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one

In 1985, just about everyone I knew was afraid of two things: a nuclear attack by the Russians and a gruesome death from the AIDS virus, which allegedly thrived on the mouthpieces of New York City public telephones.

My best friend, Summer, however, didn’t worry about catching AIDS from a phone or anything else. She started kissing boys when we were twelve and wrote every one of their names in her diary, which had a purple velvet cover.

I didn’t have a diary. I didn’t need one because I had only kissed a boy once, in the Catskills during a family vacation between eighth and ninth grades. The Catskills boy was from Connecticut, and he turned on me after I kissed him. He claimed that I opened my mouth too wide and that I was only a four on a scale of one to ten in the looks department.

Don’t get any ideas, he said. You Brooklyn girls bore me. And I’m going home in two days, so we’ll never see each other again.

That was fine with me. I wanted to pretend that the kiss had never happened. It wasn’t what I’d practiced on the back of my hand while imagining handsome faces from General Hospital and Days of Our Lives. None of those guys would have said I was only a four, and they definitely wouldn’t have told me to watch where I was going after we bumped into each other at the breakfast buffet.

What are you doing in there? my mother asked later, while I was brushing my teeth in our motel bathroom and hoping there weren’t any AIDS germs in my mouth. And I didn’t tell Mom what had happened. She’d already warned me that bad things could hide in the most unlikely places.

Summer and I went to different high schools. I attended our local public school in Brooklyn, while she was a student at Hollister Prep, a fancy private school on the Upper East Side of Manhattan that charged tuition my parents couldn’t afford.

Summer’s parents could afford it, but that wasn’t why she transferred there after only three months at my school. It was because some girls were spreading rumors about her, inventing filthy stories about how she supposedly serviced the entire wrestling team and went down on their coach in his office. Summer Simon swallows—that was what the girls wrote in bright red nail polish on a bathroom wall. Then they Scotch-taped Trojan Ribbed for Her Pleasure packets all over Summer’s locker. That made her cry.

I peeled them off while she sobbed into her hands. Forget it, I whispered. They’re just jealous because all the guys like you.

This was hard for me to say, because I was jealous myself. But Summer stopped crying and even smiled, and I was sure that I’d done something good. And she did lots of good things, too—like not ditching me after she started at Hollister and became a member of its popular crowd.

Now our sophomore year was over and Summer and I sat on folding chairs in my sister Evelyn’s backyard in Queens. Toys were scattered across the grass, and Summer rolled a Nerf ball with her dainty foot.

“Eight whole weeks of vacation ahead of us,” she said.

I nodded and looked at my nondainty foot. There was a callus on my heel and a scab on my ankle and I needed a pedicure, but Summer didn’t. The sun bounced off her painted toenails and the long blond hair that was strategically highlighted around her pretty face. Her eyes were dark, she always wore flashy clothes, and she smelled of L’Air du Temps. She hadn’t been without a boyfriend since junior high. Her latest conquest was a Columbia University sophomore she’d met last September who’d taken her virginity by Halloween. He’s nineteen, so it’s illegal, she’d told me in a giggly whisper the next day. Nobody can ever know.

I knew. And I was jealous. Since she’d started at Hollister, everything had been so easy for her. She rarely studied, yet her name was a permanent fixture on the honor roll. She was good at math, she was a fashion expert, and she could recite the stats of every player on the Yankees. She lived as the only child in a palatial house in Park Slope. Even her name was perfect: Summer Simon, like a movie actress on a glitzy marquee.

I wondered if her parents had planned it that way, and I wished my parents had planned better. They should have known that guys would be more attracted to girls named Summer Simon than to girls named Ariadne Mitchell. I also wished that my mother was as interested in movies as she was in literature. It wasn’t a smart idea to name me after some dusty old book by Chekhov.

But Mom was a reader. She had a master’s degree in English and taught sixth-grade language arts at a public school. She thought my best friend was highly overrated. According to Mom, Summer was short, she was a shameless flirt, and she was totally manufactured—all dyed hair and makeup and fake nails. Mom said I had a much better figure than Summer because I was thinner and three inches taller, and Jetblack hair with light blue eyes is very rare. You can thank your father for that.

“Ari,” Summer said. “Patrick is looking quite gorgeous today.”

My attention shifted to Evelyn’s husband, who was barbecuing hamburgers at the opposite end of the yard.

Patrick was thirty years old and six feet tall, and he had blond hair and brown eyes like Summer. He also had a killer body. It was lean and muscular from lifting barbells in his basement and battling fires with the FDNY. I’d had a crush on him since we first met. He and Evelyn had a son named Kieran, whose fifth birthday we were celebrating, and now my sister was pregnant again.

“You’re so boy-crazy,” I answered, because what else could I say? Could I tell Summer that I knew Patrick was gorgeous and that whenever I slept at his house, I would press my ear against the guest bedroom wall to hear him and Evelyn having sex? I knew that made me a pervert.

“Take it easy, little sister,” Patrick said when Mom and Summer and I were leaving, but he pronounced the last word “sistah” because he was from Boston. He also referred to the sprinkles on Kieran’s birthday cake as jimmies and he complained that it was “wicked hot” today. He always called me little sistah, and I grabbed every chance to make fun of his accent.

“There’s an r on the end of that word, Patrick Cagney,” I told him.

“Don’t be a wiseass,” he said. “You criticize your father like that? He don’t talk no better than me.”

He doesn’t talk any better than you, I thought, sure that Mom was cringing at Patrick’s disgraceful grammar. But he was right. Dad did have a heavy Brooklyn accent, the accent that Mom had successfully discouraged in me but not in Evelyn. My sister’s grammar was as bad as Patrick’s, and she had the vocabulary of a drunken sailor, especially when she was angry.

She wasn’t angry today, when we said goodbye at the front door of her modest home, which was always messy and had wallpaper from 1972. Today she smiled and looked at me through her heavy-lidded green eyes. Bedroom eyes, that was what her high school friends used to call them. Evelyn had been as popular as Summer when she was our age. The boys in our neighborhood used to drool over her auburn hair, her delicate nose, and her pouty mouth.

“Come and spend the weekend soon,” she said, hugging me tight. I felt her swollen stomach and noticed the thin layer of fat that had settled beneath her chin. Evelyn’s face was still beautiful, but her first pregnancy had left a stubborn weight gain that she didn’t try to lose.

I never criticized her figure out loud and neither did Mom, who wasn’t in any position to criticize. Mom was thirty pounds overweight but she didn’t care. She would never give up her favorite Hostess chocolate cupcakes or her homemade Sunday dinners with roasted chicken and potatoes drenched in gravy. Food is one of life’s simple pleasures, she always said.

She lit a cigarette when she and Summer and I were in her old Honda, headed back toward Brooklyn. The windows were open because the air conditioner didn’t work, and Mom’s hair swirled around her head. It was shoulder-length, naturally auburn but now mixed with gray. In her wedding picture she looked like Evelyn, but her nose wasn’t as small. And now her eyelids were a little too heavy.

“Are your parents at home, Summer?” Mom asked from the driver’s seat next to me. I almost laughed. It was as if Mom thought we were eight instead of sixteen. But she believed that parents should be around a lot for their kids. That was why she’d become a teacher—so she could wait at the front door for me after school, so we could spend August afternoons together at Coney Island. She complained that Dad wasn’t home enough, even though that wasn’t his fault. He was a homicide detective in Manhattan, and the city was just so crime-infested.

“Yes, Mrs. Mitchell,” Summer said, and I thought she sounded like one of Mom’s students. Those kids were so intimidated by Mom, they practically wet their pants when her husky voice boomed across the classroom.

Mom stopped at the curb in front of Summer’s house. All the houses on her block had double front doors, majestic bay windows, and elegantly angled rooftops. Her parents were outside, planting flowers in the tiny square of dirt that was their front lawn, and they both waved after we dropped Summer off and headed toward home.

Our house was in Flatbush, and it wasn’t huge or imposing. It was similar to Evelyn’s—all brick, two stories, three bedrooms, forty years old. But our house was much neater than hers, and there was a statue of Saint Anne on our lawn. She’d been abandoned by the previous owner, and I was sure she knew it. She’s the mother of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Mom said. So we can’t evict her. That would be a terrible sin. Saint Anne always looked like she was crying when it rained.

Evelyn thought we were nuts for keeping the statue. She also rolled her eyes and stuck a finger down her throat whenever Mom got religious. She said that Mom was a lapsed Catholic, a phony Cafeteria Catholic—one of those people who pick and choose the rules that suit them—and she wasn’t wrong. We only went to church on Christmas and Easter, and we never abstained from meat on Fridays during Lent. Once Mom even signed a pro-choice petition that a lady from NOW brought to our front door. Women are entitled to their rights, Mom had said after I gave her a funny look. There are enough unwanted children in this world.

Then I glanced at Saint Anne, standing there in a chipped blue gown with a gold shawl over her head and her baby daughter in her arms, and at that moment I thought she looked very sad.

“Is Summer seeing anyone?” Mom asked.

It was a few hours after we had come back from Evelyn’s house and we sat on the living room sofa, enjoying the breeze that floated through a window screen. Illegal fireworks crackled outside, and I was polishing my toenails. There was barely enough light to see, but I didn’t want to turn on a lamp because the darkness improved our plain furniture and hid the small charred hole in our La-Z-Boy. Mom had accidentally dropped a cigarette on the seat after she drank too much eggnog last Christmas Eve.

“Not right now. She broke up with the Columbia guy,” I said, thinking about Summer’s other ex-boyfriends. I asked her once if she missed any of them. She’d just shrugged and said, I don’t think much about guys from the past. I’m glad I knew them, but there’s a reason they didn’t make it into my future. It surprised me that she could be so nonchalant, although I figured she was probably right.

“So she’s actually without a boyfriend? That’s shocking,” Mom said, puffing on a Pall Mall. I wished she wouldn’t smoke so much. I wished she wouldn’t smoke at all. I didn’t want her to get sick, or to end up as one of those people who have to lug an oxygen tank around. I used to beg her to quit, but she didn’t even try. She was too addicted. Or too stubborn. Smoking was another one of her simple pleasures. So I’d given up on begging, but I silently worried. “She’ll end up in trouble, if you know what I mean.”

I knew, all right. Mom used to warn Evelyn about the same thing but it hadn’t worked. Evelyn told our parents that she was “in trouble” during winter break of her senior year in high school. Then she took the GED, married Patrick before Easter, and gave birth to Kieran on a rainy June morning.

Later I sat in her old bedroom, which Mom had cleared out before we’d even finished eating Evelyn’s leftover wedding cake. Now it was what Mom called my studio, the place where I sketched the faces of anyone who interested me. And I found them everywhere—in school, on the subway, at the supermarket. I only showed my drawings to Mom and my art teachers because nobody else understood. Mom noticed the details in an eye, the curve of a mouth. She believed that I had inherited her artistic gene, the one that drove her to write novels she never finished.

I could’ve been a writer, she sometimes said. Or an editor at a publishing company in the city. Then she’d look at me and smile, pretend it didn’t matter, say that I was the best thing she ever created. And that I would have all the opportunities she never did.

I didn’t expect an opportunity to arrive so soon. It happened after Mom and I came home from the barbecue and I went to sleep in my old canopy bed that was a hand-me-down from Evelyn. I woke to familiar noises downstairs—Dad’s key in the front door, Mom’s footsteps in the foyer, a midnight dinner frying on the stove.

They were talking as usual, but I didn’t hear the normal words like electric bill, plumber, that pain-in-the-ass neighbor blocked our driveway again. Tonight it was something about a phone call and money, and Mom’s voice was cheery but I wasn’t sure why.

“Wait until the morning, Nancy,” Dad said.

“But it’s good news, Tom,” Mom answered, and then she was in my room, telling me news that didn’t sound good at all. “Uncle Eddie died,” she said, and I saw Dad out in the hallway, Mom beside my bed, and Uncle Eddie in my mind. He was Dad’s bachelor uncle who lived alone in a rent-controlled apartment.

“Oh,” I said, remembering the many times I’d gone with Dad to check on Uncle Eddie. He was a kind old man who loved game shows and offered me chocolate from a Whitman’s Sampler box. The thought of him watching The Price Is Right alone always made me sad. “That isn’t good news, Mom.”

My voice cracked. She pushed my long hair out of my face and glanced at Dad the way she did whenever my voice cracked. Can you believe two tough cookies like us created such a delicate flower? I once heard her say, and it was true, she and Dad were tough and I wasn’t. But they had to be tough. Mom’s parents had been alcoholics and not one of her four brothers had ever visited our house. Dad had been raised by a widowed mother who worked at a charity hospital to pay for the tiny apartment that she and Dad had shared, and he’d seen a lot of ugly things during his thirty years with the NYPD. Kids are so spoiled these days, he and Mom always said, and I didn’t want them to say it about me. They thought that anyone who ate three meals every day and had two employed parents was spoiled.

“I know, Ariadne,” Mom said, because she insisted on calling me by my full name. “But he did something nice for us. He left us his entire savings—a hundred thousand dollars. Now you can go to any college you want and we can send you to Hollister Prep in September.”

I could go to any college I wanted and they were sending me to Hollister Prep in September. I wasn’t sure how to tell Mom that I didn’t want to go to Hollister. I knew I couldn’t measure up to the girls there—girls like Summer who got sparkling report cards without opening a book and didn’t leave the house if their shoes didn’t match their purse. My current school wasn’t great—my classmates seemed to think I was completely unremarkable—but it was nearby and at least the teachers liked me. So I hoped my parents would forget about Hollister.

I tried not to think about it when Mom and Dad were gone, when they were asleep in their bedroom down the hall and I couldn’t possibly sleep. So I sat next to my window, studying the stars in the clear summer sky, shifting my thoughts to Uncle Eddie. I thought about him and his entire savings and the fact that he had nobody to leave it to except us.


two

There were more people at Uncle Eddie’s wake than I expected, so that was good. Other than me and my parents, and Patrick and Evelyn and Kieran, there were a few neighbors from Uncle Eddie’s building and an attractive older lady who whispered to Dad that she and Uncle Eddie used to be special friends.

Summer was there too. She came with her mother, who had stringy brown hair and always looked tired. She probably was tired, because she owned and operated a business called Catering by Tina. She made the food herself and loaded it into a white van that she drove to people’s homes in all five boroughs. Sometimes Summer and I helped with the cooking and went with Tina to the parties, where we stayed in the kitchen and arranged stuffed mushrooms on fancy silver trays.

Now Summer sat next to me in a stylishly appropriate dress. I glanced at my own dress, which I’d hastily chosen from a clearance rack at Loehmann’s. It was baggy and dull, but I hadn’t been thinking about style when I bought it. I’d been thinking about Uncle Eddie, about the fact that he would be buried alone, not next to a wife or children or anyone that mattered. I wanted him to know that someone cared, so I wrote a note telling him how much I appreciated the hundred thousand dollars. I also mentioned that because of him I could afford to go to college at the Parsons School of Design in Manhattan, which had been my dream since I was twelve.

The note was in an envelope that I clutched between my sweaty fingers. I wanted to give it to Uncle Eddie, who was lying inside that box at the front of the room, but I couldn’t. The idea of being near a dead person made my knees shake.

“What’s that?” Summer asked, nodding toward the envelope.

I folded it in my lap and glanced at Uncle Eddie. “He left my family some money. I know I can’t really thank him, but I wanted to, so I wrote this letter.…” I turned back to Summer. She was sitting with her legs crossed at the ankles, her dark eyes fixed on my face. “I’m being stupid. It’s not like he can read it.”

She gave me a smile. “You’re not being stupid. I think you’re being nice.”

I smiled back. “I still can’t go up there, though.”

Summer uncrossed her ankles. “Why not?”

“Because he’s dead. It scares me.”

She threw her hair behind her shoulders. “Don’t be afraid of the dead, Ari. They can’t hurt you. It’s the living you should worry about.”

She had a good point. Uncle Eddie couldn’t do anything to me. But I stayed where I was, bending the envelope until it was wrinkled and damp.

Summer took it out of my clammy hands. She squeezed my shoulder and whispered in my ear. “Do you want me to do it? I’m not afraid.”

That didn’t surprise me. Summer wasn’t afraid to do anything. “I should do it,” I said. But I stayed where I was, wishing I wasn’t so cowardly.

Summer stood up and extended her hand. I remembered all the times she’d done that before. She’d done it at her sweet sixteen, when I’d hidden in her bathroom because I didn’t have the guts to mingle with the crowd of Hollister students in the living room. Summer coaxed me out and stuck with me the whole night, telling everybody, This is my best friend, Ari. That had made me think I might not be so unremarkable.

“Come on,” Summer said, looking from me to Uncle Eddie. “We’ll do it together.”

[image: ]

I didn’t go home with Mom and Dad after the wake. Instead I climbed into the back of Patrick’s black Ford truck. Mom thought I had spent too much time in my room over the last few days and needed a change of scenery.

An hour later, I was helping Evelyn unload the dishwasher in her dingy kitchen. The outdated appliances were bile green and the wallpaper could make you dizzy if you stared at it for too long. It was covered with orange flowers, big leaves, and metallic swirls that weaved between the petals. Patrick had started to remove the wallpaper once, but he never found the time to finish. He was always working, either at the firehouse or doing odd jobs on his days off for extra money. Installing tiles, landscaping, anything to pay the mortgage.

“Look what I got for you,” Evelyn said.

She stuck a Mrs. Fields bag in my face. It was filled with my favorite chocolate chip cookies, so I knew that Evelyn was in one of her good moods today. I liked her much better this way, when she was sweet and thoughtful the way she used to be, and not cranky and mean like she’d become over the past few years. Dirty diapers and a husband with a dangerous job can make anyone grouchy, Mom said. I warned her.

The worst was after Kieran was born. Evelyn broke out in a nasty case of eczema, and she cried every day and yelled at Patrick constantly. Mom had to call Summer’s father for advice—he was a psychiatrist. He’d said he believed Evelyn had postpartum depression, and he recommended we send her to New York–Presbyterian Hospital in Manhattan. We did, and she had stayed for two months.

Her treatment hadn’t been covered by Patrick’s health insurance. My parents had cashed some savings bonds to pay for the whole thing, and they’d agreed when Evelyn’s doctors recommended that she stop having children. But Evelyn didn’t listen to anyone, especially Mom and Dad. She used to fight with them all the time. They fought about her failing grades, her trampy clothes, and the bag of marijuana that Mom once found in Evelyn’s room. And there was always the issue of her revolving-door boyfriends and the fact that she’d gone alone to a clinic at the age of fifteen to get a prescription for birth control pills.

The biggest fight came when she was seventeen and announced that she was pregnant. Dad’s mouth shrank into a thin white line and Mom yelled loud enough for our neighbors to hear. She said that Patrick was uneducated and ignorant and low class, she couldn’t stand his South Boston accent, and he was lucky that she didn’t hire someone to break his legs.

I had feared for his safety, worrying that some barbarous thugs would bind him and gag him and leave him bleeding somewhere in Bed-Stuy. But Mom chose not to solicit any criminal activity, and she changed her tune after Patrick and Evelyn left for their Florida honeymoon. Mom and Dad whispered in the car as we drove home from LaGuardia Airport, talking about how they’d done everything they could and they’d given Evelyn a nice wedding, and then Mom laughed and said, She’s Patrick’s problem now.

I shot Mom a stern look when she said that, because I didn’t think it was right for a mother to refer to her daughter as a problem. And I wasn’t shocked when Evelyn told us about the second baby. Being a mother seemed to make her feel like she wasn’t just a girl who got married too young and worked part-time as a cashier at Pathmark. Now she was a playgroup organizer, a soccer coach, the woman who’d written a scathing letter to Hasbro after Kieran almost choked on a plastic game piece. Of course there were also the incessant comments from every direction about how handsome Kieran was, how he was blessed with Patrick’s coloring and Evelyn’s exquisite features.

She was striking, even with the extra weight. I sat across from her on the patio that night, admiring the way the fading sunshine accented the copper highlights in her long wavy hair. She was happy now, and she smiled with straight white teeth, let out throaty laughs that jiggled her cleavage.

I heard her laughing again after the sun was gone and I was alone in the guest bedroom, which would soon become a nursery. Patrick was laughing too, and then their voices lowered and changed into murmurs and moans and their headboard smacked the wall. I hadn’t been expecting that sort of thing tonight because Evelyn was more than seven months pregnant, but I’d been wrong. And it was impossible not to listen. They were so loud and Patrick’s noises made my heart race. He sounded like those professional tennis players who grunt whenever they hit the ball really hard.

Maybe it was the noise that gave me a headache. Either that or it was punishment for enjoying the sound of my brother-in-law having what my classmates jokingly called an organism, but I was in too much pain to decide. I was at the start of a migraine that blurred the vision in my left eye and made me see freaky things. Auras, that was what my doctor said they were called. They came around whenever I was stressed or upset or exposed to loud noises. Don’t bottle up your emotions, the doctor said. They’ll manifest themselves physically and turn into headaches.

I didn’t follow his advice. And my migraines always started out the same way, with a web of fluorescent purple light that pulsated and grew until my medication kicked in. Tonight my medication wasn’t here. I had been so preoccupied with Uncle Eddie that I’d forgotten to pack it in my overnight bag.

So I went across the hall to the only bathroom in the house, where I searched through a cabinet for Tylenol. But all I found was Patrick’s Drakkar Noir and the bottle of ipecac that Evelyn had bought when Kieran was younger. She’d shown me where it was just in case he swallowed something dangerous while I was babysitting. She also made me go with her to a class where I learned to perform CPR and to diagnose broken bones.

I could see clearly through only one eye, and the pain in my head was so bad that I kneeled beside the toilet, ready to throw up. When I was down there, I spotted a book on the floor called Name Your Baby. I flipped through it and noticed that Evelyn had circled some names, but only girls’ names. She’d refused a sonogram but was positive that she had a daughter on the way.

The names, the letters, Evelyn’s scribbles in bright blue ink, made me feel worse, and I left the book on the tiles before I stood up. There was no reason to stay down there because nothing was happening, not even one lousy gag. I headed into the kitchen to search for Tylenol.

“What’s wrong?” Patrick said.

I turned around. Patrick stood in the kitchen doorway, shirtless, his pajama pants resting low on his waist, a gold Celtic cross dangling from a chain around his neck.

“I’m trying to find some aspirin,” I said.

He raked his hair back with his fingers but it was useless. Patrick’s hair was very straight and it always fell over his forehead in a silky flaxen wave. “You got one of those headaches again?” he asked, and I nodded. Then he told me to sit down, he would find the aspirin, the bottle was hidden on a top shelf where Kieran couldn’t get into it.

I didn’t sit down. I stood on the linoleum watching Patrick rummage through the cabinets. I watched because he had a broad chest. A six-pack stomach. I hoped he wouldn’t catch me staring at him and he didn’t. He found a bottle of Tylenol and pointed to the table.

“I told you to sit down,” he said, which was typical. Patrick was bossy, and words like please and thanks rarely came out of his mouth. Mom said it was because Patrick came from a family of eight kids with parents who were probably too frazzled to teach their children any manners. But I always followed his orders because I knew he meant well. So I took a seat and he sat opposite me, pushing two pills and a glass of water across the table. Then he reached over and pressed his palm against my forehead. “Are you sure it’s only a headache? You ain’t got no fever?”

Fev-ah, he said. No, Patrick, I thought, shaking my head. I don’t have a fever. You could use a few lessons in Mom’s class, but I won’t tell you that. I can’t hurt your feelings because you’re so gorgeous and your hand feels nice on my face, hard and soft at the same time.

“So what brought this on? Are you still devastated about the corpse?” he asked, and I gave him a disapproving look that made him laugh. “Oh, come on, Ari. The man was almost ninety years old.”

I shrugged, studying the ice in my glass. Then I told him what I’d been thinking, about how sad it was that Uncle Eddie had died in that gloomy apartment, that he didn’t have a wife or children and his neighbors in the cemetery were strangers.

“I’m afraid of that,” I said. “Dying alone.”

He laughed again. “How do you come up with this morbid shit? You shouldn’t worry about dying. You’re a young kid.”

But I do worry about it, I thought. I’m not Evelyn. Boys don’t ring the doorbell for me and they don’t call on the phone. I might never have a husband like you or a son like Kieran, and it’s really confusing because I’m not even sure if I’d want to be like Evelyn. I wouldn’t want to get in trouble and disappoint Mom so much that she’d laugh when I was gone.

“Come on,” Patrick said, standing up. “You need some sleep.”

I stayed where I was, watching the ice melt. I didn’t want to sleep. I just wanted to sit there and think. Then he clamped his hand around my elbow and marched me to the guest bedroom. I wouldn’t have let anyone except Patrick do that. I was sure he meant well.

Dad picked me up two days later. It was a humid morning and my legs stuck to the leather seats in his car.

“How was your weekend?” I asked, and repeated myself when he didn’t answer. Some sports program was on the radio and he lowered the volume.

“I worked,” he said, and turned it up again.

Dad’s eyes were blue like mine and his hair used to be just as dark but now it was totally gray. He was tall and he didn’t talk much. Not to me, anyway. He was a distant father, in Mom’s opinion. But she said that he was also a good father because he kept a roof over our heads and food on the table. And he worked hard, all the time; he could have retired a decade ago but he didn’t because retirement would drive him crazy. He wasn’t interested in traveling or golf or anything except solving homicides, so he had to keep working. At least, that was what Mom told me. I never knew what Dad was thinking.

He sped back to work after I got out of the car in front of our house. Mom was inside, slicing bagels at the kitchen counter. She turned around and rested her hands on her hips.

“You look very thin, Ariadne. Didn’t Evelyn feed you this weekend?”

I should have expected that; Mom always said critical things about Evelyn. Didn’t Evelyn feed you? Evelyn lets Kieran eat too much junk. Evelyn’s house is a pigsty. I wished she wouldn’t. Evelyn might not have been perfect, but she wasn’t so bad. Whenever she got cantankerous and snapped at me, I tried to remember the sweet things she did—like choosing me to be the maid of honor at her wedding and letting me tag along with her and her friends to the bowling alley, even though I was only eight at the time and nobody wanted me there.

“Of course she did,” I said, but Mom looked skeptical. She toasted a bagel, slathered it with cream cheese, and watched while I ate it.

I went upstairs afterward, where I closed the door and opened the window in my studio. It was a sunny day, and our next-door neighbors—the annoying ones who constantly blocked our driveway—were having a party. Balloons bounced from their mailbox at the curb and guests were double-parking their cars, carrying cases of beer to the front porch. I watched for a while, and then I sat at my easel, sketching a tree across the street. The leaves, the bark, the rays of sunlight peeking through the branches. It wasn’t the best thing to draw, not as interesting as faces, but my art teacher had said that I should practice drawing everything.

An hour passed before I heard Mom’s voice. I saw her standing on our lawn, talking to the lady next door. Mom was calm at first, saying “I would appreciate it” and something about our driveway and when I looked at the driveway, I saw a Trans Am parked there with a dented Buick behind it. Our neighbor raised her voice and shouted something rude and so did Mom.

“Get those fucking cars off my property or I’ll call the cops,” Mom said. “My husband’s on the force—I can get someone over here in five minutes.”

Then I heard our front door slam and pots banging around in the kitchen. None of this was unusual, because Mom was feisty. That was the word Dad always used to describe her.

I wouldn’t have survived in my family otherwise, I heard her tell him once, but I didn’t know exactly what she meant. Mom had only mentioned her parents a few times in my presence, using a tone typically reserved for talking about something distasteful, like diarrhea or Evelyn’s eczema. Her parents were both gone now, dead for years, although her brothers were still around. One of them had called our house a while back and Mom had hung up on him. She’d told Dad that her brother was a drunk looking for a handout and she didn’t believe in handouts. She was proud that she’d done everything on her own. Even her degrees had been financed by loans that had taken twenty years to repay.

“Ariadne,” Mom said, startling me. “Didn’t you hear the phone?”

I hadn’t heard. Now I looked away from my drawing and toward Mom, who was standing in the doorway, smiling and speaking in a gentle voice. She could flip the switch so easily, just like Evelyn. One minute Mom was screaming the F-word at somebody who cut her off in traffic, and the next minute she sounded as demure as a librarian.

I shook my head and she walked into the room, stopping behind me to examine my tree. “That’s extraordinary,” she said. “I’m glad you took your teacher’s advice about drawing everything. He knows what it takes to make it as an artist.”

“Or as a teacher,” I said, and Mom rolled her eyes because she didn’t want me to be a teacher. She wanted me to have an exciting career, better than what she had, even though that idea made me nervous.

But the thought of teaching didn’t make me nervous. I imagined teaching art as fun and quiet and far from judgmental eyes. If I tried to be a real artist, people might say I had no talent, and that would ruin everything. There would be no point in drawing anymore, and life would be pointless without drawing. I’d have no reason to memorize people’s faces on the subway.

“Summer called,” Mom went on, adding that Tina was catering a party tonight and she could use my help with the cooking if I was interested, which I wasn’t. I wanted to stay in my room and draw another tree, but Mom thought I had practiced enough for today.

She drove me to Summer’s house, where she talked to Tina on the front steps and I went inside. Summer was sitting at the dining room table, cutting strips of dough with a pastry wheel. There was flour on her face, and she blew her bangs out of her eyes.

“How’s your stud brother-in-law?” she asked.

Gorgeous as always, I thought. I love it when he walks around the house without a shirt. That weight lifting he does in the basement must really work, because his shoulders are huge. But of course I can’t tell you that, Summer. He’s married to my only sister and it’s sinful for me to think these things.

“He’s fine,” I said.

Summer handed me a rolling pin and a bag of walnuts. I sat down and crushed the nuts, noticing that she wasn’t wearing any makeup and thinking she looked much younger this way, more like she did before she blossomed and cast a spell over everyone. Back then—before puberty and highlights and operations to fix her lazy left eye and to straighten her nose—she used to just blend in. Except during the holidays, when some kids picked on her because she had a Christmas wreath on her door and a Hanukkah menorah in her window. Make up your mind, they used to say, and I told them they were ignorant. I said that Summer’s mother was Episcopalian and her father was Jewish, and Summer was going to pick her religion someday but for now she was both.

“Ari,” she said. “I’m sorry for drooling over Patrick, but I’m dying without a boyfriend.”

“You’re dying?” I said.

She knew what I meant—that I’d never had a boyfriend in my entire life. She reached over and squeezed my arm, leaving a smear of flour on my skin. “You’ll get one. Then you’ll see how nice it is to make love.”

She smiled dreamily and I kept hearing those last two words even when she was quiet and cutting dough. She didn’t say screwing or banging, and she called a guy’s you-know-what a magic wand instead of the four-letter words that everybody tossed around at school. But Summer was mature and smart, and she’d read most of her father’s medical books in his library down the hall.

She wanted to be a psychiatrist too, and she already acted the part. She’d explained to me years ago that schizophrenics hear voices and that kidnapping victims can develop Stockholm syndrome, and she once had a talk with a boy in our seventh-grade class who had a crush on her. He used to call her house just to hear her answer the phone, he wrote sappy poems, and we actually found him collecting strands of her hair from her jacket in the coatroom. So Summer sat him down and explained that he wasn’t in love with her, that he only thought he was in love because he was suffering from something else—a psychological word that I quickly forgot. Whatever it was, she said it was similar to lust but much worse because it could get you so stuck on somebody that you’d simply lose your mind.

He didn’t bother her anymore after that. Summer considered him her first cured patient and started talking about UCLA, her father’s alma mater. But I didn’t want her to talk about any colleges that weren’t in New York. Summer had been my best friend since first grade, and the possibility that she would go so far away was depressing.

“Ari,” Tina said later on, when Summer and I were chopping raw steak into cubes. She gave me a piece of paper with a name and telephone number on it and ran her hand across her forehead. Her hair was limp and she looked exhausted as usual. “Please give that to your mother. She needs the name of someone to contact at Hollister.”

“Thanks, Tina,” I said, and I wasn’t being disrespectful. Summer’s parents didn’t want me to address them as Mrs. Simon and Dr. Simon. They’d told me years ago to call them Tina and Jeff. Mom rolled her eyes when she found out about it and mumbled that Tina and Jeff were progressive.

I folded the paper and stuck it in my pocket. I felt Summer staring at me. I’d told her about our inheritance and the Parsons School of Design, but I had never mentioned Hollister Prep.

“Are you going to Hollister?” Summer asked.

She looked nervous. I guessed she was worried that I might accidentally mention embarrassing things to her Hollister friends, things like her eye surgery and her nose job. They must have believed that she was born perfect.

“My mother wants me to,” I said. I was still secretly hoping that Mom would forget the whole thing and let me finish my last two years in Brooklyn. But I rarely got what I wanted.

A month later, my parents and I went to Queens for a Saturday-afternoon lunch. Patrick was on duty and I was sleeping over, because Evelyn’s due date was getting close and he didn’t want her to be alone.

I sat on the couch as Evelyn bent solicitously over Dad, offering him one of those mini hot dog things wrapped in a flaky biscuit. She was wearing a summery maternity dress with a neck that was too low and a hem that was too high. More weight had crept onto her recently and I could see the dimples above her knees.

“Evelyn,” Mom said from her seat next to me. “Did Ariadne tell you that she’s going to Hollister Prep in September?”

By this point, Mom and I had talked about Hollister Prep. Yesterday I’d admitted that I was afraid. I was afraid of new surroundings and new people, and I was sure I wouldn’t make any friends because I hardly had any friends now, but Mom insisted that this was completely irrelevant. In her opinion, I was an interesting, intelligent, fabulous person, and if people didn’t recognize that, then they could just go and screw themselves. Besides, it was only for two years, and I had to agree when she said that Hollister would help my college chances. So I was going.

“No,” Evelyn said, lowering herself into a chair. Her stomach was gigantic and her feet were too swollen for shoes. “She didn’t. So how are you paying for that?”

“Oh,” Mom said. “Uncle Eddie left us some money. Didn’t I mention it?”

Mom knew that she hadn’t mentioned it. We all knew that she hadn’t mentioned it. And I could almost hear what my sister was thinking: Uncle Eddie left you some money, you’re sending Ari to an expensive school, how much will that cost, and where’s mine?

That wasn’t fair. Mom and Dad had given Evelyn lots of things, like a wedding and a two-month stay at New York–Presbyterian. But she could be very selfish sometimes.

“Well, that’s nice,” she said in the same bland voice she used lately whenever anything good happened to me, like when I entered a boroughwide art contest last year and won a second-place ribbon. I didn’t know why she had to be that way, because I was always happy when good things happened to her. I’d been happy when she married Patrick, even though I’d wished he would marry me.

Evelyn changed the subject by bringing us upstairs to the guest bedroom. It was a nursery now, with walls painted a color called Valentine Rose.

“Sort of loud, isn’t it?” Mom said.

Evelyn shrugged. “It’s pink. Pink is nice for a girl.”

“Yes,” Mom laughed. “But you don’t know if you’re having a girl, sweetheart.”

Evelyn’s skin suddenly matched the walls and her expression was one I’d seen many times when she lived with us in Brooklyn. It was as if she was about to dissolve into tears or commit a fatal stabbing.

“Evelyn,” Dad said. “Is lunch almost ready? I can’t wait to eat your tuna casserole.”

Tuna casserole was one of her specialties—along with meat loaf and sloppy joes.

Evelyn turned toward Dad. “It has potato chips on top,” she said, giving him a faint smile. “Just the way you like it.”

We had her tuna casserole for lunch, with her no-bake cheesecake for dessert, and after my parents went home, I washed dishes in the kitchen. Evelyn fell asleep on the couch, and Kieran asked if he could play in the backyard.

I nodded and changed into shorts and a bikini top. After that I sat on a folding chair while Kieran ran across the grass and dove on his Slip ’n Slide as if it was the most fantastic thing ever. It made me wonder who had come up with that brilliant idea—convincing kids that it was fun to skid across a slimy sheet of plastic on the hard ground.

The sun was fading when Evelyn joined us. She carried a bag of Doritos and dragged a chair next to mine.

“Do you know how much weight I’ve gained from this baby?” she asked, and I shook my head. “Well, I won’t tell you because it’s too embarrassing. I’ve turned into a big fat cow.”

“Don’t say that, Evelyn. You always look beautiful.”

She snorted. “You’re such a fucking liar, Ari. I mean … if you asked what I thought … I’d tell you that you’ve got a good body but your boobs are small and uneven.”

What had happened to the sweet Evelyn? I knew that my breasts were small, but they were uneven, too? I looked down at my bikini top and she nodded toward my right breast.

“That one,” she said. “It’s a little smaller than the other side. I can’t see it much in normal clothes, but it’s obvious in a bathing suit. You should stuff your bra with tissues or whatever.”

Later on, when Evelyn and Kieran were asleep, I stood at the bathroom mirror putting Kleenex in and pulling Kleenex out, and after an hour I decided that Evelyn was right. My right breast really was smaller than the left. This was especially upsetting because my list of flaws was long enough already.

There wasn’t anything horribly wrong with me, like a receding chin or an oversized nose. My chin was strong and my nose was small and straight. I didn’t even have any acne problems. But my face was kind of gaunt and pale, and one of my front teeth slightly overlapped the other. I had thick eyebrows that I had to tweeze relentlessly. Standing in front of a mirror, examining my reflection and criticizing myself, was something I spent a lot of time doing. My latest torture session, however, was cut short by Evelyn’s voice outside the door. Her water had broken early and the contractions were starting.

[image: ]

Sweet Evelyn emerged again on the way to the hospital. We’d had to wake up Kieran and leave him with one of Evelyn’s neighbor friends. We also had to take a cab because I didn’t drive yet and we couldn’t reach Patrick. I’d called the firehouse and was informed that he was out. Explosion in a high-rise, the guy on the phone had said.

I left a message and lied to Evelyn. “It’s just a grease fire in somebody’s kitchen.” She worried about Patrick enough; she didn’t need to be worrying then, when she was in pain and clutching my hand.

I also called Mom and Dad, who met us at the hospital. Evelyn was being wheeled from the emergency room when she started talking about Lamaze, saying she needed Patrick for that, and Mom offered to take his place.

“No,” Evelyn said. “Ari can come but nobody else.”

This made me happy and sad at the same time. It was nice to be needed, to be part of Evelyn’s inner circle—and I loved her for wanting me there—but I didn’t enjoy leaving our mother out. Mom and Evelyn were very skilled at leaving each other out. We have nothing in common, Mom often said. Evelyn has never finished a book in her entire life.

Now Mom mumbled something that sounded like Don’t let me intrude, but I wasn’t sure. I was following behind Evelyn and a nurse, and we were getting too far away to hear.

We went to a room on the fifth floor that reeked of Lysol. I looked the other way while Evelyn undressed and slipped into a flimsy gown. Next there was a doctor and a needle that went into Evelyn’s spine. That made me cringe and she got quiet. She drifted in and out of sleep while I watched television—a news reporter talking about the explosion in the high-rise—but Evelyn didn’t notice. She was too busy with the doctor, who kept snapping on latex gloves, sticking his hands underneath her gown, and talking about centimeters.

I wished he wouldn’t. It was all so stark and mechanical. How could soft moans behind a bedroom wall possibly result in needles and stirrups and K-Y Jelly? Even though I was still flattered to be a member of Evelyn’s private club, I kept hoping that Patrick would show up before I had to help with that Lamaze business.

Luckily, he did. He dragged the scent of ashes with him and I read his jacket as he leaned over Evelyn’s bed. CAGNEY. FDNY. ENGINE 258. He was kissing her cheek when he got yelled at by a nurse who ordered him to take a shower in an empty room next door and change into sanitary scrubs. I followed him to the hall and he laughed at me.

“Gross enough for you?” he asked as I studied the smears of dirt on his face. His hair dangled over his forehead and his firefighter clothes made him huge. The big black jacket with the horizontal yellow stripes, the matching pants, the thick boots. “I told your parents I’d send you back downstairs. And I’m warning you … Nancy seems pissed off.”

So did Evelyn the next day, when my parents and I stopped by in the late afternoon. We’d stayed at the hospital until Evelyn gave birth, and we were so exhausted afterward that we slept until noon. Evelyn was exhausted too. Her labor had been long, she’d lost a lot of blood, and she was in a cranky mood.

“Here,” she said, shoving the baby at a nurse. “I’m tired.”

The baby wasn’t a girl. He was a healthy boy with blond hair, a pink bedroom, and no name. Evelyn never even looked at the second half of the Name Your Baby book. Now she folded her arms across her chest, stared at Days of Our Lives, and didn’t say goodbye when our parents left to get some coffee.

“Look, Evelyn,” I said, lifting an elaborately wrapped box from Summer. There was a pair of baby pajamas inside, but they didn’t make Evelyn feel better.

“This is for a girl,” she said. “I didn’t get a girl.”

“It’s yellow. Yellow is for a boy, too.”

“Yellow is for faggots,” she said, tossing the pajamas toward her night table.

They fell to the floor and I picked them up, thinking that she was being rude and ungrateful, because Summer had spent a lot of time wrapping that gift. I knew she was disappointed, that she’d wanted a daughter to dress in Easter bonnets, to sit side by side with at the beauty salon and share secrets. She probably wanted a do-over for all the fun things that didn’t happen between her and Mom. But I was worried, too. She hadn’t looked this miserable since Kieran was born.
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