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My sister, Greta, and I were having our portrait painted by our uncle Finn that afternoon because he knew he was dying. This was after I understood that I wasn’t going to grow up and move into his apartment and live there with him for the rest of my life. After I stopped believing that the AIDS thing was all some kind of big mistake. When he first asked, my mother said no. She said there was something macabre about it. When she thought of the two of us sitting in Finn’s apartment with its huge windows and the scent of lavender and orange, when she thought of him looking at us like it might be the last time he would see us, she couldn’t bear it. And, she said, it was a long drive from northern Westchester all the way into Manhattan. She crossed her arms over her chest, looked right into Finn’s bird-blue eyes, and told him it was just hard to find the time these days.

“Tell me about it,” he said.

That’s what broke her.

I’m fifteen now, but I was still fourteen that afternoon. Greta was sixteen. It was 1986, late December, and we’d been going to Finn’s one Sunday afternoon a month for the last six months. It was always just my mother, Greta, and me. My father never came, and he was right not to. He wasn’t part of it.

I sat in the back row of seats in the minivan. Greta sat in the row in front of me. I tried to arrange it like that so I could stare at her without her knowing it. Watching people is a good hobby, but you have to be careful about it. You can’t let people catch you staring at them. If people catch you, they treat you like a first-class criminal. And maybe they’re right to do that. Maybe it should be a crime to try to see things about people they don’t want you to see. With Greta, I liked to watch the way her dark, sleek hair reflected the sun and the way the ends of her glasses looked like two little lost tears hiding just behind her ears.

My mother had on KICK FM, the country station, and even though I don’t really like country music, sometimes, if you let it, the sound of all those people singing their hearts out can bring to mind big old family barbecues in the backyard and snowy hillsides with kids sledding and Thanksgiving dinners. Wholesome stuff. That’s why my mother liked to listen to it on the way to Finn’s.

Nobody talked much on those trips to the city. It was just the smooth glide of the van and the croony country music and the gray Hudson River with hulking gray New Jersey on the other side of it. I kept my eyes on Greta the whole time, because it stopped me from thinking about Finn too much.

The last time we’d visited was a rainy Sunday in November. Finn had always been slight—like Greta, like my mother, like I wished I was—but on that visit I saw that he’d moved into a whole new category of skinny. His belts were all too big, so instead he’d knotted an emerald-green necktie around his waist. I was staring at that tie, wondering when he might have worn it last, trying to imagine what kind of occasion would have been right for something so bright and iridescent, when suddenly Finn looked up from the painting, brush midair, and said to us, “It won’t be long now.”

Greta and I nodded, even though neither of us knew whether he meant the painting or him dying. Later, at home, I told my mother he looked like a deflated balloon. Greta said he looked like a small gray moth wrapped in a gray spider’s web. That’s because everything about Greta is more beautiful, even the way she says things.

It was December now, the week before Christmas, and we were stuck in traffic near the George Washington Bridge. Greta turned around in her seat to look at me. She gave me a twisty little smile and reached into her coat pocket to pull out a scrap of mistletoe. She’d done this for the last two Christmases, carried a piece of mistletoe around to pounce on people with. She took it to school with her and terrorized us at home with it. Her favorite trick was to sneak up behind our parents and then leap up to hold it over their heads. They were not the kind to show affection out in the open, which is why Greta loved to make them do it. In the van, Greta waved the mistletoe around in the air, brushing it right up into my face.

“You wait, June,” she said. “I’ll hold this over you and Uncle Finn and then what’ll you do?” She smiled at me, waiting.

I knew what she was thinking. I’d have to be unkind to Finn or risk catching AIDS, and she wanted to watch me decide. Greta knew the kind of friend Finn was to me. She knew that he took me to art galleries, that he taught me how to soften my drawings of faces just by rubbing a finger along the pencil lines. She knew that she wasn’t part of any of that.

I shrugged. “He’ll only kiss my cheek.”

But even as I said it, I thought of how Finn’s lips were always chapped to shreds now. How sometimes there would be little cracks where they’d started to bleed.

Greta leaned in, resting her arms on the back of her seat.

“Yeah, but how do you know that the germs from a kiss can’t seep in through the skin of your cheek? How can you be sure they can’t somehow swim into your blood right through your open pores?”

I didn’t know. And I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want to turn gray.

I shrugged again. Greta turned around in her seat, but even from behind I could tell she was smiling.

It started to sleet, and the little nuggets of wet ice splatted against the window as we drove through the streets of the city. I tried to think of something good to say back to Greta, something to let her know that Finn would never put me in danger. I thought about all the things Greta didn’t know about Finn. Like the way he’d let me know the portrait was just an excuse. How he’d seen the look on my face the very first time we’d gone down for the painting sessions. How he’d waited for my mother and Greta to go ahead into the living room, and in that moment, when it was only the two of us in the narrow hallway inside Finn’s apartment door, he’d put his hand on my shoulder, leaned in, and whispered in my ear, “How else could I get all these Sundays with you, Crocodile?”

But that was something I would never tell Greta. Instead, when we were in the dim parking garage, climbing out of the van, I blurted out, “Anyway, skin’s waterproof.”

Greta pressed her door closed gently, then walked around the van to my side. She stood there for a few seconds, staring at me. At my big, clumsy body. She tugged the straps of her backpack tight against her little sparrow’s shoulders and shook her head.

“Believe what you want,” she said, turning away and heading for the stairs.

But that was impossible and Greta knew it. You could try to believe what you wanted, but it never worked. Your brain and your heart decided what you were going to believe and that was that. Whether you liked it or not.

My mother spent the hours at Uncle Finn’s in his kitchen, making pots of tea for us in a magnificent Russian teapot Finn had that was colored gold and red and blue with little dancing bears etched around the sides. Finn said that pot was reserved for serving tea to his favorite people. It was always waiting for us when we came. From the living room we could hear my mother organizing Finn’s cabinets, taking out jars and cans, plates and mugs, and loading them back in again. Every once in a while she’d come out to give us tea, which would usually go cold because Finn was busy painting and Greta and I weren’t allowed to move. All those Sundays, my mother hardly looked at Finn. It was obvious that she was being broken up into pieces about her only brother dying. But sometimes I thought there was more. She also never looked at the painting. She’d come out and set the teapot down and walk right past the easel, craning her head away. Sometimes I thought it wasn’t Finn at all. Sometimes it felt like it was the canvas and brushes and paint she was trying not to see.

That afternoon we sat for an hour and a half while Finn painted us. He had on Mozart’s Requiem, which Finn and I both loved. Even though I don’t believe in God, last year I convinced my mother to let me join the Catholic church choir in our town just so I could sing the Mozart Kyrie at Easter. I can’t even really sing, but the thing is, if you close your eyes when you sing in Latin, and if you stand right at the back so you can keep one hand against the cold stone wall of the church, you can pretend you’re in the Middle Ages. That’s why I did it. That’s what I was in it for.

The Requiem was a secret between me and Finn. Just the two of us. We didn’t even need to look at each other when he put it on. We both understood. He’d taken me to a concert at a beautiful church on 84th Street once and told me to close my eyes and listen. That’s when I first heard it. That’s when I first fell in love with that music.

“It creeps up on you, doesn’t it,” he’d said. “It lulls you into thinking it’s pleasant and harmless, it bumbles along, and then all of a sudden, boom, there it is rising up all menacing. All big drums and high screaming strings and deep dark voices. Then just as fast it backs right down again. See, Crocodile? See?”

Crocodile was a name Finn invented for me because he said I was like something from another time that lurked around, watching and waiting, before I made my mind up about things. I loved when he called me that. He sat in that church, trying to make sure I understood the music. “See?” he said again.

And I did see. At least I thought I saw. Or maybe I only pretended I did, because the last thing I ever wanted was for Finn to think I was stupid.

That afternoon the Requiem floated over all the beautiful things in Finn’s apartment. His soft Turkish carpets. The old silk top hat with the worn side to the wall. That big old Mason jar filled to the top with every possible color and pattern of guitar pick. Guitar pickles, Finn called them, because he kept them in that canning jar. The music floated right down the hallway, past Finn’s bedroom door, which was closed, private, like it always was. My mother and Greta didn’t seem to notice the way Finn’s lips moved along with the music—voca me cum benedictus … gere curam mei finis … They had no idea they were even listening to a death song, which was a good thing, because if my mother had known what that music was, she would have turned it right off. Right. Off.

After a while, Finn turned the canvas around so we could see what he’d done. It was a big deal because it was the first time he’d let us see the actual painting.

“Take a closer look, girls,” he said. He never talked while he worked, so when he finally spoke, his voice was a thin, dry whisper. A flicker of embarrassment shot across his face, then he reached for a cup of cold tea, took a sip, and cleared his throat. “Danni, you too—come in, have a look.”

My mother didn’t answer, so Finn called into the kitchen again. “Come on. Just for a second. I want to see what you think.”

“Later,” she called back. “I’m in the middle of something.”

Finn kept looking toward the kitchen like he was hoping maybe she would change her mind. When it was obvious she wasn’t going to, he frowned, then turned to stare at the canvas again.

He pushed himself up from the old blue chair he always painted in, wincing as he held on to it for a second, steadying himself. He took a step away and I could see that, other than the green tie at his waist, the only color Finn had was in the little splotches of paint all over his white smock. The colors of me and Greta. I felt like grabbing the paintbrush right out of his hand so I could color him in, paint him back to his old self.

“Thank God for that,” Greta said, stretching her arms way above her head and giving her hair a shake.

I stared at the portrait. I saw that Finn had put me slightly in the foreground even though we weren’t sitting that way, and I smiled.

“It’s not done … is it?” I asked.

Finn came over and stood next to me. He tilted his head and looked at the portrait, at the painted Greta, then at the painted me. He squinted, looking right into the eyes of that other me. He leaned in so his face almost touched the wet canvas, and I felt goose bumps prickle on my arm.

“No,” he said, shaking his head, still staring at the portrait. “Not quite. Do you see? There’s something missing. Maybe something in the background … maybe a little more with the hair. What do you think?”

I breathed out and relaxed my chest, unable to hold back a smile. I nodded hard. “I think so too. I think we should come a few more times.”

Finn smiled back and rubbed his pale hand across his pale forehead. “Yes. A few more,” he said.

He asked us what we thought of the painting so far. I said it was fantastic and Greta didn’t say anything. Her back was turned to us. She wasn’t even looking at the painting. Both her hands were in her pockets, and when she twisted slowly around, her face was blank. That’s something about Greta. She can hide everything she’s thinking. The next thing I knew she’d pulled out her mistletoe and was standing there holding it up in one hand. She waved it in an arc like she was cutting the air above our heads, like she was holding something more than just a scrap of Christmas leaves and berries. Finn and I both looked up and my heart seized. We looked at each other for the amount of time that’s maybe one grain of sand in an hourglass or one drop of water from a leaky tap, and Finn, my uncle Finn, read me—snap—like that. In that tiny slice of a second, he saw I was afraid, and he bent my head down and kissed the top of my hair with such a light touch it could have been a butterfly landing.

On the ride home I asked Greta if she thought you could catch AIDS from hair. She shrugged, then turned and stared out the window for the rest of the drive.

I shampooed my hair three times that night. Then I wrapped myself in towels and crawled under my blankets and tried to sleep. I counted sheep and stars and blades of grass, but nothing worked. All I could think of again and again was Finn. I thought about his soft kiss. I thought about how just for a second, just as he’d leaned in to me, AIDS and Greta and my mother had disappeared from the room. It was only Finn and me in that tiniest of tiny moments, and before I could stop myself I wondered what it might be like if he really did kiss my lips. I know how gross that is, how revolting, but I want to tell the truth, and the truth is that I lay in bed that night imagining Finn’s kiss. I lay in bed thinking about everything in my heart that was possible and impossible, right and wrong, sayable and unsayable, and when all those thoughts were gone there was only one thing left: how terribly much I was going to miss my uncle Finn.
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Going into the woods by yourself is the best way to pretend you’re in another time. It’s a thing you can only do alone. If there’s somebody else with you, it’s too easy to remember where you really are. The woods I go to start behind the middle and high school buildings. They start there, but they stretch up north for miles, toward Mahopac and Carmel, and then farther, to places I don’t know the names of.

The first thing I do when I get to the woods is hang my backpack on a tree branch. Then I walk. To make it work you have to walk until you can’t hear any cars at all, and that’s what I do. I walk and walk until all I can hear are the little cracks and snaps of branches and the swish of the brook. I follow the brook to a place where there’s a crumbling dry stone wall and a tall maple tree with a rusted-out sap bucket nailed just above head height. That’s my place. That’s where I stop. In the book A Wrinkle in Time, it says that time is like a big old rumpled blanket. What I’d like is to be caught in one of those wrinkles. Tucked away. Hidden in a small tight fold.

Usually I put myself in the Middle Ages. Usually England. Sometimes I sing snatches of the Requiem to myself, even though I know the Requiem isn’t medieval. And I look at everything—rocks, fallen leaves, dead trees—like I have the power to read those things. Like my life depends on understanding exactly what the forest has to say.

I make sure I bring along an old Gunne Sax dress of Greta’s from when she was twelve. It’s way too small for me, so I have to wear a shirt underneath and keep the buttons open at the back. It looks more like something out of Little House on the Prairie than anything medieval, but it’s the best I can do. And then there’s my medieval boots. Anyone will tell you that shoes are the hardest part to get right. For the longest time I only had plain black Keds, which I would try hard not to look at, because they ruined the whole thing.

I got the boots, which are black suede with crisscross leather laces right up the front, at the medieval festival at the Cloisters with Finn. It was October, and Finn had already been painting the portrait for four months. This was the third time he’d taken me to the festival. The first time it was his idea, but the other two were mine. As soon as the leaves started to brown and curl, I’d start pestering him about it.

“You’re becoming a regular medievalist, Crocodile,” he’d say. “What have I done to you?”

He was right. It was his fault. Medieval art was Finn’s favorite, and over the years we’d spent hours and hours looking through his books together. This third time at the festival, Finn was already getting thin. It was chilly enough for wool sweaters and Finn was wearing two, one on top of the other. We were drinking hot mulled cider, and it was just the two of us, alone with the greasy smell of a pig roasting on a spit and lute music and the whinny of a horse about to go into a fake joust and the jangling of a falconer’s bells. Finn saw the boots that day and bought them for me because he knew I’d love them. He stayed with me at that bootmaker’s stall, tying up rough leather laces for me again and again like there was nothing he’d rather be doing. If they weren’t right, he’d help pull the boots off my feet. Sometimes his hand would brush my ankle or my bare knee and I’d blush. I didn’t tell him this, but I made sure to choose a pair two sizes too big. I didn’t care how many pairs of socks I’d have to wear with them. I never wanted to grow out of those boots.

If I had a lot of money, I would buy acres of woods. I would put a wall around them and live there like it was another time. Maybe I would find one other person to live with me there. Someone who was willing to promise they’d never speak a word about anything in the present. I doubt I could find anyone like that. I’ve never met anyone yet who might make that kind of promise.

There’s only one person I’ve ever told about what I do in the woods, and that’s Finn, and I didn’t even mean to tell him. We were walking back to his apartment from the movie theater after seeing A Room with a View. Finn started talking about how all the characters were so enchanting because they were so tightly wrapped and it was so beautiful to watch them try to unwrap one another. So romantic, he said. He said he wished things were like that now. I wanted him to know I understood—that I would do anything to go back in time—so I told him about the woods. He laughed and bumped his shoulder against mine and called me a nerdatroid and I called him a geek for spending all his time thinking about painting, and then we both laughed because we knew we were right. We both knew we were the biggest nerds in the whole world. Now that Finn’s gone, nobody knows that I go to the woods after school. Sometimes I think nobody even remembers those woods exist at all.
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The portrait was never given to us. Not officially. Not with words.

That’s because it was never finished. That’s what Finn said. We had to keep going back for just one more sitting and one more sitting after that. Nobody argued about it except Greta, who stopped going to Finn’s on Sundays. She said if Finn was only doing the background, he didn’t need all of us there. She said she had other things, better things, she could be doing with her Sunday afternoons.

It was a cold cold morning in January, the first day back to school after Christmas vacation, and we were waiting outside our house for the school bus. Our house is on Phelps Street, which is one of the last streets on the bus route. We live on the south end of town, and school is a little way out of town on the north side. By road it’s about two miles, but if you cut through backyards and come in through the woods—which I sometimes do—it’s much less.

Because our house is one of the last the bus gets to, it’s always hard to know exactly when it will show up. Over the years, Greta and I have spent a lot of time out there waiting, staring down the line of front lawns on our street. Phelps has a mix of capes and ranches, except for the Millers’ Tudor, which sits up a small hill on the cul-de-sac. It’s obviously a fake Tudor, because there was nobody in Westchester except for the Mohegan Indians in Tudor times, so I don’t know who the Millers think they’re fooling. Probably no one. Probably it never even crossed the Millers’ minds. But it crosses mine. Every single time I see it. Ours is the light blue cape with black shutters and a sprawling red maple out front.

That morning I was jogging in place to stay warm. Greta was leaning against the maple, studying a pair of new suede ankle boots she had on. She kept taking her glasses on and off, breathing on them, then cleaning off the steam.

“Greta?”

“What?”

“What better things do you do on Sundays?”

I wasn’t sure I really wanted to know. I wrapped my arms around my coat, pulling it in tighter.

Greta turned her head slowly and gave me a big close-lipped smile. She shook her head and widened her eyes.

“Things you can’t even imagine.”

“Yeah, right,” I said.

Greta went to stand on the other side of the driveway.

I figured she meant having sex. But, then again, maybe not, because I could imagine that. I didn’t want to, but I could.

She took her glasses off again and turned the lenses white with her breath.

“Hey,” I called over to her. “We’re orphans again. It’s orphan season.”

Greta knew what I meant. She knew I meant tax-season orphans. Every year it was the same. There’d be the buzz of Christmas and New Year, and then our parents disappeared for all the worst months of winter. They’d leave the house by six-thirty in the morning, and most nights they wouldn’t be back until at least seven. That’s what it’s like to be the offspring of two accountants. That’s how it’s been for as long as I can remember.

In tax season, when our parents had to leave before the bus came, they used to have Mrs. Schegner across the street watch over us from her living room window. Nine-year-old Greta would stand waiting for the bus with seven-year-old me. Even though we knew Mrs. Schegner was there, it still felt like we were alone. Greta would throw her arm over my shoulder and pull me right into her. Sometimes, if it was taking a really long time for the bus to get there or if it started snowing, Greta would sing. She’d sing something from The Muppet Movie or sometimes that James Taylor song “Carolina in My Mind” from my parents’ Greatest Hits album. Even then she had a good voice. It was like she was another person when she sang. Like there was some completely different Greta hidden in there somewhere. She’d sing and hold me tight until she saw the bus round the corner. Then she’d say to me, or maybe to herself, “See, that’s not so bad. See?”

I didn’t know if Greta still remembered that. I did. Even when she was being mean as anything, I could look at her and remember how we used to be.

Greta glanced at me for a second, trying not to be interested. Trying to pretend she didn’t care. She put her hands on her hips. “Oh, the drama of it all, June. Your parents work late. Get over it.” She spun around and kept her back to me until the bus came trundling up the road.

I went to Finn’s with my mother three more times. We’d started going every other week instead of just once a month. And not always on Sundays. I would have loved to go down there by myself, like I used to, at least one of those times. I wanted to have a good long talk with Finn. But every time I brought it up, my mother said, “Maybe next time. Okay, Junie?” which wasn’t really a question at all. It was my mother telling me how it was going to be. It started to feel like she was using me and the portrait as an excuse to go down and spend time with Finn. It never seemed to me like they were very close, and I guess maybe she was starting to regret it. Now it was like I was some kind of Trojan horse my mother could ride in on. It wasn’t fair, and underneath it all, lying there like quicksand, was the fact that there wouldn’t be that many next times. Without ever saying it, it was becoming clear that the two of us were scrapping it out for Finn’s final hours.

On the Sunday that ended up being the last Sunday we went to Finn’s, Greta was sitting at her desk, painting her fingernails two colors. She alternated—one purple, one black, one purple, one black. I sat on the edge of her unmade bed and watched.

“Greta,” I said, “you know, it won’t be much longer. With Finn, I mean.”

I needed to make sure she understood the way I understood. My mother said it was like a cassette tape you could never rewind. But it was hard to remember you couldn’t rewind it while you were listening to it. And so you’d forget and fall into the music and listen and then, without you even knowing it, the tape would suddenly end.

“Of course I know,” she said. “I knew about Uncle Finn being sick way before you knew anything.”

“Then why don’t you come with us?”

Greta put the black and purple nail polishes back on her little wooden makeup shelf. Then she pulled down a bottle of dark red and unscrewed the top. Carefully, she scraped the brush against the bottle’s rim. She pulled her knees to her chest and painted her toenails, starting with the pinkie.

“Because he’s going to finish that picture one way or another,” Greta said, not even bothering to look up at me. “And, anyway, you know as well as I do that if he could have, he wouldn’t have even put me in the portrait. It would have been just his darling Junie, all on her own.”

“Finn’s not like that.”

“Whatever, June. It’s not like I even care. It doesn’t matter. Any day now the phone will ring and you’ll find out that Finn’s dead, and you’ll have a whole life of Sundays to worry about. What’ll you do then? Huh? It doesn’t matter anymore. One Sunday more or less. Don’t you even know that?”

I didn’t say anything. Greta always knew how to make me lose my words. She screwed the top back on the polish bottle and flexed her freshly painted toes. Then she turned to me again. “What?” she said. “Stop staring at me.”
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Tax season always smelled like stew. Most days my mother left her mustard-yellow crockpot sitting on the kitchen counter, slow-cooking something for our dinner. It didn’t matter what was in the pot—chicken, vegetables, beans—it all smelled like stew once the pot was through with it.

It was four o’clock and Greta was at play rehearsals at school. She had one of the big supporting parts in South Pacific, the role of Bloody Mary, which she got because she can sing like anything and she’s pretty dark. Hair and eyes anyway, so all they have to do is put some dark makeup and eyeliner on her to make her look Polynesian. She told us she had to be at the school almost every night “ ’til late.”

It was a well-known fact that, of all the schools in the area, our school put on the best musicals. Some years there were even people from the city who came to see our shows. Theater people, choreographers, directors, that kind of thing. There was a rumor that once, maybe ten years ago, a choreographer saw the play and thought one of the senior girls was so good that he got her a part in A Chorus Line after graduation. Every year that story goes around, and even though everyone says they don’t believe it, you can tell really they do. Really they want to believe that a fairy-tale thing like that could happen to them.

[image: ]

The temperature had been in the single digits for a few days, too cold for the woods, so I was home alone, sitting at the kitchen table doing geology homework, when the phone rang.

“Mrs. Elbus?” a man said. The voice was blurry. Watery.

“No.”

“Oh … right. Sorry. Is Mrs. Elbus there?” Not just watery, but with an accent. English maybe.

“She’s not home yet. Can I take a message?”

There was a long pause, then, “June? Actually, is this June?”

This man, who I knew I’d never spoken to before, knew my name, and it felt like he was reaching his fingers right down the phone wires.

“Call back later,” I said. Then I quickly hung up.

I thought of that movie where there’s a girl babysitting and someone keeps calling, saying he can see her and that she should check on the children, and she gets more and more freaked out. That’s what that phone call felt like. Even though the guy hadn’t said anything creepy, I walked around the house, locking all the windows and doors. I sat down on the kitchen floor next to the fridge and opened up a can of Yoo-hoo.

Then the phone rang again. It rang and rang until the answering machine got it. And there was that same voice.

“I’m sorry, really sorry, if I frightened you. I’m ringing about your uncle. Uncle Finn in the city. I’ll try back later. That’s all. Sorry.”

Uncle Finn. He knew Uncle Finn. My whole body went cold. I stood up and poured the rest of the Yoo-hoo down the sink. Then I paced back and forth over the brown linoleum tiles of the kitchen. Finn was gone. I knew Finn was gone.

I picked up the phone and dialed his number, which I knew by heart. It rang twice before it was answered, and when I heard the click of someone picking up, a flood of joy spread right through my chest.

“Finn?” It was quiet on the other end and I waited. “Finn?” I said again. I could hear the desperation creeping into my voice.

“I’m … I’m afraid not. He’s not …”

I hung up the phone quick. The voice was the same. It was the same man who’d left the message on our machine.

I ran up to my room. It had never seemed so small. So shrunk down. I looked around at my stupid fake candles and my big dumb collection of Choose Your Own Adventure books, my gaudy red comforter with the fake tapestry print on it. The city seemed like it was a thousand miles away. Like without Finn it didn’t have the weight to stay put. Like it might just float away.

I crawled under my bed and closed my eyes tight. I stayed under there for two hours, breathing in stale stew, pretending to be something ancient and entombed, listening for the back door to open so I could press my hands tight over my ears before I had to hear someone playing that stupid answering machine message again.


Five
[image: ]

What Greta said—that she knew about Finn being sick before I did—was probably true. She wasn’t there when I found out. The day I found out, I was supposed to be going to the dentist with my mother, but then, without saying a word, she turned left on Main instead of right and the next thing I knew we were at the Mount Kisco Diner. I should have known something was weird about the whole thing from the start, because Greta and I always went to the dentist together and that time it was just my mother and me. Maybe she was hoping I’d be so relieved not to be going to the dentist that the news about Finn wouldn’t seem so bad. She was wrong about that. I like going to the dentist. I like the way the fluoride gel tastes, and I like that for the twenty minutes I’m sitting in Dr. Shippee’s chair, my teeth are the most important thing in the world to him.

We sat in a booth, which meant we had a jukebox. Before I even asked, my mother passed me a quarter and told me to pick some songs.

“Something good, okay?” she said. “Something happy.”

I nodded. I didn’t know what we were about to talk about, so I chose “Ghostbusters,” “Girls Just Want to Have Fun,” and “99 Luftballons.” The jukebox had both the English and the German versions of that song. I chose the German because I thought it was cooler.

My mother ordered a cup of coffee, no food. I ordered lemon meringue pie and chocolate milk.

“Ghostbusters” started to play as I flipped through the jukebox songs. I turned the pages, reading the titles one by one, wondering if I’d made the best choices. Then my mother’s hand was suddenly on top of mine.

“June,” she said, looking like she was almost going to cry.

“Yeah?”

She said something so softly I couldn’t hear any of it.

“What?” I asked, leaning across the table.

She said it again, but I could only see her lips moving, like she wasn’t even trying to make herself heard.

I shook my head. The jukebox blared out Ray Parker Jr. singing about how he wasn’t afraid of ghosts.

My mother pointed to the space next to her, and I walked around to her side of the table. She took my head in her hands and pulled me in so her mouth was almost touching my ear.

“Finn’s dying, June.”

She could have said that Finn was sick—even really sick—but she didn’t. She told me straight out that Finn was dying. My mother wasn’t always like that. She wasn’t usually one for harsh truths, but this time she must have figured it would mean less talking, less explaining. Because how could she possibly explain something like this? How could anyone? She pulled me closer and we stayed like that for a few seconds, neither of us wanting to look the other in the eye. It felt like there was a traffic jam in my brain. A hundred different things I was supposed to say.

“Lemon meringue?”

The waitress was suddenly standing there holding out my pie, and I had to pull away and nod. I looked at that ridiculous fluffy cheerful meringue and couldn’t believe that only a few minutes ago I was a girl who would have wanted something like that.

“What kind of dying?” was what I finally said.

I watched as my mother traced her index finger against the table. AIDS, she wrote. Then, as though the table was a blackboard, as though it could remember what she’d written, she rubbed it out with the flat of her hand.

“Oh.” I got up and went back to my side of the table. The pie sat there taunting me. I stabbed my fork into that stupid hopeful meringue and pulled it apart. Then I slid closer to the jukebox and pressed my ear against the speaker. I closed my eyes and tried to make the whole diner disappear. As “99 Luftballons” started up, I sat there waiting for Nena to say “Captain Kirk,” the two words in that whole song I understood.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Brun_9780812992922_epub_tp_r1.jpg
Tell
the Wolves
I’m Home

A NOVEL

Carol Rifka Brunt

THE DIAL PRESS
NEW YORK





OEBPS/images/Brun_9780812992922_epub_L04_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Brun_9780812992922_epub_L03_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Brun_9780812992922_epub_L02_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Brun_9780812992922_epub_cvi_r1.jpg






OEBPS/images/Brun_9780812992922_epub_cvt_r1.jpg
e







OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





