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30 Days

I threw the teapot out the window.

It plummeted three floors and shattered into a hundred white porcelain pieces right behind Mrs. Epstein, whom I had never much liked anyway.

“Hey!” she yelled up at me.

“Sorry,” I said, hanging half my upper body over the sill. Then I turned back inside, grabbed half a dozen teacups, and dumped those out, too.

I wasn’t that sorry.

Crash. Crash-crash. Crash-crash-crash.

It was very satisfying.

“Have you lost your mind?” Mrs. Epstein screamed, dancing around in her sensible shoes to avoid flying debris.

“Yes,” I said and used half my body weight to shove the sash back down.

It would’ve been more satisfying to slam it, but fifty years of paint made that impossible. Unfortunate. I was really into doing things that were satisfying at the moment. I had, just that afternoon, fired my shrink. When you’ve really and truly decided to kill yourself, what’s the point of a shrink?

That was also satisfying. Both the firing and the deciding.

Then I positively on-purpose hit the car of the asshole who always parks six inches across my building’s driveway. I took his bumper half off and did not leave a note, because he deserved it. I’ll be dead in thirty days. Let him try to take me to small claims court.

Upstairs, I did not hang up my jacket and drank orange juice straight from the carton. I even spit in it a little because I could. All exceptionally satisfying. That’s when I decided I didn’t like tea very much.

Crash. Crash-crash. Crash-crash-crash.

I should’ve done this ages ago.

The edges of my studio are for living. That’s where I keep my kitchen, my television, and, off in the corner behind some repurposed red velvet curtains, my bed. The center is where I work. That’s not a metaphor. It’s a spatial description. The commute rocks.

I flipped through a stack of stretched canvases leaning against the rough stucco wall.

No, no, no, no. Yes.

I picked a square one, four feet by four feet. That would do. I dropped it onto the easel. I’d fired Jenny, my assistant, the week before, just after she’d stretched half a dozen of these. Her last name is Pritchard, too, no relation. She’s twenty-four and looks even younger. When I let her go, she looked at me as if I’d slapped her hard across the face. Even her cheeks turned red. Tears pooled in her bottom lashes, and she tore around the place snatching up papers and her bag and finally a coffee mug I’d given her when she first started. I should’ve had her prime the canvases, too, before she left, but I hadn’t thought of it.

After she’d gone, I called the Essex Gallery in New York. The curator had a wife whose family made their money in upholstery fabric. He also had a young man tickling twenty-five whom he kept in an apartment in the West Fifties. I’d started out in that gallery back when I was just a little more than nothing. The curator and I liked each other in the way you have to like someone who knows more about you than they should. I told him he damn well better give Jenny a show of her own. She got a call the next day. Although I heard she turned him down. I can’t imagine why. I mailed her last check with quite a bit extra thrown in, enough to keep her fed until she started selling on her own. That’s what she should’ve been doing anyway instead of stretching my damn canvases.

I pulled a clean bowl out of the stack and shook the hell out of a bottle of gesso, a mixture of latex and calcium carbonate. Some form of the stuff has been in use since Cleopatra took goat’s milk baths, except back then it was made of animal-based glue and PETA doesn’t allow that anymore. I upended what was left into the bowl. I added a quarter as much of acrylic gloss, opened the bottle of water I’d drunk half of the night before, and added an equal part of it to the mix, too.

Chuckles jumped up on the worktable and switched his tail near the open bottle, making idle threats before winding his way around cans of solvent and glue. He walked over a stack of magazines and take-out menus and just plain trash I thought I might want to use in a piece someday. A Vogue slipped off the top and flopped to the floor. It stayed there because Jenny wasn’t around to pick it up.

Finding nothing of interest, Chuckles jumped to the metal work shelves that line one wall. He sauntered past rows of magazines in archival holders alphabetized by title. Car and Driver, Cosmopolitan, Food & Wine, Los Angeles, National Geographic, Popular Photography, Wine Spectator. He paid no mind to the plastic bins with printed labels: menus, travel brochures, maps (U.S.), maps (foreign), advertising (women), advertising (men), newspapers (U.S.), newspapers (foreign). Instead, he rubbed the corner of his mouth on the boxes that hold wallpaper scraps and fabric pieces organized by color, then turned his attention to the large rubber trash bins. They don’t hold trash but keep bits of things I drag home off the street. I heard the whomp as he landed on one of the lids with all four paws. Jenny kept it all straight, so I didn’t have to. She drew the line only at animal bones. Those I had to clean and boil myself. I was partial to birds’ wings, but it was getting easier to order them online rather than collect what the coyotes left behind.

I worked the canvas from the top down in long, horizontal strokes with a wide brush, pushing the mix into the weave. It was grunt work, and I’d have to let it dry, sand it down, and do it again. This was why I’d hired an assistant in the first place. I dropped my brush into a can, remembered I had no one to clean up after me, and picked it up again along with the cat and carried them both to the sink. I washed the brush with soap and water. The cat got a reprieve. Gesso is ruinous for brushes. Might as well dip them in superglue. If Chuckles got into it, I suppose I’d have to shave him, which would make it even harder to find him a caretaker. Nobody wants a mange victim.

I tapped on the laptop keyboard a few times to wake it up and sat down with the carton of orange juice at the kitchen table. It was time.

“Got any requests?” I asked Chuckles.

He rubbed his face on my screen.

“Right,” I agreed. “No kids.”

I typed that.

“Anything else?”

He turned around on his short legs and showed me his brown butthole.

“No dogs.”

I added that and typed out the rest of the notice.


Male white Persian nonsmoker with strong opinions seeks adoptive home. Named Chuckles. Answers to nothing. Good grooming habits with a fondness for windowsills and feisty calicos. Current owner diagnosed with noncommunicable, fatal illness. Cat not responsible. House-trained. Healthy. No kids. No dogs. No Chinese restaurants.



I added a photo and showed it to him.

“What do you think?”

Chuckles didn’t really give a shit, which was rather shortsighted of him.

I uploaded it anyway and considered dinner.

“You want me to bring you something?” I asked.

Chuckles didn’t open his eyes, which were leaking discharge onto his squished face as usual.

I took off my gray denim work apron and picked my jacket up off the floor, no worse for wear. (Think of all the time I’d wasted over the years hanging it up.) I shoved my arms into it and left the door unlocked. The Volvo with the damaged bumper was gone, so I didn’t have to hit any more cars on my way out.

My favorite restaurant is next to a tire shop off Sunset, which is either ten minutes from my studio or an hour, depending on just how fucked-up things have gotten. There is no such thing as rush hour in Los Angeles; sometimes the traffic is just somewhat more soul sucking than other times. I heard there was a guy driving around the freeways doing puppet shows out the back window of his truck while people were stuck behind him, staring out their windshields like gas-sucking zombies. Some journalist called it “emerging art.” I thought it was another good reason to work from home.

After a medium soul-sucking thirty minutes, I ducked under a rainbow of faded and tattered Tibetan prayer flags, flapping in the draft from passing cars. A brass bell jingled over the door as I pushed it open, and the Pepto pink walls pulsed with goodwill and curry fumes.

“Clementine, come in. Come in.”

Dolma has the most beautiful voice I have ever heard. It’s the voice all good mothers should be born with. She is all controlled enthusiasm and warm light, and her accent tinkles like the bell above the door. I want her to come to my house and read me bedtime stories and smooth back my hair and tell me everything will be all right. She was wearing an orange caftan and jeans with Teva sandals, and her haircut looked expensive. Her children and nieces and nephews—who all work there, too—share the same deity-like beauty, although none are quite so beautiful as Dolma. Maybe it’s because they are Buddhists. Maybe it’s because they wear sunscreen and avoid free radicals. Maybe it’s the great haircuts. I don’t know, and it doesn’t much matter.

Dolma sat me down under a square fabric lantern embroidered with one of those snakelike dragons. An air vent rippled the fabric and made the dragon look like he was dancing.

“Tea?” she asked.

I smiled and thought about my pot. Her tea was much better than mine. It really wasn’t much like tea at all.

“Yes,” I told her. “Lots. And beer.”

“No Jenny today?”

“No. No Jenny today.”

She left me one menu and went to fetch the drinks. Similar to chai, the tea is heavy on the milk, cardamom, and ginger. She serves it unsweetened, which I fixed with one of those little blue packets. The beer was called Karma Beer. It said so on the label, which was the only reason to drink it other than its being cold and alcoholic. She also left a thin round cracker the size of a dinner plate that was pressed with spices I’d never been able to identify. I broke it up to dip in the small silver cup full of tamarind chutney.

“Samosa or momo?” she asked.

“Both.”

Dolma laughed her bell-chime laugh. “You’ll get fat.”

“I don’t have time to get fat.”

She laughed again and disappeared into the kitchen.

The samosas were pyramids of fried pastry filled with vegetables just spicy enough to bring color to my cheeks. I broke them open and let the mouth-scalding steam escape before dipping them in a cool mint sauce as thin as milk. The momos were steamed, pale dumplings that looked like the flat round pillows on my aunt’s couch. They were filled with chicken and much milder until dipped in the pickled tomato called achaar. Like a tangy, savory chutney, it was unlike anything else.

My taste buds were coming back. The medications I’d been taking for most of my adult life were slowly leaving my system. Things I thought I had liked were so much better than I suspected. Dolma brought a new cup of tea to replace the empty one. I considered drinking nothing else for the next month.

“I’m treating myself tonight,” I told her. “All my favorites.”

“All?” She tried to call my bluff.

“All.” I made a big gesture with my arms.

The dining room had perhaps fifteen tables, half of them full. The bell over the door tinkled every few minutes as the dinner hour grew more respectable. Everyone came here, from broke clothing designers working out of their landlord’s basements to marketing executives in statement eyeglasses. The food was cheap and delicious. Dolma had three nieces and a son taking orders and delivering water glasses and steaming dishes of curry.

Before my first main course arrived, my cell phone rang the boom-chick-a-bow-bow that signaled my ex-husband.

“Are you okay?” he asked when I picked up.

“Fantabulous,” I said. “How are you?”

He had his serious face on. I could hear it in his voice. “Because last week you weren’t so good.”

“I’m better now.” I dipped a bite of samosa into the mint sauce and put it in my mouth. Divine.

“Are you sure?”

“Come see for yourself. I’m at Dolma’s. I’ve already ordered enough for both of us.”

The food came long before Richard did.

Potatoes and cauliflower swimming in a thick orange curry sauce were first. One of the nieces set it down on the glass table topper that protected the postcards from Nepal underneath. The basmati rice and peas came next and covered a map of Everest.

I ordered green beans that were heavy on the anise, lamb vindaloo, and chicken korma. I had a noodle dish called chow-chow that tasted sweet and put off diners not expecting it. I ordered both naan and roti and then yak chili, which isn’t much different from beef jerky except you can say you had yak for dinner. My table for two wasn’t big enough, so Dolma’s son scooted an extra chair close to my side and set the breads there.

When Richard showed up he was wearing a tie and crow’s feet that didn’t used to be there. He sat down and looked at the overburdened table. He didn’t smile or laugh. He looked, if anything, resigned. Doubt, which lived behind my solar plexus, fluttered its wings, and I regretted asking him to come.

“You ordered all this?”

I was being scolded.

“Yes, have some.” I pushed the plate of lamb toward him. A peace offering, a child trying to avoid punishment. He liked lamb.

Dolma glided up and deposited a cup of tea in front of him without a word and just as silently disappeared.

He took a sip and winced when it burned his tongue.

The week before—before I’d fired Jenny and my shrink—he’d come over. I’d refused to let anyone come in for three days and had stopped answering the phone. He used the spare key I’d given him for emergencies. An emergency is a gas leak near an open flame. What I was having was more like a situation. I was on the bathroom floor and determined to stay there until gravity stopped being so unbearably heavy or until I rotted away and died, whichever came first. I didn’t have much of an opinion one way or the other, but Richard—being Richard—thought it might be best if I got up. Gravity had yet to relent, and so I stayed down. He cajoled, and I ignored. He threatened me with hospitals. Been there, not going back. I ignored harder. I ignored in the way Chuckles had taught me.

He would, he said, drag me all the way out of my studio and out onto the street and into the car and all the way to Cedars if that’s what it took. He held me under my arms and yanked me off the floor. I fought. He pulled. One of us should have let the other call the bluff. I should’ve gotten up even if I didn’t want to. He should’ve left me there. I shouldn’t have given him a key. He shouldn’t have come over. I shouldn’t have had toast for breakfast. He should’ve chosen another shirt. Whatever the case, someone should’ve done something differently, because when he got me up under the arms and dragged me by force out of the bathroom and into the studio, he dragged me right past a bookcase, and on the bookcase was a small metal fan. I snatched up that fan, and before the idea could pass from my impulse center through something that controlled logic and humanity, I swung it behind me and hit him in the head with it.

He dropped me, and I landed hard on the floor, bruising my tailbone. The fan crashed to the floor, never to work again, and Richard pressed his hand to his cheek. There was blood seeping between his fingers and a look of shock and betrayal on his face. It was the sort of look you’d expect from a child whose mother had suddenly and inexplicably turned on him.

The cut had bled and bled as facial wounds do, and we had argued about whether it needed stitches. Sitting here at Dolma’s now, I could see that the swelling had gone away, but it was still a little yellow and the cut had not yet healed. What I had done was unforgivable. Richard disagreed, but we all know when we have done something from which there is no going back, when we reveal to ourselves what we are capable of, even when we want to believe that we can and will do better. That was when I’d decided to fire my shrink. Those sessions had clearly been a waste of money. Having me around is like keeping a chimpanzee for a pet. It’s only a matter of time before the maulings begin and someone has to shoot it.

Now Richard and I were pretending between us that it hadn’t happened, because it was too humiliating for me and too embarrassing for him to watch my humiliation. Instead, I let the feeling of it make a home inside my intestines like a tapeworm. That, and I offered him my lamb.

“I can’t stay,” he said. “I’m meeting Sheila for dinner. I just wanted to check on you.”

I held up the basket of naan and waved it under his nose. “Garlic. Your favorite.”

He gave one of those fake smiles where the corners of his mouth couldn’t decide whether to turn up or down and instead twitched somewhere in the middle, which was always a sign he was going to pacify me. He tore off a piece of bread and put it in his mouth, washing it down with hot tea.

The tapeworm stayed where it was, but my doubt calmed itself a little. Plus bonus points that his breath would stink for his date with Sheila.

“Are you really okay now?” he asked.

“Perfect,” I assured him and scooped a spoonful of korma onto my plate, using a bit of my own bread to sop up the sauce.

“Are you working?”

“Like a beaver.”

“I’d ask if you were eating,” he said, “but under the circumstances—”

“Don’t worry. This is food for the week.”

He looked at me, then at his watch, and stood up. “I have to go. I’m late.” He leaned over the table, holding his tie against his stomach so it wouldn’t drag through the achaar. “Moderation, okay?”

“In all things,” I said.

After he left, I pushed my plate away, all the serving dishes still more than half full. Dolma came by, said nothing about his departure, and asked, “Dessert?”

“Yes, kheer,” I said. “And some boxes.”

I put the sack of leftovers in the fridge and took off my shirt and pants. There was some paint near the hem that would never come off. I stood in my underwear and pushed a finger into my bloated belly. Funny how overfull started to look like distended starvation.

I took an extra-large T-shirt out of a drawer and shuffled blindly to the bathroom as I pulled it over my head. I opened the medicine cabinet, watching my reflection swing toward me and then away with the door. The bottom shelf was full of white-capped, brown-bodied prescription bottles. There were almost more than I could hold in both hands at once, but I managed, carrying them the three steps to the side of the tub. I sat down and set the bottles next to me, lined up like soldiers.

I opened the first bottle, performing the complicated adults-only press-down-and-turn maneuver that would prevent any clinically depressed toddlers from getting their mitts on my stash. I upended it into the toilet. The white and baby blue capsules plinked into the water and sent up a fine splash. A few drops landed on my knees.

“Good night, Depakote.”

In went pink tablets. Plink-plink-plinkplink. Those had caused exhaustion.

“Adios, Seroquel.”

I upended the bottle. Those were fun—dizziness, constipation, and weight gain.

“Ah, Thorazine.” I poured the orange pills into my palm and spilled them into the crapper. They had made it impossible to fuck, plus I had been nervous all the time. “It was absolutely not a pleasure.”

More tablets. More bottles. Finally in went the last of it: the pink capsules that had made everything taste like I was sucking on nails. I lost fifteen pounds on those, which was a change from some of the other meds.

For twenty years, my body had been one pharmaceutical experiment after the other. I walked around feeling as if the air around me were dense and thick. My movements and thoughts and sensations were slowed and dampened. I had taken things that drained my personality and, worse, my desire to work, to bathe, and to breathe. But when I stopped taking them, I was at the mercy of the fanged black monster that settled on my chest for days only to leap off and leave me thinking and moving in fast-forward. Two years before, I had locked myself in the bathroom for three days only to come out and repaint my kitchen cabinets in the middle of the night.

And that was nothing—nothing—compared to the horrors that could happen. I had seen them up close and personal and a repeat was unthinkable.

I couldn’t live with the pills. That I knew for certain. And life without them was dangerous, not only for me but for those who got too close to me. That I knew for certain, too. So this was it. The only possible choice.

“Good-bye, Lithium,” I said and flushed away the swirling pharmacy.

Somewhere in the bay, fish were overdosing on antipsychotics. Under no circumstances should they be operating heavy machinery.


29 Days

“State your business,” I said into the receiver.

“Where are you?”

Carla ran the Taylor Gallery, which mostly made her in charge of corralling artists, who, as a general rule, are prone to things like getting arrested in Panama with a shipment of illegal parrots. She has a master’s degree in art history from NYU and the self-flagellation tendencies of an Opus Dei follower. She deserves better. She wasn’t getting it from me.

I dropped three strips of bacon into the hot cast-iron skillet and hopped back to avoid the spitting grease.

“I answered the phone. That’s your first clue.”

“You’re supposed to be here. Your work is supposed to be here. We should be discussing placement this very minute.”

“I’ve decided to devote myself to bacon.”

In honor of that, I peeled another strip from the pack and tossed it into the skillet. The smell was a heady, intoxicating thing. There is nothing like the sweet, smoky smell of dead pig.

I heard Carla pull the receiver away from her mouth and mumble to someone else.

“I don’t know what that means,” she said when she came back to me.

“I’m not coming into the gallery.”

I tucked the phone between my jaw and shoulder and opened the fridge. Carton of eggs. Pickled jalapeños. Shredded cheddar. Onion.

“You’re not coming in today?”

“Ever. I’m having a transformative month.”

“Is that some sort of artsy new age crap?”

“Probably not. There’s booze involved.”

“I’m going to have blank walls, Clementine. Big, blank white walls. I’ve printed a catalog. People are coming to the opening. Buyers are coming to the opening. Critics. They are going to expect the art in the catalog to actually be on the wall. That’s how this works. That’s how we make money. That’s how you make money.”

“Fifty percent of the selling price.”

“You’re negotiating now?”

“Nope.” I pulled the bacon out of the skillet with a fork and cracked two eggs into the bubbling pork fat. “I’m not negotiating at all anymore. Not at all.”

“I don’t know what’s going on with you, Clementine. Is Jenny there? Let me talk to Jenny.”

“I fired her.”

“You fired her?!”

I had to pull the receiver away from my ear.

“Last week,” I said when the yelling stopped.

I dropped the cheese and jalapeños into the eggs and moved over to the kitchen table. I shook the computer mouse and waited for the screen to wake up.

“Clementine, the show is in a week.”

“Gonna have to do it without me,” I said and hung up.

Chuckles hopped up onto the table and sniffed my plate before giving me the pleasure of his puckered ass in my face again. Chuckles feels about jalapeños the way he feels about dogs.

“You keep that up,” I warned him, gathering him up and setting him down on the floor, “and the best we’re going to be able to do is a kitten hoarder with the petrified body of her dead sister in the backroom.”

He meowed at me, which I took to be back-sass.

I’d started my Internet search before the urge for pig took over. This was the only meal I could make that turned out well reliably enough to be worth the effort. I picked up a strip of bacon and chewed on it. I couldn’t believe how good it was. The fat was still soft enough to be harboring trichinosis, which was just how I liked it. A meal without the risk of parasitic worm larvae is no meal at all.

I’d already considered, researched, and discarded several plans, and it wasn’t even 10 A.M. I was a marvel of efficiency. For example, hanging takes too long. Contrary to popular mythology, your neck does not break. You just dangle there twitching and gagging. And when it’s all over, you are not going to look good. Firearms are much faster, but the cleanup is hell. The police don’t do that, you know. They just take the body away. The brain matter lodged in the drywall is your family’s problem. There was a suicide fad in L.A. several years back. People were parking their cars on train tracks, which hurt a lot of other people in the process.

As much as I hated those meds, I was starting to regret flushing them. Maybe I could’ve come up with some sort of antipsychotic cocktail spiked with a little gin and a twist.

I typed “intentional overdose” in the search engine and clicked on an archived newspaper story about elder suicide.


U.S. Customs officials have confiscated a record number of animal tranquilizers being brought north across the U.S.–Mexico border in recent months. Most confiscations are from elderly citizens and their families, who purchased the controlled substance over-the-counter in largely unregulated Mexican pharmacies. The tranquilizers, when used in high doses, are fatal to humans. Seizures have sparked new debate over the right-to-die issue.
   Cases of terminally ill patients overdosing on these medications are on the rise, according to a review of records by Times-Press staff.



I read the rest of the article—all six pages of it.

Garden Grove sounds like a nicer place than it is. Thirty-five miles south of Los Angeles, it’s tucked deep in the heart of Orange County, where the light and soil are just right for strip malls and Republicans. I would know. At fifteen, I moved there. I was the new girl in school, which is especially great if you happen to be six-foot-one and not inclined to look anyone in the eye. Bonus if you can also arrange for some really hurtful rumors about your family situation.

I exited the 5 and made two left turns and a right onto Spring Lake Drive. My aunt’s house is the third from the corner on the left. It’s important to count because the houses are all beige. They have driveways on the right, two windows, and porches with three stairs. They each have one tree in the front yard. Sometimes a tree gets sick and loses its leaves. This is a helpful, if somewhat unreliable, landmark. It’s best to count. There was a rumor someone in the ’70s tried to plant a rosebush and was never heard from again.

I parked in the driveway where my dinged right front fender would cause a motion to be passed at the next neighborhood association meeting. I climbed the three stairs to the beige porch and rang the doorbell, put my hands in my pockets, and sniffed. The place smelled the same, and I shrank inside my skin.

Aunt Trudy had been baking herself again. She was lubed from hairline to ankles with the same Banana Boat Dark Tanning Oil she’d favored for decades. I still couldn’t smell a coconut cake without Vietnam War–style flashbacks.

“You coulda called first.”

The skin on her legs drooped at her knees like a pair of stretched-out panty hose, and her arms, even though skinny, wobbled.

“What would be the fun in that?”

She looked me up and down. “Well, you might as well come in before the air-conditioning bill puts us in the poorhouse.”

I stepped in after her. Her green and blue plaid one-piece was cut low around the legs and, when she turned around, bagged in the seat. She had the flat butt of an elderly man. She kept walking and I followed, past the living room and through the kitchen. She kept going right out the sliding glass door into the backyard.

Her usual chaise longue was set up by the pool I’d never seen her go into but which was maintained weekly. I knew. I paid the bill. She lay down and turned her nut-brown face to the midday sun. We can only assume skin cancer has some sort of preservative quality.

“Iced tea in the fridge if you want some.”

She had her own glass at her elbow, the ice melted down to slivers floating at the top.

I sat in the opposite chaise, feet flat on the concrete patio.

“I want to know what happened to Dad.”

She didn’t look at me, but I saw the pattern of her rising and falling chest hiccup and change.

“Why?”

“Because I do.”

She made a face like I’d asked her to hold my hair back while I vomited in her shoes.

“He run off,” she said, eyes closed and face still turned to the sun, like either a blooming flower or a lizard regulating its body temperature, depending on how you looked at her.

“Do you know why?”

“Got himself another woman, I suspect. How is another matter altogether. Your father was not a looker.”

My memory of my father was a child’s memory; I didn’t know if he was handsome or not. Even if he had been, I wouldn’t have expected Trudy to acknowledge it. I didn’t have any pictures of him, either. Not much had survived the dissolution of my nuclear family core, and what had had not made its way to me. No hand-me-down furniture filled my college dorm. No family photos sat on my mantel. Not that I had a mantel.

“Did Mom know?”

“Your mother did not like to talk about such things, and I didn’t pry. Wasn’t my business.”

She turned her head just enough to shoot me an accusing look, reminding me it wasn’t my business, either.

“Why are you asking me this now?” She used her disciplinarian tone of voice. Before marrying Bob she had been a schoolteacher and a feared one at that.

“I want to know.”

The truth was I remembered almost nothing about my father. I remembered a lot about his leaving but almost nothing of before. He was a fuzzy, indistinct shadow hovering on the edge of memories, a grown-up on the edge of a birthday party or administering chamomile baths the week my sister and I both got the chicken pox. I was pretty sure his hair had been brown, but that was really all I had.

“You picked a poor source of information,” she said. “I never heard from him once he took off. Not a single word, and don’t think that wasn’t hard on your mother. Doesn’t excuse her. I’m not saying it does.”

“There was never a clue? A credit card charge or something?”

“Not that I ever knew about.”

I looked down at my feet. They were big. Shoes never looked good in a size as large as mine, so I got around it by not caring what shoes I wore. That day they were heavy work boots, and my feet were baking inside them, sweat turning the insides into a foot swamp.

Aunt Trudy gave an exasperated sigh that sounded like it used a little spittle in the process.

“Leave it be, Clementine.”

“Tell me what you remember, and I’ll go home and you can get back to your sunbathing.”

“I’ve already gotten back to my sunbathing.”

I waited.

It worked.

“He was an accountant. He worked for a firm in Encino, an accounting firm. Parker and something, it was called. He had a mustache that he was always getting food stuck in, especially yellow mustard from the hot dogs. He had skinny legs and liked to wear his watch on the underside of his wrist, Lord knows why. He was tall like you. Your mother married him young and had you girls young. They met in the lobby of a movie house. Dated maybe six months before he popped the question. Jesus, Clementine, he could be dead now for all we know. What does it matter?”

I felt something sharp poke quickly into my stomach like a pin into a party balloon. She was right. Mom was dead. There was no reason to imagine he couldn’t be, too. Orphaned wasn’t that different from abandoned. It just came without the possibility of parole.

“I have to pee,” I said and went inside.

I opened the fridge, the same one she’d had since the ’70s. The tea pitcher was heavy and glass with bright orange sunbursts around the middle that any midcentury collector would’ve creamed his pants over. I poured a slug into a matching glass from the cabinet and carried it with me down the hall. Posed portraits of Trudy and her second husband, Bob, lined the walls. They’d had them taken every few years since they’d married, and there were now a dozen of them hung in chronological order like a flip book of aging.

I passed the bathroom with the fuzzy pale blue toilet seat cover and went on to my bedroom, which wasn’t my bedroom anymore. The walls were yellow and just far enough apart to hold a bed, dresser, and desk if you weren’t too fussy about banging your shins all the time. Before my mother and sister died, it had been Aunt Trudy’s quilting room, which saw very little quilting but a lot of soap operas on the black-and-white television set up in the corner. She moved the television out when I came in and put it back the day I left for art school. I walked across to the windowsill and ran my hand under the ledge. My initials, carved with a penknife, were still there, which I supposed was something.

I didn’t remember much about the three years I’d slept in that room, and I didn’t feel like trying. I really did, after all, have to pee.

By the time I made it back into the yard, Bob was back from the grocery store. The paper sacks were still sitting on the counter, but he’d stripped off his shirt and was sitting bare-chested in a chair near Trudy. His entire body was completely hairless due to a genetic condition. He didn’t even have eyelashes, which sounds like a small thing, but you miss it when you’re looking at someone. He was nearly but not quite as brown as Trudy.

“Clementine!” he said.

I guessed Trudy hadn’t mentioned I was there.

“Didn’t know you were coming for a visit.”

“Just going over some old family memories,” I said.

He nodded. Bob had always liked me more than Trudy did. It was probably nice, looking back, having another freak in the house.

“Don’t let me interrupt,” he said, pushing off with his hands on his knees and standing to a full height of just under five-foot-six. “I’ve got ice cream melting away in there.”

Trudy and I both watched him put his full weight into pulling open the sticky sliding glass door and then toddle inside.

“He’s a good man,” she said.

I didn’t disagree.

“I was luckier than your mother.”

She had always referred to her that way, as “my mother.” Never by her name.

“Most people are.”

I showed myself out, picking up a half-drunk bottle of Single Barrel Jack Daniel’s from the open liquor cabinet on my way. I figured I’d earned it.
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