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FROM THE AMTRAK DINING CAR LUNCH MENU:

Santa María Cheese Enchiladas—$6.50—Monterey Jack and cheddar cheeses rolled up with scallions then topped with tomatillo sauce and served with black beans and Spanish rice.

[image: image]Chapter 1

The April I was thirteen, I went to sleep a good Catholic schoolgirl, and woke up the next morning burning. The transition was like the flip of a coin, and made me as dizzy as an airborne dime.

I was sick for days with it—drunk on the new green of globe willow leaves against the slate of a heavy spring sky; feeling the itch down my spine and the sides of my legs from the seams of my clothes; eating gluttonously of every lasagna, every olive, every bowl of cream I could put my hands on. A cat crawled into my lap, and I petted him for hours, a cat I had known all of my life, and I ached with the incredible softness of his long fur, the astonishing sound of a purr.

My mother said it was puberty. It would pass.

More than twenty-five years later, the great cosmic hand flipped the coin again. I went to bed a woman of the world, and awakened the next morning desperately homesick for the world of the girl I’d left behind. I turned over in my bed—a futon shoved against the wall of the living room of my Greenwich Village apartment—and remembered, suddenly, what it was like to awaken to complete morning silence. Not a plane or a taxi or a clatter in the street, only the voices of birds or the purr of a cat. I stared at the square of obstructed sky I could see above the curtains and remembered a bowl of sky stretched hard from the yellow, elm-pierced east to the dark jagged blue of mountains to the west. It seemed I could smell sage and rain, dust and onions, lasagna and perfume, all at once, mingling like a siren song.

That day, a registered letter came from Passanante, Corsi, & Cerniglia, Attorneys-at-Law, and I opened it to discover that my aunt Sylvia, ninety years old, had passed away and left me her house and all the lands that went with it. It was so precipitous, I knew my grandmother must have been very, very busy lighting candles to every saint on her list for a special intervention. Saint Jude—oh, he of hopeless causes. And certainly Magdalena, who would understand fallen women so very well.

It would not have surprised me if it had been Sylvia herself who’d brought all that homesickness to me, sitting on my bed in mischievous, ghostly humor, taking care of one last thing before she went on to meet her husband, Antonio.

Truth was, though, I had probably known that going home was the only answer. My best friend, Michael, had collapsed on the stairs the week before, unable to manage the steep narrow flights of our building any longer, and I’d accepted—even if he hadn’t—that he’d be living with us soon. Which, considering I’d blown the engine in my delivery van and didn’t have anywhere close to enough money saved to think about a new place, was more than a small hurdle.

And as if that weren’t enough, the building was sold out from under us to a developer who wanted to put in condos. We had two months to find a new place.

I moved my index finger over the embossed name on the letterhead. No choice.

When Shane, my seventeen-year-old son, came out of his room, rubbing his chest in an unconscious gesture, I said, “Babe, we’re going home.”

“Home?”

I took a breath, waved the letter. “Pueblo.”

For one long moment, he blinked at me, maybe waiting for me to say, just kidding. When I didn’t, he scowled, his dramatic dark eyebrows beetling above the brilliance of his blue eyes. “I’m not going there.”

“Yeah, kid, you are.” I tossed the letter down and poured some coffee into a ceramic mug I’d picked up from a street stall. “It doesn’t have to be forever—but we have to take care of Michael.”

He slumped on a stool, leaning his elbows on the counter and putting his big, dark head in his hands. Although he was a fairly typical mix of the arrogance and uncertainty that represents seventeen, he was both more and less—thanks to his music and the lessons of the past couple of years. It hadn’t been easy, for either of us, and now we were facing the hardest hurdle of all. “Mom—”

“I know.” I took a breath, let it go, focused on the irregular rooftops I could see from our fifth-floor window, grimy with soot even though I tried to keep it clean. “A year, Shane, tops. You finish school, we take care of Michael, you can meet your family. . . .” I shrugged. “Then you’re free. The music isn’t going anywhere.”

His broad shoulders hunched against me, or maybe against the knowledge that he couldn’t really refuse this request. After a minute, he nodded.

I touched his shoulder on my way by. “Thank you.”





I’m sure the thought of going home and taking Michael with me must have been in the back of my mind for months, triggered by little things—the cadence of Italian-accented English in the voices of people walking below my window, the wrong taste of salsa made by recipes that were nothing like the ones at home, an illusory scent of sage and rain on the wind. After more than twenty years away, there were suddenly reminders of my hometown on every street corner in New York City.

But until we were actually on the train, settling in the generous seats of the Three Rivers Amtrak, I didn’t really believe I was going to do it. And even then, as the wheels started to clack across the rails, making that particular and hypnotic sound, I was absolutely sure something else would come up and save me from having to face it. Michael looked at me. “You okay, kid?”

I smiled brightly. “Fine. I really think you’ll like it.”

“I’m, uh, really sure I won’t,” Shane said from across the aisle. He used Marlon Brando’s Godfather voice, slumping deeper in his seat, his electric bass guitar slung over his knees, a badge and a shield. He’d been hustling every avenue, every lead, every possible way to keep us in the city—which was, after all, pretty much all he remembered—until it was plain we really did have no other option.

His idea of Pueblo was my fault. I’ve spent most of his life making wry little asides about the place—had perfected an entire spiel on Pueblo, a one-horse little steel town that barely managed not to die when the industry collapsed in the ’80s. I delivered the monologue in that peculiar accent I’d worked so hard to lose—a blend of Spanish and Italian and Irish cadences, mixed with a good helping of country Colorado—making insider jokes about the mill and neighborhoods and ethnic groups that nobody outside the city could understand.

Home sweet home. In my memory, it lived under a white-hot summer sun, one of those dog days of August when all the colors in the fields had been bleached out, when the mercury shot up to 101 and the world thumped with the sound of swamp coolers and overhead fans.

My father, too, walked through my memories of home. Romeo, who made me dolls of hollyhocks and spent rainy afternoons with his daughters, cooking zeppoles in the shapes of letters and animals and stars.

My father, with whom I had not exchanged a single word in twenty-three years.

It took two days. We spent most of the time sitting in the observation car or in the lounges, staring out the windows at those pastoral landscapes. The hours were very melancholy, at least for me. I don’t know if it was for Michael—it’s hard to ever know what Michael is really thinking. He’s made an art form of inscrutability. For the trip, he turned himself totally anonymous in a pair of jeans that bagged around his skinny rear and a pair of mirrored sunglasses.

Not many people recognized him, of course, not like they did in New York when his restaurant was in full swing and in the papers, so he didn’t have to deal with those expressions of hastily hidden dismay he’d often run into in the city, but some people still remembered him from the days when he and my nonhusband Billy were still making records. Michael, being Michael, made it easy for them by cracking jokes about being a missionary in Africa, where rations, you know, are slim. They loved him for it, as they loved him for everything he did. To a lot of people, Michael Shaunnessey was a god.

He was never a god to me, though I sometimes think of him as my angel. Hard to imagine where I’d be without Michael.

Shane, who looks exactly like his father and was, like Billy, also born with some talent to go along with the face, was bearable on the train only because he managed to charm a trio of three young females. They were college girls making their way to LA for some dream or another, and in spite of his age, they were smitten. There’s not a female on the planet who can resist that exact combination of smoldering intensity mixed with genuine openness and admiration. Fatal charm.

Or at least it had been fatal for Billy. I hoped it wouldn’t prove fatal to Shane.

“Damn, that boy looks like his daddy,” Michael said, his voice as gorgeously southern and raspy as ever. We were passing silos at the time. I saw a barn lettered with the name of a feed store pass behind his head.

“I should never have named him Shane,” I said. “If I had called him Horace or Porfino, I’m sure he’d be wearing thick glasses by now.” Shane had seemed such a dangerous, romantic name to my twenty-two-year-old self. And it is.

“Nah,” Michael said. “His friends would have nicknamed him Killer or Charm or something. Count on it.”

He was right, of course. Men are even more awed by a lady-killer than women are. That’s part of the trouble.

I gave myself up to the rocking of the train, the endless, soothing sound of the wheels clunking over the tracks. I was tired. Scared. Michael and Shane had made peace with the need and the reality of this upheaval in our lives, but I had a lot more baggage than they did.

Roots. It wasn’t just that I’d lived in the same house while growing up, though I had. Same house, same neighborhood, same families that had known one another since forever. The whole group of them had immigrated from Sicily ninety years before. Two hundred families left a village in the southern reaches of that island and transported themselves—lock, stock, and secret wine recipes—to America, plopping themselves down in a section of blocks in South Pueblo.

So it wasn’t just a generation or two, it was hundreds of years of roots. Stories about things that happened before Napoleon was born, traditions that started in the sixteenth century, family feuds left over from 1742.

It only sounds romantic, trust me.

And yet, here is how it happened, my coming home: the train came into La Junta at nine o’clock on a cloudy, late spring morning. We found the TNM&O station and got on a bus filled with migrant workers to ride the last little stretch into Pueblo, sixty miles or so away. I took the window, my limbs heavy with remembrance as the potholed two-lane highway rushed under the bus. I spotted Pikes Peak, way off to the north, and the Sangre de Cristos to the south, blue and distant. They came closer as we trundled west, and a part of a Paul Simon song wound through my head: “blood of Christ mountains . . .”

I’d forgotten how beautiful the yellow fields were in comparison to that soft blue of the mountains, how unbelievably huge the sky appeared. In my years away, I’d had a chance to visit Sicily and had immediately understood why my ancestors had settled in Pueblo. There were a lot of things that had the same feel, even now.

We passed through Rocky Ford, where the best cantaloupes in the world are grown, and I thought about eating piles of them when my mother bought them, five for a dollar, at roadside stands in August. We made ourselves sick on cantaloupe. I thought about telling Shane, but he was slumped deep in his seat, his hair hiding most of his face, and I didn’t.

But when we got to The Lanes, I sat up and poked him. “The house is right over that rise.” He roused himself, mouth slack, and nodded blearily.

Michael peered out the window, his hands folded easily across his lap, and showed not a flicker of emotion. He read a road sign. “Ah, Thirty-second Lane. I get it, the Lanes, capital L.”

“Not all the names are that simple, so don’t get cocky on me.”

He put a long slim hand on mine. “You okay, kid?”

“No. But there’s nothing you can do about it.” I just had to live through it somehow, these first few days. Twenty years was a long time to be a runaway. It would have been a lot easier if I’d shown up every year or two in the meantime.

It wasn’t like I’d been incommunicado. It wasn’t that dramatic. When my sisters Jordan and Jasmine, one year and two years younger than me respectively, got out of the house, we set up friendly lines. They kept me up-to-date on Jane, our baby sister, who was sixteen years my junior. My mother got over wanting to kill me for dropping out of school within a couple of months, and told me to call her every Tuesday night from then on. Tuesday is my dad’s bowling night.

My father, on the other hand, has not spoken to me one time in twenty years, but I can’t say I didn’t know it would be that way. I did.

The city arrived outside the windows, so much bigger than it had been that I was blinking. “Shane,” I said, “time to wake up. We’re almost there.”

My sister was going to meet us and drive us out to the house. My sister Jordan, that is, the only one I’d told I was coming, the only one, in all honesty, that I was absolutely sure would come to get us. As we pulled into the station, I sat up tall, straining for a glimpse of her. Entering the driveway, the bus rocked side to side like a lumbering elephant.

We came around the corner and there they were. I don’t know how many. Twenty or thirty at least—my sisters and their families, some of my cousins and aunties, and my mother standing anxiously at the front. Someone had made a big sign that said, WELCOME HOME, JEWEL AND SHANE with five exclamation points.

Shane said, “Are they for us?”

“Yeah.” That was the thing I’d forgotten to tell them about roots, the upside. Even when you totally screw up, your sister will organize a giant surprise welcome for you. She’ll be wearing a medieval velvet hat she bought at the Renaissance festival, and she’ll have put on a dress for the first time in five years, even though she lives in clay-stained jeans or surgical blues.

I saw her standing there and waited until I caught her eye, then put my hand on the window, palm out. She raised her hand. Both of us had tears running down our faces.

Then I was up and running down the aisle. They spotted me and everybody started cheering. All of them, I swear, surged forward, arms out to enfold me and touch my head, to exclaim and kiss my cheek. They blurred together in their clean shirts and good haircuts and the solid shoes of the old women, and the rosary in my Nana Lucy’s hand. She felt like sticks when I hugged her, and all at once I was dizzy with the recognition that she was still alive. How could I have dared let so much time go by?

My father wasn’t there. I hadn’t realized until then that I’d been harboring some hope that he might be ready to throw in the punishment towel.

At last, everybody kind of cleared away, or maybe they surged around Shane. Either way, I was just standing there, looking at my mother, who also had big fat tears rolling down her pretty face. “Finally,” she said, and hugged me.





Jordan had convinced everybody that maybe we wouldn’t want a big party after being on a train for two days, and the family, mollified by the promise of a real celebration on Saturday afternoon, got in their Buicks and SUVs and drove home. Jordan took us to the farm in her slightly battered old Volvo.

The farm, like everything else, has a bit of a story attached.

Most of those Sicilians who came here went to work in the steel mill. A few did other things—grocery stores and the like. My mother’s line has a restaurant that’s justly famous, called simply Falconi’s, which is where I learned to cook.

But in 1919, my great-grandfather Sal and his brother Antonio Falconi had a fight about a woman, Sylvia Rosario. She was a lush beauty who, by all accounts, bewitched—and I do not use the word lightly here; there are still people who say she knew more than she should about herbs—half the men in Bessemer when she came to Mass for the first time on an August Sunday morning. She was fresh from Lucca Siccula, the younger sister of a man who had finally saved enough money from his job as a smelter to send for his siblings.

Sylvia, so the story goes (and I heard it often enough from Sylvia herself to know), took one look at Antonio Falconi and made up her mind in that instant that he and no other would be her husband. Unfortunately, my grandpa Sal had made up his mind that Sylvia would be his wife, and he was the older brother. This might not be a problem where you live, but it was a really big problem for Antonio and Sylvia.

Obviously Grandpa got over it, because he was married to my nana Lucy for forty-nine years. But at the time, it meant war. The restaurant would go to him, of course, so Antonio had to find something else. He bought a farm out on the Mesa where he grew apples and peaches for cider, and although he never got as famous as Merlino’s, he actually became rather wealthy once he started growing the chiles and beans that thrive in those hot, irrigated fields. The apples liked the irrigation, too; it just drove my uncle crazy to have to outguess the last freeze every year.

What they never grew, Antonio and Sylvia, was children. So eventually they healed the rift with the family and it became a tradition to have holidays at the farm. The house was a rambling Victorian with a porch that wrapped around three sides. Nearly all the downstairs windows opened on to it. My aunt used to put out dozens and dozens of red geraniums in clay pots every summer, and over the years, some got so big she had to put them on wheels. I used to help her move them, every spring.

It had been a long time since I’d seen the farm. The trees had grown a lot bigger since the last time I’d been there, and a bank of lilac bushes, just about to explode into blossom, had taken over the western property line. There weren’t any geraniums, only a forgotten basket that had withered on a hook over the winter.

Other than that, it looked exactly the same. Outside.

And, sadly, inside, too.

Shane surveyed the living room with its overstuffed furniture and dusty carpets, its plaster walls made grimy by years of cooking and my uncle’s cigarettes. Probably the result of failing eyesight on my aunt’s part, too. If she could have seen the grime, she would have scrubbed it away. Shane couldn’t know that. Couldn’t know that my imagination filled the room with Christmas trees and the four of us girls and innumerable cousins all racing around the grown-ups’ legs until somebody shouted at us to get outside.

He said, “We aren’t really going to live here?”

“As a matter of fact, we are.”

“What’s with all the little statues?” He pointed to an altar in the corner and one visible in the dining room.

Jordan and I exchanged a smile. “Saints,” I said. “Sylvia was big on saints.”

Jordan shuddered. “I think you’re brave to take it on, Jewel.”

“Bravery has nothing to do with it.” I moved inside, beckoned for Michael to join us. He was hanging back, his hands in his pockets, looking over the fields. I wondered what he was thinking.

I wondered what I was thinking. Jordan put the keys in my hands ceremoniously. “There’s some bread and a lasagna Mama sent over from the restaurant; just bake it for an hour. I got some groceries stocked for you, and cat food’s in the cupboard below the sink—you know about the cats, right?”

They came with the house, three of them. I nodded.

“Sylvia only gave them Science Diet, so you have to feed them that or you’ll be sorry. Mama and I aired things out and cleaned things up a little, but she’s been fretting over Dad so much—” A touchy subject and she skittered away from it.

“Thanks, Jordan.” I kissed her head, surprised still at the height difference between us. I hadn’t quit growing until I was pregnant with Shane, and I felt my height almost everywhere. Jordan had halted just shy of five feet and I could easily kiss her crown. “You’ll never know how much it means to me.”

“Well, watch out. Not everybody is thrilled that you inherited this place.”

“Who wanted it?”

Jordan lifted a shoulder. “A few people. Land values have gone up like you wouldn’t believe, and even without the house, a hundred acres of land is worth something.”

A hundred acres. I’d forgotten that. I wondered about taxes on that much land and when they’d need to be paid. “Was it making any money before she died?”

“Some, maybe. I don’t know how much. Her estate paid off any encumbrances, though, so you should be okay until you get your sea legs.” She grinned and clasped my arm. The bells on her bracelet rang. “Buck up. She really wanted you to have it.”

Jordan went out and stopped on the porch to put a hand on Michael’s skinny waist, looking up at him in concern and no awe whatsoever. She’s a nurse, and a good one, though she is at heart an artist. I’d asked her a million questions about things when we’d first found out he was sick. I loved her for the gentleness of that hand.



FROM THE PUEBLO CHIEFTAIN CLASSIFIEDS:

Thank you to Saint Jude for answering my special prayer. This is my publication.

Say this prayer for nine days, nine times each day.

“May the sacred heart of Jesus be adored, glorified, loved, and preserved throughout the world now and forever. Sacred heart of Jesus, pray for us. Saint Jude, worker of miracles, pray for us.” On the ninth day your prayers will be answered. It has never failed. Publication must be promised.

—Rose Falconi Sabatino
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Two months after we got there, the phone rang at 3:00 A.M., starting what would turn out to be one of the longest days of my entire life.

I picked up the receiver from a sound sleep, then dropped it and had to fumble around in the covers to find it. Pushing my hair out of my eyes, I said, “Talk to me.”

“Mom, hi. This is Shane.”

“I know.”

“First, before you get mad, I have a good reason for being late.”

He was always late, and he always had a good reason. “Mmm.”

“Mom. Are you listening? Are you awake?”

I settled deeper into my pillows, waiting for him to come to the point.

“Mom? Mom! This is important. I’m in jail and I need you to come get me.”

“Jail.” As well as I could remember at three o’clock in the morning, it was Shane’s first brush with the law, but I was familiar with the procedure. Way too familiar. “I hope you don’t need bail money, because I don’t have it.”

“Um. Yeah. Well, actually, I do.”

A boy named Horace wouldn’t end up in jail at the tender age of seventeen. Wouldn’t happen. No how, no way.

“Mom?” Nervousness was creeping in now. “Are you there?”

“I’m here.” Sitting up, as a matter of fact. “How much?”

“Uh, I don’t know.” He said something to someone else, and I imagined some bored cop in a starched uniform, his pockets pressed neatly against his chest. “Hundred bucks.”

I closed my eyes. “I don’t have it.”

A long pause at the end of the line. “You aren’t going to leave me here, are you? I swear, Mom, it wasn’t my fault.”

“It never is, Shane.” And I did something it had never occurred to me to do before: I hung up the phone. Since I knew for a fact he’d only get one call, I didn’t have to worry about him calling back to wheedle and cajole and try to wear me down. It would be good for him to stew there.

While I figured out where to get his bail. A hundred dollars. So he’d done something very stupid this time—and got caught. It crossed my mind that maybe I ought to just let him stay there all night, teach him a lesson. I’d done it with his father.

I fell back on the bed, feeling a dull kind of pain across my shoulders, and thought about the pies I’d have to start baking in two hours, then deliver to various spots all over town. If I didn’t bail him out right now, he’d be stuck there until at least noon.

Leave him, said the annoyed mother in a voice that sounded a lot like Madonna’s—the singer, not the saint.

But what about all the creeps in the holding cell? This one was June Cleaver’s.

Be good for him, Madonna said.

But what if they hurt him? June argued.

I squeezed my eyes shut and ripped out a good, solid roar of frustration. Shane, brilliant and bad, arrogant and sweet, lost and proud and troubled, was driving me out of my mind. June’s voice said quietly, He needs a father, you know.

Yeah. Madonna snorted. To beat him.

In the end, I decided to bail him out for purely practical reasons. If I left it till noon, I’d be exhausted and wouldn’t be able to mete out punishment well enough. If I did it now, especially without coffee, he’d get a furious earful.

But that meant I had to get the bucks. The only two people who wouldn’t either make me eat crow for the next six months or throw a fit were Jordan and Michael. Michael had no money, either. Jordan might scrape it together, but it would be a sacrifice, and I couldn’t stand to ask.

My father wouldn’t talk to me about the weather. Little chance he’d bail out my bad-seed child. My mother might have done it on the sly, but it was kind of tough to hide a middle-of-the night phone call.

Which left only one person. Jasmine, my other sister. She’d have the money, and she’d get up in the middle of the night to give it to me. I would also have to live with the polite tsking and ladylike sighs for ages and ages.

It amazed me faintly, lying there, that I had so many resources after so many years of having only myself to rely on. Another good side of roots, I guessed, but it was hard for me to settle back into it, to remember that I did have options.

With fierce, quick stabs, I dialed the number. The phone rang four times before Jasmine picked it up and answered in her perfectly accentless voice, which was fluty and sweet even in the middle of the night. I wondered if she did drills.

“Jasmine,” I said before I could chicken out, “I’m sorry to wake you up, but I need a huge favor and you’re the only one I can ask.”

“Jewel! Tell me, honey. What is it?”

Honey. Like I was the younger sister. “I need your help, and I wouldn’t ask, but you’re the only solvent person I know. I need a hundred dollars right now to bail Shane out of jail.”

“Jail?” There was as much glee as dismay in the word. “How awful! What did he do?”

“I don’t know yet. Can you help me?”

“Of course!”

“Cash, Jasmine.”

“Even I know that, Jewel. I’ve got it in my cookie jar. Just run by on your way and pick it up.”

“Thank you. I owe you big. I’ll take the kids for a whole weekend so you and Brian can get away.”

“Don’t worry about that right now. Just get that boy out of that awful place.”

I thought, suddenly, that maybe it wasn’t June Cleaver mouthing those worried words in my head. It was Jasmine, the sport-utility-driving, aerobics-going, Land’s End–wearing 1990s version of June. God love her. And in spite of everything, I was glad of the blessing of family. “Jasmine,” I said. “Please don’t tell Dad.”

“Oh, Jewel! I won’t.”

She would, of course. I don’t know why I cared. It would be just what he expected, and things were so bad between us anyway it wouldn’t make any difference, but for once I wanted to keep a thread of dignity.

I think I’d hoped that my father would drop the war after I’d been home for a little while. After two months, I fit right back in with my sisters and my mother, the relatives I was beginning to reacquaint myself with. They moved, my family, as easily as water, to incorporate me and Shane and Michael, embracing us in that mercurial fluid of la familia. It was as if I’d never left.

Except for my father, who considered me banished and invisible. I didn’t go to my mother’s house or even call there. The family water flowed around the banishment, making a pocket for my father to occupy without me, and I was trying to live with it.

Turning on the lamp by the bed, I made myself put my feet on the floor and straighten up, forget about my father. There was enough to worry about without tossing him into the mix. My jeans were flung over the back of a chair, and I put them on, then shucked my nightgown and turned around, yawning, to look for my bra. My hair swished over one shoulder, brushed across my breast, and for some reason, it brought awareness to my skin. My body. Maybe it was being awakened in the middle of the night. Maybe it was just that that there was no father in this boy’s life made me feel so alone.

Whatever the reason, I stood there in the lamplight in the middle of the night, thinking about how long it had been since I’d touched anybody. A man. So very, very long. So long that I’d forgotten to notice that the soft air of an almost summer predawn could arouse me.

Touch. Once, my greatest comfort had come from lying, naked flesh to naked flesh, with Billy. Not having sex, necessarily. Just touching him like that, shoulder to foot, arms entangled. It somehow healed wounded places in me, eased the tension of a day.

Standing there in the coolness, I honestly couldn’t remember the last time I’d been touched in any but the most cursory of ways. Michael held my hands, and I touched him a lot when he needed help or when he was hurting. Since I’d been back home, I’d fallen back into the hugging and kissing my family does, and it was great, really, so much better than I remembered.

None of that was the same as touching a man. But then, what had touching men ever gotten me? Trouble. Nothing but trouble.

At my knee, a dog collar rattled, and Berlin made a soft woofing noise. Oh, yes. I do have animal touches. There was Berlin, ostensibly Michael’s dog, who had named me Favorite Human years ago. And on the bed were the three cats, who’d likewise nominated me F.H., inherited from Sylvia. Two were sort of neurotic and needy and wanted attention all the time. The other one was an aloof and gorgeous tuxedo male named Giovanni. It was naturally him that I liked the best, and I reached over to give him a little scrub.

It was only then I realized I was still half naked, and it made me feel very silly. Moony. I put on the rest of my clothes and pulled my hair out of my eyes with a scrunchy, then went to get my rotten child out of jail.





Women often tell me, with a piercing kind of longing in their voices, that they always wanted sisters. I somehow end up being friends with women who don’t have them—Michael said once that I must be such a sister that they gravitate to me instantly.

My mother had four sisters and is so entwined with them that I think the force of her pleasure is what caused her to have only daughters. She has four and would have kept going, but my father insisted they couldn’t afford any more children. She once confessed to me that she wanted twelve kids. I don’t know why. The four of us gave her fits enough as it was.

I don’t hate my sisters, but having a crew of them is not exactly what these sisterless friends of mine always seem to think it is. I have the scars on my arms from Jasmine’s fingernails—which was her usual response to my borrowing one of her shirts, even if all of mine were in the laundry and she didn’t like the shirt I borrowed—to prove otherwise. She and Jordan used to gang up on me and call me conceited and vain, which I admit I was. They tattled when they got mad at me.

And when I left them behind, I missed them more than I could ever tell you.

The thing is, there is no more complicated relationship on the planet than sisters. I completely adore them. They completely drive me insane. I can’t imagine my life without them and have often said I hope I’m the first one to die because I don’t want to have to bury them. I think it would kill me. I’ve watched my aunts and grandmothers bury sisters. They just fall all to pieces, and I know I would, too.

Maybe that’s what all my sisterless friends are looking for when they wish for a sister of their own. That connection. I mean, we might have called one another names and said awful things, even done awful things, but when it comes down to the wire, sisters are there for you in a way you can’t always count on from your friends. Or maybe you’ll just ask your sisters for the support you need when you know they’ll be pissed but will help you anyway.

Like Jasmine now. I drove to her house, a luxurious Mediterranean-style adobe built in a community that would have been gated anywhere else in the country, and made all sorts of pretensions to being gated here, though there was no earthly reason for it. True to her word, she’d turned on the porch light. I left the car running in the street—I’d never dare drive that old car into that pristine driveway and risk dripping oil on to the concrete—and dashed up the sloping, curved walk to the porch. Jasmine must have been waiting. She opened the heavy carved door just as I landed on the top step and said, “Come on in.” Her voice suited the moment—subdued and quiet. “I’ve got it right here.”

I followed her inside. Even in the middle of the night, she looked like a Hollywood version of a southern belle. Her robe was apricot satin, showing a glimpse of the negligee beneath it, the fabric swooping dramatically over a chest that was her pride and joy, and neatly flat in the back. Billy had made a joke about that lack of rear end, once upon a time. Remembering that made me miss him suddenly.

From the table beside the door, she took two crisp fifty-dollar bills. Her manicured nails matched her robe and I wondered if she coordinated the polish color and her clothes for a week or changed the nails every day or if it was a coincidence. “Here you go,” she said.

I took the money, feeling a sting that I’d had to ask at all, but another surge of gratitude that Jasmine had it to loan me. “I’ll pay you back in a couple of weeks.”

“Whenever, Jewel,” she said in a hushed voice. “I know it’s hard for you right now.”

Without her usual armor of makeup, Jasmine’s skin glowed pearlescently, and her eyes were as purplyblue as the gloxinias she grew as a hobby. I shook my head, knowing my own skin was greasy with summer and sleep. “It’s unbelievable that you look this good in the middle of the night.”

Her eyes went soft. “Thank you. That’s the nicest thing you’ve said to me since you got home.”

I bent down to hug her—she wasn’t quite as short as Jordan, but it was close. Jane, who would be twenty-four this summer, was the only one who’d come close to my height. “I know. I’m sorry. I’m evil and you are a goddess. Thank you.”

Jasmine allowed it for three seconds, but it wasn’t her nature to be comfortable with the loving attention of women. “Go on, now,” she said. “Get that boy out of jail and tell him to come see me in a day or two so I can kick his little bottom for him.”

“I will.”





I got Shane, who was shamefaced and contrite but also a little giddy on the actual fact of being arrested, home and into bed in time for me to start making the pies. I’d built up a fair amount of business in two months, trading mostly on nepotism at first, then, as word spread, capitalizing on the fact that I was a master of that particular food form.

I’m a great cook—when you’re raised in a restaurant, it comes naturally—but I studied cooking seriously in New York, and my passion is for pie. The family kept asking me when I was planning to get a real job, but this was my real job. I hoped, eventually, to build it into a catering business, something I’d run from Michael and Andre’s restaurant for nearly seven years, but at the moment, Michael needed my attention a lot more than my business did. We had a roof over our heads and utilities were cheap. As long as I could bring in groceries and start building a savings account again, we’d be okay for now.

Since flats of blueberries were on special, I’d decided to bake blueberry pies this morning. The fruit mixture and pie shells had been prepared the night before, but I liked baking them in the morning so they’d be aromatic and maybe still a little warm when I delivered them. It went quickly. By ten thirty, they were loaded into the station wagon and I was on the road into town. By one, I was back home, considerably richer and definitely on my last emotional nerve.

In the middle, at exactly eleven, I had walked into Falconi’s, which technically belongs to my mother and her sisters, so my father couldn’t keep me out, even though I was fairly sure he wanted to. I was a little nervous each time I dropped pies by there, but my father had taken pains to avoid me, managing to run an errand or be out talking to somebody when I showed up.

Torture, right? Why would I bother? Because I needed to. Because Shane needed him. Because he could pretend all he wanted, but I knew he still loved me.

I was always his favorite. Except for my height, which comes from my mother’s side, I look like him more than the others. I have his winged eyebrows and golden eyes and curly hair. My mother says the internal angle is even more similar: our birth dates are three days apart, under the sign of Leo—which is probably at the heart of our falling out. Lion pride.

As if to prick that pride, the car started screaming as I drove up. I had no idea why it did it, just started screaming at the top of its lungs at odd moments. Three mechanics had looked it over to see if they could find the source, and all three shook their heads in bafflement. I told everyone it was just haunted, but Shane said if that was true, I have a ghost following me from car to car, making special noises in each one. We had a brand-new Buick off the lot once that had a weird, deep squeak in the front left tire. A delivery van that turned the radio on and off at will.

Anyway, I wasn’t expecting much out of an ’83 Chrysler station wagon I bought for seven hundred bucks. It ran very well, so I put up with the occasional scream. Except that I hated it totally when it did it that morning, commencing when I turned the corner from Northern and made my way through the blocks to the small, unassuming corner building that had housed Falconi’s for seven decades. It screamed until I turned off the engine, drawing Lorenzo, the daytime bartender, outside the kitchen door to wave at me, a grin showing off his big white teeth.

I rolled my eyes and stuck my head out the window. “Don’t say it or I’ll keep driving and you won’t get any blueberry pie with your lunch today.”

“Ah, cruelty, thy name is woman!” He put his hand over his chest and came to open the back gate fitted with racks for the pies. I got out and went to help him. Four pies, twice a week. I suspected sometimes that my grandmother, who no longer worked but reigned from her back table for a few hours every day, made everyone in town eat those slices of pie so she could get me back in there as often as possible. No one else on my list used anywhere close to eight pies a week.

Lorenzo carried two and I carried two. “You gonna marry me yet?” he asked. He was already married, to a tiny neat lawyer who’d bought them a very nice house in University Park, and he was crazy about her. But he was also insane for my pies.

“Well, you’d be handy enough around the house—” something I desperately needed in the old farmhouse “—but you’d be back to being poor.”

He inhaled the scent from the still warm pie. “It would be worth it.”

It’s a cliché to say that Italian men have a flirting disease. It’s also, to some degree, true. I’d probably be disappointed if he didn’t find some way to appreciate me every day.

He pushed open the door and let me go ahead, laughing when I had to squeeze close. I pretended to be scandalized. “You should be ashamed of yourself, young man.”

“I am, I tell you. Every single time.”

So I was laughing and playing word games with the married bartender when I came in and saw my dad sitting there at the table with my grandmother, listening to everything we said.

He’s a good-looking man, my father, even now, just past sixty. His hair had silvered a little, and he combed it straight back from his forehead, which showed off his hawkish, gorgeous nose. As usual, he was wearing a clean, starched shirt with a collar, this one in blues and tiny threads of yellow, tucked into a crisp pair of gabardine trousers. His shoes had a shine. His nails were neatly trimmed. He’s natty, is Romeo. Probably where Jasmine gets it.

When he saw me, he didn’t give me any long, meaningful look or anything. Just stood up, picked up the papers he’d been going over with Nana Lucy, and walked off. Like I was invisible.

So maybe I was wrong. He would never acknowledge me again. He really meant it when he said I was dead to him for the rest of my life.

Beside me, Lorenzo said, “Don’t take it like that, babe.”

Right. Easier said than done. I wondered suddenly if Jasmine had already told my father about Shane ending up in jail, but realized it didn’t matter. It wasn’t as if it would make any difference, one way or the other.

Stung, I rushed through my business, stopped for a minute to kiss my nana’s white head and agreed to bring Shane and Michael to dinner on Sunday, and got out of there as fast as I could. The whole time, my cheeks felt hot and I could feel the sympathy of the waitresses and even some of the early customers. I hate it when they feel sorry for me, and it made me want to do something dramatic, like scream an epithet at my father’s stiff back, which is something I would have done in my youth.

Twenty years had given me the wisdom to know it wouldn’t change anything. He’d still ignore me. I’d look like more of a floozy than ever, and not one pair of sympathetic eyes would be fooled into thinking I didn’t care.





Back at the farm, I rousted Shane out of bed and put him to the most miserable tasks I could come up with: scrubbing both bathrooms, the kitchen floor, and even—I have to admit I assigned it with a certain glee—the baseboards. It was a task Sylvia had tackled every third Saturday of the month, and it had not been done once since we arrived. They were the old style of baseboards, six inches of carved wood, and required a tremendous amount of elbow grease. It would take him hours to take a rag and Liquid Gold to every single one in the house.

Michael was up, a good sign, and sitting on the screened porch. “Hey, good looking,” I said, kissing his head and covertly checking for fever with my hand. He didn’t like being fussed over, and it killed him to have to be so dependent, so he wouldn’t always say when he was feeling bad. “Did you eat?”

“Yeah, Shane made me breakfast.”

“Well, I brought you a treat for later, then.” I settled in a chair opposite and held out my prize, a filled éclair from a bakery he liked. “Ta da!”

He grinned at me, those deep eyes flashing mischief the way they’d always done. “A woman after my own heart.” He took it out and started nibbling it. Savoring it. “So what happened with Da Kid? I take it you had to bail him out of jail in the wee hours of the morning?”

“Oh, it’s good this time.” I ticked off the violations on my fingers. “They were tagging a billboard over on Fourth Street when a cop spied them.”

Michael raised his eyebrows.

“Wait,” I said. “It gets better. Being a fairly bright pair of idiots, they had an escape plan in place. They scrambled down from the sign—drunk, of course—”

“Naturally.”

“—and got in Justin’s car to outrun the cop.” It made me nauseated to imagine what might have happened.

“Obviously they were not successful in their flight.” A tiny smile quirked the corner of Michael’s mouth.

“No. Getting caught with spray paint cans in hand, drunk, after curfew wasn’t enough. They had to add eluding the police.” Watching him make his way through the éclair, I regretted that I’d resisted buying a cruller for myself. “What is wrong with him?”

“Ah, it’s not that bad. He’s seventeen, that’s all. In the long run, you know he’ll be all right.”

A pang went through my chest. “I’m really not that sure right now. He’s got no strength of character. He’s too charming, he’s too good looking, and he’s too much his father’s child.”

Michael thought about that as he licked some custard off his thumb. “All true but the last bit. He’s not really like Billy. He’s more like you.”

It wasn’t all that comforting, to tell you the truth. It’s not like I have a record of outstanding successes. “I wish my father would pay attention to him. I don’t care anymore if he forgives me, but he could do a lot for Shane.”

Michael looked at me. No words. He didn’t approve of my father, but only because he didn’t understand him. Michael loved me, and hated that I cared so much that my father has not spoken to me in twenty years, a reality that had grown more excruciating with every passing day. “You can’t judge everybody by the way your father was, Michael.”

“Is that what I’m doing?”

I shrugged. Relented. “No.”

“Truth is, darlin’, I can’t really think of anything your father and my daddy would have had in common. ‘Cept rotten children.” He winked, a shadow of his former self.

We sat in the quiet of the gathering heat, not talking. I propped my feet on the rail and listened to Shane’s music on the CD player inside—something new and alternative in a minor key. It expressed remorse, and I had to smile. The kid has great taste in music, actually, loves everything from Celtic to jazz, Bach to metal in addition to his beloved, blasting rock ’n’ roll.

Music. Would it save him or kill him? Did so many musicians self-destruct because the music failed them or did self-destructive people end up in music? A familiar knot of panic tied itself in my gut.

“Have you heard from your father lately?” I asked, taking my mind from the immediate worry.

“Not for six or eight months. He was working in Indiana. Asking for money in a roundabout way.” He gave me a bitter smile. “Didn’t have the heart to tell him I didn’t have any left.”

“Sorry.”

A lift of one bone-thin shoulder. “Not your fault.”

“I think you need to call him, Michael. You need to see him.”

Slowly he examined the last of the éclair, then ate it. “We been through this, darlin’. No point in breaking his heart just yet.”

I sighed. There was no way to make Michael do anything he didn’t want to do, and he’d somehow made up his mind to spare his father the pain of his eldest son’s lingering illness.

Michael’s parents had been ordinary, blue-collar southern people, salt of the earth as they say, until they got together. And they turned from normal to completely abnormal, alternately obsessed with lust for each other or caught in a spiral of jealousy and revenge that had ultimately ended with Michael’s father in prison.

Where my life had been as stable and ordinary as, well . . . pie, Michael’s had been as turbulent as a hurricane. In spite of that, I’d never heard him actually speak ill of his parents—in fact he was a hell of a lot more forgiving of their foibles than I would have been—but their double-edged passion for each other had been a disaster for their children, Michael and his brother, Malachi, who was a few years younger. Michael had been their meal ticket during low times—they’d parade him out to sing and play guitar in any little honky-tonk or hole-in-the-wall lounge they could find to pay them. Michael laughed about it and said it was those times that had made him a musician in the end, but I hated to think of him, skinny and gawky at nine or twelve, singing in some dive in Texarkana.

He did it because he could, because he had to, because the family needed him to do it. And because he was fiercely, deeply, rabidly protective of his little brother.

Malachi. I’d never met him, and considering I’d known Michael for two decades, that was saying something. They got together sometimes, but Michael always met him someplace private, and they’d go off and have a few days of good-old-boy fishing or some such thing. His brother led adventure tours all over the world, and it almost seemed that Michael had to chase and capture his brother each time he wanted to see him; that Malachi was so restless he couldn’t bear to light in one place for more than three minutes at a time.

Case in point: for six months, I’d been trying to find the mysterious Malachi. I’d written letters to a post office box number in—of all places—Biloxi, Mississippi, where he stopped for rest when he wasn’t wandering the world in search of Hemingwayesque adventures.

Not that Michael knew that I’d written. He didn’t want his brother here, either. I’d had to riffle through Michael’s things in search of Malachi’s address when it became clear that he wasn’t going to tell either his paroled father or his footloose brother that he was dying and they ought to come visit. I couldn’t find an address for the father, but I’d written to Malachi. Repeatedly. No answer.

A fact I’d finally decided was for the best. What kind of man is named Malachi, anyway? I’d seen some photos, but there was always something wrong with them—a streak of light that obscured his face, or a weird blob of color that rendered him all but invisible. He was as big as Michael had been, and dark where Michael was fair, but that was really all I’d ever been able to make out. And that he was one of those rough and ready guys. I imagined him posing with a dead fish the size of a small boat or running with the bulls in Spain—something I knew for a fact that he’d actually done and struck me as completely insane—or putting his foot on the side of some precious animal he’d slain. He probably carried a knife in his boot and swilled liquor made of alligator blood.

A magpie flitted over the fields just beyond my feet, screaming a warning, and it startled me so much I realized I’d nearly drifted off. Blinking, I straightened and looked over at Michael to discover he had fallen asleep. It pierced me. In the bright afternoon light, the blue veins running beneath the thin white skin of his temple were clearly visible. His big nose, once so aggressively sexy, seemed to be only bone, and his beautiful hands were whittled down to knuckles.

But here, on my aunt Sylvia’s porch, he could doze in the quiet. He could look at the blue, blue sky and listen to birds twittering in the trees. He could sleep at night without hearing sirens or worrying about how we’d get the rent or any of those things. He had Shane. He had me. He had my sister Jordan, who knew how to make him feel better in ways that were beyond me and how to check his medicine and nag doctors when things didn’t feel right.

I wished he also had Malachi. I went inside to write another letter.
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