Nemesis. I tell them how lethargy came from Lethe. And I tell them about Kronos, the god who in legend became Father Time, that wizened figure with sickle and hourglass who’s haunted so many New Year’s Eves.

Kronos was a Titan, one of the seven children of the Earth and the Sky. He was told that one of his children would someday usurp him, so he developed the nasty habit of devouring them at birth.

I thought of my father as Kronos. He was bitter as hell about getting old, and now, as the time sped on, he sized up his children hungrily but seemed to fear he had missed his chance.
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“My resolution is next,” I said as I shook my head at Heather and turned to bend over the caviar.

“Yes, Erica’s next,” Edgar said.

“Maybe I wasn’t finished yet,” Heather said.

“It’s my turn,” I said, trying to meet her eyes. I loathed his game as much as she did, but I loved him, and hated her cruelty.

“I resolve,” I said, “not to let Heather be mean.”

Heather looked at me arctically. But Dad hadn’t even heard me. He was still lurking in his own feelings.

“More juice, Mom,” Jeffrey said, and Heather went to get it.

The husbands, as always, were spared. It was probably just as well. Richard was fifteen years older than Heather, a tax lawyer on Wall Street who was stern enough with his own rituals to resent taking part in others’. Edgar, who was a teacher, like me, had a professorial openness to all question-and-answer sessions, and he would have been a good sport. But when the Marks family assembled, the spouses were seconds, not players themselves.

My father’s own turn came, blessedly, just moments before it was midnight.

“My resolution is to rewrite my will,” he said.

“Again?” we all asked him in unison. That was, I knew, what Mom would have said, and it made me happy to hear it.

Then the sounds of car horns and of revelers in the street drifted up toward Dad’s apartment. Heather flashed the lights off and on. Jeffrey blew on his noisemaker, then sucked it back in so hard that he began to cough.

“Hey!” my father said festively, and kissed Heather and me, and lifted his glass.

Heather came over and hugged me. Belly-to-belly, we had to laugh.

“Happy New Year,” she said.

I kissed her.

“It’s going to be great, isn’t it?” she said.

“What is?”

“To have the babies together.”

“Is it?” I asked her, both moved and surprised.

Edgar came over and parted us. He put one hand on my belly and the other at the back of my neck.

“To us, darling,” he said, and kissed me.

I felt the baby kick and stir.

“Next year,” he said somewhat pointedly, “maybe we’ll celebrate New Year’s Eve with our own family.”

From the mantel above the fireplace came the chimes of my father’s favorite clock. The clock was French and antique and had four glass sides and a globe on top that showed the progress of the year.

“Ring ring!” Jeffrey said. “Ring ring! Ring ring!”

“It’s off by at least a minute,” Dad said, and then set about fixing the time.

What I wanted, washing the glasses and stacking the plates in Dad’s dishwasher, was for him to stop acting so tragic, or at least make some minimal effort at grace. And I wanted Heather to fail, or to be fat, or to admit she liked one thing about me, or had one fond memory of our past.

But here is what I really wanted: I wanted to have these people around me always. I wanted our fights and our speculations, our triangles, duels, and solitary pouts. I wanted us to live under the same large, actual roof, attending our various joys and pains, and not being forced, as we always were, into the fragmented future.


New Year’s Eve, 1958


“This Is a Waltz by Strauss”



Heather and I wear our new nightgowns. They are orange, with matching white daisies, and lace, and they reach all the way to the floor.

We are five. It’s the first New Year’s Eve I’ll remember, the one that I’ll long for and try to retrieve.

We tiptoe into the living room, the room where we’re never allowed to play. Balloons hang in clusters like chandeliers; our stuffed bears and bunnies are sitting like guests on the couch and the velvet chairs.

The crystal champagne glasses catch the light. Inside them, bubbles shoot up to the surface in straight, magical lines.

“Happy New Year, girls,” Dad says, and we run into his strong, sure arms.

Heather goes into the kitchen with Mom to help her toast bread for the caviar.

The TV is on with the sound turned off. Dad stands by his new hi-fi and watches with satisfaction as the thick arm drops a record down.

I’m sleepy. I look up to see Dad’s clock. The small hand has almost caught up to the twelve. The big hand is halfway between eight and nine.

“This is a waltz by Strauss,” Dad tells me. When he tells me facts, I think they are secrets.

He’s happy. He calls out to Mom, who glides in carrying caviar, smiling, Heather beside her. Mom looks so pretty. Her face is wide open, her eyes are dark brown, and her hair short and shiny.

“The Strauss,” she tells Dad contentedly.

She puts the caviar down, and then he draws her into his arms, and they start waltzing around the living room.

Dad takes out his movie camera and films Mom dancing with Heather, Heather dancing with her bear, Heather and me dancing together, holding hands, tripping over our new nightgowns.

We get to dance with him too, taking turns. When it’s my turn, I want to look into his eyes the way Mom did, but I need to look down at my feet so they won’t slide off his shoes. They slide off anyway, but he lifts me up, puts me back on, and kisses the top of my head.

He is always coming and going from us. He is always tired and insistent, but Mom is always telling us why, always describing the strangers he’s treated and saved, the families he’s rescued, the hero he’s been. He’s the largest thing in our little lives. He is here tonight. He has put us first. We are able to be his hero’s welcome, the place he returns to, never unsung.

When the dancing is over, Heather and I lean close and whisper, and we run to our rooms to get our costumes from the closets. The costumes are cardboard butterfly wings. Heather’s are orange, and mine are green. Dad smiles, as we’ve hoped all week that he would. He films us flapping our arms as we fly in twin circles around Mom’s skirt.

He lets us taste the champagne, and we get to eat all the cookies we want.

Heather lies next to me on the couch, the fabric of my nightgown sleeve indistinguishable from the fabric of hers.

On the TV, the screen fills with bits of confetti, and bright new balloons, to drift down through the years.


New Year’s Day, 1986


“The Right Note Would Sound Wrong”



It turned out it had been a guy named Jerry Kravat leading the orchestra at the Waldorf-Astoria the night before. Heather called New Year’s morning to read me an article from the New York Times, in which Kravat explained that he deliberately had his musicians play the wrong note in the second bar of “Auld Lang Syne”—F sharp instead of F natural. “People,” he was quoted as saying, “are accustomed to hearing the wrong note. The right note would sound wrong.”

“Funny,” I told Heather.

“This is an unmistakable reference to Guy Lombardo,” she said.

“I guess so,” I said.

“All those years,” she said, cackling, “Lombardo was screwing up ‘Auld Lang Syne.’ ”

“I guess so,” I said again.

“Think I should call Dad and tell him?” Heather asked me.

“What a great way to start the new year,” I said.

“You’re losing your sense of humor,” she told me.

“Do what you want,” I said, and hung up.

“Heather?” Edgar asked me. We were still lying in bed.

“Of course.”

“What did she want?”

“What she always wants.”

“To make you crazy,” Edgar said.

My sister knew every weakness in me. She was like a china collector, with an acute awareness of each chip and flaw.

Edgar nestled against my shoulder. “How did you sleep?” he asked me.

“The baby was kicking.”

“I love it,” he said.

“I know,” I told him.

He lifted the sheet and covers and the T-shirt of his I’d been wearing to sleep in since everything I owned had gotten too small.

“What day?” I asked him, a ritual by now.

“April first.”

“No. Please. Can you imagine?”

“April Fools’ Day.”

“Don’t let it happen.”

“Okay.”

He put a hand on my belly.

“Maybe ours will be born before Heather’s,” I told him.

“Maybe by twenty-two minutes,” he said.


Spring, 1986


“They’re Still Adjusting to Life on Land”



Heather called me from her labor room on the morning of March first. Her fellow doctors at the hospital had arranged to get her a portable phone.

“Hi,” she said.

“Heather?”

“Hi.”

“Where are you?”

“The hospital,” she said breezily.

“Are you okay? Is Richard okay? Did you have a false alarm or something?”

“No. I’m in labor.”

“You’re what?”

“I’m in labor.”

“You’re kidding,” I said.

“No, I’m not,” she said. “Wait.” She covered the phone. I could hear her giving some muffled instructions.

“I’m four centimeters,” she said.

“Already?”

“It’s been a breeze.”

“Of course,” I said.

“What?”

“Did you get Demerol?”

“No way.”

“Anything?”

“No way. I told you. It’s bad for the kid. Wait.” There was a longish silence.

“That was a big one,” she said.

“Did it hurt?”

“Not too bad,” she said.

“That’s good,” I said.

“Well, I guess I’d better go.”

“Okay.”

And she hung up to have her child.
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I held David for the first time the next day. It had been just a few years since Jeffrey’s birth, but nothing I remembered had prepared me for David’s size.

He was smaller than the blue teddy bear that someone had sent as a birthday gift. He was smaller than my pregnant belly. His face was pinched and mottled, and the skin on his feet seemed loose. Holding him scared the hell out of me. Every breath he took came with a different, tortured sound.

“It’s perfectly normal,” Heather said, reading either my face or my thoughts.

“Why do they do this?” I asked her.

“They’re still adjusting to life on land.”

He wriggled a little and let out a cry, his face the shade of a tropical sunset, his tiny mouth an impossible O.

Heather scooped him up in one expert arm and settled back into her hospital bed. She opened her robe to nurse him.

“I’m not ready for this,” I told her.

“You’ll do fine,” she said rather kindly, and I was touched, but no less terrified.
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Sarah arrived six weeks later, on a massive cloud of Demerol and deep, deep joy.

I was in labor for only eight hours, and after the first dozen bad contractions, I never felt a thing. As I pushed, a nurse held one of my legs up. Wilma, my doctor, held the other. At my back, Edgar held my shoulders and rolled them forward and whispered to me and exhorted. I was the center of the world.

There was a small framed print in the labor room, of a mother standing next to her child, and for me, the business of that long, deep night was trying to picture myself as the larger figure instead of the smaller one. Through clenched, closed eyes, I saw nothing and imagined the baby and me. Feeding into us were the voices. The nurse, Julia, like an auctioneer: “Come on, Erica, come on, come on, come on, sweetheart, you can do it, hold it, hold it, hold it, don’t let up, don’t let up.” And Wilma, from the other side: “That’s a good one, that’s a good one, hold it for ten seconds now, one, two, three …” And Edgar: “Come on baby, come on darling, tuck your chin in, don’t let up.”

And then, from Wilma: “I see her.”

And from Julia: “She’s got her mommy’s hair.”

I thought she was talking about my mother. I thought she meant that somehow I was bringing her back into the world. Then I realized she was talking about me. I was going to be Mommy. I was going to be Mother, the word with the most freight in any language.

Her eyes were wide open when she was born, and Edgar and I were sobbing.
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We called Dad. Dad called Heather. Heather called Richard. Heather called us.

“So how was it?” she asked me.

“Amazing,” I said.

“Did you get drugs?”

“Yes.”

“Wimp.”

I laughed.

“Who does she look like?”

“Frank Sinatra. When are you coming to see her?” I asked.

“I’ll see her when you get home,” she said.

In the background, I heard a faint, brittle cry.

“David’s hungry again,” she said.

“How can you tell?”

“You’ll figure it out.”
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The first two weeks were lovely. Edgar had taken time off from his classes, so we were a team, and we were humming. When friends from the university came to visit, Edgar greeted them giddily at the door, then ushered them into Sarah’s room, where I sat like Mother Earth, dispensing milk and maternal gazes.

Edgar woke me for the feedings, bringing me water to drink, a pillow to rest on, a cloth diaper for my shoulder.

He emptied the diaper pail unasked.

He swaddled her with precision.

He burped her with gusto.

He came with Sarah and me to the two-week checkup with Joe Worth, one of the three doctors who shared Heather’s practice.

Joe moved his enormous hands over Sarah’s tiny body and pronounced her fit.

“You’ll probably want to call Heather if you have any questions,” he said, “but don’t. She needs her time off. And it’ll be better for you and Sarah in the long run if you learn how to trust the rest of us.”

I smiled. “Absolutely,” I said.

“And trust yourself,” he said.

I stopped smiling.

“She’s great,” he said, handing Sarah to me and waving a hearty good-bye.

Edgar picked up Sarah’s booties and hat.

We looked at each other and started to laugh.

“What the hell do we do now?” I asked him.

“Beats the hell out of me,” he said, and tossed Sarah’s hat in the air.
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Then he went back to work, and a single day seemed longer than my whole life had been. I nursed Sarah every three or four hours, weighed myself almost as often, and was so amazed by the sight of her sleeping that I couldn’t sleep myself. At five in the afternoon, I finally managed to take the shower that I’d been wanting to take all day. I left the door to the bathroom wide open. I put Sarah’s basket three feet away. And even so, when I rinsed my hair, I felt as if I were risking her life.

I called Dad, who seemed amused by me but didn’t offer a visit.

If I didn’t feel quite prepared to take on the hazards of being a mother, I felt even less prepared to give up the shelter of being a child.
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“Are you ever coming over?” I asked Heather at seven o’clock on the morning of my second day alone.

“Sure,” she said. “Okay.”

“When?”

“How about tomorrow?” she asked me.

“Now.”

“I can’t today,” she said.

“Now,” I said.

She laughed. “Why don’t you take her to the park?”

“Outside?” I asked.

“She’s two and a half weeks old,” Heather said. “She’ll be fine.”

But I didn’t take her out. By the time I had packed a bag for her and changed her three times and fed her twice, it had started to rain. It rained all day. I sang to her and rocked her. I couldn’t stop watching her sleep. After nine months of waiting for time to pass, it seemed that I was still waiting. What I was waiting for was a time when I would feel that she was safe.

I did not know how to love her. But the sweet powdery softness of her skin overwhelmed me.

I was beginning to understand that there might be a difference between happiness and peace. I had never felt so much of the first, so little of the second. How could I be peaceful when a life was in my hands?
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Two days later, Heather still hadn’t seen Sarah.

“She’s probably just busy,” Dad said when I’d stopped feeling hurt by his absence long enough to tell him how hurt I was by hers.

“I know she’s busy,” I said. “She’s always busy. That’s not the point.”

“What’s the point?”

“The point is that she could find a minute to call me if she wanted to.”

“She never calls me either,” he said.

“You didn’t just have your first baby,” I said.

“Exactly,” he said.

“And what does that mean?”

“It means that you just had your first baby. You’ve got your whole life in front of you.”

“I’ve got Sarah’s whole life in front of me,” I said.

“You’re young,” he said.

“Sarah’s younger than I am.”

“You’re younger than I am.”

“Okay, Dad, you win.”

Who was busier than thou? The question was just one legacy of my father’s once-driving career. Time in our childhood had not been a river. It had been a tiny slip of a stream, flowing meagerly but predictably, and we had been trained to perch on its banks and jump in on every single occasion when our father floated by.

We’d had four hours every Sunday morning with him, and a winter vacation each year of one week, and the fixed ritual of New Year’s Eve, and the flexible rituals like our birthdays. Beyond that, he had been home for dinner perhaps two nights a week, and we’d grown up waiting for him to arrive, running into the living room to look at the clock on the mantel shelf. We’d used up time waiting for time.

He had always come promptly at eight o’clock, checking the watch in his vest pocket, even as we clamored to kiss him.

Even after my father stopped practicing, he continued to consult this watch, as if he were always late for something, or worried about falling behind. His vest pocket was a horizon, his gold watch an always-setting sun. Now that he had time, he seemed to spend it mainly thinking about the time he didn’t have.
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“When are you going to see my child?” I asked Heather on the phone the next morning.

“How about tomorrow?”

“That’s what you always say.”
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The phone rang once all day. It was Edgar.

“I never even had turtles,” I told him.

“What?”

“No pets. No dog. No cat. No turtles.”

“You must have had goldfish,” he said.

“I’m serious, Edgar,” I said. “I’ve never cared for another living thing.”

“How about plants?” he said.

“When are you coming home?”

“The usual time,” he said. “Okay?”

“No.”

“I’ve got students backed up in the hallway,” he said.

“I’ve got five more hours alone.”

“You’ll be fine.”

I hung up and burst into tears.
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Edgar and I met on the crest of a wave at Jones Beach in 1984. That is not a metaphor. I dove into a breaker, and when I surfaced, he was there.

It was the end of the school term, and we had both gone on a faculty outing set up to foster esprit de corps. Neither of us could remember having seen the other on campus before. There was no reason why we should have. He taught history. I taught myth, and though our disciplines intertwined, the buildings we taught them in stood blocks apart.

“I’m sorry,” he said as the wave bumped him toward me.

“I’m Erica,” I said when I saw his face.

We went home together that night.

I reread the water myths. Poseidon ruled the ocean, having helped overthrow his father, Kronos. But Poseidon was also vengeful, combative, and liked to fool around, and that wasn’t exactly the kind of person I hoped Edgar would turn out to be.

I decided he might be Nereus, the original Old Man of the Sea. Edgar was my age, just thirty then, but he possessed the kind of calm that, I felt, only came with wisdom.

Nereus was the father of fifty mermaids. Edgar talked about the children we’d have even before he talked about the marriage we’d have, but he talked about both a lot.

He asked me to marry him exactly three months after our day at Jones Beach, and I said yes immediately. Later I saw, beneath my family’s apparent enthusiasm, the slightly sneering suggestion that I was just playing catch-up with Heather.

But I loved Edgar. I loved his steadiness and his strength, his shocking lack of confusion, and the way that he loved me.

He was an only child, and his parents lived in Boston, which they made seem remote. He had been raised with money and nannies, by people who’d traveled as much as they’d been home and who’d believed that eighteen years was the extent of their true responsibility toward their son.

My family was as exotic to him as his was to me, but mine was deeply appealing to him, part of an old fantasy.

He understood my nostalgia, and, unlike my sister, he usually forgave it.

We were married at the Plaza, by a rabbi with a hilarious lisp. Then, after the ceremony, we were ushered into a tiny room, where we kissed, and stopped time. It was a kiss with no mental audience, no inner judgment, no thoughts of the next moment, or the last. Then, like an accident, it carted my life before me. I was kissing last lovers, first boyfriends. I was on a beach in summer, under a blanket in winter. I was twelve and twenty. I was seventy. I saw a sunlit patch of pavement I had played hopscotch on when I was six. Then Edgar brushed his hand against the garland in my hair and managed to pluck out a single flower that he nearly crushed between our hands when he took my hand in his.
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A year and a half later, Edgar asked me for a kiss. He had come home half an hour earlier than usual, but I hadn’t exactly hung out a flag. I had just put Sarah down to sleep.

I kissed Edgar’s lips perfunctorily, then fought a startling urge to touch the corner of his mouth the way I did to start Sarah nursing.

I looked down at the bed.

“Tired?” he asked, as if it was a question.

“Exhausted,” I said, as if answering him.

What he’d really said was: What about me?

What I’d really said was: What about me?

I was not used to being his nemesis, let alone his scold.

But I was also not used to feeling that he was the Other—the foreign, male, presence—that Heather had always said Richard was.

It was May. The trees in Central Park billowed and shimmered in pink and white. The next morning, I wheeled Sarah’s stroller to a bench beneath them and looked out at the future: There were children on bicycles, children on skates, children in trees, children in tears.

And there were the white mothers, and there were the black baby-sitters, each gathered in separate clusters on the benches in the playground, each dispensing various amounts of apple juice, graham crackers, comfort, and clothing as children came and went from them in overlapping circles. And apart from a park custodian, there was not a man in sight.

It was twenty minutes past ten, and Heather at last appeared, half an hour late.

“You’re late,” I said, though the mere sight of her had calmed me and made me feel more complete.

“I know,” she said, and deftly steered David’s stroller next to Sarah’s. Finally then, she looked down at her niece.

“She’s teeny,” she said.

“I know,” I said.

“She’s cute, though,” she said.

“Thanks.”

“Like Edgar.”

I let this comment roll over me as Heather stood up to tie her hair back. Her body seemed depressingly fit.

“Are those your real jeans?” I asked, awestruck.

“I just fit back into them. Yeah,” she said.

“Incredible,” I said. “I hate you.”

“You’ll get there.”

“I’m sick of maternity clothes,” I said.

“Well, you’re in a wonderful mood,” she said.

“She was up at one, three, and six,” I said, not wanting to tell her that what really bothered me was Edgar, who’d slept through each one of those feedings. On the scorecard of Heather’s and my relentless competition, having a glorious marriage had always been one major point for me.

“It gets better,” Heather said.

“When?”

She shrugged.

We both looked down at Sarah, who chose the moment to open her eyes, and then her mouth, into a wide crescent.

“She’s hungry,” Heather said.

“I know that,” I snapped.

I reached into the stroller and lifted her out and put her to my breast.

I said: “They’re close enough in age to be—”

“Twins?” Heather said.

I shrugged.

She smiled. She reached into David’s stroller bag and pulled out a gift-wrapped box.

“You already gave me a shower,” I said. She had. She’d invited my colleagues from school and had even tracked down my best friend from college.

“Open it,” she said, grinning at me.

But I was still nursing.

“I’ll open it,” she said.

In the box were two sets of identical and adorable baby clothes.

We started laughing together. Mothers on neighboring benches looked over.

“I can’t believe you did this,” I told her. “I thought you were going to kill me if I ever tried to dress them alike.”

She smiled and reached out, still laughing, to hold her niece for the first time.
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In the afternoon, Sarah slept for three hours. I tried, again, to take a nap. I turned the TV on and changed channels, stopping, transfixed, at a Spanish-language station that was showing a program on infant CPR. I didn’t know a word of Spanish. I watched the entire thing, utterly rapt, then brought Sarah’s basket back into my room.

I dozed. I heard the baby’s cry in the sound of a car on the street, in the curtain pull bumping against the window.

[image: ]

“Did you love them right from the start?” I asked Heather when I called her on the phone that night.

“Give yourself some time,” she said.

“Did you miss Mom?” I asked her.

“You’re going to be fine.”
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A Tiffany rattle arrived for Sarah, a gift from Bruno Lyons, who was head of my department and a famously distant attraction for both his students and his staff. He was in his early sixties now, but I had harbored a crush on him ever since I had taken his courses at Princeton. I called, nervously, to thank him.

“We miss you already,” he said, and I watched two grins gleam in the rattle’s twin barbells. “Are you sure you won’t come back before summer?”

“I’ve got to get used to this,” I told him.

“Do you remember Estanatlehi?” he asked.

I racked my memory violently, but it didn’t seem to be working.

“Estanatlehi?” I asked him.

“ ‘The woman who changes,’ ” he said.

“Navajo?”

“That’s right. She never remains the same. She lives countless lives in succession, grows old, grows young, has children, greets the seasons.”

“What’s your point, Bruno?”

“Things change.”

“Oh. Well, thanks.”

I hung up, still clutching the rattle.
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At night, Edgar held Sarah while I took a shower. It was the first moment all day when I’d been alone, the first moment when I hadn’t had to worry about her. I worried anyway. Through the water, the steam, the shower door, the bathroom door, I heard the staccato overture to her crying. Eh. Eh eh eh. Eh eh eh eh eh. My hair was full of lather.

I flung open the door.

Edgar was sitting with her on the bed. He was watching the basketball play-offs while trying to rock her into silence. He wasn’t looking at her.

“She’s crying,” I said.

“I think she’s hungry,” he said, still looking at the TV screen.

“She’s not hungry. I just fed her,” I said.

I took her from him and put her over my shoulder. She stopped crying instantly.

He turned off the game and looked at me.

“Didn’t you see me feed her?” I asked.

“I guess,” he said. “It’s all kind of a blur.”

“What’s a blur?”

“I’m tired too, you know.”

“You got seven hours of sleep last night.”

“I played basketball at lunchtime. I’m beat. Why don’t you give her to me and dry yourself off?”

I stood in a small pool of water.

I went back into the bathroom and wrapped a large towel around my large body. I wondered if I would ever be able to wrap the small towels around me again. I wondered if there was a single thing that I’d ever liked about Edgar, or that he’d ever liked about me.
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I was impossible with him. I accused, apologized, wept, explained, exhorted, admonished, instructed, withdrew. I wanted him to find his own rhythm with Sarah, but all I perceived was a lack of rhythm, a failure of timing on his part. He would cheerfully thaw out a bottle for her, but then he’d withhold it from her lips for just a second or two while he finished telling me some story. He was better at swaddling her than I was, but after a diaper change, he’d leave her unwrapped for just a second or two while putting a cap back on her head. In those just-a-second-or-twos lay the difference between her not crying and her crying, and in that difference lay my rage and contempt. He knew how to react to her crying; I knew how to anticipate it and, more often than he did, prevent it.

“What’s the big deal if she cries?” he asked me.

The fact that he had to ask seemed further proof of his perfidy. How could I explain to him a situation so far beyond reason? How could I explain that when she was sleeping, I wanted to wake her up, and that when she was up, I wanted her sleeping? How could I explain the emotional imperative, let alone the physical one: the milk coming to my breasts at the sound of her cry, or of any baby’s? What would he feel like, I wondered, if milk started dripping from some part of him?

I decided I couldn’t explain it.
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“He doesn’t even hear her,” I whispered to Heather that night on the telephone. It was midnight, and we were both nursing our babies, in separate apartments, by separate lamps.

“You mean the perfect man isn’t perfect?” she said.

“Don’t be mean. I’m confiding in you,” I said. “Sarah cries, and he just keeps on talking as if she’s on some TV show.”

“Oh, God, Erica,” Heather said, laughing nicely. “I don’t know what to tell you. Welcome to motherhood.”
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“Men are useless,” she said the next day.

We were sitting on the park benches, though it had rained the night before, and the sky was gray, and the air was cool.

What Heather said wasn’t a statement. It was a challenge, a dare, a temptation.

I’d never thought Edgar was useless. I’d thought he was marvelous.

“Totally useless,” I said.
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Heather and I had chased each other for years, like hands on a clock. Now, with Sarah just five weeks old, we were talking almost daily for the first time since our childhood.

We spent the mornings together, rain or shine, colic or cooing. In the afternoons, she strolled David home from the park to be with Jeffrey, and I strolled Sarah home, and she napped, and she woke, and I called Heather two or three more times with the latest reports on her progress. I would sneak in the little questions that I’d never ask Sarah’s own doctor, Joe Worth. Heather answered them all with astonishing grace, never once making me feel stupid. She even told me, once, that I was much calmer than most of the parents she saw. That buoyed me for several days.

Occasionally, I would wonder if her tolerance came from loyalty or simply from the fact that she hated to be alone with her children even more than she hated to be with me.

I knew she missed her work. She laced our talks with coy complaints about her colleagues and how they kept calling.

“I’ve still got a month left, for God’s sake,” she’d say, but I knew she was counting the days till she could reclaim her white doctor’s coat, her armor.

In the meantime, she seemed to want to be with me. Some afternoons, she’d even leave Jeffrey with his sitter, Debbie, just to meet me with David to do errands. We lived just five blocks away from each other, so her shops and stores were the same as mine.

On a Thursday afternoon, we put Sarah and David in their carriers and met at a neighborhood take-out place where chickens turned in the steamy windows and smelled sumptuous inside. We each ordered dinners for our families, then bought two potato pancakes to eat while we were waiting.

Heather took the first bite.

“Oh my God,” she said.

“What is it?”

“Oh my God.”

“What?”

“My milk came in.”

“For a latke?” I said, and we started to laugh. We laughed so hard that we woke the babies. They started crying. My milk came in. We were stranded in the store, surrounded by men with greasy fingers who were watching us leak and giggle as we ate latkes and bounced our babies in our arms.

On a Tuesday morning, I knelt at Heather’s feet while she breast-fed David, and I trimmed his nails for her.

I stepped on a scale at her place once a week. She bought me a smaller pair of jeans.

“I’m done making babies,” she told me one day. She decided to have a tubal ligation. I baby-sat David while she was away. I was awed by the fact that I had it in me to take care of two children.

But I could comfort David. Heather could comfort Sarah. We knew more about each other’s babies than our husbands did.

The first time Sarah smiled—an unmistakable moment of communication with the black-and-white bunny that shared her crib—it was Heather I told first, not Edgar.

We were comrades in a milky war, trenched down with babies, bottles, blankets, pacifiers, diapers, creams. The sounds of this war were cries, gurgles, and the repetitive tinkle of crib mobiles. The smells were noxious. The sights were mild. But the enemies were the allies: our children and ourselves. In short, we needed each other to survive the monotony and the fatigue and the way we’d lost track of our lives.

Side by side in their matching strollers, the babies were starting to look alike.
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