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PROLOGUE

MEMORIZING THE SKY

June 1988

 


In the living room, she went through the same ritual she’d performed everywhere else, joining the tips of the corresponding fingers of her two hands to look through, like a viewfinder, and then slowly walking around the room, examining every little thing. She needed to commit it all to memory. This might be her last chance to see this old house, with its odd-shaped cabinets and closets perfect for hiding, and the fireplace framed by faded multicolored tiles.

She noticed everything through her viewfinder hands, even the single cobwebby strand suspended between a knight’s horse head and a pointy black bishop’s hat on the fancy marble chess set. Her oldest brother, Steven, had given the game to their dad this past Christmas, and it hadn’t been touched since that day. The old chess set, on the other hand, kept its spot on the spindle-legged table between two armchairs, its shiny wooden blond and black pieces poised for battle.

The wall of shelves behind the armchair contained the stereo she wasn’t supposed to touch and the records she could touch so long as she was very very careful. She knew those album covers, of landscapes and brass instruments and swans, as well as she knew the pictures in her old fairy-tale book. She’d hardly ever get to see them now.

She turned slowly, inspecting the room frame by frame until she came to the old globe standing in the corner. She had to stop and find Austin, and then trace her finger all the way over to Oregon. People kept telling her Oregon wasn’t really far, but here was proof they were lying. Oregon was practically in the Pacific Ocean. On the globe, several strings of bumpy mountains stood between here and there, like a series of fences.

When she gave the globe a spin, watching the smooth seas and bumpy mountains whirling by caused her stomach to cramp a little. And then she heard jangling keys from upstairs, a sure sign that her father was getting ready to take her back to her mom’s. A wave of panic gripped her. She wasn’t ready! There was so much she hadn’t gone over yet. And what about the yard? She had forgotten to say good-bye to Desdemona!

She turned and ran out the front door and around the side of the house. Desdemona, a dachshund, pressed her sausage belly against the chain-link fence until Grace joined her on the other side.

“Des!” Grace flopped onto the grass and let herself be attacked by frantic snuffles and licks.

After Des had calmed down a little, Grace stretched out on her back on the grass and made a viewfinder of her hands again, this time pointed straight up at the sky overhead. Thin clouds streaked across the blue, not the puffy clouds Grace liked better. She couldn’t make pictures of the wispy shapes, except maybe a trail of toilet paper or an earthworm. It disappointed her. This might be her last time to stare up at the sky in Texas. Everybody kept telling her that she would come back, but how did they know? And how could she be sure the sky would look the same all the way over in Oregon?

But what was the point of memorizing a sky that wasn’t actually like the sky you wanted to remember?

Grace wouldn’t let herself cry. She could cry all the time at her mom’s house, but here when she cried, her brothers made fun of her. They never cried. She had seen tears in her father’s eyes once, back when she was really little. He’d been reading a book and explained to her that he was crying because what he was reading was moving. The idea had startled her, so she’d asked to see this book. It had taken her a second or two to work up the courage to look, only to discover that all the usual lines of squiggles were just sitting there on the page in the normal way, perfectly still. When she assured her dad there was nothing to be afraid of, he had stared at her in confusion for a moment and then burst out laughing.

Of course he’d told everyone. Even now when her brothers saw her crying, they always asked her if she’d seen something moving.

While she was still looking through her makeshift viewfinder, a shadow fell over her. She feared it was her dad . . . but it was only Sam. He was seven years older than her—twice her age—but he was the younger of her two half brothers.

“What are you doing?” From the alarm in his voice, you would have thought she was about to stick her finger into a light plug.

“I’m trying to memorize everything.”

“Like what—the sky? That’s really pointless!” He twisted to check if there was something up in the sky he’d missed. “There’s nothing up there!”

“Usually there’s more.”

Sam wouldn’t understand. Steven wouldn’t either; anyway, he was off at some kind of science camp.

Sam sat down next to Grace, and Desdemona raced around to wedge her body between them, nudging Sam’s hand with her moist snout until he gave in and scratched her ears. “Dad said to tell you he’s ready to go.”

She felt a sharp stab of jealousy. Why did she have to go? Sam didn’t even like it here all that much—he was always arguing with their father now. It all started when Sam had become, to put it in his own words, political. To Grace, this phase had come on so quickly it seemed as if someone had just flipped a switch in his head. The change dated from the week the Johnson family had moved into the rental house on the corner. The family had two kids, Seeger and Rainbow, and Sam had started hanging out with them.

Now Sam was always predicting that one day he would hit the road and never come back. But Grace had never wanted to hit a road. Ever. Why couldn’t Sam go to Oregon?

“It’s not fair,” she blurted out. “It’s all because of my stupid mother, and stupid Jeff! If she had to go and get married again, why couldn’t she have found someone from here?”

Sam was silent for a moment, but then apparently he remembered he was supposed to be making an effort to cheer her up. “Oregon’s going to be great. It’s . . .” He frowned for a moment, obviously reaching. “It’s really green there.”

“Austin is green. How is Oregon green any different?”

“It just is, because it rains more there. I’ve seen pictures. They have a huge mountain, and a volcano.”

Okay, maybe Austin didn’t have a huge mountain. Certainly not a volcano. But she’d never missed having mountains—not like she was going to miss this house, and Des, and her brothers . . . even though they mostly ignored her anyway. And Peggy. And her dad . . .

Tears stood in her eyes. She was determined not to let a single one drop, but the effort of holding them back caused her entire body to quiver. The gate squeaked open and a renewed sense of doom filled her.

“What’s going on?” her father asked as he approached them. “I’ve been scouring the house for you.”

Sam squinted up at him. “She doesn’t want to go, Dad. I don’t blame her. Whatever happened to free will?”

A troubled look flashed across their father’s face. For a split second, Grace wondered if he was going to let her stay, but then in the next instant he drew back his shoulders like he always did when he was irritated with someone. That someone was usually Sam, but today, her last day, it was her. “How can you not want to go with your mother?”

“Because I like it here. This is my home, not Oregon.”

“ ‘Go where he will, a wise man is at home,’ ” her father said.

Sam tapped her foot with his sneaker. “See? Whenever you feel homesick, just think of Dad quoting at you.”

To her surprise—and probably Sam’s too—their father sank down to the grass next to them. It was weird, because he wasn’t a sit-on-the-grass kind of dad. Most of her classmates’ fathers were younger. She could imagine them sitting on the grass, or playing touch football with their kids and not worrying about grass stains. But her father was more of a chair person.

She and Sam and Desdemona scooted over a bit, as if they were all scrunched on a sofa, not sprawled in an empty yard.

“None of us have ever been to Oregon,” her dad said. “You’ll be striking out into new territory. The Christopher Columbus of the Oliver family.”

“Except you won’t be giving out diseased blankets to slaughter the natives, hopefully,” Sam interjected.

Their father leveled a withering stare at him. “One hopes.”

“I don’t want to be an explorer,” Grace declared. “I just want to stay here.”

“That’s a shortsighted way to think. Where would the world be if Christopher Columbus had been a mousy little homebody?”

Sam cleared his throat. “Well, for one thing, a lot of native Americans would probably still be alive. . . .”

Their father glared at him. “Would you forget the Indians for just one moment?”

“Sure,” Sam grumbled. “Why not? Everyone else has.”

Their father turned his attention back to Grace. “The thing to remember is that Columbus didn’t stay in the New World forever. He kept returning home. And it was a whole lot harder for him to return to Europe than it will be for you to come back to Austin. He had a grueling months-long sea journey. You’ll just have a four-hour airplane flight.”

“I don’t think this is going to make her feel any better, Dad,” Sam said. “Seven-year-old girls don’t dream of becoming explorers. Mattel hasn’t come out with Conquistador Barbie yet.”

Grace rounded on her brother and with the palm of her hand gave his shoulder a shove that nearly knocked him over. Sam wasn’t very big. She never could have knocked over Steven. “Shut up! You don’t know anything!”

Normally, she would have gotten in trouble for yelling at someone to shut up, even Sam. Her father would have called her a little barbarian. Today, though, he looked almost proud of her. “Grace isn’t just any seven-year-old girl.” His admiring tone clapped her shoulders back and lifted her up.

She darted a triumphant glare at Sam, who had weebled back into an upright position. Why shouldn’t she be like Christopher Columbus? Grace Oliver—the famous adventure person. She could almost imagine it.

Almost.

“But now, if we don’t hurry,” her father announced, starting to unfold himself awkwardly, “the adventuress won’t have time to stop at that port of call I intended to make on the way back to her mother’s.”

“Is the port of call Amy’s Ice Cream?” Grace asked.

Her father stood up and dusted his hands together. “It might be.”

She sprang to her feet.

“Wow!” Sam exclaimed in disgust. “Someone offers you a little ice cream and suddenly everything’s hunky-dory. Ice cream is the opiate of enslaved children.”

She scowled at him. “I’m just glad he’s not taking me back right away.”

She followed her father out of the yard. Sam trailed after them. “Sure, that’s how you justify the way you can be bought off. . . .”

Her father waited at the gate, and when Grace passed through, he shut it.

Both Sam and Des pressed up against the chain-link fence, looking abandoned.

“Hey!” Sam called after them. “Can’t I come, too?”

At the busy ice cream store on Guadalupe, she and Sam stood in line while her father went to run an errand. When he returned, they were perched on a bench outside the shop, eating cones. Lou approached them carrying a gift bag, which he deposited in Grace’s lap.

Careful not to drip her Mexican vanilla with crushed Butterfingers on her present, she reached into the silver bag with a white bow and pulled out a book. It was a blank book with a red cloth cover. On a card tucked into the first page, her father had written something in his spidery script.

“Oh, wow,” Sam said, deadpan. “A blank book.” He craned his head around her shoulder to read the inscription aloud in a flat, unenthusiastic voice.


“ ‘Where we love is home. 
Home that our feet may leave, but not our hearts.

Oliver Wendell Holmes’ ”



Grace snapped the book closed to keep it away from any other unappreciative eyes, and held it to her chest. She liked her book. It wasn’t a girly gift. It was serious. “Thanks, Daddy,” she said, throwing caution to the wind and putting her arms around him. For once he didn’t seem wary of getting chocolate down his white shirtfront. Despite how hard she’d tried not to cry, tears splashed her cheeks. “I’ll miss you so much!”

“I’m going to miss you too, Gracie.”

When she looked up, Sam was staring at his ice cream. For a moment, he looked depressed. Then he snapped to. His mouth tugged up at the corners as Grace settled back on the bench again, her ice cream braced in one hand and her book clasped in the other. She was shaking her head to clear her eyes of tears.

“What’s the matter, Grace?” Sam asked, although his voice lacked its usual taunting gusto. “Did you see something moving?”
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EXILE WITH A K-TEL SOUNDTRACK

June 2010

 


For the very first time in her entire life, Jordan West hated summer. Summer usually meant freedom—from school, at least. She wasn’t the school type. Her mom had always told her that these were supposed to be the happiest years of her life, which was so not comforting. In Jordan’s opinion, school was an extralong basic training for life as a brainless office hemorrhoid.

But summers had always been great. In summer, the only classes she’d had to worry about were the ones that her mom had always arranged for her, and they were fun. Last year she’d gone to an arts camp, which had been a little like boot camp, too—but boot camp for art freaks and weirdos. Her people.

In summers past, she’d only had piddling little responsibilities to tend to—like taking Dominic and Lily to the pool or movies, or baby-sitting them when the ’rents weren’t around. Actually, Nina had been the one who usually did the baby-sitting while Jordan hid in their room, drawing, or occasionally sneaked out to a friend’s house. But Jordan always got equal credit for baby-sitting because Nina never narced on her. They’d been a perfect team, she and Nina. Jordan could be bad, knowing Nina would drag her back from the dark side when necessary, and in return, just enough Jordan had rubbed off on Nina to keep her from being a nauseating Little Miss Perfect.

But now there was no Mom, no Nina, and summer stretched before her like a long, hot prison sentence. She’d thought getting out of Austin would bring some relief. She had begged her father to let her stay with her grandparents this summer. But bad as her life in Austin had become, with memories and guilt assaulting her everywhere she looked, it was beginning to seem like heaven compared to living with her grandparents in Little Salty.

What had she been thinking?

She hadn’t been thinking. That was the problem. No one was thinking anymore—just reacting, and she was the worst of them all. For the first time in her life she slept fitfully in rooms all by herself, going to bed crying, waking up headachy and dazed. Life was something she never could have imagined a year ago, or even a few months ago. Even her grandparents’ house and the little town they lived in, which when she was a kid had seemed fun to visit, now felt suffocating, almost unbearable.

The first thing each morning, her grandmother checked the newspaper for coupons. Coupons ruled their world. A coupon could mean a trip to Midland, even if it was just to buy canned green beans, two for ninety-nine cents. Granny Kate refused to let Jordan stay in the house alone—as if Jordan was nine years old again—and so they both had to pile into the Ford Focus and drive thirty miles of dreary country road listening to The Best of Bread and Barry Manilow, because Granny Kate’s musical taste, which apparently had never been cutting edge, had fossilized sometime around 1978.

Jordan knew there was good music from way back then because Jed Levenger, her really cool art teacher at camp last year, had played the Rolling Stones in the studio all the time. But no way you’d hear Mick Jagger coming out of Granny Kate’s car speakers, any more than you’d hear Cannibal Corpse or Rancid. The Ford Focus was an easy-listening bubble of pain.

During these drives, Jordan sometimes wondered if Jed was still teaching at arts camp. It wasn’t that she had a crush on him or anything—Jed was as old as her father and sort of sloppy and grizzled looking. But he was the first—and only—real artist to say that she was talented. Although maybe a guy teaching at a rinky-dink arts camp couldn’t be considered a real artist. Still, he wasn’t a hemorrhoid. He wasn’t a normal adult who was all food-work-food-sleep.

Once they arrived in Midland, she and her grandmother would hit the grocery stores. “Stocking up,” Granny Kate called it, though it was hard to figure out what calamity they were preparing for. After shopping, they would splurge on lunch at Applebee’s. Big treat. Granny Kate was usually unnaturally chipper as the waitress seated them. She’d hum “Copacabana” as she inspected every single item listed on the menu, even though they both knew she was going to order the pecan crusted chicken salad. She always ordered the pecan crusted chicken salad.

The worst part came after the ordering was over, when the two of them would sit across the table from each other, straining for something to say. Once, right in the middle of the noontime crowd, Granny Kate had stared into Jordan’s face and burst into tears. It had been awful, and so embarrassing. People had actually turned in their chairs and gaped at their table. And then Granny Kate had wailed out an apology to the room and honked her nose into her napkin like some kind of crazy woman.

And Midland days were the good days.

When they didn’t go to Midland, they stayed in Little Salty. Jordan would crawl out of bed, usually sometime during The View, and Granny Kate would jump up and pop a couple of Family Dollar frozen waffles into the toaster, all the while fussing about what a late sleeper Jordan was. Then the day’s schedule would be laid out—usually involving some grisly combination of bridge club, errands, church, and Jazzercise.

As far as art was concerned, the best Jordan could hope for was that Granny Kate would be taking her afternoon nap during the Bob Ross reruns on PBS. The show would lull Jordan into a trancelike state as she sat on the couch and ate bowls of ice cream. Bob Ross was the best company available in Little Salty, and he was certainly more effective than that stupid counselor she’d been sent to back in Austin, after the accident. All the shrink had ever done was stare at her in a condescending way that absolutely convinced her that everything was all her fault.

Bob Ross was better. That soothing voice. Snowy white mountaintops and happy little trees. Happy little world where nothing bad happened.

At six-fifteen every night, her grandfather would come home. Pop Pop was a pharmacist who had been on the cusp of retirement as long as Jordan could remember. She suspected his reluctance to hang up his white smock had something to do with the coupon-and-Jazzercisey alternative. It seemed unlikely that he would ever quit now that his home had become funereal as well as tedious.

When Jordan had first arrived in Little Salty, after that first wince of greeting, Pop Pop had tried to put a happy spin on things. “I’m sure you’ll liven us up!” he’d said, giving her a big bear hug. It was the first time anyone had touched Jordan in three months.

But she hadn’t livened things up. In fact, she had a hunch that her arrival had actually bumped up the gloom quotient. The grandfolks tried to hide it, but she could tell her presence made them uncomfortable. And sad. She occasionally felt their eyes on her, searching for someone who wasn’t there. When she met their gazes, they would snap to and guiltily turn away.

Jordan despaired. Was this how it was going to be from now on, forever? Were people always going to look at her and remember someone else?

One night she finally lost it. The eruption occurred during a typically silent dinner. Nothing but cutlery against china and the loud ticking of her grandmother’s kitchen clock could be heard. No one talked here during meals. There was nothing to say. Jordan started to feel stir-crazy and punchy. The tension of it all caused her to giggle.

Granny Kate, who had been lost in thought, glared at her. The glare seemed horrible because there were tears standing in her grandmother’s eyes. It wasn’t hard to guess what—who—she’d been thinking about.

Jordan sprang suddenly from her chair. “I’m sorry!” she yelled, tossing down her napkin.

“What for?” Pop Pop asked, mystified, like a man who’d just been shaken out of a dream. “What’s going on?”

“I’m sorry that I laughed!” she raged. “I’m sorry that I’m me! I’m sorry that I’m here!”

Even as she shouted the words, Jordan couldn’t believe this was her. But she couldn’t help herself. Anger and sadness had been corked up inside her for months and spewed out in a Krakatoa of fury.

“We wanted you here,” Pop Pop argued.

Granny Kate remained noticeably purse-lipped and mute.

“But now you’re sick of the sight of me,” Jordan said. “Don’t you think I am, too? Do you know what it’s like to not be able to look at myself without thinking about my dead twin sister? I wish I could break every mirror in the world!”

She ran to her room and slammed the door, but immediately felt sorry. And so dumb. This wasn’t her. This was some screwed-up teenager throwing a melodramatic fit, like in one of those hokey old after-school specials. She needed to strangle her inner Kristy McNichol and get herself under control.

This was when she needed Nina. Nina had always been able to shake her out of these emotional explosions. If Nina were here, she would have sat on the edge of the bed, cross-legged and calm, while Jordan stomped around the room punching pillows and howling about how screwed up everybody was. Then, after Jordan had tired herself out a little, she would have ventured a thought or two.

What are Granny Kate and Pop Pop supposed to do, Jordan? It would be really weird if they didn’t look at you at all—that would piss you off even more. They can’t help it.

Jordan snorted, as if Nina had actually spoken to her. “They probably can’t help blaming me, either.”

She lifted her head, tilting it to hear some reply. But Nina’s voice was gone.

Of course it was gone. She would never know what Nina felt. Nina was dead. Their mother was dead. And it was all her fault.

She flopped on the bed and cried herself to sleep, and she slept right into the next day. When she finally staggered out to the kitchen again, Barbara Walters was on the television talking about Lasik surgery, and her grandmother was just dropping two Family Dollar waffles into the toaster and singing “Can’t Smile without You.”

Nothing had changed. Nothing was ever going to change. It was so depressing that she sank down in front of her plate and almost started crying again. If only there was someone to help her. If only Nina were there.

If only she could stop thinking about Nina.

Then she remembered. In junior high they’d had to write a paper on a historical figure they admired. Jordan had picked John Adams from a list of suggestions, scribbled a few boring paragraphs about him during lunch before class, and had received a D. Nina had picked Gandhi, and she hadn’t just typed a five-page paper including pictures and an index of links to Web sites, she’d also spent weeks talking about him, and watching that boring movie, and plastering the room they shared with inspirational quotes. For a month “Be the change that you want to see in the world” was taped to their closet door.

At the time, Jordan had rolled her eyes, because the only change she’d wanted to see was a world where she didn’t have to do dumb papers. But apparently the quote had penetrated her thick skull, because it came back to her now.

If she wanted her life to be different, she was going to have to make the changes herself.

As she gnawed on waffle number two, she started to devise a plan for the next trip to Midland.

“Any good coupons in the paper today?” she asked her grandmother.
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GRACE, INTERRUPTED

At first, no one could hear the phone ringing. Small wonder. The decibel level in the duplex was just short of what it would have taken to have the cops called on them, but loud enough to have traumatized Grace’s two elderly and mostly deaf cats. In addition to the saxophone quartet playing “Powerhouse” in the small back room, the kitchen was crammed with people talk-shouting over the noise—friends, friends of friends, and a few strays with way too much beer in them. In the smoke-filled living room, where four card tables were wedged between all the other furniture, the long-awaited Tournament of Stupid Games was in full swing. Grace didn’t recall Mousetrap being such a noisy enterprise, although heretofore she’d only seen it played by the under-ten set, and sober.

It was Amber who finally heard the ringing, perhaps because her current Twister position cocked her ear in the right direction. “Grace! Your phone!”

Grace realized she would never be able to carry on a conversation down here and made a dash for the stairs, just missing the card table where the Operation round of the game battle was raging. A few inches to the right might have upset the outcome of hours of ferocious competition.

By the time she reached her upstairs bedroom, she was out of breath. She toed the door shut to block out the noise from below and picked up the phone. “Zoo! How can we help you?”

“Grace?”

Every trace of high spirits was flushed out of Grace’s body in a rush of worry. “Steven? What’s wrong?”

Her oldest brother wouldn’t call her unless there was an emergency. Frankly, she was a little surprised that he had called her for any reason. She usually communicated with him now through his wife, Denise, who was also a partner in his medical practice.

“The thing is . . .” He faltered, and she held her breath in dread. “Dad’s had an accident.”

“Oh, God.” She collapsed forward. She’d been braced for bad, but now that the bad had arrived, she still felt like Jell-O inside. “What happened? Is he okay?”

“It was a car accident. That is, a Chevy Tahoe hit him as he was walking across Guadalupe near campus.”

“On, the drag? But is he—?”

“His leg’s broken.”

“Oh, no.” Even as she said it, though, she felt relief. It could have been so much worse.

On the other hand, a broken bone was no picnic at any age. And it had to be especially trying for a seventy-six-year-old man. Especially a peppery seventy-six-year-old man who was used to being independent.

“Poor Dad!” she exclaimed.

“No kidding,” Steven muttered. “Felled by a Chevy! I can’t imagine what he was doing on the drag. It’s not like he has a reason to be anywhere near campus anymore.”

Pondering why the victim of an auto accident had positioned himself in front of a car and gotten himself run over was typical of Steven. It wasn’t a case of blaming the victim so much as assuming the victim had indecipherable motives for wanting to be maimed.

“When did the accident happen?” she asked.

“Yesterday.”

“Yesterday?”

The reproach was duly noted. “He was okay, Grace. He’s just been in the hospital.”

Just been in the hospital! Spoken like a surgeon. A hospital was a second office to Steven—a humdrum bone repair shop.

So for a day her father had been laid up in a hospital bed with serious injuries. During that same day she had been blithely absorbed in planning for this party, a housewarming of sorts. Ben had just moved in to her duplex on Friday.

“I’ll call Dad right away,” she told Steven.

“Good . . .” He hitched his throat.

A throat hitch from Steven meant that he wasn’t quite finished. Grace waited for it.

“Actually, I was wondering . . .” The hitch again. “The thing is, I’m worried about when Dad gets discharged. He’s not going to be a hundred percent. He’ll need home care. I was thinking about hiring someone . . .”

Hired home help. Lou Oliver would never go for that.

“It would be a different matter if things were normal here,” Steven continued. “But I’ve got this blasted conference in St. Louis coming up this week, and Denise . . .” He paused a moment and began again. “Denise . . .”

Grace leaned forward. “Steven? What’s happened?”

He coughed. “The thing is, Denise . . .”

During their recent phone conversations, her father had been muttering about Steven and Denise having problems. The bust-up must have come, which would explain the reason Steven’s brain was short-circuiting every time he said her name. Highly charged emotional situations often affected him that way.

“Oh, Steven. Have you two split up?”

“Yes.”

“When did it happen?”

“Friday.”

And Denise seemed so perfect for him. In fact, she was exactly like his first wife, Sara. The two women both had bulldozer personalities, which seemed to be what Steven gravitated toward.

Poor Steven. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s fine,” Steven said. “I’ll have to leave Orthopedic Partners and start my own practice, though. I don’t know what I’ll call it. Orthopedic Loner or something.”

“Why should you have to leave?” she asked.

“Because Denise and Jack—Dr. Gunther, the other partner . . . He and Denise . . .”

Oh, God.

He coughed again. “Anyway, I’m speaking at a conference this week. And since there’s no question of Sam helping out . . .”

Sam, a journalist, was stationed in Beirut.

“I know it’s a lot to ask, Grace. . . .”

“I’ll come down right away.”

Now that she had agreed, Steven seemed doubtful. “But you’ve got your thing there. Your CD thing . . .”

Her “CD thing” was her life. Music stores were a sputtering business model, but so far Rigoletto’s was still clawing at the ledge of profitability by its fingertips. It helped that she had specialized. The store had practically no other brick and mortar competition in town for the dollars of classical music obsessives. It also didn’t hurt that she’d cleared a room in back where she brewed good coffee and had live music on weekends.

“Ben can baby-sit Rigoletto’s for a while,” she said.

“Ben? Really?” He sounded surprised.

“Really,” she assured him. “I can leave tomorrow.”

“No, I meant, you’re really still with that guy?”

The one time Ben had met her Austin family, he hadn’t exactly made a big hit.

That was another reason it had taken them so long to move in together—although not the biggest. Mild family opposition had added to Grace’s hunch that they weren’t fated to be. A fate deficit was a goofy reason to put off doing the couple thing—she knew that—but she couldn’t help it. Beneath the realist face she showed the world, there lurked a mushy center of romanticism. She blamed this on an early addiction to the Brontës, which gave her the unrealistic expectation that there was a man wandering the world who would become attached to her with a fervent, though preferably not doomed, devotion. All her life she’d kept an eye out for her Heathcliff, her Rochester, a man who would be able to hear her heart’s desire if she opened the window and called his name on a stormy night.

Instead, she’d been sent Ben, who a lot of the time didn’t hear her when she said something from across the living room. But they had been together for two years. Maybe it wasn’t devotion, but even dogged inertia had to count for something. In five months she would be thirty. Most of her friends were married, with kids. She didn’t want to look back at fifty and realize she’d wasted her life waiting for Brontë man.

“I’m still with him,” she told her brother. “And thanks to that guy, I can swing a short trip without having to shutter the doors.”

“Well, that’s useful, I guess,” Steven said. “This is a load off my mind, Grace. The family owes you one for this. Big time.”

She shouldn’t have felt pleased by the pat on the head, but she did. Most of her life she’d been an Oliver in name only, a sort of satellite Oliver in her own orbit ever since her mother had hauled her halfway across the country, married again, and started a second, happier marriage. And a second family that Grace had never felt completely a part of, either. Her Oregon half siblings were a decade younger and looked on her almost as a different generation. And while she loved her mother and stepfather, they had a habit of chalking up anything she did that they didn’t approve of to the Oliver in her, as if her blood were tainted.

Grace’s too-brief visits to her dad had been the highlights of her adolescence. She loved hanging out in the old house in her dad’s neighborhood, which was so different than the various suburbs her mother had dragged her to. And she loved her dad, with his starched shirts, sharp tongue, and brittle exterior, all of which would melt away as he discussed a book he loved. They filled their holidays together with chess games, which she always lost, and rambles across central Texas in a never-ending quest to find the ultimate barbecue joint. All to a soundtrack of their mutual favorites: Telemann, Mozart, and Chopin.

But those visits had been few and far between, and usually too brief to make her feel that she actually belonged there. She always clicked with her brother Sam, but he had moved away early, and the difference in her and Steven’s ages meant she really hadn’t had a chance to get to know him all that well. When the time had come to decide where to settle, she had decided to stay in Oregon, which over the years had become her natural habitat. But she’d always felt a tug toward her native city, too, and the old house of her earliest memories. And her dad.

“I’ll be there tomorrow,” she promised.

 



“To Austin?” Ben stood amid the party debris, flabbergasted. “When did this happen?”

She briefed him on Steven’s call and her travel arrangements as she surveyed the kitchen, which looked as if all its cabinets and drawers had been turned guts’ side out, like something from a horror movie. It would take all night to get the place in order.

Her flight was at ten. Eight hours from now.

“Why?” Ben asked, bewildered even after she had explained it to him. “Just because the guy has a broken leg?”

“He’s not the guy, he’s my dad. And he’s seventy-six.”

He immediately looked contrite. “Duh—of course. Sorry.” He focused on a point on the counter, thinking. “What about the store?”

“Could you handle it for a couple of weeks?” Ben had been working at Rigoletto’s for two and a half years. It was how they had met.

“Me? But there are orders to deal with, and bands, and employee problems.”

“What employee problems?” she asked.

“Well . . . for one thing, Amber’s leaving.”

Now it was Grace’s turn to be shocked. “What? Who told you that?”

“She did. Just recently. She’s going to grad school in Washington.”

“When?”

“In the fall.”

“Why didn’t she say anything? To me, I mean.”

He looked uncomfortable. “Well . . . you’re the boss. I’m not.”

“I know, but . . .” She swallowed, trying not to feel hurt. It was ridiculous. They were friends; she was happy for Amber. Who could blame her for not wanting to spend the rest of her life as a clerk in a CD shop?

Still . . . People didn’t get accepted into grad schools overnight. This had to have been in the works for a while. Months and months.

“And what about the cats?” Ben asked, continuing to take stock of his own troubles.

“What about them? You just feed them, and change the water.”

“They’re old and vomity,” he said, “and they have to eat that special food, and Heathcliff has his medication, and I really don’t think the little one likes me. She’s always giving me that glassy stare.”

As if they could help being old. And surely Ben knew the name of her cats by now?

“Her name is Earnshaw, and she stares at everyone that way,” she ground out between clenched teeth. “She has cataracts.” She took a deep breath before she went all angry mother bear on him. Air in, air out.

Ben had a point, after all. She was accustomed to her geriatric cats, but they were a handful. “I’ll lay up lots of food tomorrow morning,” she promised, “and write out a schedule for taking care of them, including all the vet info.”

“This is so nuts.” He reached for her hand. “We’ve been planning my moving in for years—and now here I am for less than two days, and you decide to pick up and go.”

“The timing’s awful,” she agreed. Although, to be honest, they hadn’t actually planned this for two years. They had put it off for two years and finally caved in to the inevitable. “But we have years ahead of us, and my dad needs me now. It’ll just be a week. Maybe two.” For good measure, she added, “Three, tops.”

Ben nodded. “Well . . . just don’t be surprised if you come home to find a new jazz section in your precious store.”

“No jazz.”

It wasn’t that she didn’t like jazz, or lots of other types of music. But as far as Rigoletto’s was concerned, a Miles Davis CD was just a gateway drug. Allow that in and next thing you knew there would be rock and country and—she shuddered—top forty. Then she would be just another music store. Just another music store going out of business.

“Promise me—no jazz, no indie rock, no Top 40,” she said.

“Promise me you won’t leave me stranded here in a cat nursing home and catering to your lunatic customers forever.”

Out of the blue, Grace felt a sharp sudden pang about leaving that had nothing to with Ben or even with her decrepit old cats. This was a thunderclap of concern for Rigoletto’s. For years her store had felt like her home, the home she’d finally managed to make for herself when the real things didn’t pan out. While her contemporaries had been setting out on career paths or spending years in graduate school, she had thrown the best years of her life into Rigoletto’s. She’d regularly worked eighteen-hour days and scrimped pennies to pay off her bank loan and become an amateur plumber and carpenter to keep from hiring expensive labor. She’d survived a recession and the encroaching gentrification of the store’s once dirt cheap neighborhood.

Now she worried that if she didn’t watch over her flock of repeat customers, these nuts she had spent years ministering to—the students, the Volvo drivers, the misfits—they would scatter into the retail wind.

“Of course I won’t leave forever,” she assured him, feeling torn between two geographical points. Between Texas and Oregon. Between family and family substitute. “I’ll be back as soon as I can. I just need to make sure Dad can look after himself.”

“No worries, Grace. I’ll hold down the fort.” Ben smiled. “Just leave it all in the hands of the Life champion.”

“Champion? Really?” She’d forgotten all about the tournament.

Ben shrugged. “Well . . . just at Life. After that I got Tiddly-Winked down to fifth place and knocked out of the competition by a disastrous showing in Operation. I guess there’s a reason surgeons shouldn’t drink three beers before they cut somebody open.”

She laughed. Still . . . to be Life champion. Even if it was only temporary, Grace would have settled for that.
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IAGO IS MISSING

No one was there to meet Grace at the airport, which was no big deal. She could get to the hospital on the bus. The only downside was that she wouldn’t really be able to clean herself up before she saw her dad. Coming off the plane she felt unwashed, wrinkly, and droopy. Also, she was dressed in comfy jean shorts and jogging sneakers because she’d read somewhere that you should wear loose-fitting clothing and athletic shoes on planes, in case of a crash. Easier to vault over your fellow passengers and hurl yourself toward the exits, she presumed.

Her father would say she looked like a slob. He was always bemoaning the Tobacco Road fashion standards of the day. He could hold forth on the sloppiness of the general public almost as long as he could decry the poor reading habits of the average undergrad. During her last visit, she’d begun to tense up every time they were in public and she heard the slap of backless sandals; a flip-flop sighting could trigger an hour-long lament.

Even now that he no longer went to work, her dad was a jacket-and-tie man. Shirts were always starched, pants creased. In the old days he’d played tennis, always in proper attire bleached to an eye-straining white. Ever since his sore knees had forced him to give up that sport, his exercise routine was to get up early, dress in a polo shirt tucked into khakis and his Mr. Rogers boating sneakers, and walk his dog around the neighborhood.

As she settled herself on the bus, Grace juggled bag, purse, and a container of barbecue she’d bought at the Salt Lick stand at the airport and marveled over the dips and twists of life. How had her father ever thought he could be happy with her mother? Cindy Oliver Wainwright probably didn’t own an article of clothing that wasn’t cotton knit, and the suggestion of ironing anything would elicit gales of laughter. Grace hadn’t seen her mother read a book in decades that wasn’t written by some incarnation of Nora Roberts, while Lou was suspicious of anything post–Edith Wharton. As far as Grace could tell, love between her parents had withered shortly after “I do,” but the marriage had sputtered on for five more years. It was the biggest mistake either of them had ever made.

And she was the result.

By the time Grace arrived at the hospital, it was already past three. Her dad was sitting up in bed, his plaster-encased leg jutting out in front of him, his eyes trained absently on the opposite wall. She’d rarely seen him when he wasn’t absorbed in a book or some other task. He looked slightly different, although it took her a second to figure out the problem. His hair was longer. His cheeks were covered with a grayish shadow.

When he caught sight of her, his face remained a blank, then it morphed into a puzzled frown.

“Let me guess . . .” She tilted her head. “Steven didn’t tell you I was coming?”

In the next moment, he snapped back to his old self. “Of course he did,” he responded in his usual clipped voice. “But he didn’t tell me that you intended to move into the hospital with me.”

She laughed and dropped her bag and purse on the ground so that she could give him a quick air hug, which in the Oliver family translated into a lavish display of affection. As she leaned over him, he relieved her of the greasy white sack she was carrying.

“Salt Lick,” she explained.

“Isn’t fifteen hundred miles a long way to go to smuggle lunch to an old man in the hospital?” He peeked into the sack.

Grace twisted to scope out the room. “Is there an old man here?”

“Old enough to not be able to scoot out of the way of an oncoming vehicle. I never should have given up tennis,” he grumbled as he extracted the takeout container. “Although that behemoth was barreling down on me so fast, I would have had to be Usain Bolt to outrun it.” He shifted uncomfortably. “The police insist the accident happened because I was jaywalking.”

“Jaywalking on the drag? Why?”

“I don’t know why!” he replied, almost yelling. “Your brothers keep asking me that. First Steven, then Sam on the phone. How should I know?”

He seemed truly agitated, so she let it drop. She sat down on the bed and gave his leg a tap. “Good thing I did come all this way. You obviously haven’t had many visitors. No one’s signed your cast.”

“Truman offered to. I told him to keep his mitts off my leg.”

Truman was her dad’s older brother. “How is Uncle Truman?”

“He hasn’t been run over by any Mac trucks lately, so he’s a damn sight better off than I am.”

“Listen to the self-pity! It was an SUV.”

“It was a behemoth.” He took his first bite of barbecue and his face melted into a mask of bliss.

“Better than hospital food?” she asked.

“Much. Thank you.”

“So when can I spring you from this place?”

“Soon, I hope. I think they would have pushed me out two hours after I got here, except for Steven. Seems to think I can’t cope on my own.”

“You will be a bit mobility challenged. That’s why I’m here—to help out for a while.”

A dark eyebrow darted up. “Don’t you have a store to run?”

“Ben’s looking after things.”

He made a face. “Scruffy Ben?” Her father’s nose wrinkled in distaste. “I don’t trust a grown man who tells me he skateboards to work. You don’t worry he’s going to dip into the till?”

“I’m more worried that he’ll try to update the inventory.”

Her father, who had cosigned the original loan for Rigoletto’s, seemed more horrified by the idea than she was. “You need to get back up there. There’s not going to be anything for you to do here anyway.”

“Not so sure about that.” She nodded at the crutches in the corner. “Do you intend to hobble back and forth to the grocery store on those?”

“If I have to. It will be good exercise.”

“How will you carry anything?”

“I do have friends, you know.” He leveled his paternal glare on her, which he had never managed to make very menacing. “I’m not entirely alone in the world.”

“I know you’re not. And now that I’m here, you’re even less alone.”

He looked up at her and, almost grudgingly, his face broke into a smile. “It’s good to see you, Grace.”

“Even in sneakers?”

He eyed her feet. “Well . . . they’re better than those awful flip-flop things. Do you know people wear them even here? Visitors! Can you believe it? I can hear them coming from two hallways over. Fwap, fwap, fwap! It’s as if the whole world had turned into the shower room at the YMCA. . . .”

She smiled and settled in for a lengthy diatribe on the world’s deteriorating standards in footwear. Welcome home.

 



Dr. Allen, Lou’s doctor, wanted him to stay another night. Evidently, there were problems neither Steven nor Lou himself had seen fit to mention to her. His blood pressure had been spiking; they were trying to get his medication adjusted. The doctor told her they had also feared a head injury when he came in, because he’d been disoriented. But now the doctor was also attributing that to the blood pressure problem.

So in the afternoon, when her father slipped into an impromptu siesta, Grace grabbed his keys and made her way to his house.

By the time she stepped off the bus in the old neighborhood, she realized that she was ready for a nap herself. The afternoon was warm; every time she visited, she had to readapt to the heavy humid heat of Texas. As she lugged her stuff up the front porch steps of the old Craftsman house, her lack of sleep announced itself in every muscle of her body and the scratchy feeling behind her eyes. First she would take a long shower, and then she would collapse onto the old chenille coverlet of the spare bedroom. Her bedroom—though it hadn’t been officially hers for twenty-two years now.

She let herself in, welcoming the fifteen-degree drop in temperature even as something in the air made her wary. Her nose wrinkled. A malodorous trail led her into the kitchen. The culprit sat right in the middle of the old chrome dinette table in the kitchen: a half-eaten bowl of cereal and a milk carton, spout gaping.

She picked up the milk carton with her fingertips and upended it into the kitchen sink. Then she brought the bowl over and dumped its contents in, too, before flipping a switch and sending the whole mess gurgling down the garbage disposal. Why would her father have left his breakfast out and set off for campus?

She was scrubbing the sink with cleanser when she heard a knock at the door. Drying her hands on a paper towel, she hurried to answer it. When she opened it she found herself looking down into the face of a boy, probably eleven or so, judging by the awkward, half-formed look of him. His mop of brownish blond hair, chubby cheeks, and round brown eyes brought to mind little animals in old animated movies. The kid was born to be a Disney chipmunk.

“Is Professor Oliver back?” he asked.

“No, he—”

“Is he dead?”

She straightened, taken aback by the blunt question. “No! Why?”

“I heard he got run over.”

“And you’re . . . ?”

“I’m Dominic,” he said, as if she should have known this. “I live next door.”

Ah! Now she remembered. Her father’s neighbors, a couple that had moved in about ten years earlier, had a flock of kids. It was sweet that her dad had befriended one of them.

“I’ll be seeing Dad tonight,” she said. “Would you like me to take him a message?”

His face scrunched up. “Why?”

“Well . . . maybe to tell him to get well? Or that you look forward to seeing him soon?”

The kid gaped at her as if she were insane. “He barely knows me!”

“Oh.” Grace lapsed into silent confusion.

“I was just worried he might be dead,” Dominic told her.

The matter-of-fact way he kept repeating that unnerved her. “He broke his leg, but they’ve set it and he’s able to hobble around. He’ll probably be back tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow!” Dominic exclaimed, as if this news would upset some important life plan of his.

“Or maybe the next day.”

He tilted his head, puffed his cheeks, and blew out a long breath. “Well, okay. Thanks.”

He turned and clomped down the stairs.

Odd.

Maybe Dominic just saw it as his duty to make sure everyone in the neighborhood was present and accounted for. It was summer vacation. Kids had to do something.

She turned and went back inside. She was feeling a little headachy now, and she realized she hadn’t had any caffeine since the Styrofoam cup of so-called coffee on the first leg of her plane trip. Which now seemed half a lifetime ago. She usually slurped down a few espressos per day—a perk of owning her own business-slash-café.

She opened the kitchen cabinet where the coffee had always been kept and found six boxes of Grape Nuts, a long shiny box of aluminum foil, and a tangerine. In her current state of fatigue, the incongruous still life was too taxing on her brain. She shut the cabinet.

In the drawer where the coffee filters usually were, she discovered a stack of printed paper. She reached in, grabbed the sheet on top, and saw that it was a mundane but very detailed to-do list.

Monday, the 22nd:

Let Iago out. Coffee. Iago in. Dog food. H/W pill. Breakfast. Vitamins. B/P pill.

Shower, shave, dress.

Walk, read, lunch.

PM: Pharmacy. (This item was written in her father’s hand in blue ink.)

Dinner. Iago’s dinner. Walk.

Everything off.

Doors.

 



Each item had been ticked off when completed. She leafed through the pages underneath, which had been carefully typed and printed, double-sided. On some days, there were extras scrawled in, such as “Dr. Franklin,” or “Dinner at M’s 7:30.” These activities would be scored through when finished, just as the others were.

She scanned the list again, but this time her gaze arrested on one word. Iago. Iago was her father’s dog. She’d completely forgotten.

Frowning, she glanced down at the two stainless-steel bowls resting on an old newspaper on the floor. One was empty, and the other one had about two inches of water and an overturned dead cockroach floating in it. Iago’s bowls. But where was Iago?

Her father hadn’t mentioned the dog to her; in the back of her mind, she’d just assumed he would be here. Had she overlooked a sixty-pound basset hound? She made a quick sweep through the house, although it seemed unnecessary. Iago usually trotted up as soon as someone came in. He wasn’t in the house, and a quick glimpse around the yard revealed no dog out there, either. All the gates were closed, so it didn’t look as if he had escaped.

Steven must have found someone to take care of Iago. Or boarded him somewhere. She picked up her phone and dialed her brother’s cell number.

He picked up immediately, although his voice sounded harried. “Oh, Grace. I’ve got a cervical column seminar starting in five minutes.”

Typical Steven. No nonsense like How was your trip? “Sorry, just a quick question. Where’s Iago?”

“Iago?” he repeated.

“Dad’s dog. Big, black-and-white slobber machine. What did you do with him?”

The line went so still for a moment that she feared she had lost the connection. “Steven?”

“I didn’t do anything with him,” he said.

“Well, didn’t you have to make arrangements for him when Dad went into the hospital?”

“To be perfectly honest, I forgot all about him.”

Great. “Dad didn’t give you any instructions about him?”

“No—none. He never mentioned Iago.”

She frowned. Stranger and stranger. “I guess I should call him.”

“Shouldn’t you look around first?” he asked. “I mean, you wouldn’t want to upset him if he’s just temporarily lost.”

“It’s not temporary—he’s already been gone two days. Besides, Dad might know where Iago is. What if he left him at the groomer?”

“Then the groomer will have left a million messages on Dad’s phone. Does he have any messages? His phone will beep when you pick it up if he does.”

She picked up her dad’s land line. “The dial tone sounds normal. This is bad.”

Steven cleared his throat. “Sorry, Grace—I’m one minute to magic time here. Can you handle this? You might start by calling around to shelters.”

He hung up. She went to the shelf where her father kept his Yellow Pages and was about to start looking up shelter numbers when there was another knock at the door.

This time, she knew the visitor at a glance. “Peggy!” She opened the screen door and threw her arms around a small roundish woman with snow-white hair.

Peggy, a retired teacher, lived across the street and down a few houses, and had been Lou’s first wife’s best friend. She’d been Grace’s best friend, too. Her very first. As soon as Grace had been old enough to get on her tricycle, she had headed for Peggy’s house every summer morning to pester her while she worked in the yard. “Helping Peggy,” is what Grace had called it. Afterward, if she was lucky, she got invited in for M&Ms and a game of Old Maid. When her parents had divorced, Grace had missed Peggy almost as bitterly as she had missed her dad.

Peggy and Lou had stayed friends through all the ups and downs in their lives, and the closet romantic in Grace always waited for the call telling her that they had finally decided to tie the knot. Their ornery insistence on not getting married had frustrated her for years.

“I couldn’t believe it was you!” Peggy said, pulling back to inspect Grace’s travel-bedraggled person. “I saw you walking up the sidewalk and asked myself, ‘Is that Grace?’ I thought I was imagining things. It’s so good to see you.” Peggy’s smile collapsed. “I’ve been so worried about Lou.”

“Have you been to the hospital?”

Peggy shook her head and said the word no on an inhale, so that it caught in her throat.

“He’s doing fine,” Grace assured her. “He was eating smuggled barbecue and complaining about everyone’s footwear.”

“Truman told me he’d broken his leg.”

Uncle Truman had told her? Peggy hadn’t even spoken to Lou on the phone?

“His leg’s in a cast. He’s supposed to be coming home tomorrow.”

“That’s good.” Peggy tilted her head in curiosity. “And you’re here for . . . ?”

“Just a week or two, till Dad’s on the mend and he can take care of himself.”

“Oh.” The older woman’s face pinched a little as she drifted off in thought.

Something felt peculiar. In the old days, visiting a sick friend in the hospital—especially if that sick friend was Lou—was something Peggy would have been all over.

“Is everything all right?” Grace asked.

Peggy snapped back to attention. “What?”

“I guess I was hoping you could fill me in on what Dad’s been up to. Whenever I call him, all he talks about are books and music.”

“I don’t know if I’m the right person to ask.”

Grace frowned. Who else would she ask, if not Peggy? “You and Dad haven’t gotten into an argument, have you?”

Peggy hesitated. “Well . . . in a way.” Her face registered a brief, agonizing mental tug-of-war. “I didn’t want to say anything. You know how I feel about your father—about all of you. And Lou and I have never had any conflict.”

“Until now?” Grace guessed.

“Well . . . he’s seemed moody. Maybe I’ve been getting on his nerves. One evening we went to a Mexican restaurant and I guess I fussed at him a little too much, and he blew up.”

“Dad?” Her dad enjoyed needling people, jokingly, but he didn’t blow up. Especially not in public. Especially not at Peggy. Blowing up at Peggy was akin to blowing up at the Easter Bunny.

But Peggy’s tale was still half-finished. “He left me there, actually. Just got into his car and drove off. And the restaurant was all the way over on South Congress.”

Grace lifted her hand to her forehead, where that ache was starting to get a little stronger. “What happened afterward?”

Peggy shrugged. “I finished my enchiladas and called a cab.”

“I mean afterward afterward. Did you talk to him about it? Did he apologize?”

“No. We haven’t spoken. Not for three months.”

Three months! Grace had never been at her dad’s house three days in a row without Peggy popping by once or twice. “I’m so sorry,” Grace said. “I hadn’t heard anything about this.”

Peggy nodded, and in that instant, something of her old breeziness returned. “Well! These little bumps in the road happen in all friendships, don’t they?”

Complete ruptures after fifty years? That seemed more than a bump to Grace.

“I hope you’ll come over and visit me while you’re here,” Peggy continued. “I don’t keep M&Ms anymore, but I can usually rustle up some Chex Mix.”

“I’ll be over,” Grace assured her. “You’ll be sick of the sight of me before too long.”

“I doubt that!” Peggy gave her arm a quick, strong squeeze. “Unfortunately, I need to run, and you probably have a million things to do, too. I just wanted to dash over and say hi.”

“I’m glad you did. But wait—you haven’t seen Iago, have you?”

Already halfway down the steps, Peggy turned. “No. Is he missing?”

Grace felt a sinking feeling in her stomach. “I was hoping that he’d left him with you.”

“No, not with me. Your uncle Truman hasn’t said anything about the dog, either.”

She bit her lip. Not with Peggy, not with Uncle Truman. “Can you think of anyone else around here he would have left Iago with?”

“Your father wouldn’t trust anyone with that dog,” Peggy said.

“I know . . . but why wouldn’t he have said something to Steven about taking care of Iago? Or me?”

Peggy frowned down at the floor. “Have you called shelters? Vets?”

“I was just about to start. I’m still hoping he’s not really lost. Dad might have just taken him to the groomer’s. . . .” She was back to clinging to that unlikely scenario.

“I’ll keep an eye out,” Peggy promised.

After Peggy left, Grace felt more uneasy. Not just about Iago. And not because Peggy and her dad had had a fight. It was that everything seemed the same, and yet not the same. She skipped the nap she so desperately wanted and spent the afternoon calling around to shelters and vet clinics instead. Later, when she returned to the hospital, she had to tell Lou that Iago was missing.

At the news, the creases in his face went slack with shock. “How can he be missing?”

“That’s what I was wondering. There’s the doggy door in the back, so he might have gotten outside, but the gate was firmly closed. And he couldn’t have dug out, or there would be a hole the size of a crater next to the fence.”

“He’s not a digger.”

As far as Grace could remember, Iago wasn’t an anything-er, except perhaps a sit-arounder. She returned to her original suspicion. “Did you take him somewhere Saturday? The groomer, maybe?”

Her dad looked almost offended. “I can still get out a water hose and wash my own dog, thank you very much.”

“I wasn’t saying . . .” She sighed. “He must have gotten out. Maybe the gate was open, and then someone came by and closed it later.”

“He’s never run away before.”

“He might have gotten panicked when you didn’t come home.”

Lou didn’t look convinced. “Someone must have taken him.”

“Dognapped him, you mean?”

She stopped just short of laughing. Iago, a lumbering black-and-white mass of tongue and ears and floppy skin, didn’t strike her as a canine theft object. He wasn’t even a purebred—at the animal shelter her father had adopted Iago from they described him as a basset hound-poodle cross, which just meant that he was a slightly taller basset with peculiar tufts of wiry fur on his eyebrows, his chest, and in a line along his back. He resembled a canine life form that had been haphazardly sprinkled with Miracle-Gro.

But of course her father would consider his companion of these past five years to be a highly desirable dognapping target. “The house on the corner turned into a rental and now it’s crawling with students,” he said. “They might be up to some kind of shenanigans.”

“I’ll make a tour around the neighborhood and check the animal shelters again,” she promised. “I’ll also make some flyers tonight on the computer.”

“There’s a good picture of him on my desk, in the office,” he suggested.

She gingerly segued onto another topic. “I asked Peggy if she had seen him, but she said she hadn’t.”

Lou’s jaw clamped shut.

“What’s going on, Dad? I can’t believe you’ve been fighting with Peggy.”

“Is that what she says?”

“She says you abandoned her at a restaurant.”

“I never did! Why would I do such a thing?”

“I don’t know. . . .” She lifted and dropped her shoulders. “But it sounds as though you two are avoiding each other now.”

“She’s always nagging at me. Of course I’ve been avoiding her.”

What was going on here? Peggy wouldn’t make up a story about being abandoned at a restaurant out of whole cloth. What would be the point? Yet Grace had a hard time believing her father would lie, either.

“It’s a shame, Dad. You were always such good friends.”

“A history of friendship is not an excuse to be irritating.”

Grace decided to let it drop for the moment, but in the back of her mind she set a rapprochement between Lou and Peggy as her goal for her stay.

“I should probably go now before the nurses kick me out. I’ll be back tomorrow.” She gave him a quick kiss on the crown of his head, which he endured with a wince. “Take it easy tonight, Dad.”

She was almost out the door when he stopped her.

“When you get home, Grace, could you make sure to give Iago a treat for me? Poor guy’s probably wondering where I’ve been.”
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PAINT IT, BLACK

Jordan had lain in wait for the perfect moment, and Sunday that moment arrived. After oversleeping church and then eating the requisite two waffles when her grandparents returned, she crawled back into bed with the cheap MP3 player she’d bought at Wal-Mart. Later—how much later it was impossible to say, because she was in a Mick Jagger-induced trance—she felt a hand on her shoulder and found herself staring up into Granny Kate’s face. Her grandmother’s lips were moving, but Jordan had no idea what she was saying until Granny Kate reached down and yanked a bud out from one of her ears.

“We’ve got to get to Bonny’s.” Her grandmother’s voice was tight. She’d been on edge ever since their last trip to Midland.

“What for?”

“Bridge club. Why else do you think I made lemon squares?” She gave Jordan an exasperated nudge. “You’re not even dressed yet!”

“I have a headache,” Jordan lied.

“It’s from listening to your music too loud. Those little ear thingamabobs aren’t good for you. You’ll go deaf.”

“What?” Jordan asked.

“I said—” Belatedly, Granny Kate caught on to the joke. Instead of laughing, she heaved a sigh. “You can’t be too careful when it comes to your ears. You might not care now, but you will when you’re being fitted for your hearing aid, believe you me.”

“It’s just I’ve got this throb in my temple,” Jordan explained. “If I went with you to that bridge club thing, I’d be seriously cranky.”

“But honey, I can’t just abandon you. Your Pop Pop is playing golf and won’t be back all afternoon.”

“I’ll be fine. Swear to God.”

Granny Kate hadn’t really trusted leaving her alone since she learned that Jordan had seen a psychologist back in Austin. In Granny Kate and Pop Pop’s world, seeing a psychologist equaled dangerously unbalanced. But over the past week, ever since Jordan had escaped in Midland and made tracks for the nearest hair salon, Granny Kate had seemed more open to the idea of not carting her around everywhere. In fact, the few times they had been out together in Little Salty since Jordan had shown up with Deep Cerulean #68 hair, her grandmother had walked around with a permanent wince on her face.

“Well . . .” Her grandmother’s gaze slipped in the direction of Jordan’s scalp.

The tide was turning in her favor, Jordan could tell. Deep Cerulean #68 saves the day again!!

Granny Kate relented. “I’ll just be over at Bonny’s. You know where that is.”

“Bonny’s,” Jordan repeated. “Gotcha.”

“The phone number is on the list taped to the refrigerator. So’s your Pop Pop’s cell phone number.”

“On the refrigerator. Check.”

“There’s chicken salad in the fridge for your lunch. Don’t just eat ice cream.”

“Ice cream. Lunch. Check.”

“I said don’t eat just ice cream.”

Jordan laughed. “I know. I was just messing with your mind.”

“Well, don’t! My mind’s been in enough of a mess since the menopause.”

When Jordan finally heard the front door shut, signaling her grandmother’s departure, she bounded out of bed and practically did a jeté across the room. A whole afternoon to herself. This was too good to be true!

First thing after throwing some clothes on, she padded over to the room they called Pop Pop’s office, which actually was just a large closet with an antique computer and a lot of old fishing magazines in it. She perched on the computer chair. Usually when Jordan was on-line, her grandmother would find a million reasons to breeze through, checking on her. Granny Kate had read an article about on-line predators and teenage girls uploading naked photos of themselves, so naturally she couldn’t imagine that Jordan would be doing anything on the Internet but making herself a target for pervs.

First she looked up the hours for the local hardware store. It was open Sunday afternoons. Excellent. She took a quick visit to her e-mail inbox.

Today there was a message waiting from Dominic. Nothing from her dad. Nothing from Lily. Seventeen magazine wanted her to subscribe, and Amazon.com thought she might be interested in something called I Wasn’t Ready to Say Goodbye because she’d bought Healing after Loss, but Amazon.com had its head up its butt. She’d only bought that stupid book because her therapist had told her to. Did a company really think people wanted to sit around consuming grief books one after another, like bonbons?

She ticked off the two messages she didn’t want and pressed the delete button, then turned to Dominic’s message. In his e-mails, her brother tended to spit out his ideas in little disjointed bursts. He was like a painter Jed had shown her once, that French guy who painted with dots. Seurat. If you gathered Dominic’s correspondence from about three months together and read it all at once, you might actually get a coherent narrative out of them. But reading just one random e-mail was like looking at a couple of dots from that painting A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grande Jatte and trying to decide if they belonged to an umbrella or a monkey.

Today’s e-mail was a case in point.


hi. how r u? i’m okay i guess but its boring here! lily took me to see a movie but i fell asleep in it and she said it was a waist of dads money and her time to take me to movies that she doesnt want to see in the first place if i’m just gonna conk out.

oh. i went next door and the guy’s not dead after all. the lady told me his legs just broken. now I have to give lefty back or figure out a way to keep him but i wonder how that would work.

when are you gonna come home? egbert fell off the wall the other day for no reason. it was so weird!!! bye, dominic



What was Dominic talking about? Who was the guy? Who was the lady? Who or what was Lefty?

She typed a quick reply, then grabbed her purse and headed out the door. It was a blazing sunny day, so hot she could feel the heat of the road burning through the soles of her sandals.

What was the deal with Egbert? Last year at arts camp, Jordan had painted a melted smiley face in oils. It was meant as a joke for Nina, who was always complaining that, because of the configuration of their beds, she ended up looking at Jordan’s dismal midnight blue side of their room, while Jordan woke up with a view of light yellow painted walls, posters of pro tennis hotties, and picture frames with hand-painted daisies and smiley faces all over them. At arts camp, Jordan had decided to make a warped smiley face to hang on her side of the room for Nina to look at. It was sort of a goth smiley that looked as if it were melting.

Nina had laughed when she saw the painting. She’d named it Egbert.

Dominic didn’t say whether Egbert had suffered any damage. Jordan felt a sharp stab at the idea of anything happening to that painting. Then she told herself that was completely stupid. It wasn’t a Van Gogh or anything. It was just a dumb picture she’d made. A joke.

Her errand at the hardware store took practically no time at all because she’d plotted it all out in advance. She whizzed through the aisles grabbing Styrofoam paint pads and a plastic tray. She’d halfway expected the guys in the store to look at her funny when she asked for the black paint, but the stares they gave her weren’t different from the ones she’d received from everybody else in the week since she’d dyed her hair blue. Their eyes followed her while they continued their conversation about how the guy at the register had had a fight with his girlfriend and ended up at a bar watching the Rangers game and drinking way too much Jack Daniel’s.

When the guy behind the register finished bagging the pads and the tray, he handed them to Jordan with the barest of smiles. “That’s the bluest blue I’ve ever seen.”

Taking her stuff, she pinned a puzzled gaze on him. “Blue?”

“Your hair.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Jordan said. “I’ve been a blonde all my life.”

“Girl, I’m telling you, your hair’s blue.”

She grinned. “You really did drink too much Jack Daniel’s last night, didn’t you?”

His coworkers laughed and Jordan could hear them ribbing the counter guy as she strolled out of the store.

She smiled halfway back to Granny Kate’s, until she realized that the exchange with the hardware store clerk seemed like the first real human interaction she’d had in months. At least interaction that wasn’t all bogged down by tension and guilt and other emotional dreck.

It didn’t matter. Anyway, she didn’t have time to think about stuff like that now.

She had been thinking about her painting project for days, imagining it, wondering how she could pull it off. Now it turned out to be not so difficult after all. True, the last time she’d painted a room—her room at home—she’d had more time and Nina had done all sorts of prep. But she doubted taping and laying down plastic made all that much difference anyway. As long as the walls got painted, who cared?

Two hours later, she realized she maybe should have cared. Though she was pleased with the room, even she had to admit she’d been a little sloppy. Dribbled black dots speckled the robin’s egg blue carpet, and in a couple of places trickles of paint streaked black teardrops down the wall. Still, as she stood back, she surveyed the result with satisfaction.

Three walls of her bedroom were glossy black, and in the center, over her bed, she’d used leftover white paint she’d found in the garage to create her ode to Bob Ross. It looked like one of his signature snowy cedar trees, only in negative. The effect was heightened by the fact that the black paint hadn’t thoroughly dried when she’d done the tree, so its branches were a smudgy gray in some parts. In an arc over the tree, she’d written HAPPY LITTLE TREE! in thick, blobby letters.

She smiled. It felt like eons since the world around her had actually lifted her spirits. Thank you, Nina. Thank you, Gandhi.

She did anticipate a little dismay from the grandfolks. Black was a major change from the pastel walls they were accustomed to. Also, the black didn’t really go with the curtains, which were yellow with little bouquets of violets embroidered on them. (Now they had little black polka dots, as well.) Maybe her grandmother would let her make new ones.

When the front door opened, she braced herself, especially when she heard voices and realized Granny Kate had brought a bridge club crony back with her for coffee. Evelyn Webb—a woman with a long face that pinched up in disapproval whenever she was around Jordan.

“I smell fumes!” Granny Kate’s voice sounded alarmed.

“Smells like paint!” Evelyn exclaimed, knocking herself out with her Nancy Drewiness.

Seconds later, the two ladies appeared at the doorway. Both women’s faces slackened in shock as they stood at the threshold, slowly scanning the room. Their gazes froze when they reached HAPPY LITTLE TREE!

“Oh . . . my . . . word,” Evelyn breathed.

Granny Kate rotated her head, as if reading the letters at another angle would make the whole thing clearer to her. Her expression was hurt, almost offended. It was as if Jordan had scrawled profanity all over the walls, or drawn a huge swastika.

“You told me to make myself at home,” Jordan said, waving them into the room. (One good thing: they both were too wigged out to notice the carpet splatters.) She attempted to talk them through it, assuming the tone of the guide at the art museum Jed had taken their class to last summer. In this work, Claude Monet was attempting to express . . .

“I wanted to make my room a little more me,” she continued. “I mean, I’m not really beige walls and violet sprigs, am I? So I tried to inject a little of my Little Salty experience into the décor. It’s like, what do you get when you cross Bob Ross with Mick Jagger?”

Something caught in her grandmother’s throat. Jordan looked at her and saw there were actually tears standing in her eyes.

Evelyn Webb saw it, too. Concern for her friend emboldened her to march right up into Jordan’s face. When she spoke, her voice had the fake urgency of adult concern. “Are you taking drugs?”

Jordan looked into the woman’s weasel eyes and then burst out laughing.

After that, the situation deteriorated rapidly. And when Pop Pop walked in a few moments later, things only got worse. Jordan had hoped he might defuse the situation, but instead, as he stood in his green golf pants and gawped at the black walls and HAPPY LITTLE TREE!, his face went crimson, as if he was going to burst a blood vessel. She’d hardly ever seen her grandfather angry, except maybe at baseball umpires on television, or at Congress. Certainly never at her. But now he was practically quaking. Evelyn Webb fled before he could explode; Jordan wished she could scuttle out, too.

“What the Sam Hill were you thinking!” her grandfather shouted at her.

Good question. She supposed she’d been thinking that it was only a room. She tried once more to explain her motives, finishing with, “Anyway, it’s just paint. It can be painted over.”

Pop Pop went ballistic. “Painted over? Do you know how much painters cost?”

“I can do it,” she said.

The wrong thing to say, apparently.

“You’re not getting anywhere near a paintbrush in this house again!” he raged. “Even leaving aside the black walls, you sploopled paint all over the carpet! I don’t know who this person you said you’ve been watching on television is . . .”

“Bob Ross,” she said.

“And the Rolling Stones!” her grandmother interjected. Now that she’d found her voice again, she seemed most disturbed that after decades of her vigilant efforts, Mick Jagger had finally managed to penetrate her Barry Manilow world. “She’s been listening to them on the sly, evidently.”

“I just downloaded a few songs.” As evidence, Jordan showed them the little MP3 player.

“You see?” Granny Kate snatched the device from Jordan and pivoted toward her husband. “She’s been downloading!” As if downloading songs was just the kind of nefarious Internet activity they’d been worrying about all along. “And Evelyn thinks she’s on drugs.”

Jordan rolled her eyes. “Evelyn’s a hemorrhoid.”

“Don’t you dare call our friends hemorrhoids!” her grandfather bellowed.

Jordan shrank back. “I was only expressing an opinion.”

Her grandmother swooped down on her. “Your mother always said you were difficult to love, but we took you in for her sake. Now I realize our Jennifer had the patience of a saint! Well, I’m not a saint, and I’m fed up with your sulking and snippiness and blue hair. Fed up!”

Granny Kate fled the room in tears.

Jordan’s face burned. Difficult to love? Her mom had said that about her?

She heard a weird noise and looked down. It was the muffled sound of her own foot tapping against carpet. She tried to still the movement but couldn’t. Something was trembling so deep inside her that her brain couldn’t send out waves strong enough to make it stop.

Granny Kate must really hate me, she thought. Why else would she have mentioned that about her mother, except to stick a knife in her gut and twist it? And Pop Pop wasn’t saying anything. He probably felt the same way. Difficult to love.

Well, here was proof. They were the most mild-mannered people in the world, and she’d still managed to cheese them off.

She barely had the nerve to look into Pop Pop’s face. “I just wanted things to be different,” she said. “At least to look different. Wouldn’t you, if you were me?”

He didn’t say anything.

“Pop Pop?” she asked, her voice small.

A muscle in his jaw twitched. “Your grandma’s upset. This has been a difficult year, and you . . .”

And you’re not just the reason why, you’re also a walking reminder.

He didn’t have to say it. She knew.

“I think you’d better start packing your things,” he said.
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