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To those good doctors,  Julia Smith and Frances Cohen,  keepers of body and spirit

Praise for THE DOCTOR’S DAUGHTER
“The story of Alice Brill’s coming of age (at fifty-one) . . . is that rare paradox, a fast-paced novel so well written you want to linger over it.”
—The New York Times Book Review
“Another triumph for Wolitzer . . . thought-provoking fiction with family life at its core . . . This is a smart, interesting look at the components of a midlife crisis of an accomplished woman.”
—Library Journal
“An exquisitely nuanced novel that brilliantly examines one of the abiding truths of the human condition: the quest for self never ceases. Hilma Wolitzer’s new novel is just cause for celebration, as it shows her at the peak of her prodigious powers.”
—ROBERT OLEN BUTLER
“A wonderfully fluent blend of intelligence, tenderness, and vitality.  The Doctor’s Daughter fearlessly explores the difficult  terrain of the family romance and the unromantic decisions we all make as we try to make sense of our lives and our memories.”
—MARY GORDON
“Though paced like a detective story, it is, in the end, a novel of metamorphosis. When Wolitzer dwells deeply in a scene, it is marvelous.”
 —Chicago Tribune
“Hilma Wolitzer’s characters are as real as the people next door. And, oh, the eye and ear at work here! The Doctor’s Daughter is a book I both admired and devoured.”
—ELINOR LIPMAN
“To read Hilma Wolitzer is to laugh in a special way and allow yourself little intermissions of sheer satisfaction in which you lay the open book facedown on your heart and snuggle with the human race. The Doctor’s Daughter is her masterpiece.”
—GAIL GODWIN
“Moody, twisting . . . thoroughly engrossing.”
—Deseret Morning News
“This instensely readable book unfolds so gracefully that we are hardly aware of the many layers of the journey on which it takes us.”
—ELIZABETH STROUT
“[Wolitzer is] a keen observer of the drama inherent in family dynamics. . . . With her customary grace and perspicacity, Wolitzer reveals her characters’ humanity as they alternately flirt with and shun the very truth they seek about themselves, until escalating complications force them to choose to grow or be left behind.”
—Publishers Weekly
“This is a lovely novel—wonderfully well written, intelligent, perceptive, and rich.”
—ELIZABETH BERG
“Worth the wait . . . a suspenseful, meaningful tale.”
—More magazine
“A heartbreaking novel.”
—New York Daily News 
“Hilma Wolitzer is an alchemist, transforming ordinary domestic material into something rare and fine . . . graced with Wolitzer’s radiant humor and her affection for New York.”
—Pages
“The book reads seamlessly, each chapter carried out in harmonious tones, measured, consistent. . . . The rough patches are only what Alice’s changing life presents her, and what she must navigate with her considerable insight, yet with her vulnerabilities exposed. The Doctor’s Daughter is a richly satisfying novel, and undoubtedly heralds more to come.”
—The East Hampton Star
“Evocatively written, [a] triumph of a novel.”
—The New York Literary Society, Ltd.

1
The moment I awoke I knew that something was terribly wrong. I could feel it in that place behind my breastbone, where bad news always slides in like junk mail through a slot. It was there that I first acknowledged my parents would die someday (“Oh, sweetheart, but not for such a long, long time!”); where I knew I was ugly and would never be loved; where I suffered spasms of regret about my marriage and my children, and fear of their deaths and of my own. God knows there were plenty of things wrong in the larger world I could easily have named, and that aroused a similar sense of dread, but whatever was lodged in my chest that April morning was personal, not global. I knew that much, at least.
Was it something I’d done, or forgotten to do? There was a vague suggestion of amnesia, of loss, but when I tried to pin down its source, it proved to be elusive, a dream dissolving in daylight. In fact, I’d had a dream just before waking, but the content was obscured by a kind of white scrim. The only thing I could remember was the whiteness. And I couldn’t  discuss any of this with Everett—we’d quarreled again the night before and were being stonily polite. And what if my awful feeling turned out to be about him?
So I put it all aside while we ate breakfast, chaperoned by CNN and the Times, and chatted about Iraq and the weather and the eggs on our plates. I told myself that this was what long-married people do, even when things are good between them. Then I had a flash of my parents in their night-clothes, slow-dancing to the radio in their Riverdale kitchen.
After Ev left for work, I grabbed my bag and left the apartment, too. I had to go to the bank, and then I was going to buy a sandwich and sit near the East River to read manuscripts. Maybe the bank would be my last stop—it wasn’t safe to walk around this crazy city with that much money.
Our doorman and the doorman from the building next door were outside in the sunlight, taking a breather from the bell jars of their lobbies. It must have rained the night before; the drying pavement gave off that sour-sweet musk I love, and up and down York Avenue, the ginkgo and honey locusts were suddenly, lushly budding. At fifty-one and with everything I knew, I was still such a sucker for spring. I probed for that sensitive spot in my chest as I walked, almost jogged, along in my jeans and Reeboks, outpacing kids in business suits, and it seemed diminished by then, practically gone. It probably really was only the residue of a bad dream.
Outside Sloan-Kettering, patients tethered to their IVs were smoking, the way my girlfriends and I used to smoke near our high school, looking furtive and defiant at once. My father drove by in his Lincoln one day and caught me. “Alice!” he yelled. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”
“Oh, shit,” I muttered, feeling my face and neck blotch, that curse of redheads. I dropped the cigarette—a stylish, mentholated Kool—and tried to make a run for it. But he grabbed my arm and pulled me into the car, where he bellowed and shook me, while my friends gaped at us through the tinted windows as if we were fighting fish in an aquarium.
It was the worst thing I could have done; my father was a surgeon, the venerated chief of surgery at Mount Sinai Hospital. He drove me directly there that day, and waved lurid photographs of cancerous lungs in my face, and made me look through his microscope at cells gone amok, like adolescent girls.
That wasn’t the first time I’d disappointed him. I wasn’t a boy, to begin with; I wasn’t even the next best thing, a girl with an aptitude for science. And I didn’t look like my mother. That day in the lab, I gravely promised him I’d never smoke again. “Daddy, I won’t, I swear,” I said. “I don’t even like it.” I think I even coughed a few times, for dramatic effect. Sin upon sin. In truth, I loved smoking, the deliciously acrid taste and how worldly I thought I looked with a cigarette drooping from my ragged, ink-stained fingers.
I was fifteen years old then and I still called him Daddy. I never stopped calling him that. And my Mother was “Mother,” always, like the benevolent queen in the Grimms’ fairy tale “The Goose Girl,” which she often read to me at bedtime. I’m still haunted by its recurring lament:
Alas! Queen’s daughter, there thou gangest.
If thy mother knew thy fate,
Her heart would break with grief so great.

As a child, I didn’t really get all that archaic usage, or other words in the story, like cambric and knacker. But listening to my mother read “The Goose Girl” aloud as she lay next to me at night initiated my lifelong romance with language. The plot was electrifying, with its drama of switched identities, talking drops of blood, and a decapitated horse’s head (also  verbal) more than a century before Mario Puzo. And the message, that children, especially girls, are responsible for their mothers’ happiness, was profound and unsettling. I became determined never to break my mother’s heart, any more than I would break her back by inadvertently stepping on a sidewalk crack. And I meant to keep my promise to my father about not smoking again.
Passing the Mary Manning Walsh home at 71st Street, I thought of him, imprisoned since early winter in that other place, the one he’d always called, with a theatrical shudder, the “Cadillac” of nursing homes. “I’d rather be dead, Alice,” he once said, pointedly, as if he were extracting another, unspoken promise. The Hebrew Home for the Aged isn’t very far from the house where we once lived, although since his confinement my father didn’t remember that proximity or appreciate the sad irony of it. He  didn’t remember a lot of things, including me most of the time, a likely source of misery in any grown child’s breast. But somehow I knew it wasn’t the source of mine. Maybe that was because I’d had several months to deal with the gradual death of my father’s personality, a dress rehearsal for the big event.
Occasionally, he would still ask after my mother. “And how is Helen?” was the way he’d put it, a ghost-like version of his old courtly self. The first time he asked, I was so dismayed I couldn’t speak. After that, I tried telling him the truth, but he always received it as fresh, agonizing news, and he’d grieve for a few awful moments before he went blank again. I couldn’t keep putting him, and myself, through that, so I began to simply say, “She’s fine.” But once I saw him flinch when I said it, and I amended my lie to reflect his absence from home. “Getting along as best she can, Daddy,” I said.
“But who’s taking care of her?” he asked, with the perseverance of demented logic.
The worms, I thought, but I said, “Why, I am. And Faye, of course.” And he finally sank back in his wheelchair, assuaged. Faye had been our family’s housekeeper during my childhood—if he could bend time, well, then so could I. As I crossed East End Avenue to enter Carl Schurz Park, I realized that I hadn’t visited my father in almost two weeks. I had to go and see him soon, but not on such a perfect day.
There was the usual pedestrian parade in the park. Runners went by wearing wristbands and earphones. Babies were being pushed in their strollers and the elderly in their wheelchairs, like a fast-forwarded film on the human life cycle. The pigeons paced, as if they’d forgotten they could fly, and dogs circled and sniffed one another while their owners, in a tangle of leashes, exchanged shy, indulgent smiles.
The homeless man who screamed was quietly sunning himself on my favorite bench, so I sat a few benches away, next to a woman absorbed in a paperback. I glanced at the cover, expecting a bodice ripper or a whodunit, but she was reading Proust, in French. Touché. The river glittered and flowed on the periphery of my vision as I took the manuscripts out of my bag. I was sure they would distract me from whatever was worrying me; they always did, even when I knew what was on my mind. There were four  new submissions that day, three nonfiction proposals and a few chapters of a novel in progress. I began to read, and quickly set aside, the first three submissions. After all this time, I can usually tell before the end of the first paragraph if a writer has any talent.
My training began in 1974 at the literary publishing house of Grace & Findlay, where I mostly answered the phones, typed and filed for the editors, and read through the slush pile. It was only a summer internship, between Swarthmore and an MFA, and before I knew it some lowly reader at another publisher was going to discover my novel in their slush pile and make me rich and famous. That never happened, though. All I ever received were standard letters of rejection, the ones that say “Thank you for thinking of us, but your manuscript doesn’t meet our needs right now,” with the hidden subtext: This is precisely what we hate. Do try us again  when hell freezes over.
A few years later, I joined the enemy, becoming an assistant editor  at G&F, and I was still there, in a senior position, last June, when they merged with a multinational communications group and let me go. I understood that my firing was merely a fiscal matter, and I saw it coming, like a storm darkening a radar screen. But I felt shocked and betrayed anyway, even with the generous severance package.
At first I missed everything about my job—the physical place, my colleagues, my daily sense of purpose, and especially the work itself—with an ache akin to mourning. I decided that this was what it would be like to be dead, but still hovering restlessly at the edges of the living world. There were a few job offers at less prestigious houses, with lower pay and reduced status, and I swiftly, scornfully declined them. Ev says that I went nuts for a while, and I suppose he’s right, if crying jags and episodes of misplaced rage are valid clinical signs. “Al,” he reasoned one night, “you’ll do something else, something new.” What did he have in mind—tap dancing? Brain surgery? Part of the trouble was that I believed he was secretly pleased.
He had been in competition with me ever since graduate school in Iowa, where we’d met in a fiction workshop. Even his strapping good looks seemed like a weapon then. To be fair, I was pretty critical of his work, too— a defensive response, really. Everyone there was madly competitive and  ambitious, despite the caveats of our instructor, Phil Santo, a mild-tempered, mid-list novelist who kept reiterating that he wasn’t running a writing contest—there would be no winners or losers—and that we only had to compete with the most recent drafts of our own stories. “Make it new!” he exhorted us. “Make it better!”
Of course, there were winners; soon after graduation two of the men in our workshop went on to capture the fame and fortune we had all craved. And the rest of us, accordingly, became losers. Ev never published anything, either, but I think we both knew that I had come out ahead. At least I’d become a handmaiden in heaven, while he ended up at his family’s printing firm, Carroll Graphics—brochures, letterheads, that sort of thing.
So, right after my dismissal, which my friend Violet Steinhorn wryly referred to as my “fall from Grace and Findlay,” I read all of Ev’s unexpected kindnesses to me, like the freshly squeezed orange juice and impromptu foot massages, as condescending and, at heart, unkind. In return, I withheld my sexual favors for a while, or gave them robotically, until I was proved to be right.
At Violet’s urging I went into therapy for a few months, where I mostly wept while the psychologist, Andrea Stern, passed a box of Kleenex to me and crossed and uncrossed her legs. I stopped seeing her soon after she pointed out, and I agreed, that I was avoiding any reference to anything else in my current or past life besides my job. “I can’t right now,” I said. “Everything hurts too much.” And she invited me to come back whenever I was ready.
Then, slowly, I began to recover on my own, to actually enjoy my new-found freedom to read just for pleasure, and go to museums or the movies in the middle of the afternoon. One day I made a lunch date with Lucy Seo, a book designer at G&F I’d stayed in touch with. She was full of industry chatter, and she kept looking at her watch because she had to get back to work. I guess it was contagious or still in my blood, because I became just as restive. I had to work, too. That’s when I came up with my brainstorm, and placed ads in The New York Review of Books and Poets and Writers. “The book doctor is in. Seasoned editor will help you to make your manuscript better.”
The response was immediate and enormous. Some of the letters, of  course, were from the kinds of crazies and lonely souls I used to hear from when I was a reader at G&F: people burning to write about their abductions to other planets, or paeans in verse to their departed pets. But there were serious, interesting proposals, too—more than I could handle—and the recovered satisfaction of doing something I liked that was also worthwhile.
The ad was a little precious, and I couldn’t help thinking how disdainful my father would have been if he’d seen it. He didn’t believe even PhDs had the right to call themselves doctors. Violet, another physician’s daughter, teased me about practicing without a license. And she was right, it did seem slightly illicit. But as the more open-minded Lucy pointed out, editing is actually analogous to medicine, with its orderly process of diagnosis, prognosis, and treatment.
I never made any promises to my clients about publication, but most of the projects I took on seemed to have a decent shot, and by choosing carefully I still allowed myself lots of time for personal pursuits and for my  family. After I left the park that April day, I was going to go up the street to the ATM at Chase and withdraw five hundred dollars from my private money market account. In a day or two I would give it all to my son Scott, who had asked me for a loan.
He’d said that it was just a temporary cash-flow problem, but he hadn’t paid back the other, smaller “loans” I’d made to him in recent months. “This isn’t for drugs, Scotty, is it?” I asked, and he held both hands up as if to halt oncoming traffic. “Hey, whoa!” he said. And then he explained that he’d just gone overboard on some things he needed, clothes and CDs, stuff like that.
If Ev knew what I was up to, he would probably have killed me. Our quarrel the night before had been another version of the usual one about Scott, with Ev accusing me again of spoiling him stupid, of encouraging his dependency. “Someone has to make up for your coldness,” I said, already weary of our Ping-Pong game of blaming. Which one of us should take the credit for the two children who had turned out so well? Then Ev said, “Don’t try to throw this onto me, Alice. You’re the enabler here.” God, that psychobabble again—no wonder he couldn’t get published. The money I was about to squander was mine, some of it inherited and  some of it earned. I didn’t need Everett’s or anyone else’s permission to help my own child.
It was soothing to sit on a bench in my new, vast outdoor office, with a roasted vegetable sandwich in my hand and the sun beating down like a blessing on my scalp and eyelids. That uneasiness I’d felt since awakening was definitely gone. A Circle Line boat glided by in the distance; for good measure, its passengers waving gaily to those of us on shore, and I waved back. The pages fluttering on my lap were by a first-time novelist, a thirty-six-year-old machinist in Pontiac, Michigan, whose cover letter had simply stated, “I really need help with this.” But the opening paragraphs were exceptionally good.
The woman next to me reserved her place in her book with one finger and glanced surreptitiously sideways, as I often do on buses and the subway when I want to see what my seatmate is reading. I imagined that she’d sensed my pleasure in the manuscript and was merely curious about it. She caught me catching her and smiled. “Are you an agent?” she asked, and her smile became wolfish. She probably had her own unpublished six-hundred-page novel stashed behind the gin in the cupboard.
No, I wanted to say, I’m a doctor. Or, I’m a writer, like you, only better. But that would have been unreasonably mean, and a lie, besides. “An  editor,” I finally answered, a half-truth, tilting the manuscript out of her line of vision, like a grind hiding the answers to a test, and she nodded brusquely and went back to Combray.
I resumed reading, too, and as I turned the ninth or tenth page I was suddenly infused with joy and envy, the way I used to be in Iowa when someone presented a wonderful piece in the workshop. I hadn’t even finished the first chapter and the voice of this writer—this Michael Doyle— was singing in my head. The story line, written in the first person about a young man’s search for his missing sister, was fairly simple, even familiar, but the telling was unexpectedly vivid and complex. And it was funny, in a dark, yet sympathetic, way. Who did he remind me of—Salinger? Grace Paley? No, no one at all—that was the thing.
Now I wanted to thrust the manuscript on the woman sitting next to me and say, Here, you have to read this! Of course I didn’t; I just kept on reading it myself, wondering why this naturally gifted writer thought he needed  anyone’s help. By the middle of the third chapter, though, his narrative began to flag and flatten, as if he’d lost his way in the story, or maybe just his nerve. I felt deflated for a moment or two before the old excitement took over—this was where I came in, wasn’t it?
Then the homeless man began to howl his familiar aria of despair, and that disturbance in my chest came back, full force—something is wrong— and I wondered if it was only the renewable pain of failure, in art and in life. Hastily, I gathered the pages and the sandwich wrapper and shoved them into my bag. As I walked away from the bench, the Proust woman called after me, like someone having the last, triumphant word in an argument, “Have a nice day!”
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The first word Scott ever said was “no,” accompanied by a vigorous head shake, which I probably should have taken as an omen. But I was thrilled. He was so precocious—not even ten months old—and boys usually start speaking later than girls. I had just asked him one of those dumb rhetorical questions people ask babies, something like, “Does Scotty want to go bye-bye?” And he clearly, forcefully, said, “No!” Then he said it again, appearing as thrilled as I was with his new ability to communicate.
How I admired that feisty show of independence. A couple of months earlier, before he could walk or even properly crawl, he’d managed to get across the entire living room on his belly to reach a toy. Ev, who had organized an antiwar rally when he was at Bard, remarked fondly that Scott looked like a combat soldier making his way under barbed wire. He called him “little scout” and “GI Joe.”
On the news, mothers of rapists and murderers always say, with apparent sincerity and bewilderment, “He was a good boy. He never hurt anybody, ” momentarily forgetting, I suppose, the little sister he molested and the immolated cat. But I knew that Scott truly was a good kid, just misdirected and lazy. It probably had something to do with being the baby of the family, coming as a happy surprise when Suzy was seven and Jeremy five. And his “crimes” were petty—smoking pot and pushing a little of it in high school, mostly to his own friends.
There were also a few minor incidents of shoplifting. The stupid things he took! A Mets key chain, when he was a die-hard Yankees fan. A roll of Tums. He said he’d thought they were LifeSavers, that they accidentally fell into his pocket, that his friend Kenny had dared him to do it.
The good thing was that he always eventually admitted his guilt, although he tended to put a little spin on the circumstances. And lots of teenagers commit those sorts of senseless infractions. Even Dr. Connelly, the psychologist at Fieldston, conceded that when she interviewed Ev and me right after Scott was suspended. But then she reminded us that he was also underachieving scholastically, failing two subjects and just squeaking by in the others. We didn’t need to be reminded. Ev had said gloomily the night before that he just couldn’t picture Scott in college. “You were sure he’d never be toilet trained, either,” I said.
“We know, believe me, and we’re on top of it,” I told Dr. Connelly, an earnest, heavyset young woman with a faint blond mustache. “He’s being tutored in math and science, and we’ve grounded him until his grades pick up.” Ev had insisted on that particular punishment, and I suppose it was the most practical way to focus Scott’s attention on his schoolwork. But I hated the word grounded almost as much as he did. It made me think of a bird cruelly deprived of flight.
Dr. Connelly nodded skeptically and proceeded to grill us about Scott’s emotional history, starting with my pregnancy and labor and working her way up to his present difficulties. She seemed to be reading from a check-list on her pad. I assured her that his birth wasn’t particularly stressful—not for him, anyway. The protracted deliveries of my older children had eased his entry into the world, just as Jeremy’s academic success would later ease Scott’s entry into that expensive but desirable private school. Suzy got into Brearley on her own merits.
“Has Scott ever tortured an animal?” Dr. Connelly asked—a startling  shift of subjects—but we were able to answer, in complete honesty, that he hadn’t. He loved animals; in fact, he was the only child in his kindergarten class who’d cried when their pet snail died.
Dr. Connelly continued. “Does he suffer from sleep disturbances, like night terrors or insomnia? Has he ever done any sleepwalking?”
I stared at her for a moment, fixated on her mustache, but Ev laughed. “I only wish I could sleep as well as Scotty,” he said. “That’s never been a problem for him.”
This was true, as well. When the children were young and we went into their rooms to check on them before we went to bed ourselves, Scott lay so still, I was sometimes compelled to lean down and listen for his breathing.
“How about his siblings?” Dr. Connelly said. “Does he get along well with them?”
I thought of the physical fights between Scott and Jeremy, and the name-calling: pizza-face, peanut-breath, dickhead, fag. And of all the times Suzy said, after Scott had offended her—by deliberately burping at the dinner table, or by mimicking her telephone voice—that she wished she’d been an only child, like me.
“Oh, but you’d be so lonely, Suzy Q,” I once cooed, and she gave me the dirty look I deserved.
“The typical love–hate relationships,” I told Dr. Connelly.
“More love than hate, though,” Ev added, and I gave him a grateful glance as she bent to scribble something into her notebook. Then she looked up again, her pen poised over the page. “Would you say that he’s changed lately?” she asked.
Tell me, Mr. and Mrs. Samsa. Have you noticed anything different  about Gregor? Actually, there wasn’t any particular moment of profound change in Scott, no distinct sense of before and after. So much of what boys that age do is clandestine, anyway, and so much of ordinary adolescence seems like madness. The closed bedroom door with the thumping music behind it, like a heartbeat out of control; that harsh, barking laughter; the simultaneous eruptions of acne and anger.
Suzy and Jeremy had each gone through a similar stage. That’s how I thought of it then, as an unfortunate but necessary stage on the road to maturity. Jeremy and Scott had shared a bedroom until Jeremy went off to Oberlin, and it was a continuous mess in there, with an aggregate boy-stench of feet and farting and dried semen and pot.
In the cab on the way to work after our meeting with Dr. Connelly, I was checking for messages on my cell phone when Ev said, “Well, I hope you’re satisfied.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” I demanded. I thought that things had gone pretty well, considering the circumstances. We had put up a united front of concerned parenthood, but not too concerned, and I had just been about to make a little joke about sending Dr. Connelly a thank-you gift of a bottle of Nair. I peeked at my watch; I had canceled two morning appointments with authors and there was a meeting about the fall list in the afternoon that I had to make.
“You know exactly what I mean, Alice. You indulge that kid,” Ev said. “You let him get away with murder.”
There was some truth in that; I did often try to ameliorate the tensions in Scott’s life that seemed to overwhelm him, from social hassles to too much homework. But that’s what parents do, isn’t it? They help their children to endure in a difficult world. “Look,” I said, “I’m not trying to whitewash this—Scotty has problems and we’re dealing with them. But we’re not talking about the Son of Sam here.”
“That’ll be next,” Ev said grimly.
“If you say so,” I snapped back. And that was the way it went. We hunkered down in separate corners of the cab and fired shots at each other until we got to Ev’s office, where he thrust a few bills at the driver and got out, without giving me even a cursory kiss goodbye.
That was four years ago. As Ev had predicted, Scott didn’t go on to  college—not yet, anyway. But he didn’t become a serial killer, either. He managed to graduate from high school, six months behind his classmates, and we all agreed that he needed some time off after that. So we helped him find a share in a low-cost apartment and a job in the mailroom at a small publishing house. Minimum wage, of course, but we thought he could work his way up if he made a genuine effort.
Scotty was always an enthusiastic reader—sometimes he even poked through a manuscript I was editing—and he’d written some funny little essays for school. I confess that I daydreamed about a writing or editorial career for him. When he lost the mailroom job, a few months after getting it, for coming in late too often, I was disappointed, but not crushed. And he found something else on his own in a couple of weeks, in the stockroom at Tower Records.
We supplemented his income, as we had supplemented Jeremy’s and Suzy’s when they first started out on their own. Before long Jeremy was supporting himself modestly, playing the French horn in a chamber orchestra in Philadelphia and sharing household expenses with Celia Peretti, his violist girlfriend. Suzy would probably be able to support all of us in grand style one day, when she made law partner at Stubbs, White, Kline and Moomy, where she was the newest associate. I had quietly upped the monthly ante for Scott a while ago—the cost of living had risen faster than his meager income—and Ev was annoyed when he found out. He’d worked out a careful budget with him, so much for rent, for food, for laundry, for haircuts. Scott’s hair was longer than mine then.
“I don’t know, Dad,” Scott told Ev, frowning at the numbers, as if they were written in Sanskrit. “Like, expenses fluctuate.”
“And you allow for that,” Ev said flatly, “by putting something aside when you’re flush.” He kept underlining the final figure in the budget until his pencil broke.
Now Scott was coming to the apartment, on his day off, to pick up the money I’d withdrawn for him behind Ev’s back. At first he was reluctant to meet me there; he and Ev weren’t speaking, and I had to assure him that his father would be at work. The thought of Scott’s company cheered me, a diversion from that determined trumpeting of doom in my chest.
“Come for lunch,” I coaxed. “I’ll make soup, and those cheesy corn dogs you like,” wondering when the balance of power between parents and children shifted. Once, Scott was our devoted shadow, and now he lived with two roommates in a tenement in Alphabet City, as far away from us as he could get without falling into the river.
I wasn’t going to go down there carrying five hundred dollars—why did he need that much, anyway? And Scott refused to take checks, which he claimed, vaguely, weren’t his “thing.” Maybe no one would cash them for  him, or maybe he just liked the feel of a big roll of bills on his person. It would have been much easier if he’d had a bank account, so that I could simply transfer funds from my own, but bank accounts apparently weren’t his thing, either.
I hadn’t seen him for a couple of weeks and I was both eager and apprehensive right before he showed up, almost an hour after he’d promised he would. I’ve always loved his looks, so much like the young Ev’s—the mass of dark curls and that sudden, witty smile. But I wondered if he would be wearing sunglasses to hide dilated eyes, and I worried that he would appear ill in some way, too thin or too pale. He’s slightly built and he’s my shortest child, probably a recessive trait from my father’s side of the family, since Ev and I are both tall.
When he was fourteen, Scott sent away for a stretching contraption he saw advertised in the back of a comic book. It was called the Big Boy and it looked like some torturous sexual device, all black rubber tubing and metal rings. I was completely baffled after I found it under his bed, until I discovered the instruction booklet in his nightstand drawer. ADD UP TO SIX INCHES IN TWO WEEKS! There were side-by-side photos, ostensibly of the same man, looking like Hervé Villechaize in one and Wilt Chamberlain in the other.
Scott must have had the Big Boy delivered to a friend’s address; I’m sure I would have noticed a package like that. And he’d probably sent cash through the mail for it, cash taken from my purse. That knowledge was retrospective, though. All that occurred to me then was a surge of pity for my secretive, undersized boy.
The doorbell rang, and I was relieved to see that he looked handsome and healthy in a clean pair of jeans and a Phish T-shirt, and the embrace he gave me was sweetly affectionate. “Ma,” he said. “Whassup?”
Something awful, I might have replied, and the worst part is that I can’t figure out what it is. He was the child of my heart, after all, and empathy had always run back and forth between us like an electrical current, but I knew it hadn’t been a serious question. “Oh, the usual,” I told him. “We’re plugging along. Dad’s working too hard.” As if he’d asked about Ev, as if he cared.
Scott handed me a Tower Records shopping bag—why was he bringing me a present when he was so broke?—and then he went through the foyer into the living room and looked around, his thumbs hooked into his front jeans pockets. I had an abrupt, uncomfortable notion that he was casing the place. We’d accumulated some good things over the years—the Chinese rugs, a couple of Jacob Lawrence drawings, Ev’s collection of antique glass paperweights. I felt a little light-headed; what kind of mother has such thoughts? I opened the shopping bag and saw that Scott had brought me a couple of old CDs I liked, but wouldn’t have thought of buying for myself: The Supremes’ Greatest Hits and Jimmy Cliff’s The Harder They Come.
We ate lunch together in the sunlit kitchen, the way we did when Scott was little, and afterward I handed him the first chapter of Michael Doyle’s manuscript. He started reading it at the table while I cleared our plates and loaded the dishwasher. He laughed a few times as he turned the pages, rapidly it seemed. “This is great,” he said at one point, without looking up. “Who is this guy?”
“America,” I said, “and I’m Christopher Columbus.”
“Cool,” Scott said, and continued to read.
I’d written an e-mail letter to Michael Doyle that morning, asking him to send me any other pages he had. Like his novel’s hero, he worked on the line at GM, and for the first time I offered a reduced, flat fee for my services. In my comments about his writing, I was careful not to be too flattering or too critical. I told him there was considerable work to be done to pick up the energy and charm of his earliest pages, and that literary first novels aren’t most publishers’ first priority. The list leaders at Grace & Findlay during my last season there were, oddly enough, a celebrity cook-book and the memoir of an anorectic.
When Scott had finished reading the chapter, he asked me what the novel was going to be called. The title page simply said “Untitled.”
“What would you call it?” I asked him.
He thought for a moment and then he began shuffling through the pages until he came to the passage he was looking for, where the hero, Joe Packer, says that he’s been searching so hard for his sister, he feels as if he’s been walking to Europe. “That’s it, right there,” Scott said, tapping the  page. “‘Walking to Europe.’ It comes out of the guy’s own mouth and it sounds really weird, but in a good way. I mean, people would remember it.”
He was right: people would remember it, because it would remind them of everything difficult in their lives that they tried to change, against the odds. Like my marriage, for instance. I went into the bedroom to  get the money for Scott from my hosiery drawer, thinking it was practically a reward now for coming up with that title. Under my panty hose in the drawer, there was a pair of black mesh stockings that I wore only in that room, usually with nothing else. When I saw them, I had an immediate, uncanny sense of Ev’s presence, and I glanced at the bed as if I expected to see him lying there, watching me with heavy-lidded eyes. The patchwork quilt was smoothly, chastely tucked in, the pillows plumped.
My mother’s old Lucien Lelong perfume bottle, filled with pink-tinted water now but still retaining a trace of its scent, was in the center of my dresser top. My father had given it to her for one of their wedding anniversaries when I was a child. It’s an extraordinary object, with the figures of an eternally embracing couple floating inside the glass, and a winding stem on the bottom. When you turn it, as I did then, a tinkling version of “La Vie en Rose” plays and the couple begins to dance.
On my night table the digital clock greenly pulsed the seconds away, then the minutes. I sat down on the edge of the bed and tried to think of when Ev and I had last made love. It had to have been a couple of weeks ago, and it was strenuous, I remembered, but not exactly what anyone would call loving.
The physical attraction between us was powerful from the beginning— we had made three children with it—and it had retained a surprising amount of its original vitality, until I lost my job and this business with Scott and the money started. Then, I don’t know, something like the old workshop competition took over, and the friction of sexual love became more like the friction of animus. To put it bluntly, we mostly got off against each other, fiercely and swiftly.
And we didn’t speak about it later, just as we never really spoke of what had driven each of us in the unforgiving criticism of the other’s writing. I lay beside him afterward, but distinctly separate, as if we’d been severed by surgery, and I missed our old postcoital friendliness—the sleepy conversation, those murmurings of love. But as sad and unpleasant as this contemplation was, I knew it wasn’t the emotional secret I was keeping from myself.
All that time, Scott waited patiently in the kitchen for his money. He didn’t come in to see what was keeping me, as he used to come in as a child when he intuited somehow that his father and I were doing something that excluded him, that excluded everyone. I guess Ev and I never mentioned that little habit of Scott’s to Dr. Connelly, when she’d asked us about his early sleep patterns, because we’d found it more touching than exasperating.
And I had experienced the same impulse myself when I was a little girl, although I hadn’t thought about it for years. My mother and father in their bedroom, their bedchamber, with the cream satin coverlet and the tufted headboard and that funny smell even her Lucien Lelong couldn’t disguise. How pleased he always looked, how uncharacteristically rumpled. One time, I paused in the doorway, a timid actor waiting offstage for a cue. “Come here, goosey girl,” my mother said, opening her white arms like wings to take me in.
I got up and opened my dresser drawer again and took Scott’s money out. Ev’s specter seemed to have vanished from the room, but just before I closed the drawer I put three hundred dollars back. I went inside and explained to Scott that I was having a little cash-flow problem myself, and he didn’t look very happy about it, but he pocketed the two hundred and prepared to leave.
I felt a pang of remorse for holding out on him and I didn’t want to let him go yet. “I’ve got an idea,” I said. “Why don’t we go see Poppy in the Big House? I know he’d love to see you. We can take a cab,” I added, as further inducement. My father did love to see Scott, who’d always amused him, even now when he confused him with one or another of his nursing aides, covering himself by calling them all “young man.”
Scott looked at the watch I’d bought him in February for his birthday, one of those oversized, complicated mechanisms that tell you the time in Tokyo and Paris and is guaranteed to function sixty fathoms under water. “Sorry, no can do,” he said. “I have to be downtown.” Like a man with urgent business elsewhere.
A few days later Ev asked me if I had seen his blue-and-white swirl paperweight. It was a mid-nineteenth-century miniature Clichy that he’d picked up in Paris five years ago, and one of his favorites. I had often seen him gazing into its layered depths as if it held the answer to some cosmic question.
Ev had always treated his collection of paperweights in a casual and generous way, sort of like public art. He let the children and guests handle them, and he didn’t keep them in one place or organize them in any formal way, by color or artist or period. Instead, he set them almost randomly on shelves and tables around the apartment, where they didn’t have to vie for glory, and each one became an individual beacon of light and beauty.
My first, unbidden thought when Ev asked about the missing Clichy was of Scott standing in the living room the other day, looking around as if he were seeing everything there for the first time. “Oh, I don’t think . . . ,” I began, and then stopped myself, flustered and perturbed. I could feel the color rise in my neck, like mercury in a thermometer.
“You don’t think what?” Ev said, and when I didn’t answer, “Hello? Alice?”
“I don’t know. I’ve lost my train of thought.”
“What’s wrong with you? You never finish a sentence anymore.”
“Something’s been . . . never mind,” I said.
“What?”
“Nothing.”
“Al, what? Talk to me.”
“I told you. Nothing. I’ll ask Esmeralda about the Clichy on Thursday. Maybe she moved it when she dusted.”
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