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ONE



YEAH, SO THINGS HAVE FALLEN APART. A few weeks ago I got a collect call from my niece, Thebes, in the middle of the night, asking me to please come back to help with Min. She told me she’d been trying to take care of things but it wasn’t working any more. Min was stranded in her bed, hooked on blue torpedoes and convinced that a million silver cars were closing in on her (I didn’t know what Thebes meant either), Logan was in trouble at school, something about the disturbing stories he was writing, Thebes was pretending to be Min on the phone with his principal, the house was crumbling around them, the back screen door had blown off in the wind, a family of aggressive mice was living behind the piano, the neighbours were pissed off because of hatchets being thrown into their yard at all hours (again, confusing, something to do with Logan) … basically, things were out of control. And Thebes is only eleven.
         

I told her I’d be there as soon as I could. I had no choice. There was no question. Our parents are dead. Min didn’t have anybody else. And in just about every meaningful way, neither did I. Admittedly, I would have preferred to keep roaming around Paris pretending to be an artist with my moody, adjective-hating boyfriend, Marc, but he was heading off to an ashram in India anyway and said we could communicate telepathically. I tried it a couple of days before he left. I love you, don’t go, I said silently, without moving my lips. He was standing next to me, trying to photograph a gargoyle. You’re a little in my way, he said. Can you move? No amount of telepathy worked with him, but maybe you have to be thousands of miles away from someone in order for your thoughts to work up the speed and velocity required to hit their target.
         


*



At the airport, Thebes came running over to me dressed entirely in royal blue terry cloth, short shorts and cropped top, and covered in some kind of candy necklace powder. The empty elastic was still around her throat. Or maybe she wore that thing all the time. She had fake tattoos all over her arms and her hair was intense purple, matted and wild, and she melted into me when I put my arms around her and tried to lift her off the ground.
         

Hey, you crazy kid, I said. How are you? She couldn’t talk because she was crying too hard. How are you, Thebie? I asked again. How are things? I didn’t have to ask her. I had a pretty good idea. I let her wrap herself around me and then I carried her over to a plastic airport chair, sat down with her sprawled in my lap, all arms and legs, like a baby giraffe, and let her cry.

How’s the songwriting going? I finally whispered in her ear. I really liked that line … take a verse, Mojo … you know? I said. She was always e-mailing me her lyrics and cc’ing David Geffen on them.

She frowned. She wiped the snot off her face with the back of her hand, then onto her shorts. I’m more into martial arts now, and yo-yoing, she said. I need to get out of my head.

Yeah, I said. Using your kung fu powers for good?

Well, she said, I feel good when I flip people.

Hey, I said, where’s your brother?

She told me he was outside waiting in the van because he didn’t know how to work the parking and also he didn’t actually have his driver’s licence, only his learner’s, he’s fifteen, he’s all jacked up on rebellion and whatever, he just wanted to wait in the van and listen to his music.
         

We headed for the exit and kind of stumbled around, falling over each other. Thebes kept her arm wrapped around my waist and tried to help me with my bag. All I had was one large backpack. I didn’t know how long I’d be staying but it didn’t really matter anyway. I’d lost my boyfriend and didn’t care about my job and there was no reason to go back to Paris. I didn’t own anything besides books, and Marc could keep those if he wanted to.
         

It was sunny and warm and the sky was a sharp, cartoony blue compared to the wet clay skies of Paris, and there was Logan sitting in their beat-up van staring straight ahead at something, not us, music blasting from inside, like the van was a giant Marshall amp. Thebes ran up to the van and threw herself against the windshield. Logan snapped out of his rock ’n’ roll reverie for a second and smiled. Then he got out of the van and walked, glided, over to me and gave me a big hug with one arm and asked me how it was going.
         

All right, I said, how about you?

Mmmm, he said. He shrugged.

Hey, what’s this? I asked him. I grabbed his arm and squeezed his bicep.

Yeah, right, said Thebes.

And, dude, your pants! I said. Did you steal them from Andre the Giant? I snapped the elastic band on his boxers. Logan opened the door to the van and threw my stuff in.

How was Paris? he asked.

What? I said. Oh, Paris?

Yeah, he said. How was it?

Thebes turned down the volume on the music. Then she told me I should drive instead of Logan. She said she’d been planning her funeral on the way there.

I got dumped, I said.
         

No way! said Logan.

Well, yeah, I said.

You can’t get dumped in Paris, said Logan. Isn’t it supposed to be all—
         

By a guy or a girl? asked Thebes.

A guy, I said.

Logan stared hard at Thebes for a few seconds. He said you were gay, she said.

No I didn’t, said Logan.

You totally did! said Thebes.

Okay, Thebes, listen, said Logan. I didn’t—

Hey, I said. It’s okay. It really doesn’t matter. Really. But it was a guy.

But you’re not that old, said Thebes, right? You can still find someone if you look hard. How old are you?

Twenty-eight, I said.

Okay, twenty-eight, she said. She thought for a second. You have like two years, she said. Maybe you should dress up more, though.
         


*



Logan ended up driving back to their house because I didn’t know how to tell him not to and because he hadn’t seemed interested in relinquishing control of the wheel anyway. Logan and Thebes yelled at each other all the way back, the music cranked the whole time.


Thebes: Stay in your lane, moron!

Logan: Don’t lose your fucking shit, man!

Thebes: I don’t want to die, loser! Use two hands!
            

Logan: Do NOT grab the steering wheel!



Then Thebes went into this strange kind of commentary thing she does, quoting the imaginary people in her head. This time it was a funeral director, I think. She said: With an impact this severe there is not a hope of reconstructing this kid’s face. She banged the back window with her fist.
         

What was that? I asked her.

The lid of my coffin slamming down, she said. Closed casket. I’ll be unrecognizable anyway.

It was great to see the kids again. They’d changed a bit, especially Logan. He was a young man now, not a child. More on his mind, maybe, but with less compulsion to share it. Thebes was more manic than the last time I’d seen her. I knew what that was about. It’s hard not to get a little hysterical when you’re trying desperately to keep somebody you love alive, especially when the person you’re trying to save is ambivalent about being saved. Thebes reminded me of myself when I was her age, rushing home from school ahead of Min so I could create the right vibe, a mood of happiness and fun that would sustain her for another day, or so I thought. I’d mentally rehearse what I thought were amusing anecdotes to entertain her, make her laugh. I didn’t know then that all my ridiculous efforts only brought her further down. Sometimes she would laugh or applaud half-heartedly, but it was always with an expression that said, yeah, whatever, Hattie, nice try, but everything is bullshit.
         


         


*



My birth triggered a seismic shift in my sister’s life. The day I was born she put her dress on backwards and ran away towards a brighter future, or possibly towards a brighter past. Our parents found her in a tree next door. Had she been planning to jump? She’s been doing that ever since, travelling in two opposite directions at once, towards infancy and death. I don’t know exactly what it was about me. By all accounts before I existed Min was a normal little girl, normal enough. She could pick a direction and stick with it. Our family photo albums are filled, halfway, with shots of Min laughing and smiling and enjoying life. And then, suddenly, I’m in the picture and Min’s joy evaporates. I’ve spent hours staring at those photos trying to understand my sister. Even in the ones in which I don’t appear it’s easy to see by Min’s expression that I am just beyond the lens, somewhere nearby.
         

Min’s had good days, some inexplicable breaks from the madness, periods of time where she functions beautifully and life is as smooth as glass, almost. The thing I remember most clearly about Cherkis, Thebes’s and Logan’s dad, is how nuts he was about Min and how excited he’d get when Min was on the up-and-up, taking care of business and acting normal. I liked that about him, but it also broke my heart because he had no idea of the amount of shit that was about to fly. Eventually, though, he did come to understand, and he did what I did, and what so many others in her life have done.
         

He left.

Min had a vague notion of where he’d gone. At first it was Tokyo, about as far away as you can get from here without being on your way back. He moved around the Pacific Rim, and then Europe for a while, South America, and then South Dakota. He’d call sometimes to see how the kids were doing, how Min was doing, if she wanted him to come back. No, she didn’t, she said, every time. And if he tried to take the kids she’d kill herself for real. We didn’t know whether this was a bluff or not, but nobody wanted to challenge it. They were all she had, she told him. Cherkis wasn’t the type of guy to hire a lawyer and fight for custody. He told Min he’d wait until the kids were old enough to decide for themselves and take things from there. He didn’t want to rock Min’s boat. He didn’t want anybody getting hurt.
         


*



I moved to Paris, fled Min’s dark planet for the City of Lights. I didn’t want to leave her and the kids but the truth is she scared me and I thought she might be better off without me, too. Especially if I was the embodiment of her particular anguish. It had been hard to know whether to stay or go.

It’s impossible to move through the stages of grief when a person is both dead and alive, the way Min is. It’s like she’s living permanently in an airport terminal, moving from one departure lounge to another but never getting on a plane. Sometimes I tell myself that I’d do anything for Min. That I’d do whatever was necessary for her to be happy. Except that I’m not entirely sure what that would be.

So the next best thing to being dead was being far away, at least as far as Paris. I had a boyfriend, Marc, and a job in a bookstore, and occasionally I’d go home, back to Manitoba, to Min and Thebes and Logan, for Christmas or the odd birthday, or to help with Min if she was in a really bad patch, but of course that was complicated because I never knew whether I should be there or not.
         

I wanted to be an artist, in Paris, or a psychiatrist. Sometimes I’d haul a giant pad of sketch paper and some charcoal pencils to the square in front of the Louvre or wherever the tourists were and I’d offer to sketch them for free. I didn’t feel right about charging anybody, because I wasn’t really doing a good job. In every sketch, it didn’t matter if I was drawing the face of a man or a woman or a kid, I’d include a detail from Min’s face, from what I could remember at that precise moment. Sometimes it was the shape of her eyebrows, or her wide lips, or a constellation of tiny freckles, or even just a shadow beneath the cheekbone. The people I sketched were always slightly confused and disappointed when I showed them my work, I could tell, but most of them were kind, especially because I didn’t expect any payment.


*



Our father died in a drowning accident in Acapulco when Min and I were kids. He drowned trying to save us. We’d been racing and had swum out farther than we should have and Min had started panicking, screaming for help. The current was strong and we couldn’t get back to the shore no matter how hard we pushed against the water. I remember yelling at Min to move sideways and to let go of me. After that, my memory of events is blurry. I have a feeling that Min was pushing me down, under water. I think that I remember her hand on my head, or on my shoulder, but maybe I’m wrong. Our mother told us that Dad had heard our screams and had swum out to get us, but that he too had got caught in the undertow and disappeared. They said it was a riptide. Other people on the beach eventually grabbed a boat from somewhere and rescued us, but by then Dad was gone. Min was fifteen and I was nine. They left us lying in the sun on the beach, crying and vomiting up salt water, while they searched for him.
         


*



You ready? asked Thebes.

Yup, I said, and we went into the house and up to Min’s bedroom. Logan stayed downstairs in the living room and put on some music.

Min was lying in her bed under a white sheet. She looked like a kid, she’d lost so much weight. I could see the bumps of her kneecaps and hip bones poking up beneath the sheet. Nothing else. Her eyes were big and wild and blue. Her face was pale and waxy and her hands lay palms-up at her sides. There was a powerfully stale smell in the room. She smiled, barely.

Min, I said. Min. I’m here now. I smiled back and kissed her very gently and held her hand, and then her head, and then I kissed her again.

Please don’t touch me, she whispered. It hurts too much.

Can I try? I said. If I try to be more gentle? I sat down on the bed and Min grimaced. I apologized and stood up. She smiled and glanced briefly at her hand. Thebes told me I could hold my hand over hers without touching it. A gesture. Your fingernails are so long, I said. I smiled. You could be a hand model. Do you want me to trim them? She blinked, no.
         

Everything hurts her, said Thebes. Eating hurts her. Walking hurts her. Even drops of water.

I go to Aviva and buy her six vanilla shakes. I can fit them all into my carrier. She only eats soft food. Thebes said she had to hold the shake for Min and Min would sip slowly from the straw and Thebes would sing.

Would you like the window open a tiny bit? I asked Min. She stared at me and then looked at Thebes.

No, she doesn’t, said Thebes. She’s worried about getting a chill.

The music stopped downstairs and the TV came on, briefly. I heard Dr. Phil screaming at a woman for not loving herself more. Then the TV was off too, and the music was back on.

Logan has total electronic domination in this house, said Thebes, like it was an Animal Kingdom fact. She scurried around the room humming and lining up pill bottles and gathering up used tissues and milkshake containers and making sure she didn’t accidentally bump Min’s bed. I stood next to Min and she and I stared at each other.
         

I painted her room for her, said Thebes. I was trying to jazz it up and make it cheerful. She’d used some kind of sponge technique and there were blotches of red all over the yellow walls. Logan says it looks like somebody blew their brains out in here but I think it’s pretty, she said. And, Mom, you do too, right? Min smiled again and closed her eyes. She does, said Thebes.
         

I talked for a while. I told Min about Paris, about my boyfriend, my job, about a bunch of stuff, and then I asked her if there was a bed ready for her at the hospital. She looked at Thebes again.

Yeah, said Thebes, I think so.

So, we should go, I said. Thebes had packed up some things for Min in her old Little Mermaid backpack. She likes oceans, said Thebes. She wants to bob along the surface of things.

That’s sweet, Thebes, I said. I didn’t mention that mermaids generally hang out at the bottom of the sea. She knew it herself, anyway. I imagined my father’s body being buffeted along the sandy bottom of the Pacific Ocean, bumping up against reefs and fish and shipwrecks, always on the move. As if he was still alive but in another world, like Min. She was a strange, unsettled planet that had once sustained life. She was a language that I had thought I almost understood even though I couldn’t speak it. She hadn’t always been this way. She used to wear high knee socks and short shorts and tube tops, and travel everywhere on roller skates. If our parents took us horseback riding, she’d pick the wildest horse and have it tamed in five seconds, flying joyously across fields and through rivers and leaping over fences. She taught me how to bumper-shine and cannonball and roll a joint and make a homemade bong. She went barefoot from May to October and once, on a dare, swam across Falcon Lake in the middle of the night.
         


*



At that resort in Acapulco, before our father drowned, Min owned the place. She wore a string bikini made out of purple glass beads, army boots and a black Labatt toque over her long, blonde hair. She lounged around all day on the beach reading Quotations from Chairman Mao, The Anarchist Cookbook and Paradise Lost. She smoked beedies that she shoplifted from a store called Orientique. Sometimes she’d bury me in the sand. Sometimes we’d race in the water. Can you hold this for me? she’d say to anyone who was around. She’d stick her book and her beedies into her toque and hand it to them and then sashay like a supermodel across the sand and into the water to cool off. I would stand on the beach squinting into the sun and watch her and count the number of seconds she stayed under water. One thousand. Two thousand. Three thousand … I knew that any number over thirty spelled disaster, and I’d sidle closer and closer to the water so I could be the one to rescue her.
         


*



I’d show you our plecostamus, said Thebes, but we haven’t seen him in four months. She was talking about their fish, a bottom-feeder. Logan feeds him every night, she said, but he has to turn the light off first so nobody sees him when he grabs his pellet of food. That’s the only way he’ll eat it. Thebes told me she sometimes tried to stay up all night to catch him swimming but it never worked.

Our only pet ever, she said, and we never see him. I wondered if their poor plecostamus was dead. How much faith does it require to feed a fish you haven’t seen in four months? Other people’s plecostamuses grow to be this big, said Thebes, holding her hands about eight inches apart. But our little guy doesn’t do a thing. She and I stared at the murky water in the aquarium.
         

Should it be cleaned? I asked her.

I’m afraid to, she said.


*



Min was weak and starving and could barely walk. Logan carried her to the van, no sweat, lighter than his backpack, almost, he said, and sat squished in a corner of the back seat with Min stretched out and her head in his lap on the way to the hospital.

Don’t worry about a thing, he told her. She looked up at him. You’ll be back, he said. You’ll get better. He stared out the window and smiled and drummed his fingers against the glass and cleared his throat several times. He stroked Min’s hair, awkwardly, beautifully, and then stopped but didn’t seem to know where to put his hand. I drove and Thebes rode shotgun, and she told me that I was an excellent driver, very prudent, very defensive, everyone should drive as well as I do, and then looked over her shoulder at Logan, who didn’t notice because he was busy trying to hide his tears.
         


*



At the hospital a big guy whose name tag said “Bernie” checked Min in and told her she’d be safe there.

She was safe at home, said Thebes.
         

Bernie ignored her. What’s your mood like, Min? he said.

She looked at Thebes.

Her mood? said Thebes.

How’s she feeling right now? he said. Min stared at him. Okay, good stuff, said Bernie. A parade of patients shuffled past us for their hourly smoke and Min slowly got up out of her chair and started to walk towards the elevators.

Oops, nope, said Bernie. This way, sweetie. Then he asked us if Min had any sharps or fire or belts or shoelaces on her, and Thebes told Bernie to ask Min herself. Good stuff, said Bernie again.
         

Min tried wandering over to the elevators again, but this time I took her hand and kept her close to me.

Logan had disappeared inside his hoodie and giant pants. His headphones were around his neck but I could hear the music faintly. He cracked his knuckles a few times and stared out the window. Then he smiled at Min and shrugged and smiled again. We heard someone moaning and a nurse saying, That’s enough, in a loud, too loud, voice. Like she was so sure of the limits, but the limits to what?

Fucking nightmare on Elm Street, eh, Mom? said Logan. Min closed her eyes and opened them.

Why aren’t you at the beach, said Logan and Thebes in unison, which I found out later was some kind of in-joke because the last time they had to bring Min to the hospital it was a really hot day and everyone in the waiting room was hiding behind newspapers that said in giant black letters, Why Aren’t You at the Beach?
         

Min was checked in. We walked with her to her room and stood around her bed for a few minutes. Hey, I said, this will be great, Min, this is … look, here’s a button you push for help. She closed her eyes. Thebes unpacked her Little Mermaid backpack and put a photograph of her and Logan and Min, smiling, laughing, even Logan, on the bedside table. She pulled out one of Min’s pillboxes and opened it up and showed it to me. She’d replaced the pills with tiny cinnamon hearts, one for every day of the week.

They’ll give her new ones here, she said. Right, Min? Min didn’t say anything. Right, Thebes, said Thebes. She wrote a note on a piece of paper and stuck it into the cardboard frame. We love you, Mom, and we always will. You’re the best mom in the world. We love you!!! Min opened her eyes again, smiled and patted the bed for Thebes to sit down beside her, but gently, very gently.
         

Min looked at me and crooked her finger. She wanted to talk to me. I put my head next to hers and she whispered in my ear.
         

Logan leaned against the wall and fiddled around with his headphones.

A bald head popped around the curtain and said, Hello, my name is Jeanette. We all said hello and she told us she was Min’s roommate. She was a really heavy breather. She was wearing dark shades and a Superman T-shirt and no pants. Min raised her hand and then let it fall back onto the bed. Jeanette told us she’d been there for thirteen weeks. She’d had lots of different roommates. She said she stayed in shape by walking the halls, incessantly. She’d been a military supplier. She’d look out for Min. She said it was nice that Min had this little family to visit her. Jeanette’s family weren’t allowed to visit her, she said, because they made her too agitated.
         

Okay, thank you, it’s nice meeting you, too. I turned back to my sister. Min, I said. Hey, Min. There was something I wanted to tell her, too. But she was out, fast asleep, or zonked on whatever Bernie had given her when she arrived. I leaned over and whispered into her ear. No, never, I said.
         

Logan and Thebes stood there staring at her and then Logan pulled the blanket up so it covered her shoulders and Thebes moved the family photo a fraction of an inch on the bedside table, lining it up with Min’s eyes so it would be the first thing she’d see when the drugs wore off.

A woman asked to speak to me in the hall. She was a social worker. She asked me if I knew of any arrangements that had been made for the children, and I told her yes, I had come from Europe to look after them for as long as they needed me to. The words sounded as though they belonged to somebody else, or like I was reading from a teleprompter or a karaoke screen.
         

The social worker said that was good but they might have to conduct a home assessment and perhaps a background check on me to make sure I was competent and didn’t have any outstanding arrest warrants or my name on any abuse registries. That’s fine, I said, but Logan and Thebes can’t go to a foster home.
         

Well, said the woman, very likely not, but that would have to be determined by others. I thanked her for her concern. She thanked me for my understanding of the situation. We shook hands.
         



  
  
    


    
      
    

         


TWO



WHEN WE GOT BACK TO THE HOUSE Logan grabbed his basketball, threw it really hard against the hallway wall, knocked the framed family photo to the floor—it didn’t break, he didn’t pick it up—and then left with a couple of his friends. Thebes picked up the photo, hung it back on the wall, sighed heavily like she’d travelled to every corner of the world, on her knees, with a knife in her back and a boa constrictor wrapped around her chest, and then made us a couple of blueberry smoothies.
         

The phone rang.

Don’t answer it, said Thebes. We’re screening. It was the principal of Logan’s school again, wanting to know what was up, when he could get together with Logan’s mom for a chat. Thebes and I stood next to the phone and listened to him talk. He asked if they had moved, if this was still their number. He didn’t want to be pushy, he said, but it was really important that he and Logan’s mother have a conversation.

Should I pick it up? I asked Thebes.

No! she said. She told me I had to go and be Min.

Yeah, but doesn’t he know what she looks like? I asked her.

No, he’s clueless, she said.

Yeah, but can’t I just go and be myself and explain the situation, that Min’s in the hospital?

No, said Thebes. No, she said again. She shook her head slowly, gravely. She didn’t want to go to a foster home.

You won’t go to a foster home! I said. I’m here to take care of you.

Yeah, she said, but for how long?

I tried to reassure her. I tried to convince her that she wasn’t going to a foster home, but I knew my tone was tentative and that she was having a hard time believing me.

Cross your heart and hope to die? she said. I wondered how often, on average, a parent makes a preposterous promise to a kid and then begins to panic.
         

Well, yeah, I said. Definitely.


         


*



Thebes and I sat at the kitchen table and drank our blueberry shakes. She told me about some of the stories Logan had been writing in English class. The principal is worried about him, she said. She told me that Logan had almost gotten suspended for telling the principal he was lame, or his jokes were, or something like that. And that the principal had told him to smarten up and then Logan had said he hated that expression, smarten up, because it makes the person saying it sound like an imbecile.
         

It’s kind of true, though, I said.

Do you miss your boyfriend? asked Thebes.

Yeah, kind of, I said.

Are you sad? she asked.

I am, yeah, I said. But I’m okay. I told her she looked a little tired.

No, she wasn’t tired, but we could lie down on the living room floor if I was tired.
         

Thebes and I lay on the living room floor and talked. Well, she talked. She talked about her friends. We’re all mostly white nerds, she said, with minor physical and emotional flaws that do not require medication but do brand us as losers in the bigger picture.

Who’s Mojo? I asked her. She had mentioned him, or her, in some of her e-mails.

My imaginary bandmate, she said. Bass player.

She talked about the purple bulges under Min’s eyes, how they were getting bigger and bigger. How Min had tried, in the beginning, to cover them up with some makeup but it was too light and she looked like she had a goggles tan. Sometimes at night, said Thebes, before she stopped getting out of bed completely, I could hear her pacing downstairs, humming to herself, making cup after cup of camomile tea. Or playing darts by herself in the basement. Thebes described the way it sounded. Three small thunks, she said, the darts hitting the target, and then approximately eleven or twelve seconds of silence while Min walked to the dartboard, removed the darts and returned to the throwing line. Then three more thunks, and another eleven or twelve seconds of silence. Over and over, like someone knocking softly, patiently, but persistently on the front door.
         

She told me about a city in India where monkeys are a holy manifestation of some god and are allowed to run wild wherever they want to go. One of them stole a tourist’s glasses and there was nothing the cops could do, she said. What I would have done, she said, is look for the monkey wearing glasses and then try to exchange them for something else. What was your boyfriend’s name? she asked me.
         

Marc, I said.

Did you want to get married?

No.

Why not?

I’m … I don’t know.

Did he?

No.

Was he good-looking?

No, not particularly. Not conventionally.

Was he good at sports?

I don’t know.
         

Did you know I had an operation on my brain and part of the scalpel broke off and is still in there?

Yeah, I had known, Min had told me.

Logan tried to stick magnets to my head, said Thebes. Thebes had become a talking machine. Maybe she was attempting to use up all the words that Min had left behind, taking whatever popped into her head, any thought, idea or fact, and transforming it into sound, noise, life. She was talking for two, in double time.

When we were kids, Min would go for months without saying a word. Her muteness was her voice, her retreat was her attack. It was all upside down and disconcerting and it had made me nuts. I used to do the same thing that Thebes was doing now, blather away non-stop about anything that came to mind, and really it was only when I got to Paris and Marc told me that silence was golden, especially mine, that I realized how much I talked.
         


*



Do you want to watch TV? I asked her. There was a thick layer of dust on the screen. Someone had written Deborah Solomon, be my girlfriend in the dust. Or, hey, maybe you should have a nice, hot bath.
         

She said she was too nervous to stop talking. She wanted to talk. She had to talk. She got up and walked around while she talked. Hopped onto the couch and off again. She told me about Logan’s X-rated stories, the ones he had been getting in trouble for. The last one had been about a boy who was disturbed from having to listen to his mom having “mind-blowing sex” with her new boyfriend, and from then walking in on his dad, who’d just hung himself. She said Min had been upset by it. She imitated Min being upset. Logan, she said, we talked about this stuff. Can’t you just … You’re making me … These stories are not …, said Thebes. It was an uncannily accurate impersonation. It was obvious that Thebes had been spending a lot of time observing her mother, trying to understand, trying to find a way in. It was the same thing I’d been doing all my life.
         

Thebes yanked at her purple hair and groaned. We were quiet, thinking of Min.

You know, she used to write kind of racy stories herself, I told Thebes. But she could get away with anything at school because all the teachers were afraid of her.

Why were they afraid of her? said Thebes.

Well, not afraid of her, I said. They were wary of her. She had this ability to make every outrageous thing she did seem prescient, as though it would be the thing that all enlightened people would soon be doing and wondering why they hadn’t thought of it first. Which was great, I said, but also lonely. For her. It reads well in a biography but it doesn’t make real life easy. You know how most parents encourage their kids to be themselves, to speak their minds and not follow the crowd? Well, our parents did the opposite with Min. They begged her to succumb to peer pressure. To follow the pack and be content with it. Let other people get ideas first, they’d say. Wait around for normal people to map things out. They’d say it jokingly, with their arms around her.
         

Thebes stood still for at least seven seconds. I had said the wrong thing again. I had implied that radical thinkers automatically go crazy, which wasn’t true, and definitely wouldn’t be any consolation to a kid like Thebes. I wanted to say something else, to take it back and start again, but then she told me about another story Logan had written.
         

It revolved around a man who worked in a paper factory and became so bored he decided to set a goal. He’d become the fattest man in the world. It went on about the inner workings of this guy’s brain, how some parts were overdeveloped and some not at all and the guy wondered why, if it was something that occurred in his childhood, or because there were only women in his life.
         

Hmm, I said. I didn’t know either. At least he had a goal.

I was so tired. I’d been dumped for Buddha. I had jet lag. I’d just put my sister into a psych ward. I was suddenly responsible for two kids, one who hardly talked and one who couldn’t stop, with no clue how to take care of either of them.
         

Hey, said Thebes, what did Min whisper in your ear at the hospital?

Nothing, I said.

Yeah, she did, said Thebes. I saw her whisper something in your ear. What?
         

I can’t remember, I said.

Yeah, you can, said Thebes. C’mon. Think. She stood over me, a scrawny leg on either side. She still had streaks of candy necklace powder all over her face and neck. She pointed her finger at me like a gun. Tell me! she said in one of her character voices, or I’ll go right ahead and bust a cap in your ass.
         

She said we should find your father, I said.


*



That wasn’t true. I had made it up on the spot. Please help me die, is what she’d actually whispered in my ear. And I had said, No, never. Was that the right thing to say? I don’t know. I remember standing outside Min’s bedroom door, I was probably around twelve years old, and hearing my mother telling her that if she really, seriously, genuinely wanted to die, there was absolutely nothing that my mother could do to stop her and she would be devastated but she would give Min her blessing and she would love her forever. It bothered me. No, I thought, that’s not the thing to tell Min. Tell her she can’t die. Absolutely not. No fucking way. We had every way of stopping her and we’d never let her go. But now I’m not so sure. There is not one single thing that I am certain of, except that I have to make sure Thebes and Logan are taken care of. But not necessarily by me.


*



Did she really say that? asked Thebes. She sat down beside me on the floor.

Yeah, she did, I told her.

Really?

Really. Yeah.

Why?

Because, Thebes, she understands now just how sick she is and that she needs Cherkis to help her out.
         

With me and Logan? said Thebes.

Yeah, I said.

But I don’t want to live with Cherkis, said Thebes. I want to live with Min.

I know that, I said. Don’t worry. If we found Cherkis we would just ask him if he wanted to come back here to take care of you for a while.

But Min doesn’t want to see him, said Thebes.

I know, I said, that’s true, but I think she’s realizing that she needs some help.

Yeah, said Thebes, but you’re here.

Yeah, I said. I know … that’s true too.


*



I wished my mother was alive. She could tell me what to do. Or she could do it herself. She knew how to talk to Min and bring her down to earth, at least most of the time. She absorbed Min’s despair but recycled it into dark comedy, or something. She’d joke around with Min about death and hopelessness, and Min would respond. In a way it was like Min’s own theory that everything is bullshit, except that my mother took it one healthy step further: yup, everything is bullshit but it’s also funny. She died two years ago from a ruptured aorta, her heart exploded, but neither Min nor I found it all that hysterical.

Anyway, I didn’t want to be here. I didn’t know how to talk to the kids. I loved them, but I didn’t want to live with my sister. Even in her weakest, most defeated and delusional moments Min was in control. If she was again at that point where she wanted to die, where she was begging me to help her die, then there was no point in keeping Cherkis at bay. What difference did it make? I had no idea whether Cherkis would be interested in seeing his kids again, let alone moving back and taking care of them, but he was a decent human being, a caring guy. He was their father. He had loved them once and could again, or maybe he still did but from a distance. A safe distance. If there is such a thing.
         


*



So, said Thebes, is that what we’re going to do? Find Cherkis?

I think we’ll try, I said. How does that sound to you?

Thebes said she didn’t know. Good, she guessed, probably, it was strange, kind of exciting, a little weird, she’d probably get a stomach ache, no, it was good, just a small stomach ache, yeah, it would be fine. Probably. If that was what Min really wanted.

Well, yeah, I said. It is. And I’m so sorry for lying to you.
         


*



Later that evening I lay down in Min’s empty bed upstairs and pulled her white sheet up over my head. I felt for my kneecaps and hip bones. I lay perfectly still, arms down, palms up. I closed my eyes and pretended I was floating in space, then at sea, then not floating at all. I hummed an old Beach Boys tune. In my room … Min had taught me how to play it on her guitar when we were kids. I opened my eyes and stared at her pill bottles and squinted until they all blurred together. I stopped squinting and lined up the bottles, smallest to biggest, in rows, like a class photo. All her life Min had been surrounded by pills and sometimes she took them and sometimes she didn’t and sometimes she took way too many of them. She’d always keep one small, blue pill under her pillow, like a tooth. Or a cyanide capsule right there at the ready.
         

I remembered the time she had agreed to go rabbit hunting with our uncle and was so horrified by the idea of killing something that she consumed an entire jar of my aunt’s diet pills so that her aim would be way off and the rabbits would escape. But Min, my mother had said, you could have said no, or intentionally misfired. You almost killed yourself in order not to kill a rabbit? That just doesn’t make any sense.

I turned on Min’s radio, heard someone laughing and turned it off again. There was still paint on it from when she and I, as teenagers, spent a summer painting a giant dairy barn. We painted in our bathing suits, and made scaffolding for ourselves from giant tractor tires and two-by-fours. We played the radio all day and knew the words to every song. Min fell hard for one of the farmhands and ended up getting pregnant after seeing Raiders of the Lost Ark. She lost the farmhand’s tiny embryo a month or so later in the washroom of a bar called Club Soda, and cried for days and days, and then stopped talking. Sometimes, before I went to bed, I would tap the wall between our bedrooms, and sometimes she’d tap back, very softly, but mostly she didn’t, and eventually I stopped tapping too.
         

I lay in Min’s bed and tried really hard not to think about Marc, about his soft kisses and how his arm felt around my shoulders and the way he breathed when we made love and the way he hopped around when he was happy and the stuff he said about my eyes and my hips and the small of my back, and what the hell can an ashram offer that I can’t? I mean besides silence and solitude and spiritual revitalization. I tried to float again. I could hear Thebes and her friend rehearsing When I Go Mad, a horror play about an insane mother that they were planning to put on for the neighbour kids. They used British accents. Thebes was the insane mother. Here’s a snippet.
         


Thebes: Good night, dahling, I’m off to the bar. Friend: New, new, Mutha, please sing to me first. Thebes: Oooookay, I shall siiiiing to you, yeeees, of course, but while I sing you must close your eyes.



Then there’s the murder attempt and the screaming part, which they were having a really hard time getting through without laughing. They were already on take thirty-five or something.


*



I got up and knocked on Thebes’s door. There were Groovy Girls stickers all over the door and goofy photos of her and her friends.

Bonjourno! Thebes said. C’mon in. Take five, Abbey, she said to her friend. Thebes was wearing this glittery silver sash that she had ripped off a fake Christmas present when they were in Mexico one year, and her friend was wearing one of Thebes’s old Winnie-the-Pooh nightgowns over her jeans. They were flushed and out of breath from all that psychotic killing and bar-hopping.
         

When does Logan usually get home? I asked her.

Eleven is his curfew during the week, but he ignores it, she said. She was reapplying her lipstick, using a CD as a mirror. Abbey was curled up in the fetal position on the bed. Archie comics were everywhere, walls of them, and a big hardcover called A Criminal History of Mankind propped the window open.
         

When he gets home, we’re gonna talk about this whole deal, I said.

Thebes was warming to the idea of looking for Cherkis. She thought he was a poet but she didn’t know exactly. She remembered seeing him when she was three or four, after her operation when the piece of scalpel broke off in her brain.


*



I went into Logan’s room for a look around. There were books and CDs all over the floor and band posters covering the walls. I stared back at the naked guy in the Pixies poster giving the thumbs-down to the world. On the wall by his bed Logan had written a poem or a mission statement or a prayer or something in very tiny letters that slanted down, down, and farther down, until one line obliterated the next.
         


         


 



Be nicer to people
         

Be nicer to people
         

Be nicer to people
         

Be nicer to people
         

Be nicer to people
         

Be nicer to people
         

Be nicer to people
         

You’re not stylish or cool
         

Be nicer to people
         

Be nicer to people
         

Be nicer to people
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