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part one


one

She’d missed it, Phoebe knew by the silence. Crossing the lush, foggy park, she heard nothing but the drip of condensation running from ferns and palm leaves. By the time she reached the field, its vast emptiness came as no surprise.

The grass was a brilliant, jarring green. Debris covered it, straws, crushed cigarettes, a few sodden blankets abandoned to the mud.

Phoebe shoved her hands in her pockets and crossed the grass, stepping over patches of bare mud. A ring of trees encircled the field, coastal trees, wind-bent and gnarled yet still symmetrical, like figures straining to balance heavy trays.

At the far end of the field several people in army jackets were dismantling a bandstand. They carried its parts through the trees to a road, where Phoebe saw the dark shape of a truck.

She approached a man and woman with long coils of orange electrical cord dangling from their arms. Phoebe waited politely for the two to finish talking, but they seemed not to notice her.

Timidly she turned to another man, who carried a plank across his arms. ‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘Did I miss it?’

‘You did,’ he said. ‘It was yesterday. Noon to midnight.’ He squinted at her as if the sun were out. He looked vaguely familiar, and Phoebe wondered if he might have known her sister. She was always wondering that.

‘I thought it was today,’ she said uselessly.

‘Yeah, about half the posters were printed wrong.’ He grinned, his eyes a bright, chemical blue, like sno-cones.

It was June 18, a Saturday. Ten years before, in 1968, a ‘Festival of Moons’ had allegedly happened on this same field. ‘Revival of Moons’, the posters promised, and Phoebe had juggled her shifts at work and come eagerly, anxious to relive what she’d failed to live even once.

‘So, how was it?’ she asked.

‘Underattended.’ He laughed sardonically.

‘I’m glad it wasn’t just me,’ she said.

The guy set down his plank and ran a hand across his eyes. Blunt, straight blond hair fell to his shoulders. ‘Man,’ he said, ‘you look a lot like this girl I used to know.’

Startled, Phoebe glanced at him. He was squinting again. ‘Like, exactly like her.’

She stared at his face. ‘Catnip,’ she said, surprising herself.

He took a small step away.

‘You were friends with Faith O’Connor, right?’ Phoebe said, excited now. ‘Well, I’m her sister.’

Catnip looked away, then back at Phoebe. He shook his head. She remembered him now, though he’d seemed much bigger before. And beautiful – that intense, fragile beauty you saw sometimes in high school guys, but never in men. Girls couldn’t resist him, hence his name.

He was staring at Phoebe. ‘I can’t believe this,’ he said.

While Catnip went to extricate himself from the work crew, Phoebe struggled to catch her breath. For years she’d imagined this, a friend of Faith’s recognizing her now, grown up – how much like her sister she looked.

Together she and Catnip crossed the field. Phoebe felt nervous. There were blond glints of beard on his face.

‘So you’re what, in high school now?’ he asked.

‘I graduated,’ Phoebe said. ‘Last week, actually.’ She hadn’t attended the ceremony.

‘Well, I’m Kyle. No one’s called me Catnip in years,’ he said wistfully.

‘How old are you?’

‘Twenty-six. Yourself?’

‘Eighteen.’

‘Eighteen,’ he said, and laughed. ‘Shit, when I was eighteen, twenty-six sounded geriatric.’

Kyle had just finished his second year of law school. ‘Monday I start my summer job,’ he said, and with two fingers mimed a pair of scissors snipping off his hair.

‘Really? They make you cut it?’ It sounded like the Army.

‘They don’t have to,’ he said. ‘You’ve already done it.’

Traffic sounds grew louder as they neared the edge of Golden Gate Park. Phoebe felt like a child left alone with one of Faith’s friends, the uneasy job of holding their interest. ‘Do you ever think about those times?’ she asked. ‘You know, with my sister?’

There was a pause. ‘Sure,’ Kyle said. ‘Sure I do.’

‘Me too.’

‘She’s incredibly real to me. Faith,’ he said.

‘I think about her constantly,’ said Phoebe.

Kyle nodded. ‘She was your sister.’

By the time they reached Haight Street, the fog was beginning to shred, exposing blue wisps of sky. Phoebe thought of mentioning that she worked only two blocks away – would be there right now if not for the Revival of Moons – but this seemed of no consequence.

‘I live around here,’ Kyle said. ‘How about some coffee?’

His apartment, on Cole Street, was a disappointment. Phoebe had hoped to enter a time warp, but a sleek charcoal couch and long glass coffee table dominated the living room. On the walls, abstract lithographs appeared to levitate inside Plexiglas frames. Still, a prism dangled from one window, and tie-dyed cushions scattered the floor. Phoebe noticed a smell of cloves or pepper, some odor familiar from years before.

She sat on the floor, away from the charcoal couch. When Kyle shed his army jacket, Phoebe noticed through his T-shirt how muscular he was. He took a joint from a Lucite cigarette holder on the coffee table and fired it up, then lowered himself to the floor.

‘You know,’ he croaked, holding in smoke as he passed the joint to Phoebe, ‘a bunch of times I thought about dropping by you and your mom’s. Just see how you were doing.’

‘You should’ve done it,’ Phoebe said. She was eyeing the joint, worrying whether or not to smoke. Getting high made her deeply anxious, had paralyzed her more than once in a viselike fear that she was about to drop dead. But she thought of her sister, how eagerly Faith had reached for everything – how Kyle would expect this of Phoebe. She took a modest hit. Kyle was bent at his stereo, stacking records on a turntable. Surrealistic Pillow came on, the rich, eerie voice of Grace Slick.

‘She remarried or anything, your mom?’ he asked, resuming his seat.

‘Oh no,’ Phoebe said, half laughing. ‘No.’

As Kyle watched her through the smoke, she grew self-conscious. ‘I guess that phase in her life is kind of over,’ she explained.

He shook his head. ‘Too bad.’

‘No, she doesn’t mind,’ Phoebe said, wondering as she spoke if she knew this for sure. ‘She’s sort of past the age of romance.’

Kyle frowned, toking on the joint. ‘How old could she be?’

‘Her birthday’s next weekend, actually. Forty-seven.’

He burst out laughing, spewing smoke and then coughing with abandon. ‘Forty-seven,’ he said, recovering himself. ‘That’s not old, Phoebe.’

She stared at him, stunned by his laughter. ‘I didn’t say she was old,’ she said. The pot was confusing her.

Kyle’s eyes lingered on Phoebe. Smoke hung on the air in folds, dissolving slowly like cream into coffee. ‘What about you?’ he said. ‘How’ve you been?’

‘Fine, thanks,’ she said guardedly.

By the time they finished the joint, the room seemed to pulsate directly against Phoebe’s eyeballs. Her heartbeat echoed. The pillows exhaled a cinnamon smell when she leaned back.

Kyle stretched out flat, hands cradling his head, legs crossed at the ankles. ‘I want to talk about it,’ he said, his eyes closed, ‘but I don’t know how to.’

‘Me too,’ Phoebe said. ‘I never do.’

Kyle opened one eye. ‘Not even with your mom? Your brother?’

‘I don’t know why,’ Phoebe said. ‘We used to.’

‘Plastic Fantastic Lover’ came on, meandering and druggy, invading Phoebe’s mind with fluorescent splashes of color. They listened in silence.

‘So . . . did you ever find out what happened?’ Kyle said at last.

‘You mean, how she died?’

‘Yeah. How it happened exactly.’

As always when the subject turned to Faith, some pressure inside Phoebe relaxed. She took long, peaceful breaths. ‘Well, everyone says she jumped.’

Kyle sighed. ‘In Italy, right?’

Phoebe nodded. After a pause she asked, ‘Do you believe it?’

‘I don’t know,’ Kyle said. ‘I mean, the way I heard it – you’d know better than me – it would’ve been pretty hard to fall there by accident.’

‘Except no one saw.’

Kyle raised himself on his elbows and looked at Phoebe. She gazed back at him, very stoned, trying to pinpoint what exactly had changed about Kyle since the old days.

‘But I mean, why?’ he said. ‘You know – why?’

He looked so earnest, as if he were the first person ever to pose the question in quite this way. It made Phoebe laugh, softly at first, then convulsively, tears running from her eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, wiping them on her sleeve. Her nose was running. ‘Sorry.’

Kyle touched her arm. ‘I just wondered what the story was,’ he said.

‘Yeah,’ Phoebe said, sniffling. ‘Me too.’ Laughing had relieved her, the way crying did.

‘You think it was an accident,’ Kyle said.

‘I’m not sure.’

He nodded. The subject was closed, somehow. Phoebe felt as if she’d lost a chance. It was her own fault, she thought, for laughing.

They drifted into silence. Phoebe’s thumb and middle finger were sticky with resin. Kyle relit the roach, and when he handed it over, she smoked without hesitation. Finally Kyle let the nub of roach drop to the floor and sat cross-legged, the fingers of one hand pressed to the other. ‘You look like her,’ he said. ‘I guess you hear that a lot.’

‘I don’t hear it,’ Phoebe said, confused as to why. ‘Because’ – she laughed, realizing – ‘well, I mean, no one sees us together.’

Kyle smacked his forehead, clearly mortified.

‘But I wish they did,’ Phoebe said. ‘Say that.’

He left her, crossing the room to the window. Phoebe stretched, reaching toward the ceiling in her painter’s pants and desert boots so the muscles pulled at her ribs. She was very stoned, but today it seemed all right. She even felt a loopy sort of confidence as she lay on her side, watching Kyle squint through his prism. A nylon thread attached it to the window. He twisted it, scattering smudges of rainbow light. King Crimson’s song ‘Moon-child’ came on.

‘I just had a weird feeling,’ Kyle said.

‘What?’

‘I thought, if you told me right now you were Faith, I bet I’d believe you.’

Phoebe turned her face away to hide her pleasure. She still wore Faith’s clothing sometimes, frayed jeans and lacy fleamarket blouses, a crushed velvet jacket with star-shaped buttons. Nothing quite fit. Her sister had been thinner, or taller, her black hair longer – something. Try as Phoebe might to bridge the gap between herself and Faith, some difference always remained. But one day that difference would vanish, she believed, part of a larger transformation Phoebe was constantly awaiting. She had thought it would come by graduation.

‘I’m leaving for Europe pretty soon,’ she lied, seized by a desire to impress and dazzle Kyle. ‘A long trip.’

‘Oh yeah?’ he said from the window. ‘Where to?’

‘I’m not sure. I thought I’d just go, you know? Kind of be spontaneous.’ There was some truth in this; Phoebe did intend to go one day to Europe, retrace her sister’s steps. She had always known it. But she’d enrolled at Berkeley for the fall semester, chosen five courses and even dorm space.

‘I’m all for spontaneity,’ Kyle said, sounding envious.

So had their father been. In his will he’d tried to ensure it, providing Faith and Phoebe and Barry five thousand dollars each after high school, to explore the world. ‘Do it first,’ he’d said, ‘before you get tied down. Do things you’ll tell stories about the rest of your lives.’

‘Just go, you know?’ Phoebe said, losing herself in the lie. ‘Just take off.’

Kyle moved to where she lay, his bare feet sticking on the polished floor. A knee cracked as he eased himself on the cushions beside her. Phoebe shut her eyes.

‘You’re beautiful,’ he said, touching her face. Phoebe opened her eyes and quickly shut them. She felt giddy, as if the room, like Kyle’s prism, were twisting on a nylon string. He leaned down, kissing her mouth. Phoebe kissed him back, some blind part of herself rushing forward. She was still a virgin. Kyle’s mouth had a sweet, applesauce taste.

He adjusted the cushions and stretched out beside her. As he touched Phoebe’s breasts through her T-shirt, she sensed his confidence, and it helped her relax. Kyle took her head in his hands, his palms cool at her temples, and Phoebe heard behind her covered ears a rushing, seashell noise. Kyle eased himself on top of her. She clung to the muscles along his spine, the heat from his body seeping through Phoebe’s clothes to her skin. The coiled strength of his stomach moved gently as he breathed; his erection pressed her thigh. She opened her eyes to look at him. But Kyle’s own eyes were clenched shut, as if he were making a wish.

‘Wait – wait,’ Phoebe said, squirming out from beneath him.

Kyle resisted her at first, then sprang to his feet as if a stranger had entered the room. Phoebe heard his shallow breathing. She sat curled like an egg, chin on her knees. Kyle moved to the couch and hunched at one end. ‘Shit,’ he said.

But Phoebe had lost track of him. There was something she needed to remember. She shut her eyes, forehead pressed to her knees, and saw Faith and her friends swallow tiny squares of paper and sometime later start laughing, crazy weeping laughter that in Faith soon turned to helpless sobbing in her boyfriend’s arms – ‘Wolf’ he was called for his brown skin and white teeth, brown hands on her sister’s head, ‘Shhh,’ stroking her hair as if Faith were a cat, ‘Shhh.’ Shirtless under a soft leather vest, his brown stomach muscles reminding Phoebe of the shapes on a turtle’s shell. And then Faith was kissing him, Phoebe watching, uneasy. ‘Come on,’ Faith said, and tried to stand, but she couldn’t; she was sick, her eyes feverish. ‘Come on.’ Kissing, kissing, but Wolf saw Phoebe crouched beside him, and their eyes locked.

‘Faith, wait,’ he said. ‘Babe, hold on.’

But finally he helped her up, Phoebe creeping behind them into the hall, where they tottered to the far end, her mother’s white bedroom door swinging shut behind them. Then silence. Phoebe waited in the hall for the door to open up again, growing frightened as the minutes passed – her sister was sick, could hardly walk! After their father got sick that door was always shut, sweet medicine smells in the hallway. Phoebe threw herself down on the rug and lay there in a kind of trance, the white door burning a hole through her head until finally after what seemed like hours she ran at the door sobbing, cool smooth paint against her cheek, but still she didn’t turn the knob. She was too afraid.

Then footsteps. Phoebe jumped back as Faith opened the door, her sister’s eyes wide and black, drops of water sticking to her lashes. Hugging Phoebe close, ‘Baby,’ rocking her gently, ‘Baby, baby, what’s happened to you?’ Smelling of soap – had she only been taking a shower? And Wolf, the hero, watching Phoebe with such pain in his face, as if he’d hurt her. No, Phoebe wanted to say, no, no, but how could she speak when she understood nothing, when everyone was mysterious?

Now Phoebe looked at Kyle, miles away on the couch. It was always this way – something she needed to remember pulling her back, like an undertow. A white door sealing her off, reminding Phoebe that her present life was unreal and without significance. What mattered was hidden from sight. At times she hated remembering, wanted nothing in the world but to rush forward into something of her own, lose herself in it. But this wasn’t possible. The only way forward was through that door.

‘Do you miss her?’ Phoebe said into the silence.

Kyle groaned up from the couch and sprayed water on the leaves of several spindly marijuana plants leaning toward an ultraviolet bulb. Delicate threads tied them to stakes. ‘Sometimes I feel like she’s still back there,’ he said. ‘In that time. I miss it like hell.’

‘Me too,’ Phoebe said, an ache in her chest. ‘Even if I wasn’t really there.’

‘Sure you were there.’

‘No. I was a kid.’

There was a long pause. ‘I wasn’t there, either,’ Kyle said. ‘Not totally.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I kept circling, circling, but I never quite hit it.’

This admission made Phoebe uneasy. ‘You were there, Kyle,’ she assured him. ‘You were definitely there.’

He grinned, seeming heartened. He sprayed his mister into the air, granules of vapor catching the light as they fell. Phoebe heard the cannon, fired each day at five o’clock from the Presidio military base. ‘I better go,’ she said, wobbling to her feet. One of her legs was asleep. It was 1978. Faith’s boyfriend Wolf lived in Europe now. Phoebe’s mother hadn’t heard from him in years.

Kyle waited, hands in his pockets. ‘I’ll give you a call.’

‘Okay,’ Phoebe said, knowing he wouldn’t.

She walked carefully down the macadam steps to the street, gripping the rail. Sunlight glittered in the trees. There was a distant cable car prattle, silence around it.

‘Hey,’ she heard overhead. Kyle was leaning out his window. ‘I forgot, I wanted to give you something in case you get to Munich. I’ve got a cousin over there.’

Phoebe shielded her eyes. She’d forgotten her Europe story, and was startled now to hear it repeated as fact.

‘C’mon back,’ Kyle said.

Phoebe retraced her steps. Kyle handed her a joint wrapped in fluorescent pink rolling paper. It felt dry and light in her hand.

‘Tell him it’s the same stuff we smoked at Christmas,’ he said, copying from an address book onto the back of a receipt. ‘Steven + Ingrid Lake,’ Phoebe read, with an address. The telephone number seemed short on digits. She rolled the joint carefully inside the address and slipped it in her wallet.

‘Tell Steve to stay clear of the anthills,’ Kyle said, laughing in the doorway. ‘He’ll understand.’

Descending the stairs a second time, Phoebe felt a curious excitement. As far as Kyle knew, she was going to Europe – next week, tomorrow – and this thought amazed Phoebe, thrilled her with a sense that anything might happen.

On the street she looked up. Kyle was watching her from his window again, absently touching the prism. ‘When are you leaving?’ he said.

‘Soon,’ she said, almost laughing. ‘Next week, maybe.’ She turned to go.

‘Send me a postcard,’ he called.

Phoebe found herself smiling at the bony Victorian houses. Europe, she thought. Birds, white stone, long dark bridges. Going all the places Faith had gone – exactly, one by one. Her sister’s postcards still lay stacked in a shoebox underneath the bed. Phoebe recalled awaiting them feverishly, right from the day her sister and Wolf had first left, a summer day not unlike this one. They’d driven to the airport in Wolf’s truck, with a girl who’d already paid him for it. Phoebe had stood on the sidewalk a long time after they’d gone, wondering what would happen to them. She’d been wondering ever since.

Her sister died on November 21, 1970, on the rocks below Corniglia, a tiny village on the west coast of northern Italy. She was seventeen; Phoebe was ten. Traces of drugs were found in Faith’s body, speed, LSD, but not enough that she would have been high at the time. If her neck hadn’t broken, they said, she might have lived.

If Phoebe could string together the hours she’d spent circling this event, they would surely total years. She lost herself in these contemplations, her own life falling away like a husk as she sank into the rich, bottomless well of her sister’s absence. And the longer Phoebe circled, the more certain she became that a great misunderstanding was at work; that if Faith had taken her life, she’d done it without a hint of the failure or hopelessness the word ‘suicide’ implied. When Phoebe thought of her sister’s death, it was always with a curious lilt to the heart, as if Faith had been lifted into some more spectacular realm, a place so remote she could reach it only by forfeiting her life. Like kicking away a ladder. Where was the failure in that?

Phoebe’s mother, Gail, had flown to Italy and returned with Faith’s ashes in a box. She and Phoebe and Barry scattered them from the clifftops near the Golden Gate Bridge, a place where their family used to picnic. Phoebe remembered staring in disbelief at the silty, uneven chunks, like debris left in a fireplace. Her hands had been sweating, and as she tossed fistfuls into the wind, the finest powder stuck in the creases of her palms. No matter how hard Phoebe shook, the powder remained. Afterward she’d locked the door to her room and gazed for a long time at her open hands. The house was quiet. Phoebe stuck out her tongue and lightly ran its tip along her palm. The taste was sour, salty. Horrified, Phoebe fled to the bathroom and scoured her hands and mouth in the sink, staring into the toilet and willing herself to be sick. Lately she’d wondered if what she tasted that day was her own sweat.

A white door at the end of a hallway. ‘Come on,’ Faith had said, reaching for Wolf. They closed it behind them.

Phoebe pacing outside, driving her toes deep into the soft rug. Terrified – of what? That her sister was gone. That the door would never open. That when finally it did, she would find herself alone in a bright, empty room.


two

When Phoebe rode with her brother in his Porsche, they played a tacit game of chicken: Barry accelerated steadily, knowing it scared Phoebe, wanting her to ask him to slow down. Phoebe would plunge straight into the jaws of death before she gave him that satisfaction. When they rode alone together, grim silence would overwhelm them as the needle edged across the speedometer, Phoebe begging God please for one red light. How long can this go on, she would think, before something happens to us? But she wasn’t giving in.

‘Honey, calm yourself,’ their mother said when Barry began gunning the engine three blocks out of the driveway. ‘I’d like a few more birthdays after this one.’

The day was warm and clear, rare for a San Francisco June. Barry was duly elated. He’d been planning their mother’s birthday for weeks, proposing first a long weekend in Hawaii, then a hot-air balloon ride, finally an all-day sail on a chartered yacht. ‘I’m your mother, not the CEO of Sony,’ she’d chided him, laughing gently so Barry wouldn’t take it wrong. ‘Why not a picnic?’

At twenty-three, Phoebe’s brother was a millionaire. The seed of his wealth had been their father’s five thousand dollars, engorged by careful investments while Barry was at Berkeley. After graduation he’d used the money to start a software company, and when Phoebe last asked, his employees had numbered fifty-seven. He owned a four-bedroom house in the hills outside Los Gatos, and showered Phoebe each holiday with gifts that left her weak with gratitude, a Prince tennis racket, a digital watch, a string of real pearls that radiated a faint pink glow in certain lights. Barry often dropped the names of important people he’d met at parties, always stressing how they’d sought him out, how some moment of unique communication had transpired. According to Barry, his employees were off the genius charts, his products so phenomenally great that customers were nearly fainting away at their computer terminals. Against her better judgment, Phoebe found herself believing him sometimes, adopting Barry’s view that the center of the world was not New York or Paris or Washington, DC, but a software company near Palo Alto.

‘Where are we going?’ Phoebe called from the backseat as the Porsche entered Golden Gate Park.

‘You’ll see,’ Barry said. He was talking to their mother. Chips, Phoebe heard, bytes (of what? she idly wondered). She opened her window and breathed the wet, eucalyptus smell of Golden Gate Park. It had been exactly a week since she’d met Kyle here, and like most stoned memories, the encounter had a sketchy, dreamlike quality. But the feeling of telling Kyle she would go to Europe, having him believe her – that Phoebe couldn’t forget.

She reached over the back of her mother’s seat and touched her frosted hair. Exquisite though her mother looked to Phoebe, an outdatedness made her beauty seem muted in the outside world, inactive. Phoebe loved this. It unnerved her to look at old snapshots of her young, glamorous mother smiling coyly up from under hat brims. She remembered her parents together, how her father would lie with his head in her mother’s lap or playfully slap her behind. She remembered Claude, too, her mother’s single lover in a widowhood filled with meaningless dates – the dazed openness that had fallen on her mother in Claude’s presence, a tension between them filling the room like a charge. But Phoebe loved her mother best as she was now, wistful, out-of-step, her laugh tinged always with sadness, as if things were only funny in spite of themselves. Phoebe saw her mother as still in mourning and treasured the safety this made her feel, like falling asleep knowing someone else will always be awake, keeping watch.

Barry parked beside a clearing full of fruit trees whose leaves were so new they looked wet. He unloaded the car, waving away their offers of help. Barry was dark-haired and tall, his eyes pure black, as if the pupils had sprung wide in some moment of panic and never snapped back. The trait was arresting in photographs – ‘That’s your brother? God, what a fox,’ Phoebe’s friends had been saying for years when they saw his picture – but in life something cut the effect. He moved childishly, neck outthrust, arms loose at his sides, looking always ready to duck.

Barry assembled their picnic, a lavish, daunting array of Brie and red pears, roast beef and bagels and stuffed grape leaves. There was Dom Perignon in an ice chest, a tiny pot of beluga caviar. Their mother kicked away her espadrilles and sipped her champagne, flexing her white toes. The skin of her calves was so dry it shone like a glaze. ‘I could do with a few more days of this,’ she said.

When they’d all eaten slices of Phoebe’s carrot cake, Barry returned from the car with arms full of gifts. He piled them before their mother, a heap of gold foil and green ribbons. ‘Goodness,’ she said.

Phoebe’s own gift was hidden in the pocket of her corduroys, a silver necklace from Tiffany for her parents’ twenty-fifth anniversary. It would have been Tuesday. ‘You go first, Bear,’ she said, knowing he would like that.

Barry selected a box. Their mother opened it slowly, at pains not to tear the wrapping. She always opened gifts in this same careful way, yet afterward would crunch up the untorn wrappers and toss them away without a thought. ‘Makeup,’ she said, peeling the gold aside.

‘They’re the latest colors,’ Barry said. ‘It’s a whole set.’

Rows of tinted ovals sparkled like the watercolor sets Phoebe had used as a child. ‘I haven’t worn much makeup in years,’ their mother said.

‘Not to worry,’ Barry assured her, proffering a second gift. It was long and flat. Inside lay a card.

‘“A gift certificate”,’ she read. ‘For a complete makeover?’

‘What it is, is,’ Barry leapt in, ‘they figure out what goes best on your face, then they teach you how to do it.’

‘A paper bag would suffice in my case,’ their mother said, putting an arm around Barry. ‘Honestly, honey, you really spent time on this.’

The next box revealed another gift certificate, this time for a hair salon. Their mother rumpled Barry’s hair. ‘Excuse me,’ she said. ‘I’ll have you know this style was the rage in ’65.’

But Barry seemed not to hear. He loomed over their mother, handing her presents as fast as she could open them. Phoebe gazed overhead at the fresh new leaves, furious. How rude, she thought, how totally insulting. Had Barry lost his mind?

Another gift certificate, this time for the Centurion, a clothing shop on Union Street. ‘This is too much,’ their mother said, ‘You’ve gone completely overboard here!’

‘And now,’ Barry said, foisting upon her a final box, ‘to bring it all home, present number five.’

Their mother opened it and frowned. ‘Fashion coordinator,’ she said. ‘It sounds like a machine.’

‘No, no, it’s a guy,’ Barry explained. ‘You bring him with you to the store and he helps you choose what to buy. He knows what styles are “in” .’

There was a beat of silence. Their mother looked up from the flurry of gold wrapping, and Phoebe glimpsed in Barry’s face a flash of distress, as if the weight of so many gifts had suddenly borne down upon him. ‘I don’t mean it badly . . .’ he said.

‘Of course not,’ their mother said, turning to Phoebe. ‘He’s right, isn’t he? I have become sort of a frump.’

‘You’re not a frump,’ Phoebe said.

‘I hope you’ll really use this stuff,’ Barry said, ‘I mean, not just throw it in a closet or something.’ His eyes lingered on Phoebe, as though divining her urge to sabotage him.

‘It’s funny, actually,’ their mother said. ‘I’ve been thinking for months about trying to . . . revitalize my appearance.’

‘Really?’ Phoebe said, taken aback.

‘Honestly. But I had no idea where to start. Your timing is sort of uncanny, Barry.’

Phoebe mulled this over uneasily. It was several moments before she remembered her own gift and pried it from her pocket.

‘More presents,’ her mother said. ‘Such extravagant children.’

Barry looked on in silence. Already Phoebe sensed his resentment, his fear of being upstaged. Their mother unwrapped the tissue slowly, opening the box to find the small blue Tiffany bag. ‘What a beautiful little bag,’ she said. ‘I’m sure I can use this for something.’ She was going slowly, balancing Phoebe’s one gift against all of Barry’s, making it last more than an instant.

Her mother loosened the bag’s drawstring throat and found the necklace: a solid drop of silver on a slender chain. ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Oh Phoebe, this is beautiful. Help me put it on.’ She lifted her hair and Phoebe fastened the clasp around her mother’s neck, so the drop of silver rested in the shallow cup between her collarbones.

‘Nice,’ Barry said, shifting on the grass. ‘That’s pretty, Pheeb.’

‘It’s spectacular,’ their mother said, kissing Phoebe’s cheek. Phoebe caught the smell from inside her blouse, tart from her lemony perfume. Their mother always smelled the same.

Phoebe kept her eyes on her mother, waiting for her to acknowledge the true meaning of the necklace. Probably she would manage this without Barry’s ever knowing – just a glance to remind each other of the vanished years stretched taut beneath them.

Their mother shut her eyes and tilted her face to the sun. Phoebe peered at her until she opened them. ‘What is it?’ her mother said, straightening.

Phoebe just stared. She heard a distant pulse of bongo drums.

‘Sweetheart, is something wrong?’ Phoebe kept her eyes wide open. ‘Phoebe?’

‘Don’t you get it?’ Phoebe cried, exasperated.

‘Get . . .’

‘Silver.’ It astounded her, having to say it.

Her mother touched the necklace. ‘Yes, I— I love silver.’

‘Think. Sil-ver,’ Phoebe said, drawing out the word. ‘I can’t believe you don’t understand!’

‘What’s to understand?’ Barry cried. ‘Jesus, Phoebe, she said she liked it.’

Her mother’s hands fluttered at her neck.

‘Silver! For your twenty-fifth.’

But even now, her mother’s face remained empty. Phoebe felt a pulse of fear deep in her stomach.

‘Oh, I see,’ her mother finally cried, with relief. ‘Our twenty-fifth, of course. But that was last year.’

Phoebe sat upright. ‘Last year? How?’

‘What was last year?’ Barry said.

‘We were married in ’52.’

‘ ’Fifty-two! I thought it was ’53.’

‘It doesn’t matter, honey. Really, it makes absolutely no difference.’ Her mother still seemed off-balance. ‘Goodness,’ she said, ‘you frightened me.’

‘Cut. Cut!’ Barry said. ‘Will someone please explain what this necklace has to do with you and Dad getting married?’

‘Silver,’ their mother said. ‘That’s what you give on someone’s twenty-fifth wedding anniversary.’

Barry leaned back, staring fiercely at the trees. ‘Got it,’ he said.

‘It was a sweet thing to do,’ their mother said, but without the conviction Phoebe longed for.

Barry did not reply. Phoebe followed his gaze to a long, rainbow-striped kite twisting just above the trees. A muscle jumped near his jaw. ‘Don’t be mad, Bear,’ she said.

‘Oh, I see. Now it’s my fault.’

Their mother’s shoulders fell. Phoebe sensed her defeat and blamed herself, getting the year wrong. She looked at the trees, an old man tanning his face and chest with a blinding foil bib. Beneath all this lay a frame of past events, a structure upon which the present was stretched like a skin. A mistake in that frame made the world appear senseless – clouds, dogs, kids with fluorescent yo-yos – how did they fit? What did they mean? ‘’Fifty-two,’ Phoebe said, trying to calm herself. ‘I can’t believe it was ’52.’

Barry opened his mouth to reply, then exhaled. Their mother took Phoebe’s hand in her own, slim and warm, full of strong veins. Phoebe relaxed. Her mother saw the frame; she saw everything.

It was time for their mother to go to her office. She worked often on weekends, a fact that drove Barry to paroxysms of rage at her boss, Jack Lamont. They rode in silence to her building, on Post Street. ‘I have the most wonderful children in the world,’ their mother said, kissing them both as she left the car. Phoebe remained slumped in the backseat, leaving Barry alone in front. As he roared down Pine Street, running lights the instant before they turned green, she shut her eyes, trying to pinpoint when exactly it was that she and her brother had first turned against each other. But no matter how far back she went, it seemed already to have happened.

In the driveway Barry killed the engine. ‘I want to talk to you,’ he said, leading the way to the house. All Phoebe’s life they had lived in this same sprawling Victorian on Clay Street. In recent years it had gone a bit to seed, the paint dull and chipped, overgrown trees leaning drunkenly at the windows. The third floor had been sealed off years ago, rented out as a separate apartment.

Barry followed Phoebe into the kitchen. ‘Sit,’ he said, pointing at a chair. She obeyed, heart racing. ‘This has to end, Phoebe. You know it.’

‘What?’ Phoebe said. But he was right. She did know.

‘You and Mom,’ he said. ‘How you’ve been living.’

‘But you’re hardly ever around.’

‘That’s right,’ Barry rejoined with energy. ‘It’s physically painful for me to come inside this house! I mean, Jesus, Phoebe, it’s been years and nothing’s changed; it’s like Great Expectations.’

Phoebe listened in dread. He was right, she thought, he must be right. She’d read Great Expectations, but couldn’t think which part he meant.

‘You, I’m not worried about,’ Barry went on. ‘You’re about to start college. But Mom, Jesus. Alone in this house, that asshole boss eating up all her time and she’s forty-seven years old, Phoebe. Think about it. Forty-seven.’

‘But I’m not going to leave her,’ Phoebe cried. ‘She won’t be alone ever.’

It was the wrong answer. Barry veered toward her, nearly wild-eyed. ‘Phoebe, don’t you get it?’ he shouted. ‘You have to leave, that’s my whole goddamn point! You’re not what she needs anymore.’

‘So that’s why you gave her that stuff,’ Phoebe said, angry now. ‘So she can catch a new husband before it’s too late.’

‘To put it crassly.’ There was a pause, then Barry went on in a quieter voice. ‘After Faith, I don’t know, Mom just froze. It’s tragic.’

‘You mean because of that one guy?’

‘The only guy since Dad! And Mom was in love with Claude—’

‘I don’t want to talk about this.’

‘But after Faith died she just—’

‘Stop it, Bear.’ Phoebe covered her ears. But she could still hear him.

‘—cut him off. Like she thought she couldn’t have that anymore. Like some kind of punishment.’

He had never said anything like this before. Phoebe was amazed. ‘She dates,’ she finally said, addressing a straw placemat. ‘Mom goes out.’

‘Yeah, she goes,’ Barry said with scorn. ‘Then she comes back to you, this house—’

‘We live here! What else can she do?’

‘Let go,’ Barry said, his voice hushed. ‘Just, let go.’

‘Of what?’ Phoebe asked fearfully. ‘Each other?’

‘All of it. Dad, Faith, the whole number. Just’ – he flicked open his hands, a flash of white skin – ‘let it go.’

Phoebe rested her head on the table. Barry moved close and touched her hair, and something in Phoebe relaxed, trusting him. ‘You’ll be amazed how easy it is,’ he said.

‘What if we don’t want to?’

The question seemed to stall him. Phoebe raised her head, then sat up. ‘I mean why?’ she said, confused. ‘For you? Because you say?’

‘Of course not for me – for you,’ Barry said, moving away from her, ‘you and Mom.’

‘But we’re perfectly happy. You’re the one who’s upset with things, Bear. I mean, wait a second,’ Phoebe said, pushing away from the table to stand as the realization broke across her. ‘I know why you’re saying this stuff, it’s because of Faith.’

‘Bullshit,’ Barry said, uneasy.

‘You want her gone,’ Phoebe said, the very words inducing a reeling sensation. ‘You want to stamp her out!’

Barry opened his mouth, speechless, and Phoebe knew she’d touched something. ‘You want her gone so you can be everyone’s favorite.’

The shadow of her brother’s beard was blue against his skin. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he said.

‘You’re scared,’ Phoebe said. ‘I see it.’

They watched each other across the kitchen. Phoebe felt a surge of power over Barry that spent itself abruptly. ‘Forget it, Bear,’ she said, moving near him. They relaxed against each other, a rare moment. Even their hugs were normally tense.

Then Barry moved her away. ‘Fuck it, Phoebe. You didn’t hear one thing I said.’

‘I did,’ she said. ‘I tried.’

He laughed at her. ‘You refuse to try,’ he said, ‘which mystifies me, because what’ve you got to lose?’ He waited. ‘Nothing! Don’t you get it? This is nothing. You’re sitting on nothing here.’ He left the room.

‘It is not nothing!’ Phoebe yelled after him, but Barry was out the front door, slamming it behind him so the floor shook. Phoebe heard the lash of his engine for several blocks. She imagined the freedom Barry must feel, ripping along the freeway toward Los Gatos, blasting his tape deck. She wished she knew how to drive.

Two or three months after their father died, Barry had decided one Saturday to clear out a basement storeroom for an inventing workshop. Their father’s paintings crowded the little room: hundreds of canvases, many painted in the last months before he died. Nearly all the paintings were of Faith. Barry decided to throw them away.

He stacked a first load into an enormous cardboard box and dragged it out to the street. Faith was outside, trimming beds of ivy with a large pair of clipping shears. Phoebe slumped beside her on the warm brick path, twirling ivy stems like propellers and letting go, watching them fly for a second.

‘What’s in the box?’ Faith asked when Barry came toiling along the driveway.

‘Some old stuff of Dad’s.’

Faith went to the box, still holding her shears, and looked inside. She pulled out one of the paintings, a portrait of herself in the backyard. In the picture she was smiling. ‘Bear, what are you doing with these?’

‘Throwing them out.’

Faith seemed confused. She’d hardly been able to eat, and the shears looked heavy and dark in her hand. ‘Put them back,’ she told him.

‘There isn’t room.’

‘Put them where they were, Bear. Back in the basement.’

‘I’m throwing them out!’

‘They were Dad’s!’ Faith cried.

Barry pushed past her, dragging the box behind him over the pavement. It made a loud scraping sound.

‘Stop it,’ Faith cried. ‘Just – give them to me.’

But something had happened to Barry. ‘I want them out,’ he hollered. ‘I’m sick of these things!’ There were tears on his face. He seized a painting from the box and threw it into the street. There was Faith, face-up on the concrete. She shrieked as if she’d felt the impact. Barry took a second painting and tried to break it with his hands. Phoebe ran at her brother and held his arms, but he shook her off easily, pulled three paintings from the box and hurled them as far as he could. Two rolled in cheerful somersaults before toppling over. Barry was a fierce, wiry boy, and he moved quickly. Portraits of Faith soon littered the street: pastels, watercolors, wet-looking oils.

Faith was sobbing. She waved the shears in Barry’s face. ‘Stop it,’ she screamed, ‘or I’ll kill you!’

Barry paused. He looked at the shears, then smiled. He broke the painting over his knee. Faith plunged the shears into her own thigh.

Then everything stopped. Barry’s face went so white Phoebe thought at first that her sister had killed them both. There was a long, almost leisurely pause when none of them moved, when the day tingled around them.

Then everything happened at once: Faith sank to the ground. Barry tore off his T-shirt and tied her leg in a tourniquet. Phoebe pounded wildly on the door of their neighbor, Mrs Rose, who ferried them to Children’s Hospital in her clattering station wagon. There were shots, stitches and lots of questions. It was a game, they’d all insisted – instinctively, without plan or discussion among them – a game that had gone too far.

It had always seemed to Phoebe, looking back, that on that day something shifted irreversibly among the three of them. As Faith lay in the emergency room, bleached from loss of blood, Phoebe saw in her sister’s face a kind of wonderment at the power of what she had done. It was spring 1966. That fall Faith would start high school, and within a year would be immersed in what had become, in retrospect, the sixties. But when Faith and Barry fought, none of this had happened yet. Faith was thirteen, wearing green cotton pants. She knew nothing of drugs. Even the first of so many boyfriends had not yet crossed their threshold.

After the fight Barry kept out of Faith’s way. He would watch her from a distance, following her movements with his dark eyes. He was afraid of her. And Faith, after that day, no longer seemed frightened of anything.

Phoebe went upstairs to her sister’s old room and shut the door. After Faith died, their mother had tried to clear this room out, but Phoebe raised such a clamor she agreed to wait, and a few months became a year, then two; it was somehow too late.

For the past three years Phoebe had slept here. Just slept. Her clothes and possessions she kept in her old room, down the hall. Phoebe knew her mother disapproved of this arrangement, for she never came in Faith’s room to perch on the bed and talk, as she had before.

Faith had draped her ceiling in reams of blue batik. Glass pyramids lined her shelves, scarabs and rare beads and miniature gold incense burners. Outside the window hung a cheap set of wind chimes, cloudy, peach-colored discs reminiscent of Communion wafers. They’d come from the sea, Phoebe thought. Their sound had the giddy unevenness of children’s laughter, or some fine thing splintering into pieces.

Phoebe flopped on the bed, still in her Wallabees, listening to Faith’s chimes and feeling the house pull in around her as it always did when strangers left it. Faith’s room was full of pictures, snapshots of toothless grins and Christmas trees, birthday cakes suspended above the upturned faces of children in party hats. Faith had loved pictures – photographs, their father’s drawings, it made no difference – she’d craved any glimpse she could catch of her own life reflected back at her.

Objects crowded the shelves of her sister’s closet, a Mexican straw hat embroidered with flowers, a cowhide wallet, flesh-colored arrowheads from the rain-soaked fields around St Louis, on and on it went, down, down, until at the very bottom lay – what? Phoebe didn’t know. But something. The key to a mystery was buried among the forgotten moments of her sister’s life, times when Faith had leaned in a doorway or slumped on her bed fiddling with an alarm clock. Alone in this house Phoebe often heard a faint humming noise, some presence beneath her, around her. Faith’s room was the entrance to it.

Maintaining the room was not easy. Pictures dropped from the walls, dust gathered in the batik. Phoebe knocked it into clouds with a broom, then vacuumed it up from the rug. Twice she’d taken down the batik and washed it by hand, hung it in the yard to dry, then reattached it exactly as it had been, or close. But despite her best efforts, there was a kind of erosion in the room, a sagging and curling and fading she was powerless to halt.

Phoebe rarely had friends to the house, aware that in most people’s eyes she would look like a nut. Yet this mystified her – for how was living in your sister’s room any crazier than surrounding yourself with life-sized posters of Roger Daltrey hollering into a microphone, as her friend Celeste did, or following the personal lives of Starsky and Hutch, or sleeping on a street curb overnight to get decent seats to a Paul McCartney concert? Being obsessed with total strangers was considered perfectly normal, yet on the few occasions when outsiders came into Faith’s room, Phoebe glimpsed herself through their eyes and was terrified. So she kept them out.

Barry had this same effect. Much of what he’d said was true – detritus from their mother’s brief courtships filled their house, weird breakfast cereals from a man in market research, record albums by someone’s punk rocker son, their grim mechanical sound suggestive of auto assembly lines. But these dates were little more than anecdotes for Phoebe and her mother to laugh about, how one man had confessed to a previous life as the lapdog of the British Queen Mother – ‘Can you imagine?’ Phoebe’s mother cried, flinging off her pumps as Phoebe writhed on the bed, shrieking in horrified delight. ‘A dog? And he tells me this?’ By ten-thirty she was usually back at home listening to Phoebe talk about the quaaludes and LSD she’d seen people take, how her friends had raced cars on the Great Highway and had sex among the cattails beside the school playing fields. For with each revelation Phoebe also was saying, I didn’t do this – they did, but not me – assuring her mother that she was careful, separate, likely to live forever. Phoebe often sensed that she and her mother had struck a kind of bargain, each gaining something crucial from the other by keeping her outside life at bay. They often spent Saturday mornings together at her mother’s office, Phoebe doing homework at the boss’s big desk. Afterward they would eat a late lunch somewhere fancy, each drink a glass of Chardonnay, and as they walked to the parking garage through the oceany wind, Phoebe would feel the magic of their lives – what spectacular things awaited them.

It was a mystery: what throbbed up from the basement, what rang in Phoebe’s ears, alone in this room. Something had happened to Faith.

The sixties had been named and written about. In the public library Phoebe had spent hours poring over old Oracles, leafing through scholarly and journalistic accounts of the ‘Love Generation’. But she read with a restless, uneasy suspicion that these analyses were leading her further from the mystery’s core, not toward it. Often she found herself drifting instead to the fashion magazines, leafing through Vogue and Harper’s Bazaar where models lazed in their inadvertent beauty, Lisa Taylor and Patti Hansen, Janice Dickinson glancing furtively over one shoulder while being yanked down a narrow street by a small black schnauzer on a leash. Where was she going? Where were all of them going, so gorgeous and distracted, the trees grainy – Yes! Phoebe would think, her breath quickening as she flipped the pages. Yes. Another world gleamed through these images. Phoebe searched the pages half expecting to find a picture of Faith.

She curled on the bed and closed her eyes, longing for sleep, but the chimes distracted her. Barry was wrong, she thought, he was wrong and she was right, she and her mother were right. It all made sense. Phoebe thrashed on the bed, searching her mind for the righteous indignation she’d felt in the kitchen with Barry. But it was gone. And instead she felt the other thing, a queasy vertigo, as when her mother had failed to comprehend the silver necklace. Phoebe opened her eyes and looked at Faith’s room, the pictures and trinkets she’d struggled for so many years to keep intact. I’m right, she thought, it all makes sense. And then: how long can I go on like this?

Her mother’s boss dropped her off at seven o’clock. She was cheerful, sunburned. ‘God, I’ve been freezing to death in just that damn sweater,’ she said, tossing her clothes on the bed and heading for the bathroom.

Phoebe perched on the toilet seat, yelling back and forth to her mother while she showered. The delicate scent of her soap rose with the steam, and Phoebe was so relieved she was back. Fog had surrounded their house, browsing coldly at the windows. She lowered the shades.

Her mother pulled on a sweatsuit and they went downstairs to make a cheese souffle. Phoebe tore the lettuce leaves. She’d never really learned to cook, but was a good assistant.

Taking turns, they beat the egg whites in a hammered copper bowl while a Brahms piano concerto roiled through the house. Phoebe noticed a gold serpentine chain on her mother’s wrist. ‘Were you wearing that before?’ she asked.

Her mother paused, holding the whisk. ‘Isn’t this something?’ she said. ‘It was sitting on my desk, all wrapped.’

‘Jack?’ Phoebe said, incredulous. The only birthdays her mother’s boss remembered were the ones she reminded him of.

‘I know. I almost fell over.’

‘Did he – I mean, did he watch you open it?’

‘No, he disappeared. I think he was embarrassed.’

‘Maybe it wasn’t from him.’

‘No, it was. I mean, I thanked him. It’s nice, don’t you think?’

After dinner they carried bowls of Häagen-Dazs upstairs to her mother’s giant bed. A rerun of The Rockford Files was on. True to form, Jim Rockford fell in love with the woman he was trying to protect and his old dad was threatened by thugs outside the silver trailer. Phoebe fought sleep but finally gave in.

Her mother woke her. ‘You’re pooped,’ she said. ‘Go to bed.’

‘Wait, I want to see the end,’ Phoebe muttered, sitting up and rubbing her eyes. She searched the screen for Rockford.

‘The show’s all over, sweetheart,’ her mother said. ‘This is just news. It ended while you were sleeping.’


three

While Phoebe’s father was painting her sister, Faith, Phoebe would bang objects sometimes to try to catch his attention, or rustle leaves if they were outside. Her father looked, but only for a second.

She tried disappearing, wobbling into the bushes in her bare feet or hiding up in her room, waiting for someone to call, but no one did.

Finally, in frustration, she went back to them. Faith reached for Phoebe without even moving her head – she was good at sitting for paintings. Phoebe slumped against her sister and, out of nowhere, she was happy. Their father grinned. ‘You’ve been ignoring us, squirrel,’ he said.

Afterward Phoebe would run to look at the canvas, thinking she might be in the picture, too, but there was only Faith. And sometimes not even Faith was fully visible, just a hint of her face, a shadow or else nothing at all. But even then Phoebe saw her sister hidden among the trees or windows or abstract designs, like a secret. She was always there.

‘It’s a gesture,’ their father said, ‘an expression you make with your body.’

Diving lessons. A gigantic turquoise swimming pool, water syrupy-looking in the thick summer light. Three boards, the highest a virtual skyscraper attempted only by the seasoned teenaged divers, doglike boys with short legs and long tapered torsos, girls whose slender bodies curved toward the water like birds diving for fish, entering it with so tiny a splash that they left an impression not so much of having dived as of having ascended.

‘Sure you’re scared,’ their father said. ‘Don’t fight it, that’s the trick. Walk into your fear. Let everything go and you’ll get it all back, I promise.’

Phoebe listened, mystified. She was too young to dive except from the pool’s edge, but her father’s face she understood. He climbed on the lowest board and bounced, handsome in his faded trunks, his muscular body more like the boys’ than the half-melted physiques of the other fathers. He could still do a one-and-a-quarter, though he’d been much better back in the seminary. ‘Don’t fight the fear – let it swallow you,’ he called, still bouncing. Their heads bobbed as they listened.

Abruptly he stopped and climbed off the board. ‘You poor kids,’ he said. ‘You just want to get wet.’

From a reclining chair he watched them practice, gathering Phoebe absently into his lap, calling over her head to Faith and Barry. ‘You’re not ready for that,’ he said when Faith headed for the middle board. She tried anyway, hitting the water sloppily, legs flapping back over her head. ‘She’s a show-off. That’s not enough,’ he remarked to Phoebe, adding with a laugh, ‘Too bad.’

For ten days each July, they came to St Louis to visit Grandma and Grandpa in the mansion where their mother grew up, and while their mother played bridge with old friends or golfed with Grandpa, their father drove them to the country club. Thick grass surrounded the pool. You could have your lunch brought there: cottage cheese, salade nicoise. No money ever changed hands; you just signed ‘3342’ with a tiny yellow pencil and the bill went to Grandma and Grandpa. Early evenings, tanned and showered, martini in hand, Phoebe’s father would lift her into his arms to wait for her mother on the club’s flagstone terrace. As he gazed down at the sloping green lawns and egg-shaped flowerbeds, Phoebe felt his happiness. Behind the chugging locusts she heard the faint thump of tennis balls, like a heartbeat. There was a warm sweet smell of cut grass. He was happy. Phoebe drank her Shirley Temple, saving the cherry for last. Summer heat on her bare arms, filling the sky with strange, imaginary colors. It looked like heaven.

But he never painted enough. Driving the stakes of his easel deep into the lawn, their father would gaze up at the towering elm and walnut trees outside their grandparents’ house, everyone hanging back, letting him alone. ‘I can’t believe this is all I’ve done,’ he’d say, panic in his voice at the discovery that he’d spent his vacation drinking cocktails, charming the club wives with his lean handsomeness, his roguish air of having come from somewhere else, someplace less fastidious. Now the vacation was over. Tomorrow they would fly home.

‘I’ll bring them to the club today,’ their mother said. ‘You stay and paint.’ But no, no, he would take them. He was dying to escape.

Beside the pool their father lay back in a chair and closed his eyes. Phoebe and Barry and Faith clustered helplessly around him, frightened of a world that could reduce their father to such despair. Phoebe stared at his tense, unhappy face and wanted to help, but she felt so small. He couldn’t see her.

Faith kept glancing at their father, fidgeting with the straps of her bathing suit. Finally she rose to her feet. With dread in her face she walked slowly to the highest diving board and climbed its steps. She looked tiny up there, eleven years old, slim and deeply tanned, slightly knock-kneed. ‘Dad,’ Barry said. Their father opened his eyes and rubbed them, followed Phoebe’s and Barry’s stares and sat upright, muscles tense in his neck. Faith stood a long time at the end of the diving board. A few teenagers waited impatiently below, craning their necks to see what was taking so long. Please do it, Phoebe thought. Please, please do it. Faith gave a tentative bounce. Then a clarity came to her movements, a stillness; she leapt high in the air, spread wide her arms and arced into a swan dive, head straight down like an arrow’s head, pulling the wand of her body toward the turquoise water. Her splash was minute – in years to come Faith would never again match that first, perfect dive, a fact that galled her – and their father leapt to his feet. ‘That’s it!’ he cried. ‘Jesus, you see what she did?’ He was grinning, his despair gone, and Phoebe knew the day was saved.

Faith must have known, too. She rose from the water, steamy chlorine footprints on the pool’s concrete lip, grinning from ear to ear as they all waited, and suddenly Phoebe was angry – why her? Why always her? Then, without warning, blood poured from her sister’s nose over her mouth and chin and neck, spattering the wet concrete, as if by accident she’d breathed out blood instead of air. Faith frowned, raising a hand to her face. ‘Oh,’ she said, and there was a beat of confusion before their father bolted to her side, laid Faith gently on the grass and sent Barry running for ice, a wet towel.

When the nosebleed finally ended, Faith slept for a solid three hours. Their father moved her tenderly into the shade of a tree, but she didn’t wake; she was exhausted.

Phoebe and Barry went swimming, then ordered grilled cheese sandwiches for lunch. At the sight of Faith’s thin, sleeping shape, Phoebe felt something move in her stomach and was ashamed of herself for having wanted her sister to jump.

Phoebe’s ragged memories of her father made her angry at herself; she should have watched more closely, should have memorized whole days from his life. She remembered the strength of his arms, the rough, easy way he would lift her to his chest – absently, as if she were a cat he wanted to put outside – would toss her into the air or spank her without warning, so startling Phoebe that her crying came as an afterthought.

His dark mustache was unexpectedly soft. Mornings when her father and mother were still in bed, Phoebe would burrow between them, inhaling the milky warmth of their flesh, softer after hours of sleep.

Grandma and Grandpa O’Connor still lived in the Southern California town where Phoebe’s father grew up. Mirasol was mostly Navy – Grandpa had been a military policeman – and the small olive-colored house where these grandparents lived could not have contrasted more starkly with the others’ St Louis mansion. But Mirasol had the ocean. Sea wind rattled the doors of the neighborhood church, grains of sand fell from prayer books. As Phoebe watched the priest break the Host, she would think, That could have been my father. He’d almost become a priest. Phoebe imagined his strong arms lifting the golden chalice to drink the blood of Christ, placing a pale Host on the tongue of each parishioner, murmuring ‘Amen’ to their ‘Body of Christ’. But to Grandma and Grandpa O’Connor’s lasting sorrow, her father had refused a place at Holy Cross Fathers at Notre Dame and gone instead to Berkeley, where by his own account he endured his electrical engineering courses so at night he could play the bohemian, sketching nude models in paint-spattered art studios.

Afterward he’d moved to San Francisco, lived in North Beach and worked the construction jobs that had cost him some hearing on the left side. On weekends he would set up his easel behind the Maritime Museum and paint the old blue-eyed Italian men who played bocci. Phoebe’s mother had met him there, on a trip to San Francisco with friends from Bryn Mawr, a graduation present from her parents. After their wedding Phoebe’s father took an engineering job at IBM, the job Phoebe came to believe had cost him his life.

Phoebe grew up surrounded by sketches of Faith: in their mother’s arms at the hospital, at home in her crib, on a rabbit skin, splashing in her bath, in a high chair, car seat, playpen. Beside the vivid record of her sister’s childhood, Phoebe’s own existence felt shadowy, and this confused and enraged her. Seven years younger, she grudgingly endured stories of how Faith had lunged for everything in sight with her small, star-shaped hands: bees, hornets, broken glass, diamond earrings. Everyone spoke of her daring, how when her father pushed her on the swings Faith would egg him on, yelling ‘Higher! Higher!’ until at four years old her swing overshot the bar it was attached to, wavered in midair and dumped Faith onto the sand.

Their mother screamed, bolted from the bench where she’d been rocking Barry’s stroller and ran to Faith, who lay crumpled in a heap. ‘Gene, how could you push her so high?’ she cried.

‘She told me to,’ he said, shaken, abashed. ‘She kept saying “Higher”.’

Faith was white-faced, her lips dry. Grains of sand fell from her hair. ‘Look at her,’ their mother chided, lifting Faith up. ‘Honestly, Gene, she’s four.’

‘Not hurt,’ Faith whispered. When her parents eyed her skeptically, she insisted, ‘Not hurt.’

Years later the grandparents still would tease her, asking, Does it hurt? Does it hurt? No way, Faith always said, laughing. She was famous for that.

Phoebe tried in small ways to match her sister’s daring, taking little chances on her trike or with the neighbor’s dog, but Faith was always older, always doing more. When her sister’s exploits led her into trouble, Phoebe felt a surge of guilty satisfaction. Once Faith came home crying after a hunting trip in Sonoma with their father, a dead rabbit clutched to her chest. ‘Well of course it’s dead. You shot it, for Christ’s sake,’ their father said, exasperated, but Faith hadn’t meant to: she loved to shoot clay pigeons but had never hunted, and failed somehow to realize that firing at a flash of brown fur would lead to something dying. She buried the rabbit in the backyard among the other beloved family pets (‘Killed by me’, read its epitaph, inked on kindling wood with Magic Marker, and underneath that, ‘i am sorry, Bunny’). Years later Faith still mentioned the incident, that poor rabbit she’d murdered, by accident.

On the Osage River one Sunday: someone’s pier, slippery wooden slats, Faith pushing with the other kids until a boy sent her flying into the river with her sun hat on, in front of all the parents. Faith emerged dripping river water, laughing crazily under the sopping hat, waited until her assailant wasn’t looking and then threw her weight against him so the boy slipped, fell unevenly into the water, smacking his head on the pier as he went down, a big gash just above the left eye. Faith’s horror at the sight of his face running with blood, all the parents leaping from white grille chairs in a single motion. They rushed to the boy, whose eye was saved by half an inch – less – and while they rallied to get him to a hospital, Phoebe followed her sister to a hidden corner of lawn, powerless to stop her sobbing. Phoebe felt afraid then, touched by the bad thing Faith had done. Her sister disappeared for the rest of that day. They found her at nightfall, coiled tightly in a spare bedroom, fast asleep. Their father carried her to the car. Back at Grandma and Grandpa’s, Phoebe stood outside her parents’ door and overheard them arguing. ‘I’m saying stop encouraging her,’ her mother said. ‘You see what happens.’

‘How do you mean? Encourage her how?’

‘I mean she does it for you. That wildness? Come on, Gene. You know perfectly well that’s for you.’

Her father’s voice was hushed, furious. ‘You think I told her to knock that kid in the river?’ he said. ‘I don’t tell her to be wild, Christ Almighty. She just does it.’

‘You don’t have to tell her,’ her mother said. ‘Any fool can see it makes you happy.’

Remembering her father, Phoebe pictured a man always struggling to carry too many things at once, children, briefcases, rolls of unstretched canvas. She saw him leaping up the garage stairs late for dinner after a poetry reading by one of the Beats he so admired, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Gregory Corso, Michael McClure – all were his acquaintances. He’d even been present on the legendary night when Allen Ginsberg challenged a heckler to take off his clothes, then flung off his own before a stunned audience. Often their father painted late at night, stealing an hour or two when they’d all gone to sleep. He’d be up the next day before anyone, clean-shaven, smelling of limes. With dark circles under his eyes he kissed them all good-bye and drove downtown to his other life, the one he despised.

Weekends, he would haul his easel and canvas and paintbox to the cliffs near the Golden Gate Bridge. If Phoebe walked slowly enough, her father would sling her into his arms and carry her, too. Their mother followed with the blanket and camera and picnic basket, herding Faith and Barry. Only when they’d all finished eating would their father set his canvas on the easel and stand before it anxiously. Often he couldn’t paint, couldn’t make himself even begin and finally gave up, resting his head in their mother’s lap. But occasionally Faith would wander over and hand him a glittering purple flower she’d picked from the ice plant and something would hit him just right. ‘Baby, can you stay there a minute?’ he’d ask, and always Faith would; Phoebe couldn’t remember her sister ever refusing in favor of some game or a fort she and Barry were building, though there must have been times when she’d wanted to. Or maybe not. Maybe nothing of her own could compete with their father’s need of her, her unique and seemingly bottomless power to save him.

Now and then Barry would emerge after hours alone in his room, holding a machine, which he would show their father. Phoebe always dreaded these occasions, for try as their father might to look alert, machines were his work, and he loathed them. ‘You made this stuff in school, right, Dad?’ Barry would say, always hopeful at first. ‘You got any ideas of how I can make this go backwards?’ When he realized their father was only half listening, Barry would fall silent. ‘Forget it,’ he’d say, and storm off, leaving their father startled, with no idea what he’d done wrong. No! Phoebe wanted to holler outside her brother’s door. No, no, no! He made everything worse. She felt such a terrible pain, knowing what would happen, unable to stop it. It left her sick. She pitied her brother and wanted no part of his weakness.

Their father was always struggling, always tired, but there came a time when he struggled harder to do what he’d always done, when suddenly he was exhausted. The circles under his eyes turned dark and moist as clay. Even his skin seemed weaker, bruising at the smallest impact. Phoebe and Barry and Faith no longer wumphed against him when he tottered home from work; now they seized his legs and held them tightly, filling him up with their strength, replenishing what IBM had drained away.

When Phoebe was five, she looked across the dinner table one night and saw her father sleeping. Her mother crouched at the oven with Faith, easing a toothpick into a chocolate cake. The kitchen was warm, an arc of steam on each windowpane.

‘Daddy,’ Phoebe said softly. He didn’t move. His lips were white. ‘Daddy?’

Barry sat beside their father, pouring salt on the tablecloth and arranging it in piles with his fork. Normally their father would have stopped him – the salt mounds were a regular battle between them – and Barry wore a smirk of incredulous triumph at what he was getting away with. He looked up at their father, whose head hung to one side. They heard his labored breathing. Barry grinned at Phoebe and pulled a few hairs on their father’s arm.

Faith galloped back to the table holding her cake between two red potholders. At the sight of their father she stopped. ‘Mom,’ she said.

‘Good Lord,’ their mother said, dropping into a chair and gathering their father to her, so his head lolled against her shoulder. ‘Let’s get you to bed.’ He nodded, rising slowly from his chair.

When their parents had left the room, the three of them stared at one another, unsure how to react. Barry’s grin still hung tentatively on his face. But Faith looked afraid and Phoebe felt it, too, like ice water down her spine. The cake plate still hung in Faith’s hands, forgotten.

The next day was Sunday. Monday their father would go to the doctor. There was a false heartiness in the air, too much loud, bright laughter.

After church they went to Baker Beach. Normally the waves were bloated and sodden, pulling away from the gritty sand with a sound like deep-frying. But today the sea was flat, silvery as a lake.

Their mother leaned against a log, one arm around their father. Faith and Barry rolled up their pants to wade and Phoebe ran behind them, shrieking when the icy water touched her feet. Barry wanted their father to walk with him to the far end of the beach, where giant mussels and purple starfish clung to the rocks.

‘Don’t think so, Bear,’ their father said. ‘Not today.’ Barry looked crestfallen, and their mother offered to go. They set off, paddling over the thick sand.

‘Want me to sit for you?’ Faith asked.

‘I’m beat,’ their father said. ‘You draw me for a change.’

‘Okay,’ Faith said with energy. She sat, the big pad covering her legs. She held the stick of charcoal between two fingers and looked at their father. They both laughed shyly. ‘It’s hard,’ Faith said.

‘Damn right it’s hard,’ he said, closing his eyes and resting his head against the log. ‘Just draw what you see.’

Phoebe leaned against her sister. Together they took in their father’s pale, spent face. Faith made a few lines, charcoal trembling in her fingers. The longer their father’s eyes stayed shut, the more nervous they became. They had to keep him awake.

Faith stood up. The pad dropped to the sand, and their father’s eyes snapped open. ‘I’m going swimming,’ she said, slightly breathless.

Phoebe looked up, surprised. This was not a swimming beach.

‘In your clothes?’ their father said.

‘I wore a swimsuit.’ She pulled off her sweater, hurrying, whipping off her stretchy pants to reveal a blue one-piece with a white ruffle along the bottom. The wind made her shiver.

Their father sat up. ‘I’ll be damned,’ he said. ‘If you’d told me, I would’ve worn mine.’

‘But you’re tired,’ Faith said.

‘Not that tired.’

Phoebe felt relief. Faith moved nervously on the sand. ‘Will you watch me?’ she asked.

‘Sure I’ll watch. Just don’t go too far out.’

‘But watch.’ Faith was always asking to be watched, having reached that age when nothing seems quite real without an audience.

Faith walked toward the sea. ‘She’s nuts,’ their father said, and laughed. ‘Your sister is one hundred percent crazy.’

They watched Faith slowly enter the water. She was twelve, fragile in her adolescence: small breasts that astonished Phoebe whenever she caught sight of them, the slightest indentation at her waist. Phoebe saw from how slowly her sister walked that the water frightened her. So what, she thought anxiously. Get in.

Her father leaned against the log and gathered Phoebe into his lap. The top of her skull fit perfectly under his jaw. Together they watched Faith wade deeper into the water. ‘It must be cold as hell,’ he remarked.

Faith turned to look back at them. ‘Are you watching?’

‘We’re watching,’ he yelled. ‘We’re wondering when you’re going to dunk your head.’

The instant he said it, Faith dove underwater and began to swim. With careful strokes she moved parallel to shore, first the crawl, then the breaststroke. She turned around and came back the other way, doing the backstroke and sidestroke. Now and then she paused, calling out to make sure they were watching. Phoebe fattened their father’s yell with her own – she was happy, Faith was keeping him awake.

‘You must be freezing to death,’ he shouted.

‘I’m not,’ Faith cried through chattering teeth. ‘I’m warm as a desert.’

But gradually Phoebe felt her father’s head grow heavy above her own. Faith did the butterfly. ‘You see that?’ she called. But the wind had risen, her voice was faint. Their father’s eyes must have fallen shut.

‘Daddy?’

Phoebe raised her arm, but apparently her sister couldn’t see it. ‘Dad?’ Faith called again. When there was no reply, she resumed swimming, faster now and away from shore. Go on, Phoebe thought, Faster! She felt unable to move, as if she could act only through Faith, as if her sister’s movements included her. Go, go, she thought, watching Faith’s shape grow smaller. Good! He would have to wake up now.

The next time Faith stopped, she looked tiny. If she called out, Phoebe couldn’t hear. Faith lingered there, looking back toward shore as if waiting. Phoebe felt ready to explode with the urge to run to the water, shout that their father was sleeping again and Faith had to do something. But he rested so solidly against her, pulling long, deep breaths, and Phoebe felt paralyzed – not frozen so much as absent, without a body of her own. Go, she thought, Keep going. And as if hearing her, Faith began swimming again. It became hard to see her sister through the cold glitter of sunlight on the ocean. Phoebe thought she stopped once more, but couldn’t be sure.

It worked. To Phoebe’s vast relief, their father stirred behind her. He rubbed his eyes, shook his head and looked out to sea. He looked up and down the beach. ‘Where’s Faith?’ he said.

‘Swimming.’

He leapt to his feet, holding Phoebe under her arms. He set her down on the sand.

‘Jesus Christ,’ he said. ‘Where is she?’

It hadn’t occurred to Phoebe that Faith herself might be in danger. Now a sick, guilty feeling swelled in her stomach as her father bolted to the water’s edge. She followed slowly.

‘Faith!’ he bellowed at the top of his lungs. ‘Faith!’ His voice cut the wind, and the force of yelling so loudly made him start to cough. ‘Faith,’ he cried over and over again. Then he stood, one hand shielding his eyes, and stared at the water. ‘I think I see her,’ he said. ‘I think she’s out there.’

He turned to Phoebe, who waited timidly at his side. Her father’s pants were soaked to the thighs. He took Phoebe’s arm and walloped her behind so quickly and efficiently that she hardly knew what was happening until it was over. ‘How could you let her get so far out?’ he shouted helplessly. ‘Why didn’t you wake me up?’

Phoebe began to sob. She had no idea why.

Their father resumed calling out to Faith. He hollered until he had almost no voice left, then he coughed and coughed, unable to stop, until, to Phoebe’s horror, he doubled over and vomited into the water. Afterward he wiped his mouth and began shouting to Faith again.

She was swimming back. Phoebe saw her sister’s tiny arms plowing the sea. Their father’s face was gray; he looked on the verge of collapse. He stood back from the water, breathing hard. Phoebe clung to his leg, and absently he cupped a palm over her head. ‘She’s coming back,’ he said. ‘You see her?’

Finally her sister emerged from the water, frail and exhausted, nearly gasping for breath. From the look on their father’s face, Faith must have known she was in trouble. ‘You said you’d watch,’ she said, without confidence.

Their father slapped her across the face, his palm making a loud, wet noise against her cheek. Faith looked stunned, then tears filled her eyes. ‘That didn’t hurt,’ she said.

He hit her again, harder this time. Phoebe, standing to one side, began to whimper.

Faith was shaking, her thin limbs covered with gooseflesh. With each breath her ribs stood out like a pair of hands holding her at the waist. ‘Didn’t hurt,’ she whispered.

He hit her again, so hard this time that Faith bent over. For a moment she didn’t move. Phoebe began to howl.

Then he lifted Faith into his arms. She clung to him, sobbing. Their father was crying, too, which frightened Phoebe – she’d never seen him cry before. ‘How could you scare me like that?’ he sobbed. ‘You know you’ve got my heart – you know it.’ He sounded as if he wanted it back.

Phoebe put her arms around whatever parts of them she could reach, her father’s wet pants, Faith’s slippery calves. A long time seemed to pass while they stood like that.

Finally their father lowered Faith onto the sand. She looked up at him, her teeth chattering violently. ‘Daddy, are you going to die?’ she said.

There was a pause. ‘Of course not,’ he said. ‘There’s nothing wrong with me.’

‘You’re not scared?’

‘No, I’m not scared. Why, are you scared?’

Faith took a moment to answer. Phoebe thought of her father coughing, vomiting into the waves. She wished she hadn’t seen it.

‘No,’ Faith said slowly, ‘I’m not scared.’

He was dead within the year.
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