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For my mother, Bette Lee Coburn






To be loved means
to be ablaze.
To love is to shine
with inexhaustible oil.
To be loved is to pass away;
to love is to last.

—RAINER MARIA RILKE




I ka ‘olelo no ka ola
I ka ‘olelo no ka make.

In the word is life
In the word is death.

—HAWAIIAN PROVERB
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Just one long-ago day on the island remains so alive for Stevie that it returns less as memory than emotion. It is a day that begins out on the lanai, eating breakfast while she watches a gecko swell up and pulse its throat, the liquid trill of mating cardinals in her ears. It is a day before anyone ever forced her to wear tights, or Wellingtons, or endure the insult of scratchy Fair Isle sweaters against her skin. It is a day that will forever mark the freest part of childhood, when time slipped through soft, silken air scented with ginger and night jasmine. A day when her family is whole.

After breakfast she sets out to bike topless to the beach in a pair of faded blue palaka-cloth shorts, binoculars dangling from the handlebars of a green Schwinn with fenders rusted from salt air. “Shirt, Stevie,” Lila calls from the kitchen, and runs out waving a thin orange tank top that’s almost as nice as nothing at all, but not quite. “I know,” Lila says, “but you’re nearly six now.” Still straddling the bike, Stevie pulls the top over her head, and then she pedals off to look for spinner dolphins. Lila said she saw some earlier this morning while out gathering ogo, the seaweed that she chops into salty poke made with fresh-caught tuna.

Stevie means to figure out, once and for all, why the dolphins spin. Do they spin because they’re catching fish? Do they spin because they’re sending a signal? Or do they spin because they’re doing a dance? She knows why red-and-black butterflies float among koa trees in the forest; they’re looking for sweet sap ooze on broken branches. But the dolphins are a mystery. She’s asked every adult around the house why they spin, and none of them can say for certain.

At the beach Stevie leans her bike against an ironwood tree, then walks around the bend, past lava rocks where Lila hunts her ogo. She’s headed for a big driftwood log where she plans to sit and watch the sea, glittering now with low morning light.

But when she arrives at the log, someone is already there: a beautiful lady with long, straight hair dark as a kukui nut. She’s barefoot, like Stevie, and her shimmery red dress is singed at the hem. She sits in front of a blackened pit where many fires have blazed, smoking a hand-rolled cigarette. She must be a tourist, what Lila calls a hippie chick. Tourists often camp out in little clumps along the beach here, where riptides make it too dangerous to swim. But this lady is alone. Besides, she doesn’t have a tent or sleeping bag or any of the other usual camping gear. “Hello,” Stevie murmurs, trying not to stare. It’s rude to stare—she’s heard that a lot from Momma and Grammy.

The lady looks up and picks a fleck of tobacco off her tongue. “Finally,” she says, as though Stevie’s kept her waiting. “Did you bring matches?”

What a strange question. Especially from a big person smoking a cigarette. Especially when she’s talking to a small person who’s been warned over and over not to play with fire. Stevie shakes her head with a little shiver, though the sea breeze is warm.

“I need matches,” the lady says. “Will you go get me some?”

Stevie knows what she ought to do: say she’s sorry, but no, she can’t, and anyway, she’s here this morning to decide why spinners spin. But as she gazes into this amazing creature’s dark, expectant eyes, something keeps her from refusing. She just says yes, runs for her bike, and races back home, where she snatches a box of Diamond strike-anywhere matches from the garden-shed shelf and tosses it into her bicycle basket. She doesn’t wear a watch and she doesn’t think in terms of minutes, but her trip takes no time at all.

Setting the bike aside once again, Stevie sprints down the beach with the matchbox, forgetting her binoculars. But when she reaches the log, the beautiful lady is gone. The only sign that anyone else has been here is the makings of an enormous bonfire, laid above a nest of crisscrossed kindling. How did this happen so fast? Not a stick of wood was stacked anywhere close by before.

If the lady expected Stevie would bring matches, then the fire must be Stevie’s to light. And so she opens the matchbox and pulls out a red-tipped stick. But her hand hovers over the striker strip on the side of the box as she wonders what the punishment would be for setting off a big blaze. Something even worse than what happens if she talks back, or loses her temper, or breaks a special china cup she had no business playing tea party with. The match goes back into its box. She needs a grown-up to light this fire, and her best bet there is Lila. Who, unlike her parents, has never once swatted Stevie’s bottom in anger or sent her to her room in broad daylight.

And so she flies home again to tell Lila what’s happened. Lila gets a strange look on her face. Then she covers the bowl of poke, washes her hands, puts on her palm-frond hat, and drives Stevie straight back to the beach in her beat-up station wagon.

Neither of them speaks as they walk together to the driftwood log. When they get there, the bonfire is burnt to ash, still smoking. Another impossibility! As Stevie starts to protest, to swear that she was telling the truth, a sob catches in her throat and her eyes fill. But Lila isn’t mad. She pulls a soft kitchen cloth from her pocket to dab at tears. “It’s all right, ku‘uipo. Puff your nose.” While Stevie blows into the cloth for her, Lila heaves a sigh somewhere between puzzled and thunderstruck. “First time ever,” she says, “I hear of her coming to a keiki.”

Ku‘uipo—that means sweetheart. Keiki—that means someone like Stevie, who orders from the keiki menu at Daddy’s hotel, or someone even littler, who splashes in the tiny keiki pool. “Do you know the lady, Lila?”

“I know ’bout her. Everybody does. That was no hippie chick, Stevie. That was Pele.”

“Pele?”

“She made these islands, with her volcanoes. Nevah seen her myself, but I hear plenty stories—the kind that spook you into chicken skin, like I got now.” Lila holds out her arm so Stevie can touch the fine, raised hairs. “Sometimes she’s old,” Lila goes on, “sometimes she’s young, but always she asks for something. And maybe you do the thing she wants, but before you know it, poof—she’s gone, nowhere ’round. You turn her down, though, bad things happen.”

“Will bad things happen to me?”

Lila shakes her head. “You got the matches. You did just like she said.”

“I didn’t light the fire.”

“She must’ve done that all by herself.”

“Then why did she want me to bring matches?”

Lila just laughs. “Ask her yourself, Stevie, next time she comes around.”

But she doesn’t come around again. And bad things happen anyway.
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Pele is far from Stevie’s mind on the warm September morning that her new garden is scheduled to open. For one thing, she’s a long way from Hawai‘i—in Chicago, a tough-guy city if ever there was one. And for another, she’s all grown up. Thirty-six years old. An age that, in her better moods, on her better days, seems in perfect balance. Eighteen years of living as somebody’s daughter, under parental control, followed by eighteen years of independence. By her reckoning, that means she ought to have a pretty fair shot at being her own person. A person who calls home a Brooklyn Heights floor-through apartment with eye-catching French flea market linens on the bed and well-used chef-grade cookware in the kitchen. A person with reliable friends and a regularly exercised passport. A professional person, too—one who is, to be exact, making her mark upon the land. What’s more, this person is determined not to let anything interfere with a day on which both she and the elaborate garden she designed are going to be celebrated. Not even the fact that somebody just dumped her. Especially not that.

When Stevie gets out of bed in her room at a small, European-style hotel on East Delaware Place, her head aches and her mouth is dry. She fights the urge to rush out and buy herself coffee, pastries, and a pack of the American Spirit cigarettes she still craves whenever something major goes wrong. Instead, she clips back her hair and puts on running clothes—an athletic bra engineered to immobilize C-cup breasts, loose-legged purple shorts, and a mustard-yellow T-shirt decorated with a big bunned wiener that reads:



HOT DOG!
JOHNNY’S
ROUTE 46
BUTZVILLE, N.J.



Soon she’s jogging along a lakeside path, red-faced already in this low late-summer sun, glad for the sweet-smelling freshwater breeze. Fog hugs the waterfront, the shoreline that is Stevie’s favorite thing about the city, and through the fog she catches glimpses that remind her of a veiled belly dancer, undulating against the Gold Coast’s rigid street grid. Land curves in and out, so sensuous, so seductive, it’s easy to imagine that only some supreme feminine force of nature could have shaped it. Stevie knows better.

Her research into all things Chicago has taught her that most of the shore, like the rest of the city, is man-made, an illusion created with ton upon ton of dumped landfill. “Shit,” Stevie hisses. Just thinking of dumped landfill is enough to bring her own dumping front and center again.

She’s told no one any details of the breakup. Not even Lorna, her best friend since college. Especially not Lorna. And that’s because she knows exactly what Lorna will say: “First words, Stevie. Let’s talk about first words.”

Lorna has a theory—annoyingly accurate by now—that every man, right off the bat, says something that reveals with astonishing precision what your relationship with him will be like. “And you’d pay attention, too,” Lorna contends, “if only you weren’t stone-deaf to anything but that sneaky devil with the romance-o-meter whispering in your ear. Telling you not who they are, but who you want them to be. So you miss what really matters. When some guy says ‘I don’t deserve you,’ listen up, Stevie. That guy is not flattering you. That guy is preaching the goddamn gospel.”

That guy was just Exhibit A. Over the years, Stevie has given Lorna ample additional evidence to prove her point, standouts being the lover who said “You are exactly the kind of woman I should fall for” (Stevie had failed to give proper emphasis to the word “should”) and another who claimed “You make my life so full” (soon enough, he’d sink back into depression).

What was the first important thing Brian had revealed? The words that, in the world according to Lorna, contained the tiny, tightly coiled kernels of their future—or, rather, their past. Nothing comes. It’s easier to recall how she met Brian than what tumbled out of his mouth after she did.

They were collaborating on a symphony hall that his firm had designed, and no sooner did they shake hands than he presented her with an architectural drawing of the building, complete with computer-generated landscapes. Not only had Brian done her job for her, he’d done it in a completely crappy, generic way. What was he thinking, plopping down a woodland-style trout stream right beside a sleek modern building in downtown Pittsburgh? Every bit as ridiculous, in Stevie’s opinion, as garnishing a plate of lox and bagels with bean sprouts—a textbook example of what she calls Fake Nature. How did Brian explain himself? He must have said something. Oh, yes. Now she has it. “This ought to give you an idea,” he’d told her, “of what works for me.”

At the time, she’d taken his remark only as an indication that it would require a jolt into hyperspace to bring this bucko in the stylish black-framed eyeglasses up to speed. And though every fired-up fiber in her body wanted to, she couldn’t do it by yelling at him. If she tried, she’d only sputter and lose steam, like some worn-out machine, and then on top of being frustrated and upset, she’d be humiliated. In situations like this, Stevie’s quiver held only one arrow—a well-earned professional reputation for walking at the first sign of disrespect. “If all you want is some toady to haul around rocks and shove shrubs,” Stevie informed Brian, “find somebody else.”

He wasn’t the first arrogant architect she’d encountered, not by a long shot. But he was by far the best-dressed, most attractive, age-appropriate one who, according to advance reports, also happened to be divorced. Leaving the room, certain that he’d come after her, she was glad that the asymmetrically cropped skirt she was wearing gave him a damn good look at her legs.

Brian made it up over good wine and lamb shanks at a little Italian place in the West Village, his treat. “We just got off on the wrong foot,” he told her. “Forget what I said. Let’s start over from scratch. What are your ideas? How do you think it should look?”

So she took out a felt-tip pen to sketch on the back of her menu. A tree-lined promenade alongside a shallow, shimmering ribbon of water. Dramatic high-tech lighting for the evening, a friendly park-like feeling for the day, and a sloped entryway to emphasize the site’s steep grade changes. When she put down her pen, all the anger that had backed up on her like a bad case of indigestion was gone, released by that little burst of creativity. Brian not only praised her concepts but wore a persuasively contrite expression. Stevie, at least, was persuaded.

“First time I’ve ever been out front on a project this big,” he said. “Guess I got a little carried away. That’s an amazing shape you want to build everything around. How’d you come up with that?”

“Oh,” she’d said, “it just seemed appropriate to the site.” She didn’t want to risk her credibility with the truth. Which was that the shape had come to her before she ever saw the site, the sort of fantastic confluence that happened sometimes before a big project beckoned.

Then Brian pointed to the window by their table and she saw fat flakes of snow dancing down to powder the narrow cobblestone street and storybook townhouses. A sight that notched their dinner way into red on the romance-o-meter. This was at a time in New York when even if by some miracle you lived a day without hearing or uttering a single sentence connected to the catastrophe, the tendrils of 9/11 were always there, entwined with the heightened reality of ordinary needs—for sustenance, connection, and, of course, sex. Making all more urgent, somehow. More necessary.

When Stevie left the restaurant with Brian hours later, the sidewalk wore a thick coat of snow. They held on to each other to keep from slipping, and skittered sideways into their first kiss, one that started out all cozy and considering, but soon grew greedy enough to knock them off their feet—a slapstick beginning that did nothing to chill the heat between them. After scrambling upright again, they forgot about getting Stevie a taxi. Instead, Brian steered her to his place on Hudson Street, where they made love until morning. Flinging themselves on his Italian leather sofa. Falling onto his low-slung platform bed. Sloshing around in his canted-stone-slab bathtub. He was every bit as good at kissing as the perpetually broke artist Stevie had had a fling with in her twenties, the one whose best quality, apart from his kissing, turned out to be that he was a dead ringer for Adrien Brody (though who knew that then?), and Brian had the far bigger plus of being successful enough—or so she imagined—not to be threatened by her success. And he wasn’t. Not yet, anyway.

By the time Stevie returned to Brooklyn Heights to change clothes for work, she had done what Brian asked. She had forgotten he’d ever uttered those lousy first words about what worked for him (and never mind her). It would be quite a while before she began to suspect that apart from the wild, athletic lovemaking that had hooked her, Brian went in for Fake Intimacy just like he went in for Fake Nature, and the mingy amounts that satisfied him would leave her starving.

But the first-words theory is Lorna’s, not Stevie’s, and what Stevie whips herself for now is not paying closer attention to the Jamaica sago tree that was in Brian’s living room, its jungly fronds brown-tipped and shriveling. It wasn’t that Stevie ignored the plant itself. In fact, she insisted on taking it home, where she repotted it, sunned it in a westward-facing window, left a classical music radio station on during the day to soothe it, and carried it into the bathroom for an extra dose of humidity when she showered. The plant thanked her, too, with sturdy new growth. The important thing she overlooked, the thing that should have set off alarms, was how, once the tree was healthy and happy again, she could not bring herself to return it to Brian. And who did that say the most about—him or her?

As if mistakes could be outrun, Stevie quickens her pace on the lakeshore path. She needs to mold her heartbreak into something more manageable. You’re just being tested, she tells herself. And this time it’s your final exam. Once you ace it, Stephanie Anne Pollack will graduate and get a diploma. No more knocking yourself out to earn love from difficult, demanding men.

Later, doubling back past Oak Street Beach, she’s convinced that this little dream will come true. Riding the hotel elevator up to the sixth floor, red-faced and still panting, she can see herself ready to cross the stage to accept her imaginary diploma, flushed now not with exertion but a sense of achievement.

It is still too soon for her to realize just how long her walk across that stage will be. It is still too soon for her to feel the core of her life heating up, threatening to erupt.
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There is a page in Stevie’s red leather-bound journal reserved for an ever-lengthening list of prominent people who had flaws that should have disqualified them from their chosen professions. The fashion designer who couldn’t sew. The songwriter unable to read music. The balding, pigeon-toed dancer with terrible posture. In every case, the flaw was what ended up making that person distinctive. The fashion designer compensated with brilliant fabric draping. The songwriter compensated with extraordinary productivity. The dancer compensated by making hats, pigeon toes, and terrible posture the trademarks of his louche, sexy style. The list helps Stevie feel better about her own flaw, which is that in a business where so much depends upon the ability to stake out boundaries and translate blueprints with cartographic precision, she has absolutely no sense of direction. None. Not in the way of her colleagues, anyhow, each of whom seems to have sprung from the womb with an unerring, built-in compass. If any of them were to catch Stevie assessing a site with her battery-operated global positioning device, they’d laugh their asses off.

Stevie has no doubts about the cause of her deficiency. The island world where she came into consciousness was a small, swirling wonder, an orb spat out by Pele, with spellbinding cathedrals of precipitous, uninhabitable mountains in the center and—past verdant water-carved lava ridges, closer to shore—the gentle slope of places where people lived. Roads meandered, twisting to accommodate a wily old banyan, curving to the course of a rascally little stream, mindful of how every living thing had a personality, if not a tongue to tell its story. Neither towns nor land fit into tidy rectangles, and there were just two directions people ever discussed as they went about their routine business: makai, toward the sea, and mauka, toward the mountains.

And so it is that whether she’s walking a site or creating a blueprint of her own, the only way Stevie can tell east from west, north from south, is to remember the glossy Rand McNally map on Miss Nisha-mura’s classroom wall in Koloa and make rapid mental equations: her right and left hands are east and west, her front and back sides are north and south. It’s difficult not to move her arms while she calculates, but once she’s done she’s set. She’s oriented. She knows her place in this other world, the one with precise grids, the one in which she’s calibrated to achieve.

Like an actress practicing her Oscar speech in the shower, Stevie imagines how she’ll reveal her flaw someday: My designs depend on water and earthen shapes reminiscent of mountains because I am literally lost without them. Or, less formally: There’s this glitch in my brain because I was born on a dot in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.

She’ll have it down by the time her work is published, her reputation secure. But for now, she worries that this flaw might make her seem gender-afflicted, like a girl who can’t cut it in calculus. Adding other people to her list is a million times easier than assuming that she belongs on it herself. Anyway, she can’t decide whether she’s compensating for her flaw or camouflaging it. Though the best argument she can think of for full disclosure is that it would contradict the way she’s been labeled: “the New York minimalist.”

That’s what the Chicago Tribune architecture critic called Stevie when she was selected to design the city’s new garden. Damned if she’s going to play into that stereotype today. No dressing in structured black Issey Miyake; no twisting her dark, wavy hair into a sleek roll at the nape of her neck. Which was how she looked in the photo of her that the paper had run, all cheekbones and angles—precise, powerful, urban, and, no doubt about it, minimal. At this event, she’ll show them a little of her island-girl side, the side she often reaches for in fraught moments, like when she moved to New York and decided to live in Brooklyn Heights for no better reason than that there was an apartment available on Pineapple Street. Her usual island-girl fixes are simpler. Cheaper, too. Listening to Ray Kane’s slack-key guitar, mixing up a pitcher of mai tais, setting a gardenia in a dish of water by the bed to perfume her sleep.

Now, after showering, she steps into a vintage dress from a Honolulu resale shop, a sleek rayon cheongsam from the forties that accentuates her short, tidy torso and skims her long legs at the calf. The pattern is floral, but not one of those fussy prints she can’t stand, the kind that shrills: “I am a flower.” This one says something bolder, smarter, and says it in a strong, low-pitched voice similar to Stevie’s: I know how to handle flowers—and you, too, probably.

Considering the doubt that drives her, it’s amazing how often such a performance succeeds. Especially with men. Until she needs something from them. Or that’s how it seems this morning, as the memory of Brian’s final words returns: There’s no comfort zone with you. How could he say such a thing after all she’d done for his pleasure, his happiness, not to mention his comfort? And not just in bed, either.

“You’re crazy,” she had told him. “That’s not true.”

But the part of her talking was the part too proud, too vulnerable to admit mistakes, much less tell him off in any sort of gratifying way. Not with another huge, hurt part of her believing him. Believing him still. Which is why she longs for that damn diploma. Enough already.

Last night’s crying jag has taken a toll on her eyes, and all she can do about it is use drops to erase the red and hope to disguise dark circles and puffy lids with concealer, mascara, and eyeliner. Not much of an improvement. Good thing the entire event is scheduled for outdoors; she can keep her sunglasses on without seeming weird or pretentious. Stevie rejects the high-heeled sandals she wore on the plane for a pair of glossy red flats resembling ballet slippers—sensible shoes, since she expects to be on her feet for a long while.

Untying a small velveteen bag, Stevie pulls out a pair of clustered aventurine earrings and her least expensive but oldest, most treasured bracelet—a thin silver band engraved on the inside with her secret name. Her Hawaiian name. Makalani. Eyes of Heaven. She slides the band onto her right wrist. It’s a snug fit, but then she’s worn it since the age of twelve.

As Stevie peers into a large gilt-framed mirror by the fireplace to put on the earrings, one of them slips from her hand. When she steps back to find it, her foot lands on the earring post, wedging it into a crevice in the gleaming old walnut parquet. She stoops to jiggle and pull, but the earring is stuck so tight that she has to call the concierge for a pair of scissors and use blade tips to dig it out. Along with the earring, she raises a chunk of parquet. Easy enough to lay the wood back in place, but before she does, a bit of red fabric beneath the adjacent floorboard catches her eye. She tugs, working the material loose, then gives a hard yank. Up comes a rectangular piece of red wool shaped into the letter “P.” She sniffs the wool—pretty musty—and moves to throw the thing away. But no sooner does the letter land in the trash basket than she scoops it back up again.

Who knows? Maybe the “P” stands for Pollack. A sign that this will be a red-letter day for her after all.
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Stevie’s garden is part of a large new park built on the site of an old steel mill that once forged metal for Chicago’s skyscrapers. She’d been invited to submit her plans for the garden because of rave reviews for a similar project in Belgium, made on land reclaimed from a defunct gasworks. “Pollack’s design,” one influential critic wrote, “can be interpreted as a surgical act of healing, with the land skillfully draped and sown as if to hide past torments.”

It wasn’t long before Stevie ranked among the country’s top young landscape architects, someone to watch. And in Chicago, everyone is watching. Not just because of the ambitious, expensive fountain that’s the jewel in her garden’s crown, but because the garden itself is supposed to do so many grand things. Make a new bridge to Lake Michigan’s waterfront. Restore polluted land. Lift long-neglected neighborhoods out of oblivion. Celebrate not dead generals or presidents, like so many public places in Chicago, but working people, the laborers who built this city. And it was nothing but a bunch of theories until Stevie sat down with her sketch pad and modeling clay to devise a tribute expressing all the migrations that brought all those people here.

She divided the garden into a shaded lower level, to represent struggles and injustices, and an elevated grassy area with plenty of light, to convey hope for the future. The Shadow Plate is shaped like a piece of protective armor, a breastplate that might have come from her professional wardrobe, while the Light Plate’s form suggests the heart within. She chose every one of the garden’s hundreds of young trees herself, running her hands over their trunks, branches, and leaves the way an empathic racetrack trainer inspects a promising colt. The only flowers that will be in bloom today are a splash of buttery dahlias, a small legion of late summer delphiniums, and a bed of red flowering hibiscus (not the Hawaiian sort, but a species native to prairies), all punching up from the Light Plate’s sloping, sculpted soil. When it comes to flowers, Stevie is something like a three-year-old who doesn’t want the mashed potatoes touching the green beans. She never mixes them up. She likes to give them plenty of room to be full of themselves, every chance to grow into what they are. Just the thought of killing a plant that fails to thrive—one of her mother’s trusty gardening techniques—sours her stomach.

Another signature feature in her new garden is what she calls the Shoulder Hedge, named for the City of the Big Shoulders. The hedge lies between the garden’s Shadow and Light Plates, with steel training frames that evoke the not-so-distant urban towers made possible by the mill. The chest, the heart, the shoulders—always there are body parts hidden in her designs.

But none of these elements is what beat out every other landscape architect who vied for this commission. Just two factors counted there, the first being Stevie’s feeling for the city, something handed down from her father, Hank—the first difficult, demanding man she ever loved.

Before competing for the garden, she had come to Chicago only once, with Hank. It was long after the divorce, long after her mother had hauled her off to England. At sixteen, Stevie considered time alone with her father precious, rare. Hotels were Hank’s livelihood, and he had reserved rooms for them at the Drake, his idea of the best. They caught the Chicago Avenue El on a fine October morning, and when the train turned the corner after Dempster Station, Hank all but genuflected as the tip of Wrigley Field came into view. He took Stevie to Murphy’s Bleachers for bratwurst and cream soda. While the jukebox thumped out the same song over and over—“Men in Blue,” a novelty tune recorded by five Cubs players—Hank taught her how to keep track of the game on a scorecard. Then they yelled their throats raw from seats low on the first-base line while the Cubs won their first National League play-off game against the Padres, and they returned the next day to watch their team bag the second.

“I can just about guarantee they’ll break my heart again,” Hank said. Still, he bought her a prematurely manufactured pennant proclaiming the Cubs league champions in case he was wrong. He wasn’t. One win away from playing in the World Series, the Cubs flamed out. Perhaps the most pertinent fact Stevie knew about her father’s past was that his team hadn’t played in the Series since 1945, when he was almost thirteen.

But the Cubs were still golden on that first trip of Stevie’s to Chicago, and, elated by their victories, Hank took her to visit the planetarium, the Museum of Science and Industry, the zoo, his favorite steak house, his favorite deli, and even, at Stevie’s insistence, the Art Institute, though there Hank stayed outside to smoke and read the Trib while she went through with a tour group. Stevie knew her father to be an only child, like her, and he said there weren’t any relatives left to meet, so by the end of that visit, she had extended a lifelong yearning for more family to the city itself.

When it came to her father, the Chicago project has been her secret garden. She hasn’t mentioned anything about it to him—and neither, it appears, has anyone else. All in keeping with her plan: wait until the stress passes, give the garden time to mature, invite Hank for a Cubs game in May or June, and spring the surprise on him then. It’s tough for someone aspiring to be her own person to admit, but nothing she does is so real to her as when it stirs pride in Hank. At least when she worked for his approval as a kid, she could tell when she got it. Sure, he had a temper, and was more apt to express affection with some sort of jocklike swat than with a hug, much less a kiss. But difficult as it was for him to voice emotions, she almost always understood how he felt about things. Not so with Beryl, her mother, who belonged back in England, with everybody else who’d rather die than let you know.

The other factor that cinched the South Side garden for Stevie was her fountain, set to dazzle in the Light Plate’s center. Inside the fountain’s sweeping oval expanse, water appears to shift and turn and change direction over carved granite surfaces—an elegant echo not just of history itself, but of how, more than a hundred years ago, the city’s engineers and hordes of laborers reversed the Chicago River’s flow to protect citizens from disease. Reversing a river! A feat so dramatic it reminds Stevie of Moses parting the Red Sea.

She imagines that contemplating her garden will encourage people to shed all the daily distractions of their world, to consider the meaning of their ancestors’ lives—and maybe even their own. That’s what she’s told the press, anyway. She has no idea what effect the garden will have on other people, how it will make them feel. She only knows what she hopes they will notice.
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Stevie arrives at the park by taxi, amazed at the sight of visitor parking lots packed with cars. Openings for her previous projects have been more subdued—a smattering of politicians, a few boring speeches, and maybe, if she’s lucky, someone in the crowd of civic activists, architects, and artists who’s interesting enough to talk to for more than two minutes. She makes her way on foot to the tented area where all the other principal designers and their staffs are gathered before the ceremony.

“Look at you,” cries Enrico, the architect who did the park’s band shell and boardwalk. “A rose among the brambles. Oops—sorry! Forgot you don’t like roses.”

“It’s not that Stevie doesn’t like roses.” This from Larry, the master plantsman who selected the remainder of the park’s foliage and looks like he could be Denzel Washington’s twin. “Stevie loves roses. She just doesn’t think they’re right for Chicago. Anyway, those blossoms on her dress aren’t roses, they’re orchids.” He puts an arm around Stevie’s shoulders and hands her a plastic flute filled with champagne. “Courage,” he tells her.

“That’s right,” Enrico says. “Don’t pay any attention to that asshole.”

“I’m not.” Stevie assumes they’re referring to Brian. Sunglasses or no, her expressions have always been transparent, and after all, Brian was supposed to have been here with her today.

“Good,” Larry says. “If writing about jazz is like dancing about architecture, well, I mean, what can you expect?”

The muscles in Stevie’s jaw draw so tight they make a small, audible pop when at last she speaks. “The question, Larry, is this: What did I get?”

“You didn’t see today’s paper?”

Stevie’s heart stutters like a broken metronome. “I didn’t think they’d run anything until tomorrow. Plus, nobody told me—”

“Their critic jumped the gun.” Enrico raises an eyebrow while Stevie drains her flute in two swallows. Then he speaks to her as he always does, as if she were one of the boys. “So fuck him, right? It’s not the end of the world until it’s the end of the world, and anyway, you’ll have the last laugh, Stevie—you’ll outlive him. So will your trees. So will your fountain.”

This could be her father talking, only his signature “buck-up” comment to her was always the same: “Don’t be so sensitive.” Then, after that, a whole familiar litany of tough-guy truisms: “In this life, you’ve got to take the bitter with the sweet,” “There are more horses’ asses than there are horses,” and “I don’t care who he is, everybody puts his pants on one leg at a time.” But Hank says these things when she’s being hard on herself, not when he thinks she’s erred. Which has happened a mere handful of times since she outgrew spankings. That’s how good she’s become at protecting herself. That’s how good she’s become at being successful.

Less than a foot away lies a copy of the Tribune, folded over someone’s briefcase, but before Stevie can snatch it up, she hears her name called out by Claudia, her assistant, who flew in days ago to oversee last-minute details. “It’s the fountain,” Claudia says, a frown puckering her otherwise smooth little moon face. “The pump broke last night, and by the time it was fixed, all the grass got really wet. I tried to call, but—”

“Oh, God,” Stevie groans. What had she been doing while this was going on? Polishing off the better part of a bottle of wine with an early dinner in her room. Sniveling, feeling sorry for herself. Then, before going to bed, asking the front-desk clerk to block all calls and turning off her cell. Until now, she’s forgotten about the phones.

“It would be okay if there weren’t so many people,” Claudia adds. “They’re all over the place. It’s unbelievable. I mean, their dogs are jumping into the fountain.”

“Their dogs?” Stevie repeats. Before she can say something more intelligent, the city parks commissioner introduces the mayor over a public address system, and Stevie, along with everybody else, has to go stand behind him, in full view of those assembled for the ceremony. But first she grabs the newspaper, pulls out the arts section, and scans a long article praising everything about the park. Everything but her garden. The most damning sentences jump off the page and smack her in the face:


Stephanie Pollack’s much-vaunted fountain says nothing so much as look at me.

Her benches are too much like tombstones for comfort.

In a garden that’s a tribute to workers, you’d think there’d be a few more comfortable places for ordinary folks to sit and eat their lunch.

The flowers and plants are all lined up like little soldiers in Pollack’s service.

One is left gasping for touches that enrich the human spirit.

The problem with Pollack is that she is too much of a sculptor, too much invested in order and control.



And, worst of all:


She doesn’t know how to fit people—actual people—into her designs.



How could something so public turn into something so, well, personal? It is imperative that Stevie take the pummeling and remain on her feet, walking to the podium with a mask of attentiveness that holds firm through a South Side junior high’s choral rendition of “This Land Is Your Land.” Then, while the crowd applauds, she slips away unnoticed to her garden.

So much for her red-letter day.
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So many people are milling around the garden’s Light Plate that a swath of grass close to where the pump broke is already turning to mud. No dogs are in the fountain at the moment, but a panting golden retriever perches with its paws on the rim, lapping water. What is in the fountain is a toddler with what may well be a full diaper; the child is squealing with delight as his mother dips him in and out of the water. Stevie wonders if it’s been a failure of imagination on her part not to have anticipated this particular activity. It could be worse, she supposes. If the situation were the other way around, with the baby drinking water tainted by dog shit, there would be an E. coli mess on top of every other awful thing happening today.

When a muscular guy in a Sox T-shirt overthrows a freestyle Frisbee, it lands in the fountain, too—near the curve where Stevie stands. As one of the Sox guy’s teammates sheds his Nikes to go in after it, she wants to shout, “No, you’re not supposed to do that!” But she remains mute while he wades over the slippery granite, loses his footing, and falls. All of which has captured the attention of a television news crew that keeps shooting as he climbs out of the fountain with a skinned knee. This must be what happens when you don’t know how to fit people into your designs. They get hurt.

The news crew moves on—in search, no doubt, of more colorful behavior. “Are you all right?” Stevie asks the Frisbee guy.

He hurls the Frisbee back into play and grins at her. “That depends,” he says. “If I’m not, will you kiss it and make it better?”

How refreshing—a male who wants to flirt instead of attack her. And he is cute, in an overgrown adolescent way. “No, thanks.”

“Are you a lawyer, then? Want to sue the city for me?”

At that, Stevie manages a defensive little huff. “I hardly think that what you just did to yourself is anybody else’s fault.”

“I get it, you’re a lawyer for the city.”

“I’m not a lawyer at all.” She realizes that she can tell him anything, it won’t make any difference. “What I am is … a professional hula dancer.”

“Really? That’s amazing.”

“I know. It is. I am. Aloha nui loa,” she adds with a hip-swiveling sidestep and a gesture that suggests rippling waves. “A hui hou!”

With that, she turns and heads for one of her tombstone benches in the Shadow Plate, where there aren’t so many people.
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Deeply as Stevie had felt this land inside her, she must have misread it. She must have misread her history. She must have misread her mission. All she wants now is to stop what she’s feeling, and what she’s feeling is that every awful thing written about her in that article is true, and everyone who reads it will know it’s true—and in the face of that, how can she survive? No sooner does she sit than her eyes sting with tears. She worked so hard. She doesn’t deserve this. Then it’s back to square one: She must deserve this, or this wouldn’t be happening.

Stevie removes her sunglasses to fumble for a Kleenex in the slim clutch she’s carrying, and when she doesn’t find one, swipes a wrist under her eyes.

“Here,” a voice says.

She looks up to see a tall, angular woman in a persimmon-colored linen dress whose hair is an uncombable riot of short salt-and-pepper curls. In her extended hand, she holds a tissue.

“Thank you,” Stevie says, hearing Lila’s voice in her head—Puff your nose, Stevie—as she dries her eyes and then blows. “Thank you so much.”

When the salt-and-pepper woman smiles, her pale, fine-boned face radiates a mature, off-center sort of prettiness just shy of exquisite. She pulls another tissue from her leather knapsack-style purse. “You’ve got a little of that raccoon thing going on,” she says. Then, sitting down beside Stevie, she sighs and shakes her head. “You must be mad enough to murder that guy.”

The accent is pure Chicago, galumphing with flat-footed vowels, but somehow Stevie feels sure that this woman is talking about the architecture-critic guy, not the Frisbee guy. “Actually,” she says with a lame little chuckle, “I’m mad enough to murder myself.” No sooner are the words out of her mouth than she regrets speaking this way to a stranger who, for all she knows, might be a reporter, or an architecture critic herself. Her pale blue eyes have the kind of penetrating, preternatural look of curiosity that Stevie associates with media people.

“Are you sure,” the woman says, laughing, “that you’re Henry Pollack’s daughter?”

Stevie swivels around to face her. “I’m sorry if this sounds rude, but I don’t know you, do I?”

“Not really,” the woman exclaims. “And I’m sorry about that. God, isn’t this hilarious? Here we are, already apologizing to each other, and they’d all rather die than say they’re sorry.”

No, Stevie thinks, she’s not a journalist—she’s a nicely dressed lunatic.

“Wait a second, let me back up here,” the woman says, then makes an odd noise—“erck!”—that Stevie imagines must be meant to approximate the sound of a car changing gears. “I’m Margo Gaynor, and I think it’s high time we got to know each other. I have to tell you, though, you are so much more attractive than that picture in the paper.”

Now she sounds like a stalker, one who picks victims out of the Trib then digs for deeper background on the Internet. Stevie’s expression must radiate suspicion, but Margo Gaynor rattles on, oblivious. “You should always wear your hair down, except maybe when you have to look sophisticated. Or older. And that dress—my God, it could have been made for you.” The only way Stevie can hear this as normal conversation from a stranger is if she pictures herself trapped on a Greyhound bus next to someone who’s not allowed to drive.

“Seems to me,” Margo is saying now, “that a few drops of Hawaiian blood go a long, long way.”

“Hold on, I—”

“You want to hear something funny? When I was little, I had this fantasy that I’d grow up and marry Hank myself.”

“Are you referring to my father?”

“I told you it was funny. I’d grown out of it by the time I met your mother, which was a good thing, since a scrawny girl like me didn’t stand a chance against someone with breasts like hers! But what am I saying? I didn’t come here to tell you that.” She lays a long, slender hand on Stevie’s shoulder. “I came here to say I think it’s silly for us to carry on their feud. Don’t you?”

Whose feud? Stevie might ask if she weren’t such a wreck. Okay, so maybe this Margo person isn’t certifiable. But in the middle of a full-blown existential crisis, who has time for strolling down some drama queen’s memory lane? “It’s sounds as though you knew my parents when you were a kid,” she says, shrugging away from Margo’s touch, slipping her sunglasses back on. “Some other time, I’d be interested. But I’m having a horrible day that has nothing to do with my family, and I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Margo cocks her head at Stevie as if she’s the one who’s nuts. “You’re serious?”

“I promise you, I did not come out here because I’m in a mood for kidding around.”

“Okay, okay. My timing stinks. Just let me ask you this. Is your father still alive?”

Stevie scoots along the bench to put even more distance between them. “Of course he’s still alive.”

“Then tell him you met Margo in Chicago, and she sends her love. Oh, and here …” Margo scrambles through her bag for a card with contact information and a computer disc and presses them into Stevie’s hands. “I hope you’ll feel like getting in touch later.”

Stevie nods, stands, and smoothes her dress as she speaks. “All right. Well. Thanks again for the Kleenex. Bye.”

After escaping, she flips open her cell to call a taxi.

During the ride back to East Delaware Place, Stevie’s phone beeps with a voice-mail alert, but upon hearing that she has thirty new messages, she turns the damn thing off again. There’s no one she wants to talk to now, no one except her father.
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