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			Part I

		

	


	
		
			One

			On the day after my mother’s death, I returned to 83 Beals Street for the first time in fifteen years. I had stolen something from there when I was almost nine years old and kept it long after my reasons for holding on to it had lost their urgency. I suppose it was one of many talismans, real and imagined, I began collecting around that age to help me believe that what I told myself just might be true. Perhaps the strongest of these convictions, and the one it took the longest to let go of, was that believing that I needed to save those I loved from harm also meant that I could.

			Until the afternoon of his heart attack, my father and I spent many afternoons at 83 Beals, otherwise known as the John F. Kennedy National Historic Site. The president had been born in the master bedroom of the modest blue-and-yellow structure in Brookline, Massachusetts, and had lived there as a very young boy. Just after Jack started school, the family moved to a larger, more impressive home nearby, and the Beals Street residence sat largely forgotten for several decades. But in 1967, four years after her presidential son had been assassinated, Rose Kennedy returned to the home, restoration on her mind.

			In a completely unrelated set of circumstances, I grew up two streets over from Beals, on Fuller, in an older home that had once been beautiful but whose upkeep my parents could not afford. My mother had inherited it through some unclear chain of events, but she never fully claimed it as her own. I think this had as much to do with its derelict state as it did with the fact that we didn’t have the financial resources to renovate. The paint was peeling on the outside of the house and the interior was deteriorating around the edges into warped wood floors and swaybacked ceilings. I loved it, as children will love anything that is softening into obsolescence, but I knew my parents did not. My mother spent most of her time confined to its master bedroom, and my father was mostly uninterested in housekeeping. He preferred to spend his time with me, developing impromptu lessons based on whatever books we could get our hands on, or developing local excursions for the two of us to take on foot.

			The Greater Boston area may appear reserved and unwelcoming to some, but it readily reveals its intimate treasures to those willing to stroll through its meandering streets. There are small blue plaques on gates; diminutive, ancient townhouses with brightly painted doors; tilting cemeteries; hushed museums; gardens so small they only fit the statue they protect. But my father’s favorite of these incidental treasures was the Kennedy house, not least because it had been restored by Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy herself, and by the time I could walk we were regular visitors there.

			We always took the self-guided tour, mostly because I loved to push the red buttons that made Rose’s smoothly nasal voice emerge from the speakers on the ceiling. At every room, we’d stop and peer in, each trying to be the first to bring the other’s attention to a newly found favorite object. My father was a master at this game; when I won, it was usually because he’d let me. He never failed to be amazed by the home’s pristine organization and charm, and it was easy to let his wonderment overtake us both. My father wasn’t a simple man, but the reverence he held for the world around us was as striking as a child’s.

			I think this was mostly the result of his chaotic and tragic early life: born in Jerusalem in 1935 to parents acutely aware of the tensions in that region, he wandered from home one day when he was six, only to be found a few hours later and brought back safely to a nearly hysterical mother. “It wasn’t only her nerves,” he told me. “She was right to worry. Too many children were disappearing. Too many people. It was hard for anyone to stay calm, never mind a mother with just one child.” Even though the murmurings of murder and great loss had been with them for some time, it was the personal shock of his brief disappearance that inspired his parents to book passage on the SS Kawsar from the Suez Port in Egypt to New York in October of 1941.

			Because the Axis already controlled the Straits of Gibraltar, the trip took three months and involved sailing around the Cape of Good Hope. Decent conditions on the boat had to be bought, and his family had little money. Yet my father did not see his parents’ deaths as the result of their poverty, as I did at first. Instead, he believed that they came as the result of small, natural choices. He spoke of these details evenly, like he would any matters of cause and effect: “The rats crawled over the bottom bunks; they put me on the top, even when my mother got sick. The food was bad; they let me have the best of it. Medicine was too expensive”—he stared at no one when he spoke of these things—“so they made choices any parent would have made.” He paused. “I would have done the same,” he added.

			When I pressed him, as I often did, always hungry for more information than was offered me, he told me that he could hear the rats scampering across the floor all night, that he didn’t sleep for worrying after his mother. “I was too young to argue with my father about who to protect, my mother or me, but I wasn’t too young to be afraid.”

			By the time the ship docked in New York, my father’s mother and twenty other passengers had died of dysentery. His father, also infected, died six weeks later. “Don’t be sad, Naomi,” he instructed me from the first telling, taking his thumb to smooth the creases on my forehead. “I was a child. I don’t remember the worst of it. I just remember the good things, mostly. My mother’s clothes carried the scent of the nasturtiums she grew in our backyard in Jerusalem. She always hung our laundry out there to dry. There wasn’t much rain.” He was frowning now; he hated it when I was sad. “And my father had a big beard and a funny face. Not handsome, but nice, with good eyes.” I don’t know if he was telling me the truth and I doubted it. It was far more likely that he would lie to protect me from his pain than that he had no memory of it himself.

			The Lithuanian uncle who intended to shelter my grandparents and father temporarily upon their arrival became my father’s grudging guardian. They didn’t even speak the same language; my great uncle spoke Yiddish, Polish, and broken English, and my father had been raised to speak Hebrew. He knew a few Yiddish terms of endearment, but those did not come in handy. The only commonality he and his uncle shared was a desire to avoid my great aunt, Rifka, “a sour woman,” my father said, his own face puckering. “Very sour. They had one book.” He always raised a single finger when he told me this. “A photograph book of Boston Common and the Public Garden. I don’t think they even knew they had it. It was beautiful.” From that time on, my father spent most of his teen years in darkrooms, resurrecting images from pools of black water. By the time he was in his early twenties, he had moved to Boston and set up shop to make his way as a photographer.

			He would tell me these stories when I begged to hear them, but they soon created echoes in my mind, bouncing off the much larger walls that guarded the stories he did not tell. In general, he was awkward about his struggles, not fluent in hardship. The only way he would speak of his childhood was to repeat a few, relevant anecdotes, like the fairy tales on the Let’s Pretend! records we checked out of the library. I don’t believe these summaries were devised solely to protect me. The first phase of his life was so marked by trauma he was able to detach it almost completely from his later realities; his pain a faulty limb that had been cleanly removed, only to be remembered as a phantom sensation. But he was also able to command the kind of joy that only those who have known deep unhappiness can summon. Since I adored him, I was usually eager to share in his muted entertainments, to watch his face and marvel at how small, strange things caused it to fill with light.

			Unfortunately, the Kennedy Birthplace was not reserved for us alone. It was also the place my father took the wealthy out-of-town clients who sought his services as a restorer of ancient photographs, a task that was done by hand until evolving technology made such craftsmanship obsolete. I have often wondered if this work was disappointing to him. He had wanted to bring fresh visions into the world, and had ended up restoring those that could barely be seen. I suppose the life of a struggling artist did not appeal to him. In the 1980s, however, when I was still a girl, my father’s work was in high demand, particularly, and curiously, by elderly Muslim clients from New York and New Jersey. He didn’t make much money in this line of work, but he made enough to support our family of three.

			Because the travel time from Manhattan or Bridgewater to my father’s studio was at least five hours, he usually made some attempt to socialize with the men who came to see him, as a way, he would explain, of “making their trip worthwhile.” It seemed lost on him that they might not think of themselves as his guests. And, indeed, with their nervous faces and tight grips on those fuzzy, thin reflections, they were more like escorts than guests—interested only in nursing a tenuous attachment to the ancestors who were, literally, fading away in their hands.

			Fortunately, my father was mostly oblivious in social situations and looked forward to a long-distance client visit as though an old friend were coming to town. He planned a handful of excursions for his visitor ahead of time, so that even if it rained he could share something of Boston’s illustrious history with the company he so eagerly anticipated. Since it rains quite often in New England, and since most of his clients weren’t particularly keen on sightseeing, they often chose the easily digestible and walkable Kennedy Birthplace over some of my father’s more ambitious selections.

			As much as he enjoyed sharing Boston’s celebrated history with his clients, nothing made these excursions more appealing to him than bringing me along. From a fairly early age, I suspected that even if his clients had been nursing a faint interest in a National Historic Site, they would be extremely unlikely to find their restorer’s daughter of any interest whatsoever, no matter how much her father fawned over her. But it made him happy to bring me, swelled him with pride, in fact, and I liked to see my father standing taller, his head thrown back almost imperceptibly, but to great effect.

			Our last visit there took place on May 15th, 1983, an apparently normal, if not muggy, Sunday a month before my ninth birthday. My father had come home to eat lunch before meeting a new client later that afternoon. It was the third day of a heavy rainfall and I felt tired. He roused me enough to get dressed, out the door, and down the sidewalk, but by the time we were moving I knew I was not only tired, I was also sick. I wanted to tell him, but I couldn’t bring myself to interrupt his indignant description of Mr. Saab’s great-grandmother, a woman with a full black mustache and three chins, and my father was being asked to restore every line. Our walk was painstaking: he trying to convey a thorough description of that unfortunate woman, me focusing all my attention on keeping my lunch down. In retrospect, I’m glad it wasn’t a sentimental occasion. There’s nothing worse than ceremony when it comes to enjoying the last moments of something essential, like innocence or good health.

			Mr. Saab had come, as many of my father’s clients did, with a few other men who stood just behind him. To this day, I’ve never figured out if they were supposed to be guardians or relations or both. I trailed behind the group as my father started his tour. As he walked he held one arm out behind his client, guiding him, but also careful not to touch him, like an usher at a fine theater.

			The Kennedy house always carried the faint smells of dust, mold, and old perfume. I usually took comfort in its musky odors, but on that day the minute they hit me I grabbed my father’s jacket and pulled hard. He looked down at me and I motioned for him to come closer. He smiled apologetically at his guests before leaning down. “I think I’m going to be sick,” I told his ear, not touching it, afraid to move. He stood up slowly, his eyes fixed on me. I met his gaze, unrelenting.

			He put one hand on my shoulder, “My daughter is feeling a bit tired,” he said, “she’ll wait for us while we take a look around.”

			“I can go home, Dad,” I said.

			“Of course you won’t go home!” he said, as though I’d suggested an adventure not worth having. “Where’s Mrs. Olsen!” he hollered, acting like we owned the place and he was summoning the help.

			Mrs. Olsen was the government-appointed caretaker of the house. She appeared at the end of the hallway, coming forward cautiously and resentfully, her thick black hair a stark contrast to the paper-thin skin of her face. She must have been in her early sixties, but there wasn’t a strand of gray on her head.

			“Mrs. Olsen,” my father said, continuing his performance, “Naomi is not herself. Would it be all right if she stayed here with you?” The question was a mere formality, a courtesy a rich man would display. To my astonishment, Mrs. Olsen nodded mutely. Maybe she, too, occasionally wanted to convince herself that this house was still someone’s home. My father turned back to his client before the spell could be broken.

			“Let’s begin in the music room, to your right.” The arm went out, the hand just behind Mr. Saab’s back, blocking Mrs. Olsen and me, moving the men onward and out of the way. “If you’ll be so kind as to stay on the hall carpet, it is a requirement here”—he frowned; this was a personal disappointment of his—“and press the red button to your right when you feel you have the best view. Mrs. Rose Kennedy herself, the president’s mother, is the voice you will hear on the recording. I believe you will find her reflections amusing.” This last word in his script was always improvised: sometimes it was “entertaining,” sometimes it was “informative” or, if he was in an odd mood, “enlightening.” I could tell he was nervous when he used “amusing”; he was encouraging them to be distracted.

			As soon as they were done with the music room and had walked up the stairs and out of sight, Mrs. Olsen turned around smartly, leaving me standing just inside the front door.

			If I had been feeling better, I would have enjoyed the thrill of being left alone in the house, the chance to pretend that I belonged there. I practiced leaning idly against the wall, pretending I were simply stopping here between lunch in the kitchen and my afternoon piano lesson. The front door hadn’t been fully shut, so a breeze first carried in the smell of things growing outside, then picked up and blew the door open all the way, slamming it against the doorstop. I felt totally alone, as though my father and his clients upstairs and Mrs. Olsen in the back were just figments of my imagination.

			With the door wide open I could see the rainwater dripping from the doorframe onto the welcome mat, already so saturated with water it was about to brim over. But it was getting brighter overhead, the sky beginning to dry. I walked outside and perched on the wet top step, listening to the distant sounds of people moving around upstairs. The wind died down and I smoothed my dress, one of my father’s favorites, trying to talk myself out of feeling as sick as I did. In another minute my father’s voice called down the stairs, “Naomi! You feeling better yet? Ready to join us?”

			I stood up unsteadily and held on to the iron rail, leaned over it, and threw up into Mrs. Kennedy’s dahlias. Afterward, I rested my cheek on the cool metal, wishing, not for the first time, that this perfectly staged home was mine. I pictured Mrs. Kennedy tending those flowers herself, or picking them out, holding up a bud to the blue paint on the shingles. I sat down until my stomach began to settle. As soon as it did I felt exhausted, desperate to sleep. I crawled through the front door and hooked a right, making my way under the velvet rope into the music room, the carpet burning my knees. I headed over to the piano bench, crawled up on top of it, and pulled Mrs. Kennedy’s hand-stitched piano cover over me, so that I was lying on my back, my face to the ceiling, when I heard her voice coming through the floorboards above me, the words going in and out: “when the baby came she threw ... many a tea party ... disgruntled ... John’s particular pet ...” They had reached Rosie and Kick’s room at the top of the stairs.

			The tour was almost over; Mrs. Kennedy was talking about the guests that the family loved to entertain. There were so many of her speeches I wanted to interrupt, wanted to ask her about. In the girls’ room there was a rocking horse, a miniature sewing machine, and a tiny, glistening collection of ugly crystal dogs, probably Rosie’s, my father would argue, because neither one of us knew for sure and we suspected no one did. I opened my eyes, grateful for the weak spring sunlight in the room.

			When I turned my head I saw it immediately: a little bit of white, sticking out from the underside of the piano. I reached out to touch it, and realized it was thicker than it had first appeared. After a few seconds, I managed to worm free a small collection of papers from under the slats. They had been tied together with a string that was so frayed I had to be careful not to break it as I pulled the knot open.

			I looked quickly to the door before examining my find: a photograph of Rose, my personal favorite (I’d seen it earlier that year in one of my father’s books; it had been taken in 1954, and I loved to note the similarities between her young face and her younger son’s); a letter; and another photograph, this one of Amelia Earhart in a dark blouse and belted trousers, her hand in her hair as she smiled at two men.

			I read the letter first:

			Many, many thanks for coming to see me on Friday. You were darling. I hope you liked every-thing here. ... Mother says I am such a comfort to you. Never to leave you. Well, Daddy, I feel honour because you chose me to stay. And the others I suppose are wild.

			It was not in its envelope, but I recognized it from a small collection of Kennedy letters my father had unearthed at the library and had begun reading to me earlier that spring. The Kennedys’ first daughter, Rosemary, had written it to her father in 1939, about a year before she underwent the lobotomy that took away her ability to speak, read, and write. After my father read it to me, I’d snatched the book from his hands, fascinated that such a thing could exist within the pages of such a serious, adult book.

			I stared at the same words in my hand, now, in Rosemary’s own writing. The sight of her uneven lettering brought the girl herself to life unexpectedly, and I closed my eyes, imagining her sitting with a pen and paper, searching for the elusive words that might have convinced her father to return. (She never found them; many biographies of the Kennedy family claim that he stopped visiting her after the lobotomy failed.) I wondered if she could have left anything behind that would have given a clue as to whether she had been born broken enough to deserve that surgery, or if it was somehow something she had earned along the way. I turned to the second photograph. I didn’t remember any reference to Amelia Earhart in Rose’s book, though the print had been signed: “To Rosemary. Amelia.”

			I turned that one over. On the back, at the very top, was written: “For my brave girl. Got this one special. Daddy.” And, squarely in the middle, in careful printing of a different hand: “She could fly.” Then, in the same writing, at the very bottom: “Rosemary.” The letters were spaced widely apart and the ink was dark and thick. I imagined the author pressing the pen down deliberately.

			My family had talked about Rosemary, or at least she’d come up over dinner not long ago. My father developed heroic crushes, as my mother called them, where he’d dwell on a person from history exhaustively, or for however long we’d listen to him. He took special care to nurse the one he had on Rosemary’s mother, Rose, though I’m not sure if his adoration was pure or a front for talking about her as a role model for me. He never thought of my own mother as a role model, primarily because it was clear to all of us that she didn’t want him to.

			That night at dinner, I was only half listening to him, wondering how he could have a crush on a ninety-three-year-old woman. I imagined her crumbling at the slightest touch, becoming a pile of dust in my father’s hands. “Now, there is an example of a woman with untold potential,” my father was saying. He loved to imagine women as limitless creatures, thinking he complimented us all by doing so. “Not only was she the matriarch to a nation, but she was able to do so even after her own early dreams had been squelched! You know, she was never even given a proper education. If it hadn’t been for her father,” he continued, “Rose would have gone to Wellesley College. And then who knows what. Pass the potatoes, ketzi.”

			My mother intercepted me and passed the dish to my father. “She did go to the convent school, Sol. She did receive an education. And if Naomi is going to learn any of the manners you want so badly for her, you’ll have to learn to say please.”

			“Thank you, my darling,” my father said carefully, barely breaking his stride. My mother released the dish into his hand. “It was her father’s political aspirations, you know,” he went on. “She was devastated. But he couldn’t have his Catholic daughter entering a progressive college during an election year.” He put his fork down, deep in thought. “I don’t think she ever forgave him. She always said it was her greatest regret.” He looked significantly at me.

			My mother was still watching him. Her fork lay neglected by her side. He was eating again, oblivious to her stare, but I was riveted, my eyes on my mother, waiting for her to formulate the words that would decipher her expression. Finally, she spoke: “For a woman who ostracized one daughter and killed the other, you certainly have a very high opinion of her.”

			My father looked up, his food halfway to his mouth. “She didn’t kill Rosemary,” he replied, the hurt and outrage in his voice making it sound thin and reedy, like a man who had just been pinched. “She might as well have killed her,” my mother said quietly, looking down at her plate.

			“It wasn’t like that,” my father insisted. “The poor child was born defective. Her mother did the best she could.” “A lobotomy?” It was as much a question as an accusation. My father shook his head. “She did the best she could,” he repeated. My mother’s lips tightened. He had somehow made her angrier, but she said nothing more. I was already beginning to notice how, in my home at least, many conversations didn’t end with the last words spoken.

			Aside from the obvious fact of her beauty, I sometimes wonder if my father’s early sadnesses had drawn him inexorably toward my mother. Maybe she felt familiar to him the moment they met; maybe, over time, he was able to soothe something raw in himself by tending to her so regularly. He certainly loved her. Though sometimes, when I watched as his energy and cheer emptied into her unchanging expression, I wasn’t sure why. It was like watching a man throw pebbles into a pond, studying the surface and hoping for waves.

			I know now that my mother was, most likely, a lifetime sufferer of clinical depression or one of its variants, but all of us were poorly educated on the subject, my mother not least of all. I suspect that’s why so many of our behaviors around her pain were almost superstitious: the less we spoke about it, the less we acknowledged it outright, the less real it might become, like a demon that grows petulant when ignored and searches for a more attentive believer. But sometimes it was clear that her unhappiness had no desire, least of all to be acknowledged, and its very stagnation was part of what made it so penetrating. I’m sure my mother was aware that help was available to her in some way—occasionally she visited doctors, had “appointments,” as my parents called them—but she never sought regular care, as though it were her sole responsibility to overcome what gripped her so tightly it seemed she sometimes couldn’t quite breathe.

			And so, as I lay on the piano bench, I found myself playing one of my favorite games: wondering what else my mother might have said during a conversation if she hadn’t stopped talking. I wasn’t even sure I knew what a lobotomy was. I was hardly alone in such ignorance, but at the time I simply thought I was too young, that this was one of the many things that adults understood and I did not.

			The sound of heavy steps on the stairs startled me out of my reverie. I shoved the papers under my dress and made myself as still as possible, desperately hoping that they wouldn’t notice me. Unfortunately, my father saw me the instant I was in eyesight, as though I had been glowing.

			The hand went up, the men were down the stairs and guided out the door before they had a chance to look my way. I managed to tuck the papers into the waistband of my tights, smoothing them down just before my father turned around. I shut my eyes, trying to look sick enough to be near sleep.

			I heard the front door close softly a few minutes later. Mrs. Kennedy’s voice started again; my father must have pressed the button. “I shall try to point out to you some of the things as we go through the house that were important in our lives,” Rose intoned. “Since the music room in the days before radio and television was the place for the family to be together, we shall start here.” She paused. “We spent a lot of time in this room in the evening. Mr. Kennedy would sit in that red chair by the gateleg table. Usually I would sit in the wing chair there by the table opposite him.” Words like “chair” betrayed her upper-class Boston accent, the vowels too long and set high in the mouth. She mentioned the piano but not the hours she had spent at it, the dreams she once had of becoming a concert pianist. “Life was so much simpler then,” Rose’s recording concluded.

			The papers were growing warm against my skin. I wondered how to get them back where they belonged without my father seeing what I was up to. I wondered if what my mother had said about Rosemary Kennedy had been true, that her mother had all but killed her.

			“Do you know”—I opened my eyes to see my father standing on the other side of the rope—“that Mrs. Kennedy also liked to take her children to historical sites in the Boston area”—he eyed me to see if I was listening—“as part of their schooling. She spent so much time teaching those children, it’s no wonder she regretted the limits of her own education.” I closed my eyes again.

			“She always sounds happy to me,” I remarked, affecting more nonchalance than I felt. I didn’t fully believe what I’d just said. But at the very least she sounded content, and I was sure that was what she wanted us to hear. I opened one eye and forced myself to sit, and then stand. He opened his arms and I made my way across the room and under the rope and into them. He could still lift me then. My dress was a little too big, bunching between us and concealing, I hoped, what I’d hidden.

			“I threw up in the bushes,” I whispered, my head on his shoulder.

			“Not so happy,” my father continued, holding me close but staring off at something in the piano room, the aroma of whatever Mrs. Olsen had used to clean the wood floors lingering in the air. I could hear the house begin to settle; I was beginning to fall asleep on his shoulder. “Can you imagine the kind of political career she might have had if she’d been born just fifty years later?” He shook his head and said nothing else for a moment, and I started to drift off again. “Might have run for president herself, the old broad.” I opened one eye again. “I’m not running for president,” I muttered into his shoulder. “I’m going to be a doctor,” I added, emphasizing the personal pronoun in case he needed to be reminded of what we both already knew. He patted me on the back, nodding to the empty music room.

			I wonder now if he chose Mrs. Kennedy as a role model because she did share some commonalities with my mother: disappointment, an Irish Catholic upbringing, a natural grace, and the allure of an intelligent face. If he had chosen someone more confident, less likely to have hidden insecurities, I might never have made the transfer. Because, ultimately, although my mother had no interest in having me emulate her, I believed that she hadn’t discarded me so much as left me to drift as close to her shores as I chose, watching constantly for an opportunity to come in. I think a child who watches like that has more than the usual tendency to latch on to her quarry with single-minded determination.

			I decided to ask my father about Rosemary and her mother, so I looked up at him, trying to formulate a question to which I’d get the kind of answer I was looking for. There was a weak smile on his face as he stared into the room at Rose’s picture on the piano. He was becoming more sentimental in his middle age, given to frequent reminiscing of what might have been or what could be. When I think of him in those moments, it makes the gap between our ages seem even broader: I, just discovering; he, summarizing already. I held him tighter, wanting his attention back on me.

			And then suddenly we weren’t standing. We were tilting forward, bending down, and my father was not just holding but gripping me. The tilt was very, very slow, and I remember waiting for him to say something, to explain as we listed toward the floor. Then his arms disagreed: the left clenched me to his chest and the right let me go entirely. I was able to brace my own fall as I sprung free, but my father fell heavily, on his back. I looked at him, at his eyes open in surprise, and then I was screaming as loud as I could; and I continued screaming; long, wordless cries for help, even after Mrs. Olsen was there and then people from the street outside and an ambulance had been called.

			I sat and watched him, my throat quickly becoming raw and voiceless. All at once I could not understand what I saw, could not understand how this man on the floor was my father—a man who could not hold me, who could not stand. He was as still as a waxen doll, his chest all at once empty of air. As I stared at him I could hear the thumping of my pulse in my ears, the breath began to leave my own chest in a small, steady leak.

		

	


	
		
			Two

			I scrambled back to him from where I’d fallen and lifted his head into my lap. The heavy weight of it frightened me almost as much as his collapse. Someone put a hand on my shoulder and tried to pull me away, but I couldn’t hear what was being said to me. “Please,” I begged him. “Please, please, please,” I muttered out loud, while silently, fuming, like a train building speed, not you, not you, not you. 

			In the next instant I began to promise him everything I had to promise. I didn’t believe in a God, but my pleas to a nameless something felt like the only way to shut out the total panic that wanted to take over. My mother’s right wrist with its dark, thick scar floated in my vision, and I squeezed my eyes shut, holding my father’s head and pressing my forehead to his. 

			I tried to think of what I could do to lure him back, of how badly he wanted to see me become something he had never been, of how I needed him to do that. I thought of Rose Kennedy, of the model he’d made for me of her, and wondered if I could promise to have no regrets, if such a promise was something someone could make. But I could think of nothing else, so I did just that, whispering it into his ear, letting myself believe that the words themselves might carry within them the power of resurrection.

			I realized, belatedly, that the paramedics had been on their way for some time, but they arrived out of nowhere at that very moment; a thousand capable hands descending in response to my critical oath, lifting him, pulling his clothes away, tying their lines, pressing the electric white blocks to his chest. I caught a glimpse of his pale, still face from between their shoulders and groped for his hand. They pushed me aside, working as one, and my father’s body jumped and he took a breath. I heard myself cry out involuntarily, a useless protest escaping if only to be heard. A moment later I was told I would be checked for shock.

			But as they shone a light into my pupils and walked me through my senses, a sort of clarity began to dawn, my mind careening toward the first thing it could latch on to as a counterpoint to panic. I took as deep a breath as I could, filling my lungs until they hurt, and then filling them some more, gathering myself back from some unknown place, inflating my body and straightening, taking in the instruments and techniques and formal curiosities, slowly forcing myself to drop anchor in the chaos, to understand rather than just watch, to make sense instead of wonder.

			My father had known it all along—perhaps both my parents did—that an inescapable vulnerability wove through all our experiences and that it was better to focus elsewhere, preferably even further than the eye could see. But it took my own deep gulp of catastrophe for me to understand the power of such protection. And as I did, I felt a wondrous calm settle in as I watched the machines and the men and their instruments encourage my father’s heart to start again. And as his pulse began its slow, mountainous march back on the machine at my feet, it seemed Rose and Jack and all their children were surrounding us, their hands on our shoulders as the paramedics began to lift and carry my father through the front door, all of the Kennedys gone and all still there, seeing what I saw and nodding their heads in understanding. And drifting on the outskirts of the crowd was Rosemary, her stare direct and intentional: She could fly.

			Later in the hospital with my mother, I followed the doctors like a mute hound, transfixed as they achieved the miraculous shuffle of my father from death to life. My mother was beside herself, and in no state to look after me, so an intern was informally assigned to me, a kind young woman who handed me a paper cup of water by way of comfort. I drank the cold liquid down, staring at her and wondering what it took to earn a coat as clean as hers. “Do you want to ask me anything?” she offered quietly. I nodded, silent. She knelt down and put a hand on my shoulder. “Your father’s doing great,” she said. “You don’t need to worry.” I found my voice, blurting out my only question. “Did you have to cut open his chest to fix his heart?”

			She blinked, then began to try to answer that question and the ones that followed. And so I entered a classroom of my own design, the hospital and our reasons for being there giving way to my curiosities. Before long, she managed to scrounge up a plastic model of the heart and use it as a shield between herself and my questions. She named everything on it and I was quiet, lingering on the most foreign words, vena cava, atrium, aorta, ventricle, septum, looking at the ugly red-and-purple thing and hoping it had no real business within my father. She noticed my frown and laughed a little. “It’s not the most appealing thing in the world,” she said, then leaned in close, “but the real thing is much worse. Nothing pretty about it.” Almost instantly she pulled away, stealing a quick glance at me to see if I had registered the inappropriateness of what she’d just said. I loved when adults blurted things out to me. It was like getting away with something free and clear. I nodded, imagining a red, swelling, glistening thing.

			My intern wore white, as they all did, with subtle drapings of metal over their shoulders and pockets. We talked of blood all night, but I never saw a drop of it on any of them.

			I imagined a transitional room between where we stood and where the doctors worked, lined with countless replacement jackets and metals, all dutifully waiting for the next costume change. I wanted them to appear otherworldly, with powers to easily bring back the dead, and by the end of the night they did. It wasn’t difficult to begin convincing myself that I, too, might be more than just an I, I might be a someone, a force in the world rather than a subject of it, vulnerable to the whims of my parents and other terrifying imbalances. These doctors, too, I reasoned, must have been children, once.

			Reunited with my mother to receive my father’s progress report, I fingered the surgeon’s coat while he talked with her, imagining it on my shoulders. When he looked down at me, I smiled at him knowingly, producing my plastic heart from behind my back like a freak show magician. He recoiled, checked himself, then stared at me suspiciously. I sat back with satisfaction, my mother gazing at me, bleary-eyed and mystified, too tired even to ask.

			The doctor gave a casually forced laugh, determined not to show any surprise or discomfort I might have brought him. “That’s not what you should look at,” he said, standing authoritatively. “Come with me.” He raised an eyebrow at my mother to get her approval, but didn’t wait for her reaction. I followed him down the white corridor to a massive door with a silver handle, something I would never have dared to touch. It was open with a flick of his wrist. “Over here,” he said, striding toward his desk.

			Above it hung a framed print. He pushed his chair out of the way and pointed to it. “That drawing was made five hundred years ago. Go,” he nudged me forward, “look at it closely.” I had to crane my neck back to see it well. “It’s as accurate as any sketch you’d see today,” he announced.

			The paper was covered in scribblings, a sketch of a heart like an apparition emerging just left of center from the densely packed writing. 

			“It’s da Vinci’s.” The surgeon interrupted my thoughts. “He studied pigs first, but their hearts are very similar to ours.”

			“So that’s a pig’s heart?” I asked. 

			He frowned, again squelching something less than polished. “No,” he laughed, “not this one.” He pulled his brows together, leaning into the drawing. “It doesn’t really matter, anyway.” He squatted down beside me, his voice suddenly reverent. “The first anatomically correct image of the heart known to Western man.” He pointed up to it, over both our heads, “That,” he said, “is what all of medicine is really about. Find a way to replicate that, you find a way to live forever.” Who would want to live forever, I thought, thinking of my mother. But I didn’t say anything. 

			“If it weren’t for scientists like da Vinci,” he was saying, “geniuses really, we might never have saved your father tonight.”

			“Wasn’t da Vinci an artist?” I asked. “Why was he drawing pig hearts?” The surgeon stood up. “He was much more than an artist,” he said, placing a hand on my head.

			“What else do you have in here,” I asked, looking around. He smiled and put his hand back on the door handle. “I think you’ve seen enough for now. Let’s get you back to your mother.”

			I wasn’t quite done. “But wouldn’t someone else have drawn it eventually?” I asked, studying the print again. 

			Behind me the surgeon was silent for a beat. “Again, that’s not what matters,” he said more sternly. “It’s the impulse to know, to draw, to demystify.” He paused, unsure for a second. “He made the heart less mysterious. It was a courageous thing to do.”

			I thought of what the intern had said, about the organ being even uglier in person than it was as a purple-and-red plastic model. Maybe it was brave to look at something ugly and draw it anyway. “Has anyone tried to make a new one?” I asked, turning back to him. “So it could just be perfect, right from the start?”

			This time his smile was real. “Not yet,” he said. “Not exactly. You’re young enough, though. You might just see that done in your lifetime.”

			I went back to my seat in the lobby and resumed staring at my mother. So far that evening, I had been able to stare at her for nine minutes and forty-three seconds without attracting her attention. She saw me settle in and returned to her magazine.

			Sometime during that night, I discovered the package I had found under the piano in my backpack. I hadn’t realized I had put it there, and a quick wave of fear passed through me when I realized I’d stolen it. I glanced toward my mother, but she was sleeping in her chair. Very gently, worrying that the papers themselves might even object to being taken from their rightful home, I pulled out just the photograph of Amelia Earhart, running my finger over Rosemary’s name as though the ink might still be wet. I looked over at my mother dozing fitfully. She could fly. I watched my mother’s expression shift in her sleep, wondering what sort of beliefs she might have held as a child, if she had always been unhappy or if unhappiness was something that she had learned. Maybe she, too, had written letters to someone she hoped would answer.

			I opened my backpack and shoved Amelia back in, zipping it until it was as secure as I could make it, wanting, suddenly deciding, that the papers should be mine. Rosemary would never have wanted them to be hidden forever, I told myself. In fact, she must have just had them there for safekeeping, waiting for someone to find them who would see to and care about them. It didn’t seem, all of a sudden, that Rosemary was so hard to understand after all.

			I sat up straight in my chair, oddly comforted by the sight of my sleeping mother in front of me and the knowledge of my sleeping father near me. Around us the hospital still hummed, the doctors in their coats, with their models and confidence, rushing about, readying themselves to save even more lives. I was tired and overwhelmed and my mind began to drift again, my convictions growing unchecked and giddy. If they could save lives, I would, too, I thought. I wouldn’t be just a doctor, I would be the very best of doctors—a cardiac surgeon—maybe even one who could design a replacement heart. I would keep my promise to my father and I would never let him fall again, and I would keep my mother from sinking too low to be found.

			I, too, had been lost for a moment, and when I came back to my life it was in a form just slightly, but critically, different from the one I had left. I walked away from that hospital believing that I could one day learn to heal, that healing itself was something that could be hounded and captured, like a quarry that only needed to be chased to be won. It was a belief so strong that I would continue to build myself upon it, unable to let it go until I had tried and failed to save three of the people I most loved: two who, at very different times in my life and in very different ways, became the sort of friends we think we might never be able to live without, and then my mother, who in the end might have saved me.
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