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“When I wasn’t inside the world of this book—because this is a book that you enter instead of merely read—I longed to be. I love it for its intensely human characters and for the way the author grants them their flaws as generously as she celebrates their daily decencies, their persistent hopefulness, their moments of personal grace.”

—Marisa de los Santos, New York Times bestselling author of Love Walked In and Belong to Me

 

“Enormously readable and hugely relatable!”

—Kelly Corrigan, New York Times bestselling author of The Middle Place and Lift

 

“Engrossing, touching, and immensely satisfying. The truth shines on every page. I’d almost be willing to go back to junior high if I could sit at Juliette Fay’s lunch table!”
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“The concerns of single motherhood after sudden tragedy come vividly to life, and as Janie learns to appreciate everyday miracles, readers will be charmed.”

—Publishers Weekly
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—Jacqueline Sheehan, author of Lost & Found

 

“Shelter Me is a richly told story that offers a keyhole into the pain and searing grief losing a loved one brings to a family. That pain is balanced against humor and the need to care-take life’s day-to-day demands and relationships until one day, you realize you have the capability to love again. Fay writes with vivid dialogue and conjures up characters that feel real enough to be sitting in your kitchen.”
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A PENGUI BOOK DEEP DOWN TRUE

JULIETTE FAY’s first novel, Shelter Me, was a 2009 Massachusetts Book Award Book of the Year, a Target 2009 Bookmarked Club selection, a Good Housekeeping Book Pick, and was chosen for the American Booksellers Association’s Indie Next List. Juliette received a bachelor’s degree from Boston College and a master’s degree from Harvard University. She lives in Massachusetts with her husband and four children. Deep Down True is her second novel.




[image: 001]




PENGUIN BOOKS 
Published by the Penguin Group 
Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, U.S.A. 
Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto 
Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3 (a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) 
Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R ORL, England 
Penguin Ireland, 25 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books Ltd) 
Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, 
Victoria 3124, Australia (a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd) 
Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, II Community Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi - 110 017, India 
Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, 
New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd) 
Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, 
Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

 

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 
80 Strand, London WC2R ORL, England

 

First published in Penguin Books 2011

 



 

Copyright © Juliette Fay, 2011

All rights reserved

 

PUBLISHER’S NOTE

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to octual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is ertirely coincidental.

 

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING IN PUBLICATION DATA

Fay, Juliette.

Deep down true / Juliette Fay.

p m.

“A Pamela Dorman/Penguin book”—T. p. verso.

eISBN : 978-1-101-48618-4

I. Divorced women—Fiction. 2. preteens—Fiction. 3. Domestic fiction. I. Title.

[DNLM: 1. Love stories. gsafd]

PS3606.A95D44 2011

8I3’.6—dc22 2010038552

 



 


 

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Please purchase only authorized electronic editions, and do not participate in or encourage electronic piracy of copyrighted materials. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

http://us.penguingroup.com




For my parents,

 

CAROL DIGIANNI AND JOHN DACEY,

 

who’ve blazed their trails through hard times to happiness, 
and whose love and enthusiasm is always a given

[image: 002]




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

THE FIRST FLICKERS OF DEEP DOWN TRUE WERE sparked at Jonas Clarke Junior High School during the years 1974-77. I still have occasional moments of post-traumatic stress from the experience. I would like to thank Rhea Nowak, Amy Smith, Jean Volante, and Alexandra Fisher, friends who never, to my knowledge, betrayed me. Thanks also to Kassia Sing, who was that all-too-rare combination of popular and nice. I’m sure there were others, but in my attempt to block out as much of that time as possible, I have inadvertently forgotten their names. My apologies and my thanks.

Thanks also to my sisters, Jennifer Dacey Allen and Kristen Dacey Iwai, the best of companions and co-conspirators, who have always known how to crack me up, even on really unfunny days. And to Linda Dacey, my stepmother, who traversed that fine line between intervening and interfering, and who quietly lobbied for a more reasonable clothing allowance for us. The life-or-death importance of this was lost on my father, being a man and being as uninterested in fashion as an otherwise socially appropriate person could possibly be.

When I tell people that middle school was the worst three years of my life, I often hear groans of agreement. As far as I can tell, it hasn’t gotten any easier. Adolescents are an interesting bunch, prone to acts of both great generosity and great ferocity, and you never know which is coming at you till it’s in your face. The flickers  of this story were blown into flames when I first heard Rosalind Wiseman, author of Queen Bees and Wannabes, speak, and further fueled when I read her book. Thanks, Rosalind, for helping me make sense of the culture I so fearfully inhabited all those years ago and for unwittingly giving me guidance with the characters of Deep Down True.

There’s the part of fiction writing that’s the “dreaming up” part, and with any luck this is done alone (or at least someplace where nobody’s asking for help making a bracelet out of duct tape or for rides to their friends’ houses). And then there are all the other parts—reviewing, editing, fact-finding, shepherding, encouraging, deal making, publishing, promoting, selling, begging, bugging, consoling, celebrating. With any luck these are done in the company of people like:Alison Bullock, Megan Lucier, Catherine Toro-McCue, Julia Tanen, and Anne Kuppinger, dear friends who read every scrap, often in several iterations, and gave me their unvarnished opinions while simultaneously making me feel smart and well liked. Catherine is a psychiatric nurse who had lots of good information, insights, and resources on eating disorders.

 

Sandra Dupuy, Tracey Palmer, and Art Hutchinson, excellent writers with whom I’ve spent many hours in coffee shops and on self-inflicted “retreats” challenging one another to do better.

 

Dr. Michael Putt, who keeps our teeth healthy and has been a wonderful consultant on everything from drill bits to dental-office politics. Dr. Paul Allen, my brother-in-law and go-to guy on what it’s like to be a medical student. And Keiji Iwai, my other brother-in-law, whose photographic know-how is second only to his generosity with his time.

 

Patricia Campanella Daniels, a dear friend who gave me the grand tour of northeastern Connecticut and whose husband, Eric Daniels, made sure I got the sports references right.

 

Julia Tanen, one of my oldest friends and managing director at KCSA Strategic Communications, who tirelessly promotes my work and generously shared the depth of her personal knowledge of bulimia.

 

Pamela Dorman and Julie Miesionczek, editor and assistant editor, who worked so hard to get this book into the best possible shape.

 

Theresa Park, my agent and friend, who brilliantly stewards my career and is really fun to hang out with. And the fabulous Park Literary team of Abigail Koons, Emily Sweet, and Yahel Matalon. Amanda Cardinale, you’ll be missed!

 

Quinn, Nick, Liam, and Brianna Fay, who have their hands full raising their father and me, and who still haven’t gotten sick of my doing some “book thing” or other several times a week. Brianna has been my foreign-language consultant on teenager-speak, answering countless questions that begin with “How would you say . . . ?”

 

And Tom Fay, my husband and BFF, whose love, support, and endless enthusiasm for my work (“Here, sign this book, I think I can get it to Ben Affleck!”) makes me feel lucky every day.








CHAPTER 1

IN JEANS THAT FIT FOUR POUNDS AGO BUT NOW squeezed her in a mildly intrusive manner, Dana stood at her kitchen counter pinching foil over a tray of lasagna and waiting on hold, the phone wedged against her shoulder. Her gaze skimmed the obituaries in the local paper, but Dermott McPherson’s name did not appear—not this time anyway. Mr. McPherson was the reason she’d made the lasagna, though it wasn’t actually for him. He probably wasn’t eating much. It was for his family, who were understandably distraught over their loved one’s terminal illness. Dana didn’t know them. She belonged to Comfort Food, a group who cooked for families in crisis.

When it was her turn, Dana prepared meals that would, she hoped, sustain them as hands were held and medication dispensed, bedding changed and phone calls placed. She often thought of her own mother’s quick descent into a gray, fetid-smelling infirmity, with lungs that seemed to shrivel almost visibly. Dana would have appreciated a well-made meal. Nothing fancy, just something better than rubbery pizza and half-flat soda. A small connection to a world outside the thick humidity of death.

Her father’s exit had been swift and clean by comparison. There’d been no hospital stays or grieving friends, or even a casket to choose. But Dana didn’t like to think about that.

“Cotters Rock Dental Center,” said a voice in her ear. “May I—” 

Startled from her somber reverie, Dana flinched, and the phone clattered to the floor. She grabbed it up quickly. “Kendra, I’m so sorry! I hope that didn’t make an awful noise in your ear.”

“That’s all right,” said the receptionist.

“I’m so embarrassed. I really apologize.”

“I’m fine. May I help you?”

“This is Dana Stellgarten. Morgan and Grady’s mom? I need to make appointments for their checkups, if that’s okay.”

Out in the mudroom, there was a squeak of the door and the thud of a backpack dropping onto the tiles. “Excuse me for just a minute, please,” Dana murmured into the phone, then covered the mouthpiece with her palm. “Morgan?” she called.

“Yeah.”

“I thought you were going to Darby’s.”

“Well, now I’m not.” Morgan appeared in the kitchen and opened the refrigerator door. She stood staring in, as if there were some movie playing that only preteens could see, in among the condiments and containers of yogurt.

“I’m so sorry, I’ll have to call back,” Dana said into the phone. She focused on her daughter, backlit by the refrigerator light. “The plans changed?” she asked.

“Darby didn’t feel well.” Morgan’s fingers twitched abruptly into little quote marks.

“Did you reschedule for another day?”

Morgan twisted toward her mother. “No, Mom, we didn’t reschedule . It’s just hanging out. You don’t reschedule hanging out.”

“You seem . . . Are you angry with Darby?”

Morgan closed the refrigerator door with a thump. “I don’t get to be angry. She didn’t do anything wrong.”

“How did she tell you?” Now that Morgan was in sixth grade, Dana had learned it wasn’t what girls said to each other anymore. All the real information came from how they said it.

Morgan slumped into a kitchen chair, picked up a napkin, and  twisted it into the shape and density of a swizzle stick. “She was standing with Kimmi, and I was like, ‘Hey, I’ll meet you after last period.’ And she looked at Kimmi.”

This was bad, Dana knew. Their eyes were their weapons now. “She looked at her?”

“Yeah. And she was like, ‘Oh, yeah, um, I don’t feel good. I think I should go home.’ So I said, ‘Are you sick?’ Then she looked at Kimmi again and said, ‘I’m fine. I just need some downtime.’”

She would rather be alone than with Morgan? thought Dana. A wave of protective anger swept over her, but she didn’t show it, knowing that it would confirm Morgan’s suspicions and make her feel even worse. Dana herself often needed to cling to the slim chance that things weren’t quite as disheartening as they seemed. “Honey, maybe she’s just overscheduled,” she offered.

“We’re not preschoolers, Mom.” Morgan rose and went up to her room. Dana let her alone. She knew that Morgan would open a textbook and curl over the page, narrowing her focus until all that existed in the world were Figure A and Subsection B.

 

 

“I’m taking Grady to practice!” Dana called up to Morgan a little while later. She loaded Grady and all his gear into the minivan and made a detour to drop off the lasagna, Caesar salad, Italian bread, and brownies at the McPhersons’ house.

“Ca’ I shay inna car?” asked seven-year-old Grady, sucking on his mouth guard.

“What?” Dana struggled to pick up all the containers of food. “I could use some help here.”

He yanked out the mouth guard. “I don’t wanna go to the door with you. It’s all, like, sad in there. And if a kid answers, he’s gonna hate me because my dad’s not sick and I don’t have to wait for some lady to dump off my dinner.”

Dana sighed and went to the door. No one answered. She  placed the food on the front step in the cooler labeled COMFORT FOOD and went back to the car. As she was pulling away, a woman in jeans and a T-shirt came out with a toddler on her hip, glanced down at the cooler and then out toward the street. For a brief moment, she met Dana’s eyes and raised a hand in thanks. Dana waved back.

So young . . . she thought as she drove away.

 

 

Dana tried to attend as many of Grady’s football practices as she could. The coach scared her. He yelled at the unruly posse of second-graders as if they were candidates for the Navy SEALS. Dana wasn’t used to this. Until football, Grady had been coached mostly by weary fathers who sped down Interstate 84 removing their ties as they drove, trying to get to practice on time. They had no interest in yelling at other people’s children—they yelled enough at their own. They just wanted the kids to learn a few skills, have fun, and avoid bloodying each other.

Coach Roburtin—Coach Ro, as the kids called him—espoused a less limited philosophy. Football practice doubled as his own workout, and he charged around the field running laps with the boys and doing push-ups. He slapped the tops of their helmets when they weren’t listening, their little heads bobbing into their shoulder pads, a sight that made Dana’s own neck hurt. She’d heard he was unmarried and childless, had grown up in town and played football for Cotters Rock High. He was now a car salesman in nearby Manchester.

“Stelly! Where’s Stelly? Get your butt over here, son! Did you come to play or knit mittens?”

“Mitten knitting” was a catchall phrase for Coach Ro, indicating anything that wasn’t football. A boy ran over, his bright blue T-shirt dangling down from under his practice jersey. That was Grady’s shirt, Dana was sure of it. Coach Ro was so busy roaring at  the boys he hadn’t learned their names! Maybe Coach Ro had had his own helmet thumped a few too many times. Then it occurred to her—Stelly was short for Stellgarten.

“All RIGHT, now.” He grabbed Grady’s face mask and positioned him next to the quarterback. “Timmy’s gonna take the snap. And he’s gonna hand it off to YOU, and you are NOT going to drop it. You are going to run like your PANTS are on fire to the end zone! You with me?” Grady’s helmet bobbed up and down. “Lemmehearyousay YES!” bawled the coach.

“YES!” came Grady’s high-pitched howl.

Then the play was in motion, and the disorderly gaggle of youngsters suddenly transformed into two focused, goal-driven teams. For about six seconds. And then Grady’s blockers seemed to forget they had anything else to do but ram their friends or straggle toward their water bottles. The opposing team swarmed toward Grady, who’d been running back toward his own team’s goal line. One boy yanked at his practice jersey, pulling him down from behind. Then boys from both teams began leaping on top of them until there was a pile of bodies about three feet high. With Grady at the bottom. Dana let out a panicked, “Oh, my God!”

“Get up, you baboons! Get off him!” boomed Coach Ro, grabbing players by their shoulder pads and heaving them to the side. “Stelly, you okay? You’re fine, right?”

Dana began to rush toward Grady but got only a step or two before a hand grasped her forearm. “You know you can’t go to him,” said the voice behind her. Dana turned to see Amy Koljian, Timmy the quarterback’s mother. “Coach will wave you over if it’s bad,” Amy said with a knowing nod.

“But he could be hurt!” Easy for Amy to be calm. Her son was now sitting off to the side, chewing on his mouth guard like he hadn’t been fed in a week.

“No parents on the field unless Coach says,” Amy chided. “Grady’ll be embarrassed if you go.”

“Coach says?” said Dana. “Coach doesn’t even know his first name!”

Amy motioned toward them. “See?” she said smugly. “He’s fine.” Grady was sitting up now, air heaving in and out of his little body. Dana willed him to look at her, to assure him of her presence. His helmet turned in her direction, and then he slowly got up. Coach thumped him on the shoulder. “All right, you knuckleheads, what the heck was THAT?” he yelled.

“God, I hate football,” Dana breathed.

Amy chuckled beside her. “New football moms are always so skittish.” Timmy was the youngest of Amy’s boys, and Amy enjoyed being the superior, experienced mother.

Dana attempted a grateful smile. Grady certainly would have been embarrassed, and in the end he hadn’t been terribly hurt. His spine was still intact, his teeth still fit snugly in their gums. And yet Amy’s self-satisfaction made Dana want to wring her neck—or, better yet, mention the girls’ night out her friend Polly was throwing, knowing that Amy was not invited.

This uncharacteristic surge of vindictiveness surprised Dana. This was not her. She never purposely hurt people’s feelings. And it was the very thing she’d drilled into her children since the formation of their first friendships: Do not discuss invitations. Do not mention that Cassandra is having you over after preschool today and you might finger-paint with chocolate pudding if her mother remembered to buy some. Do not announce that you’re going to Owen’s birthday party at Laser Tag Rumble and you thought all the boys were asked. Don’t even squeeze your host’s hand behind the monkey bars at recess and whisper, “I can’t wait!”

Practice was over, and Grady walked toward her—was that a limp?—grabbed her thumb, and began towing her toward the car. “Are you okay?” she asked him. “That was a heck of a pileup.”

“Yeah,” said Grady. “Can Travis come over tomorrow?”

“Sure, I’ll call his mom when we get home.”

“TRAVIS!” bellowed Grady across the parking lot. “WANNA—”

Dana clamped her hand over Grady’s mouth, a lightning strike of parental correction. “What have I told you about that?” she murmured at him tightly.

“No one cares, Mom,” he insisted, squirming away from her.

Everyone cares, she thought. Even if they don’t want to go, everyone wants to be asked.




CHAPTER 2

THE STORY OF DANA’S DIVORCE BORED EVEN her. The lack of originality embarrassed her, and she would roll her eyes to hide her humiliation when people asked for details. “Younger woman,” she would say. “Ohhh,” they would reply knowingly.

Of course, no dissolution of a fifteen-year marriage could be dismissed with such a simple explanation. Yes, he had been unfaithful, but Dana had forgiven him for countless things over the years, and she would have taken him back. It was Kenneth who had pushed for the divorce, saying that his love for her had never reached the same intensity he now felt for this new person. “It’s my best chance for happiness,” he’d told her.

Even so, he seemed disappointed in Dana’s resignation to his leaving her for his twenty-nine-year-old hairdresser. Dana had exploded quite vehemently, she thought. But it soon became clear to both of them that her fury was more on behalf of their children than herself. How would they go on to have healthy, trusting relationships, she worried, if the king of their little suburban feudal system left the castle? Who would protect them from the advance of the Huns?

Dana knew all too well about living in a kingless castle, and she had promised herself it wouldn’t happen to her children. Deep down she knew she had no control over the vagaries of life, but it  had been comforting to pretend she had the power to keep this one heartbreak from Morgan and Grady.

Her marriage had not been completely loveless, Dana was almost certain of that. There had even been potential for the You Are the One kind of love she’d read about so often in the romance novels she couldn’t get enough of. She had waited for that feeling, tried to nurture it however she could: romantic getaways, for instance, with different, yet tasteful, sexual procedures. Kenneth seemed to enjoy that very much. And she did, too, though her mind tended to wander when it involved some unusual position on her part.

And she had listened so carefully. To everything.

In the relationships she admired, both real and fictitious, the lovers were also the best of friends. They never stopped listening and offering excellent support and advice. She tried to do that. And she looked for evidence of it in Kenneth, reminding herself to be appreciative when he scolded her for not wearing a warm enough coat or suggested she might read something more literary from time to time. He was thinking of her. Offering counsel in his own way. More than she’d ever seen her own parents do for each other.

One night when she was feeling cranky and he was being particularly oblivious, she had gotten up the nerve to tell him he was not meeting her needs. His reply had been, “What needs?” Dana wasn’t sure which ones, exactly, but she had them and they were unmet.

“Sorry, honey,” he’d said, giving her a little one-armed hug. “I’ll try to do better.” Then he’d gone off to pluck a hair that had grown out like a tentacle from his otherwise smooth eyebrow.

 

 

Dana was, of course, achingly sad when the divorce papers were signed. Kenneth had insisted on taking her to lunch at a French restaurant afterward, and she’d been too dazed by the yawning abyss of her official aloneness to decline. Her hand held the fork as if it were an unfamiliar object, a tool for which she hadn’t been  properly trained. It slipped into the greens, the herbed tang of the olives drifting toward her, a foreign, assaulting smell. “No,” she wanted to tell that smell, “go back.”

She rested the fork on the plate and soothed herself by running her hand across the table linen, brushing at the sharp crumbs that had flaked from Kenneth’s slice of buttered baguette. Her skin felt cold and papery brittle, as if the bread shards might pierce her and draw blood. In the manufactured dimness of the restaurant, Kenneth’s face looked shadowed and bleak, as if he, too, might be contemplating the things that could cut him open.

He cleared his throat, a barely perceptible gargle accompanying the brusque cough. His allergies were acting up, and Dana almost asked him if he’d taken his antihistamine pill. But it was not her place to listen for this sound anymore, or to remind him to take his medicine. Better for her to start listening to her own sounds: the dull, unwilling thud of her pulse, the high-pitched shame of having failed at something so important and so public.

“Promise me something,” she’d asked over her salade niçoise. “Please don’t bring your girlfriend when you see the kids. Let them have all of you for the next couple of months at least.”

“What do you mean, all of me?” he’d said, not insulted yet but ready to be. “You think I don’t give the kids my full attention?”

“No, it’s just . . . I want them to have as much time with you as possible.” Dana was afraid that Grady and Morgan would lose their father completely, as she had lost hers. Perhaps Kenneth would be swept away by this new person, as her own father had been swept away.

“I’m only moving to Hartford,” Kenneth muttered. “It’s not Mars.” The waiter returned to ask if they cared for dessert. Kenneth declined for them both.

 

 

Dana had muddled through those confusing, elongated months since the divorce. She found herself squinting a lot, a vain attempt  to bring into sharper focus this new life of single parenting. And she noticed an edge of sharpness creeping into her tone these days. Stay positive, she told herself, gunning the motor of her minivan a little harder than necessary on her way to the dentist. But that barest glint of serration remained ready to strike nonetheless.

They’d been going to Dr. Sakimoto for nine years, since Morgan was three. On her first visit, Morgan had been too frightened to climb up onto the big vinyl chair by herself, so Dana had sat in it and held the shaking girl on her lap. As soon as Marie the hygienist touched her instrument to Morgan’s teeth, Morgan threw up.

“Okay, sweetie, okay,” Dana had soothed Morgan while trying to clean up the mess.

Dr. Sakimoto had appeared in the doorway with a roll of paper towels. “Not a problem,” he’d said. Dana had expected a high, nasal voice to match his short, slightly pudgy form, but his voice was low and solid-sounding, as if it came from the heels of his shoes. “Happens all the time, doesn’t it, Marie?” Marie hadn’t seemed so sure of that, walking quickly from the room with her hand over her nose.

Dana kept apologizing as she cleaned and comforted Morgan.

“Just a few tossed cookies,” he assured her, wiping down the chair. “A minor problem in the scheme of things. Am I right?”

“Yes,” Dana had sighed. “You’re right.”

Morgan was almost twelve now and no longer wanted her mother anywhere near her in the dentist’s office, Dana mused as she reclined in the very same chair, a paper bib clipped around her neck.

“Any change in health status?” Dr. Sakimoto asked as he studied Dana’s chart, propped against his stomach. He reminded her of a birdbath: short and squat, yet with an almost visible reservoir of good humor. “New medications? Rapid weight loss or gain?” he asked.

“Yes to that last,” she answered.

He glanced at her—at her face, she noticed, not at her body, where he might have tried to gauge for himself whether she’d gotten fatter or thinner. “Yes?” he said. “Loss or gain?”

“Both. I lost fifteen pounds very quickly, but I’ve gained back about ten.”

“Were you sick?” he asked. “I hope it wasn’t some fad diet.”

“The Divorce Diet,” she joked humorlessly. “Not a fad, exactly—more of an epidemic.”

“I’m so sorry,” he said gently. “How are you?”

“Okay, I guess.” It appeared he was waiting for more, so she added, “I’m still flossing.”

“Good,” he said. “Because nothing’s more important than proper dental hygiene when life starts throwing punches.”

He’s right, she thought. I should be taking better care of myself. I should work out more. But then she saw his commiserating smile. He was kidding, of course. She might still be flossing and loading the dishwasher and baking muffins for her children’s class parties, but Dana knew what was different now. She’d always been able to connect with others, laugh at their quips, make them feel funny even when they weren’t. These days, however, she never seemed to get the joke.

 

 

That afternoon Dana was backing her minivan out of the driveway, with Grady in the backseat bobbing his head to his favorite inappropriate music station. “Getcha, getcha down on the floor, beggin’ for more . . .” the singer chanted over synthesized percussion. Dana hoped her second-grader didn’t really know what he was hearing.

Suddenly there was unexpected motion in her rearview mirror. A large object—a car?—was slicing across the driveway behind her. Because its direction was reversed in the mirror, she swerved the wrong way to avoid it, then overcorrected and swerved back. Grady’s football-helmeted head banged against the window as they zigzagged backward down the driveway. “Ow!” he screamed.

Dana slammed on the brakes and wrenched around in her seat. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” he muttered, rubbing his elbow, one of the few un-padded parts of his body.

Dana looked through the back window to see a rust-speckled orange hatchback parked by her fallen mailbox post.

“Shit!” the driver snarled through the open window, a curtain of tar-black hair obscuring the face.

Dana had a moment of fear. A curse-spewing stranger had careened onto her property. Should she even get out of the car? But Grady was already climbing out the sliding side door, heading straight for danger, as usual. Dana scrambled out after him.

“You piece of crap!” the driver, a female, was hissing at the car. She appeared to be trying to shake the steering wheel loose from its metal column. “Uhhh! My life sucks.” Dana still couldn’t quite see her face, but the voice was familiar. . .

“Alder?” said Grady, leaning against the dirty car.

Dana’s niece deflated, her shoulders slumping forward in defeat. “Hey, G,” she muttered.

“Alder, are you okay?” fussed Dana, reaching to open the door. “Does anything hurt, sweetie? Here, let me . . .” She took Alder’s elbow as the girl extricated herself from the ripped vinyl interior of the car. Alder’s gray T-shirt was printed with the vague red outline of a building consumed in flames. The scribbled lettering spelled out TORCH THE HOUSE.

Dana hugged her, and Alder let herself be hugged. It had been more than a year since they’d seen each other. August, Dana remembered. Ma’s funeral. The difference in Alder’s appearance was startling. Her gingersnap-brown hair had been dyed black, and her clothing was bleaker than Dana ever remembered. Alder’s style had always been a multihued, eclectic look. Unconventional but appealing. Now she had a wispy listlessness to her, so unlike the sturdy, straight-backed girl Dana had always adored.

“Can I live here?” Alder asked as they walked up the driveway. Dana’s worried smile fell.

“Yes!” Grady said. “Definitely! Right, Mom? Right?”

Alder gave him a slow shove that sent him sideways onto the lawn. He threw himself out for extra yardage, the plastic sections of his shoulder pads clacking against each other as he landed. “Oh, man!” He laughed as he lay on the grass. “This is so awesome!”

 

 

Dana left Alder in the kitchen with a glass of sugar-free lemonade and drove Grady to practice. On the way back, she called her sister.

“I should’ve known she’d go to you,” muttered Connie. “She blew off school again.”

“The . . . uh . . . that creative . . .”

“The Summit Creativity and Awareness School. I practically had to prove she was the second coming of Salvador Dalí to get her in.”

“Are you positive it’s the right school? I’m sure it’s great, but maybe it’s not the best fit.”

“Okay, enlighten me,” Connie said. “What did you have in mind? Deerfield? Williston? Because she’s done at Hamptonfield High. That place is for single-cell organisms.”

Dana bit the tip of her thumb. “I heard about the trig incident.”

“Trigonometry! Trigo-freaking-nometry! Like she’d ever have use for that. Like it matters!”

“Yes . . . but I don’t know if it was best to force a discussion about it at Back-to-School Night.”

“When else would I force a discussion about it?” demanded Connie. “All the parents and so-called teachers were there, Dana. The whole paramilitary establishment!”

“Well, then, uh . . .” Dana mumbled. Her sister’s rants were implacable and exhausting.

“Well, then, uh? ”Connie mimicked. “You sound like Ma! If you start using bobby pins and Charlie cologne, I’ll do an intervention on you.”

“I’ve always thought a bobby pin or two might come in handy.”  Dana smiled, enjoying the rare opportunity to poke at Connie a little.

“Don’t antagonize me—I’m in crisis!”

“All right,” Dana acquiesced. “Does Alder say where she’d like to go to school?”

“Like she knows. And who says high school is the key to happiness anyway? It was the key to a four-year stupor for me. Besides, Alder has talent. If she’d ever spend more than ten minutes in the studio, she could probably have a gallery opening by the time she’s eighteen!”

“Mm-hmm,” Dana sympathized without actually agreeing. “Maybe it might make sense for her to stay here for a few days, until the two of you cool off.” She rolled her eyes at the unlikelihood that Connie would ever cool off.

“Fine,” said Connie. “Let her stay. Let her live out her little suburban Abercrombie & Fitch fantasy. She’ll come to her senses—all six of them—soon enough.”

“You’re welcome,” said Dana.

“Right,” Connie snorted.

Dana pulled in to the driveway. Connie was right in a sense—Dana’s house, snuggled in the pleasant little town of Cotters Rock, Connecticut, had seemed the embodiment of all her homey fantasies. A center-entrance Colonial, white with hunter green shutters, it had a blooming crabapple tree and a stately front door. They never used that door anymore, though. They’d used the mudroom door by the garage since Morgan had learned to walk, her little shoes always muddy, her snow boots reliably wet.

When she went in, Dana found Alder right where she’d left her, the lemonade untouched. “Did something happen?” Dana asked, settling into a chair beside her.

“Yeah, my whole fucking pathetic life happened.”

“Sweetie, would you mind toning down the language just a little?”

Alder shrugged an apology.

“Your mom said you’ve been skipping school.”

“She’s driving me insane.”

No doubt, thought Dana. “Well . . . it would be really nice to have you around for a few days.” She smiled at Alder, mentally deconstructing the hair color and the sour look. Little Alder. Smart, funny, spontaneous girl. The first baby Dana had ever held. “I’ve missed you.”

A thin trickle of warmth flowed across the girl’s face, a memory of some former happiness. “What’s Cotters Rock High like?” she asked.




CHAPTER 3

“SHE CAN’T STAY IN MY ROOM ,” MORGAN TOLD HER mother after dinner. Alder and Grady had gone out in the yard to throw a football around. “Look at her, Mom, she’s all goth! Or emo at least!”

“Emu?” asked Dana.

Morgan rolled her eyes. “Mom, that’s like an ostrich or something. Emo is . . . It doesn’t matter. She looks freakish. I’ll never be able to sleep with her there.”

Morgan had never been a good sleeper, not even in the womb, and rarely slept through the night even now. Darkness and solitude seemed to be appetizers for a full-course meal of worrying about an English test, or whether her hair would come out right in the morning, or whether Kimmi Kinnear hated her. Sleep was the trump card, and Morgan had played it.

“All right, she can stay in the TV room. But that means you and Grady both have to watch TV in the basement. With no fighting. You understand?” Dana bit the tip of her thumb. “I hope she won’t be insulted.”

“Insulted?” Morgan snorted. “She’s sixteen, Mom. Trust me, she doesn’t want anything to do with a stupid sixth-grader.”

“Morgan, honey, you are not—”

“I know, I know.” Morgan ate Grady’s unfinished steak fries, her hand flying back and forth between the plate and her lips. “It’s just an expression.”
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“Dana,” said Alder, lying on the pullout couch in the TV room. She never used the more formal “Aunt Dana,” just as she’d never called her mother “Mom.” Connie felt the terms for “mother” were archaic and limiting. She’d taught Alder to call her Connie.

“Yes, honey.” Dana tucked the bubble-gum-pink fleece blanket around Alder’s sharp shoulders.

“I totally don’t want to go back.”

Dana sighed. “It’s probably not a good idea for me to get in the middle of this.”

Alder pushed the covers back and sat up. “Dana. She’s insane. Come on, you know that.”

“Your mother is very intelligent and perfectly . . . She can be difficult and stubborn, but she’s your mother and she loves you. That counts.”

“I’m not talking about love. I’m talking about that freakazoid school she sent me to. It’s not even a real art school! It’s all, like, ‘free expression’ hippie stuff. I kept telling her that, but all she cares about is creative flow, whatever that is. I’ve had it with her!” Alder shook her head in annoyance. “She doesn’t get it that high school is supposed to be boring and pointless. And now I can’t go to my boring, pointless high school, because I’m Trig Girl with the insane mother.”

“You really want to go to high school?”

Alder sighed patiently, as if explaining the rules of Monopoly Junior to a slow-witted child. “No one wants to go to high school. It’s high school, for godsake. But when you grow up in America, it’s part of the package—like a combo meal at McDonald’s. You might not want the supersize Diet Coke, but it just comes. Deal with it.”

Dana pondered this as she smoothed the pink fleece. There was an unfamiliar edge to Alder that seemed recently sharpened against something jagged. The girl had never been cynical—if anything, Connie had indoctrinated her with a belief that her destiny was squarely  up to her; conforming to the status quo was giving up. Might as well put on an apron and bake cupcakes for the rest of your life. “Cupcakers,” Connie would sneer about women whose lives revolved around their children’s oboe lessons, their husbands’ business-travel schedule, PTA fund-raisers, and hothouse yoga at the health club. Women not so very different from Dana.

Dana now felt pinpricks of concern at the sound of Alder’s resignation. It could be any number of things—rebelling against her mother, or maybe some teenage hormone was joyriding around her brain, telling her to do something uncharacteristic. Maybe, thought Dana, she was just tired. Being different, constantly blazing a new trail through the obstacle course of adolescence must be exhausting. “Alder, honey,” she said tentatively, “are you all right?”

Alder squinted at her in a show of bafflement. “You’re worried about me because I think I should be in high school? Are you all right?” Her teasing was a relief to Dana, who squinted back and gave her niece’s hair a playful tug.

 

 

After sending Morgan and Grady off to school the next morning, Dana went to check on Alder. She was still sleeping, knees curled up, arms wrapped protectively across her chest. The delicate hollows beneath her eyes were a faint purplish blue, like faded bruises. She looked like she hadn’t slept well in months, and Dana didn’t want to wake her. She wrote a note on a pad of stationery she had from before the divorce. It said THE STELLGARTENS in jazzy script across the top, with their names—Kenneth, Dana, Morgan, Grady—written over and over as a border around the edges. Though it now gave a false impression of unity, it was handy, and Dana couldn’t bring herself to get rid of it.

“Walking with Polly, back around ten. Cereal in the cabinet. Love, D,” said the note.

The air was dry and cool, a classic October day in New England, as Dana strode down her driveway. She and Polly hadn’t been  friends at first; they’d simply lived on the same street. One morning Dana had taken baby Morgan for a stroller ride, crossing Polly’s driveway at the same moment Polly had come barreling down, arms swinging, having been stood up by an unreliable friend. “No commitment,” Polly had huffed as she slowed to accept Dana into the current of her stride. “Everything else in her life comes first.”

Well, yes, Dana had thought. What could be less important than a walk? Of course, she hadn’t expressed this thought. “Disappointing,” she’d said, heaving the stroller along a little faster, trying to prove worthy of this unexpected invitation. She hadn’t lived in the neighborhood long, had quit her job as an office manager at a Hartford law firm, and was feeling friendless and bored.

“You’re pretty good with a stroller,” Polly had said. “The kid has a future in space travel if she gets that kind of ride every day.”

Dana’s brain crackled with pride, thankful for any sign she was doing something right. Motherhood, she was finding, was devoid of those little indicators of accomplishment and appreciation: being commended at a staff meeting, or complimented on a new pair of earrings, or invited to lunch by co-workers. None of these things, or anything remotely like them, happened now. She found herself wondering if she were any good at it.

How am I doing? she’d occasionally whisper to baby Morgan. Are you happy you hired me?

 

 

Dana had soon become Polly’s most reliable walking partner, and eventually they started getting together in the evenings. Kenneth and Polly’s husband, Victor, had clicked right away, and the four of them often had dinner together, commiserating about the trials of parenthood, chuckling over the antics of eccentric neighbors, their friendship growing more deeply rooted in the terra firma of their lives with every passing season. Ten years later, when Kenneth asked for the divorce, it had hit Polly and Victor almost as hard as  it had Dana. Victor and Kenneth’s friendship survived; Polly’s loyalty was squarely with Dana. What would I do without her? Dana now wondered as she strode toward her friend’s house.

Polly came down her driveway, windmilling her arms as if she were practicing the backstroke. “What a day!” she called. Though she was six inches shorter than Dana and pixielike in the delicacy of her features, she was a tough little walker, pressing their pace to the edge of comfort. Dana liked to ask Polly a philosophical or multipart question just as they reached the rise of a hill. Let Polly talk as they climbed. It was all Dana could do not to pant.

“So what’s the verdict on middle school these days?” asked Polly. “Is she settled in now?”

“Pretty much,” said Dana. “Did Gina ever have Ms. Cripton?”

“Kryptonite?” said Polly, her short black hair bouncing rhythmically. “Yeah, she’s awful. Gina couldn’t stand her. Huge collection of plastic bead necklaces. Lots of pop quizzes.”

“Morgan’s going to burst a blood vessel one of these days. She studies constantly because she’s so worried about those stupid quizzes.”

“Tell her to relax. It’s only sixth grade.”

“You tell her.”

The women smiled at each other. Who could tell kids anything? And who was less worthy of airtime than the child’s own creators? Polly knew this. Her two children, Gina and Peter, were older and had wrung several more years of worry and fury out of her. Dana envied the fact that Polly never seemed to second-guess herself as a mother. She fought with her kids, interrogated them, followed them into the high-security areas of their bedrooms, demanding access without proper clearance. She occasionally threw food at them when she was annoyed.

And for their part, Gina and Peter seemed to withstand this barrage with surprising nonchalance. Or they roared back at her, awful things that Dana hoped she would never hear from her own  children. Dana had once been witness to Peter’s calling Polly “a screeching bitch” right to her face. Without so much as flinching, Polly had yelled back, “And how do you think I got this way? You think I was like this before kids? Not on your ungrateful little life!”

While Dana could never be that kind of mother, she was impressed that none of them seemed too bothered by it. “Gina hates me,” Polly would occasionally mention, as if commenting on a passing patch of bad weather.

As they powered down the street toward Nipmuc Pond, Dana said. “So my niece, Alder, showed up yesterday.”

“Your sister Connie’s girl.”

“Right. Sixteen, driving some beater car I had to get towed. Knocked over my mailbox.”

“Nice.”

“She’s a good kid. A little out there, but it’s not her fault. Connie isn’t exactly Carol Brady.”

“What does she call us again?”

“Well, not us specifically,” qualified Dana. She never liked to be the source, even secondarily, of hurt feelings.

“Yes, us specifically,” said Polly with a smirk.

Dana smiled. What was she worried about? Polly didn’t care what Connie thought. “Cupcakers.”

“Love it,” Polly said wryly.

Dana told her about Alder’s wanting to move in. “What do you think?” she asked.

“I think you want to take her.”

“I do not! I would never interfere like that!”

“Not to interfere, just to . . . I don’t know . . . It’s like you want to get your hands on her.”

Oh, my gosh, she’s right, thought Dana.

“You feel bad about how she’s been raised,” Polly went on, “and you want to make it up to her.”

“How could I possibly do that?” Dana asked, knowing it didn’t  matter, knowing she loved Alder and would do anything to make her happy.

“I don’t know.” Polly grinned. “Cupcakes?”

 

 

After the walk, Dana called Connie on her cell phone from the driveway. She didn’t want Alder to overhear the conversation in case it went badly. “So it’s the beginning of second quarter,” she began carefully. “What if she just stayed here until the end of it? That would be January. She’d be back for the next semester at Peak . . . Artistic . . .”

“It’s not about chronological time, Dana, it’s about being in an environment that allows the integrity of the work to flow.”

“Okay, so if Alder gets . . . flowing . . . while she’s here, she can scoot right back up to the Berkshires. She’d be home in an hour.”

Connie was silent. Dana knew she wouldn’t acquiesce—she’d determine a way for it to make sense on her own terms. “She’s blocked,” Connie said finally. “Change of venue could be just the thing. Maybe she’ll come up with some visual commentary on the soullessness of suburbia.”

“Great,” said Dana, slumping in relief. “And can you send some clothes? Because she only brought two pairs of undies.”

 

 

It wasn’t hard to get Alder registered at Cotters Rock High; in fact, it was surprisingly easy.

“You have her birth certificate?” asked the elderly secretary in the main office. “Records from the previous school? Medical forms?”

“No, I—”

“Well, just get them in when you can.”

Dana filled out paperwork while the secretary pecked slowly at her computer keyboard. “She’s in the system now,” said the secretary. “Tell her to come to the office when she gets to school tomorrow,  and I’ll give her a schedule. And don’t forget to get me those records.”

“She can start tomorrow?”

“Don’t you want her to? Most people can’t wait to get them out of the house.”

 

 

When Dana got home, she told Alder, “You’re all set. You start tomorrow.”

Alder stared blankly out the window at the falling leaves and said, “Great.”
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