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    The four Novaks are busy making a dreidel. All are in the basement together—two parents, daughter Emily already in kindergarten, son Zack in preschool. Emily had brought home the instructions in a packet from Hebrew school, Chanukah Activities for the Whole Family. Yesterday Emily and Zack picked out the paint colors together, silvery and golden. Mom selected the wood with as much care as she tucks them in each night. Dad shaped the dreidel as all of them watched, cutting and sanding the point until it would spin. Because of Zack’s peanut allergy they are making wooden peanuts too, small pieces of pine which Dad cut out and Mom sanded last night after bedtime. Dad arranges the tripod and sets the self-timer for his camera, the very same Pentax camera that he will give to Emily many years later when she signs up for her first photography class. He tells them all to ignore the camera. Emily and Zack instead look up and make funny faces, but almost immediately return to dreidel-making.


    Dad is carving the letters, Shin, put one in, Gimel, take all. Emily is ready with a waving paintbrush and the silver paint. Zack and Mom, surrounded by crayons, are coloring wooden peanuts blue and green. All are engrossed, all are happy, all are content.


    The shutter clicks.

  


  
    Chapter 1

  


  
    



    



    



    Emily could hear the phone conversation from the dining room where she sat with her mother and her father’s parents, eating breakfast. She could hear that something was wrong. “What is it?” Emily’s mother asked, eyes red, crumpled tissue in hand. “Elliot, what’s going on?”


    Emily’s father shushed her. “I’m trying to find out,” he said from the kitchen. “I can’t hear when you’re talking to me.” He said it more nicely than usual because Mom’s father had just died, but Emily could still tell he was annoyed about being interrupted.


    Grandma and Grandpa Novak had stopped eating and were looking in the direction of their son’s voice. Emily’s brother Zack, who was only eleven, was outside in the backyard picking raspberries. Emily eyed the cream cheese, out of reach. She could wait. She took a bite of dry bagel and hoped Zack would leave her some raspberries.


    



    “Uy,” Dad said, when he got off the phone. “The funeral home told me that the service is tomorrow at ten, which is not what your brother-in-law said, but they wouldn’t tell me the cemetery.”


    “What do you mean, they wouldn’t tell you the cemetery?”


    “Apparently your sister told them not to tell anyone.”


    “Uy vey,” said Grandma Novak.


    “I knew I was right not to trust her,” said Mom. “Now you see why I asked you to call the funeral parlor to double-check?”


    “Did you tell them Daisy is Irv’s daughter?” asked Grandpa Novak.


    “I told them,” said Dad.


    “Uy,” said Grandpa.


    Mom wasn’t saying anything. Wasn’t looking at anyone. Wasn’t crying. Her small frame, usually restless with energy, sat stiff in the wooden chair. “It’s the same plot as my mother,” she finally said. “Elliot, if you go upstairs, it’s written on my little brown calendar in the front zippered pocket of my purse.”


    “How do you know they won’t bury him in a different plot?” Dad asked. “If they’re acting this idiotic.”


    “I’ll get your purse, Mom,” Emily said, and then jumped up and headed up the stairs before anyone could stop her. She opened the zippered compartment and found the green spearmint Tic-Tacs her mother always carried, and a lipstick and the round marbled-blue mirror Emily had liked to play with when she was younger, and then the calendar.


    She heard the door slam as she came downstairs. “Where’s Dad going?” she asked.


    “To find the rabbi,” said Mom. “Thank you for getting my calendar.”


    



    They were staying with Grandma and Grandpa Novak in Queens, Emily sleeping in the tiny bedroom which had once been her father’s. They had driven down the previous night from Oaktown, CT, where they lived, first to the hospital on Long Island to say what turned out to be goodbye to a semi-conscious Grandpa Irv, then backtracking the half hour to Queens to sleep. Emily had stayed under the covers that morning after her father told her the news, thinking about Grandpa Irv, until Grandma Novak called up to say that breakfast was ready. Under the covers, Emily had cried a little bit. When the tears stopped it seemed too soon—she had cried more than that when her gerbil died—so Emily had tried to remember things. She remembered the poem Grandpa Irv had written her when she was born, the one she had memorized in sixth grade. That memory triggered a few more tears. Then she had remembered the big purple ring he always wore, and the scratchiness of his face when he leaned down for a kiss, but no more tears would come.


    When she’d come downstairs for breakfast, Emily had given her mother a hug and been surprised at how tightly her mother had hugged back, how long she’d held on. She could tell by their eyes that her mother had been crying and her father and Zack had not. She had watched Mom cling to Zack too, long and tight, Zack letting her for once smooth down his hair, while he eyed the kitchen. The smell of frying onions permeated the air.


    They had all eaten breakfast with Grandma and Grandpa Novak, bagels and lox and scrambled eggs with onions and fake bacon bits, except for Mom who sat with a glass of orange juice but no food. “I can’t keep it down,” she had said, when Grandma Novak tried to get her to eat. But Mom never ate much breakfast anyway so that wasn’t new. Her father had eaten quickly like he always did, and then before Emily had even put cream cheese on the second half of her bagel, he was on the phone in the kitchen, calling to find out when the funeral was.


    



    Mom wasn’t touching the calendar, which lay on the table next to her empty orange juice glass, so Grandma Novak reached for it and began flipping through. “Oh, my glasses are upstairs,” Grandma Novak said, squinting. She handed the calendar to Grandpa Novak and started clearing dishes. “Emily,” she said, “please bring in the orange juice and the butter, then take a bowl and go out and help your brother get some raspberries for lunch.”


    “There might be some tomatoes too,” Grandpa Novak said, as Emily watched Grandma Novak close the cream cheese container and take it into the kitchen. “You remember how to tell if a tomato is ripe?”


    Emily remembered. She nodded, and pantomimed gently, gently, tugging on a palm-sized red tomato.


    “Okay then.”


    



    Outside, Zack had already polished off the ripe raspberries from the large bush—more into his mouth than into the bowl Grandma Novak had given him, from the looks of it—so Emily started in on one of the two smaller bushes. There didn’t appear to be many raspberries on that bush either. “Thanks a lot, Zack,” Emily said, sticking her tongue out at her brother. She picked the last three raspberries from her bush and then popped them in her mouth.


    “What’s that for?” said Zack, automatically sticking his tongue out in return. “Mom told me to eat more fruits and vegetables.”


    Zack must have finished the third raspberry bush, Emily decided, because he had stepped away from it and was now standing over the spot where Grandpa Novak usually dug up the horseradish for Passover. “Why don’t you eat horseradish then?” she shot back, a little delayed.


    “Horseradish counts as a vegetable?” Zack asked.


    “Last time I checked,” said Emily, who had never checked but didn’t want to admit she wasn’t sure.


    “Dare you to eat a hunk as big as my thumb.” Zack was digging in the dirt.


    “No,” Emily said. “Besides, you’re gonna get in trouble.”


    Zack ignored her, digging away. Emily watched him get a shovel then come back and hack at the ground.


    “Aren’t you sad about Grandpa Irv?” Emily asked.


    Zack kept hacking. “I don’t know,” he finally said.


    Emily stared. How could you not know? But he had only been two when Grandpa Irv had gotten sick.


    “Do you think he’ll have an open casket?” Zack asked, not looking up. “Like Gram?”


    Emily had forgotten about the open casket. Her mother had covered Emily’s eyes so she wouldn’t have to look, but Zack had been the one to discover it, entering the funeral home room first and asking, “How come Gram looks waxy?”


    “I don’t know if he will,” Emily answered. “Jews aren’t supposed to have open caskets. I’m not sure why Gram had one.”


    “Maybe Aunt Ninian just wanted to see Gram again,” Zack said. He was quiet for a second. “Gram was her mother.”


    “Are you going to look this time?” Emily asked. “If it’s open again?”


    “Yes,” Zack said.


    “You had nightmares last time,” Emily reminded him.


    “Well what if I don’t look and then wish I had?” Zack answered. “I can’t just dig him up again.”


    “That’s gross, Zack.”


    “Duh. Are you going to look?”


    “No.”


    “I bet I’m the only one who looks,” Zack said. He had hacked away a piece of the horseradish and brought it under the hose at the side of the house to rinse off. “Dare you,” he said again, holding the rinsed-off-but-still-dirty hunk of horseradish towards Emily.


    “You need to cut off the outside part,” Emily said, shaking her head vehemently.


    “You want to go back in there for a knife?” Zack popped the whole hunk of horseradish in his mouth, chewed, grimaced, and swallowed.


    



    Eventually Dad came home with a confirmation of the time and cemetery plot and a promise from the rabbi to contact them directly if there were any last-minute changes. Later that night, Aunt Ninian called. Mom refused to take the phone, so Dad spoke. He pulled the long phone cord from the kitchen through to the living room where they were all spread out, and tried—wordlessly—a couple of times during the conversation to get Mom to pick up the other extension and talk to her sister, but Emily could see from her mother’s raised eyebrows and the way her jawbone pulled back that she wasn’t budging. Emily didn’t blame her mother. Aunt Ninian hadn’t even told them Grandpa Irv was in the hospital—Mom had found that out from the nursing home.


    Emily was confused by her aunt’s behavior, which had started right before Gram died. My ex-aunt, Emily had started calling Aunt Ninian in her head. She listened to Dad’s phone conversation, trying to guess what was being said on the other end. Zack was on the floor with a puzzle, absorbed and oblivious, but Emily could tell her mother and grandparents were listening as well.


    



    “She told me the correct information,” Dad said to Mom when he got off the phone. “She apologized.”


    “The rabbi probably told her you stopped by,” said Mom.


    “Daisy, people do strange things when they’re upset.”


    “You’re defending her? After all this you’re defending her?”


    “I’m not defending her. I just think it helps to have family when bad things happen. We all know she’s crazy. Holding a grudge hurts you more than it hurts her.”


    “She’s the one who started it. Screaming at me over our mother’s deathbed, for god sake. I have family. Right here,” she looked at the five of them, “I have family. I don’t need her kind of family.”


    



    The funeral home was large, and impersonal, and smelled like stale carpet and aftershave. Somber men pointed out the washrooms and directed them towards the gathering room for their deceased. A placard next to the open door read Funeral of Irving Horn. Dad led them into the room, where they stood, speaking in hushed voices, and waiting. There were people all around them, almost none of whom Emily recognized. She didn’t see a casket. While Emily was trying to discreetly adjust her bra, which didn’t have much to hold it in place, Aunt Ninian approached them. Aunt Ninian wore an ill-fitting black suit jacket over a sequined dress more appropriate for a cocktail party, and her shaggy haircut made her look like an unwashed horse. “Let’s be together as sisters today,” she said to Mom. “Let bygones be bygones. We shouldn’t be fighting on such an occasion.”


    Mom was gracious, and polite, and Emily knew she was holding her tongue. “How are you all holding up?” she asked. “How are the girls?” The girls were Emily’s two cousins, whom she hadn’t seen since Gram’s funeral. They were sitting on the other side of the room on a broad dark couch, surrounded by people, and Emily didn’t know if she wanted them to come over or not. Emily held her father’s hand. His other arm was around Mom. That left Mom’s other hand for Zack, but it was clenched.


    Emily looked around. Zack was in between Grandma and Grandpa Novak, Grandpa’s hand on Zack’s shoulder. Good. He was okay there. That was good because Emily didn’t want to let go of her father’s hand. She was thirteen and by Jewish law already an adult, but as long as Zack was okay she could be whatever age she wanted. Emily was being five inside, so she could hold her father’s hand and not have to use words besides “I love you” to make her mother feel better. “I’m sorry” was what you were usually supposed to say, but that was too hard, and Emily didn’t know if “I’m sorry” still applied when it was your own grandfather.


    Aunt Ninian introduced them all to a few people nearby, who said their condolences, and as the rabbi came to usher them all into the room for the service, Aunt Ninian leaned in towards each of the Novaks in turn. Emily received the wet peck on her left cheek, but didn’t reciprocate. As Aunt Ninian leaned in towards Zack, Emily tried discreetly to wipe it off with her sleeve.


    “The bitch,” Mom whispered to Dad once Aunt Ninian was out of earshot. “You know she just wanted me to be the one to make a scene, so she would look good in front of all her friends. She certainly wouldn’t have come up to me if no one was watching.”


    



    After the cemetery it was the four of them, Mom and Dad and Emily and Zack, at the Burger King drive-thru. The sign by the drive-thru window advertised watches for one ninety-nine with the purchase of a Whopper. “Can I have a watch?” Emily asked, more to hear her parents’ voices than anything else. Mom and Dad never got those sort of things for her and Zack. We’re not wasting our money on cheap junk, they would always say.


    There was a choice of colors and Dad got her blue, her favorite. A red one for Zack. Emily sensed that if she had asked for a ten-speed bicycle he would have bought that too. Her mother was in the passenger seat and Emily watched her, waiting for her to object, but Mom just looked at Dad as if she didn’t care, just as long as he drove her out of all this.

  


  
    Chapter 2

  


  
    



    



    



    Only a few short months ago, Emily had four living grandparents, and on Mother’s Day she had seen them all. That Mother’s Day morning began with Emily burning French toast and Zack spilling orange juice. Later that day, Mom would tell both sets of grandparents how her kids had made her breakfast in bed, not mentioning either the spill or the burn.


    After breakfast, they climbed into the Valiant, Emily and Zack fighting over who got to pick the radio station until Dad shut it off and started singing. There was traffic on the way to New York, then a line at the diner that Grandma Novak had chosen for lunch. Glare from the sun once they finally sat down caused Dad to squint strangely and Mom to laugh at the faces he was making. Dad’s sister showed up alone, leaving her husband Max and sons to clean up the incredible mess that one of them—none would fess up—had caused by accidentally clogging the toilet and letting it overflow.


    “I came downstairs,” Aunt Sarah told them, “and my husband and eldest son were just standing there, watching the water spread through the living room.”


    “What a Mother’s Day gift,” said Grandpa Novak, as the waitress arrived at their table.


    Aunt Sarah laughed. “I never liked that carpet much anyway.” After the waitress had taken their orders, Aunt Sarah said, “I suppose I could get mad, but it’s not going to change them. So I just shut off the toilet and left them the fun part.”


    Emily was puzzled by something. “You got the water to stop? You didn’t have to call a plumber?”


    “Sure,” said Aunt Sarah. “Your grandma showed me how when I was little.”


    Zack perked up. “Grandma fixes toilets?”


    “You never knew that your grandma worked as a plumber to put me through optometry school?” said Grandpa Novak. “Not an easy job for a woman back then.”


    Grandma Novak nodded, a bit proud. “But it sure paid better than secretarial work.”


    Once the food arrived, Emily and Zack fought over the plastic stirrers and the colored-tinseled toothpicks, then practiced sword-fighting until Dad frowned at them. Grandpa Novak told his favorite joke again. Grandma Novak whispered to the waitress who brought Emily and Zack each an extra orange juice with two stirrers. Mom ordered her all-time favorite New York dessert, a slice of cheesecake with strawberries on top, and pronounced it the best slice she had eaten since nineteen seventy-seven. Dad and Grandpa Novak both reached for the check simultaneously, Dad’s hand faster, then Grandpa Novak snuck off and exchanged credit cards—Dad would never succeed in paying when Grandpa Novak was around.


    As they were leaving, Aunt Sarah winked at Emily and told her, “There’s usually a knob on one of the pipes in back—if the water in the bowl is getting high, turn it to the right and it should stop the flow. Then plunge.”


    



    At a stop sign on the way from one set of grandparents to the other, as Emily and Zack were playing the plane game, Emily felt the car go thunk. “Time out,” said Zack, as Mom whipped her head around to the back seat and Emily spied a plane that now wouldn’t count.


    “Are you two okay?” Mom asked.


    Emily nodded, still watching the plane. “What was that?”


    “I’m fine,” said Zack.


    “Are you okay?” Dad asked Mom, looking at her and rolling down the window. “We’re all fine,” he called out to the driver of the other car, who was walking towards them. Dad got out of the car and Emily watched as the two of them talked, then walked around both vehicles, then shook hands and returned to their respective cars. Mom copied down the other license plate as it drove away, in case they turned out to need it later, which they wouldn’t. Just a minor fender bender, no one hurt, nothing broken, but the yellow Valiant would have a blue stripe on it for the rest of its life.


    “Game on,” said Zack. “I see a plane.” He pointed, and Emily wondered if it could be the one she’d spied five minutes earlier.


    



    The score was tied 3-3 when they arrived, with Emily still scanning the sky for planes as Gram and Aunt Ninian came out to the car to meet them, but Emily promptly forgot about winning the plane game when her cousins appeared. Gram nodded at Dad, gave Mom a stiff barely-touching hug, and pointed Emily to her left cheek while Aunt Ninian plastered Zack with a very wet specimen of what she called a smooch. “I got a new Cabbage Patch,” announced the older cousin, who had recently turned eight. “He has glasses and can hold a crayon.”


    “Did you bring Pooh?” asked the little one, the six-year-old, as one of Aunt Ninian’s smooches landed on Emily’s cheek.


    “Yep,” said Emily, hugging her cousin and then lifting her upside-down so her hair dangled in the grass. “Put me down, put me down,” said the six-year-old, tugging on Emily’s shoelace as the eight-year-old stuck a painted-toenail foot in front of her face.


    “Go say hello to Grandpa Irv,” Mom instructed Emily, “and then you can all go play in the backyard.”


    Grandpa Irv was snoring on the brown recliner when Emily went inside, her eyes slowly adjusting to the absence of sunlight, and at first she didn’t even see her uncle, just the television channels mysteriously flipping themselves. “Pop,” he said. “Your other grandkids are here.”


    Grandpa Irv stirred.


    “He’s not doing so hot today,” Emily’s uncle told her. “But go give him a kiss, he always likes to see you. Maybe he’ll be more awake later.”


    Emily did as she was told, leaning in nervously, then gave her uncle the hug he was expecting and ran back outside where her cousins were waiting. For the next couple of hours the three of them played on the backyard swing set and with their dolls—this was one place Emily wasn’t made fun of for still playing with dolls, although she overheard Mom and Gram discussing it when she ran back inside for the six-year-old’s frog. Zack joined them on the swing set for a short while, showing off his skill on the monkey bars, then disappeared inside.


    Eventually they got hungry and the eight-year-old remembered that there were popsicles in the freezer, so they headed towards the kitchen. “A-ha,” said Dad, grabbing the little one as they passed, “is this my youngest niece, who forgot to give her Uncle Elliot a hug when he arrived?” He tossed her up in the air, caught her in a hug, and began tickling her as she laughed and laughed.


    “Me next,” said the eight-year-old, already licking her popsicle.


    “You’re eating,” Dad said. “I’ll wait until you’re done eating. But Emily here,” he said, putting down the six-year-old and reaching wiggling fingers towards Emily as she squeezed her arms against her body, “Emily is about to get caught by the tickle monster.”


    Dad’s fingers worked their way into Emily’s underarms while she twisted and turned, trying to get away. There was a chair blocking her on one side and the kitchen counter on the other. “Stop it,” she said. “Dad, stop it.” But he wasn’t listening so she pulled her hands into fists and wrenched her left arm sideways into Dad’s stomach, then her right fist into his upper arm.


    “Ouch,” Dad said, grabbing Emily’s wrists. “Emily, don’t do that.”


    “Don’t tickle me then,” Emily said, yanking her arms but unable to escape Dad’s grip. “Let go.”


    Dad held the grip. “You’re a kid, it’s my job to tickle you.” He let go. Emily’s hands were still balled into fists.


    “Tickle your nieces. They want to be tickled.”


    “I’m done with my popsicle, Uncle Elliot,” said the eight-year-old.


    Dad was still facing Emily, his fingers wiggling again. Emily looked at Mom for help. Mom frowned at Dad, and then both the eight-year-old and the six-year-old were jumping on Dad, one per leg, and Dad shifted his attention, one tickle-monster hand for each of them.


    “Elliot,” Mom said when Dad finally looked up again, “Emily is getting a little too old for that, don’t you think?”


    “Never,” said Dad, tossing the eight-year-old up in the air. “Hey, wasn’t there an exhibit of your father’s you wanted to see today, Daisy?”


    



    The six females squeezed into the Valiant to visit the exhibit—a dozen of Grandpa Irv’s poems interspersed with other people’s needlepoint and watercolors and clay menorahs in a hallway of the temple where the cousins went to Hebrew school. Zack stayed behind to play on the cousins’ new computer, Dad stayed to watch Zack, and the uncle stayed to watch Grandpa Irv, who lay all afternoon in the recliner and didn’t much respond to anything.


    The six-year-old raced down the shiny halls, taking off her shoes and sliding in stocking feet. The eight-year-old tried to turn a cartwheel. Gram watched, talking to Mom and Aunt Ninian about Grandpa Irv’s pill regimen, insisting that no she didn’t need a vacation, didn’t want a part-time nurse to come in to help, what would Irv think if a stranger was taking care of him. Emily demonstrated her own cartwheel, listening to Mom and Aunt Ninian disagree with Gram and each other about what would be best. Aunt Ninian kept interrupting Mom, Mom glaring at her and repeating, let me finish. The eight-year-old peeked into a locked classroom door, pointing out her desk and chair to Emily. The six-year-old slid back up the hallway, tugging on Emily’s hand, then pulled her towards the first-grade door. Emily’s rubber soles stuck to the floor.


    Emily skipped back to Mom to ask if she could take her own shoes off. Mom was talking, trying to convince Gram to visit the doctor, Aunt Ninian nodding now and Gram shaking her head. Don’t you start with me too, Ninian, Gram was saying.


    Emily stood next to Mom, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, waiting for a break in the conversation. Mom still talking, her hands now gently moving in Emily’s hair, absentmindedly French-braiding. Emily could feel Mom’s fingers untangling the knots, separating and twisting segments of hair into strands, lightly tugging up and back, weaving over and under. The gentle touch of love on Emily’s scalp.

  


  
    Chapter 3

  


  
    



    



    The last day of shiva for Grandpa Irv, after the sun went down, Emily helped her mother uncover the mirrors and bring the extra chairs back down to the basement while Dad took Zack shopping for soccer cleats. The next morning, Mom would return to work and Emily expected that everything would return to normal, except that Mom would continue to stand and say kaddish in synagogue for another eleven months. Emily wrestled the last chair into place and bounded up the two flights of stairs. Mom stood in her bedroom, staring into the newly-uncovered mirror over the dresser. “I’ve aged,” she said.


    “No you haven’t,” Emily said, but then she looked and it was true, her mother did look older than she had a week ago. It wasn’t just the lack of makeup which Mom always wore.


    “See,” said Mom, reading Emily’s face next to her in the mirror. “You see it too.” She sighed and turned, so Emily could only see her back in the mirror as she changed into a nightgown and started to unmake the bed. It was barely seven-thirty.


    “Are you going to sleep?” Emily asked, studying the zit that was emerging on her chin.


    Mom shrugged, listless. She pulled herself into the bed, propped up by pillows.


    Emily turned. “Will you quiz me in Latin? I have a test to make up.”


    Mom nodded. “Bring it here.”


    But Mom’s concentration was elsewhere, or nowhere, and they hadn’t even made it through half a page of vocabulary words by the time Dad and Zack got home, Zack racing up the stairs.


    “Mom, Mom, check out my new cleats!” They were in his hands, the box and shoe-paper having lightly thumped to the ground in the hall behind him. He traced the side-stitching, “It’s a Z for Zack, well it’s backwards on the other one but still, and it glows—”


    “Do they fit?” Mom asked, looking from the sneaker to Zack and then to Dad, who stood near the doorway, eyeing the nightgown.


    “—so I can play soccer in the dark—”


    “You’re not playing soccer in the dark, Zack,” said Dad.


    “Do they fit?” Mom asked again.


    Dad shrugged. “He says so.”


    “You didn’t check the toe?”


    “Daisy, there was a salesperson helping us, they’re fine, if you want to check them yourself and go back with him tomorrow, feel free.”


    “—and they have glow-in-the-dark laces you can buy but Dad says I have to use my allowance so can we go back next Sunday, Mom?”


    “We’ll see,” said Dad. “Now don’t you have homework left?”


    “Just social studies and science,” said Zack. “Emily, like my cleats?”


    Emily looked up from amo, amare, amavi, antsy. “Sure. Mom?”


    “Mom,” Zack said, “Can you quiz me in social studies?”


    “Can Dad do it this time, Zack?” Mom said, as Emily reached towards her with the Latin book again.


    Dad caught Emily’s eye and shook his head, gesturing towards the door.


    “Mom’s quizzing me,” Emily protested.


    “No fair,” said Zack.


    “Five more minutes,” Dad told Emily, leading Zack out of the room. “Then give her some peace and quiet. Daisy, I’ll bring you a cup of tea in a bit, unless you’d rather some ice cream.”


    “Thanks, but don’t bother,” Mom said, closing her eyes to indicate she’d rather go to sleep.


    Dad allowed Emily and Zack to stay up an extra half hour that night. He tucked them in, as he had all week, and when Emily had a sudden urge to be read a bedtime story, which hadn’t happened in years, Dad didn’t say she was too old. Instead, he picked up the heaviest book within reach, which turned out to be Emily’s Earth Science textbook, and read a paragraph. Then Dad laughed, kissed Emily’s forehead, and settled in to read her the first chapter of Tuck Everlasting, seeming rather happy to have been asked.

  


  
    Chapter 4

  


  
    



    



    



    



    Emily didn’t shout hello like she usually did, because neither of her parents were supposed to be home and Zack had gotten off the school bus with a friend at another stop. It was a Thursday afternoon in the fall, a few weeks before the seventh and eighth grade Sadie Hawkins dance. Emily had it all figured out. She would call because it seemed easier by phone than at school, and of course Spencer would say yes because it wasn’t nice not to. Then he would reciprocate by asking her to the movies. She would respond in kind, and before you knew it they would be going out.


    She dropped her book bag in the hall and sat down at the kitchen table with Triscuits and cheddar cheese and the phone book, thumbing through to find the “T”s. Although technically Emily had had two boyfriends already, she didn’t want to count the second one—which had lasted for twelve days of the sixth grade—because he was the class geek, and she couldn’t count the first one anymore because she had only been in elementary school. She wanted a real boyfriend, someone who would hold her hand at school on the way to gym, and take her to the movies and kiss her goodnight on Saturday nights.


    Spencer was cute, and almost popular. They were part of the same eighth-grade crowd, Spencer and one or two other boys and lots of girls, not quite cool, kind of in the middle. Emily didn’t care about coolness as long as she wasn’t considered too uncool to slow dance with. Although no boy had actually asked Emily to dance yet, Emily didn’t like standing by the side watching, so she would ask boys to dance and sometimes they said yes. She had never asked Spencer because he was always dancing with someone already, and in any case she had only started liking him a month ago, after the last school dance.


    Now Emily found the number, and she dialed. There were lots of nines and it was a rotary phone, so it took a while. He answered on the third ring. She knew it was him but she had expected his mother to answer, so she still asked, “Is Spencer there?”


    “This is Spencer. Who’s this?”


    “It’s Emily.”


    “Oh, Emily. How are you?” He was using the tone of voice that she liked, the one that made you feel important when it was directed at you. Made you want that attention on you all the time. Made you not know what to say next.


    “I’m good, um, did you get the Geography homework assignment?”


    “Emily, did you forget to write down the homework? Oh. My. God. What is Mr. Randall going to think?”


    Emily felt herself blushing. Years later, she would learn the term flaming queen and understand that it had been tailor-made for Spencer, but now she just knew how his fleeting attentions made her feel. Flustered, she said, “I didn’t exactly forget. I just missed a couple of page numbers. Do you have it?”


    “Yeah, hold on.”


    She could hear him rustling around, the familiar click of his three-ring-binder opening, then he was back.


    “Pages two-eighty-seven through three-ten,” he said. “And exercises one through ten on page three-thirty-four.”


    Emily of course had written down the assignment already in class, so she was surprised when he mentioned the exercises.


    “Exercises? I thought we just had to read.”


    “See what happens when you don’t pay attention in class? I bet you didn’t hear him mention the test on Monday either.”


    “There’s a test? On what? How can we have a test? We just had one.”


    Spencer started laughing.


    “Did you know,” he asked, “that gullible’s not in the dictionary?”


    Oh.


    Emily wasn’t sure what to say next.


    “Are you still there?” Spencer asked.


    “Yeah.”


    “Well, I should probably—”


    “Um, Spencer,” Emily interrupted him. “Would you go to the Sadie Hawkins dance with me?”


    She was so relieved to have finally said it that she hardly noticed that he hadn’t said anything.


    “Uhhh, when is it?”


    Emily was flustered again. It was the only thing anyone had been talking about all week—how could he not know when it was? “Um, the week um, let me check my calendar, hang on.” She walked over to the fridge with the phone and counted out three weeks. “The twenty-second. Friday.”


    “I think um I think I’m doing something with my dad that night.”


    That wasn’t what she expected him to say. Emily didn’t understand how doing something with his dad could take precedence over a school dance, but she knew the rules about spending time with parents were different if they were divorced. “Oh, well let me know if you can go.”


    “Okay, sure.”


    “Are you watching Wonder Years tonight?”


    “Probably. Um, Emily, I have to go do my Geography homework now.”


    “Right.”


    “Bye.”


    “Um, are the exercises really part of our homework?”


    But he had already hung up.


    



    It was then Emily noticed her mother’s car in the driveway. Sitting there with no one inside like it had been there the whole time. Emily listened, but couldn’t hear anything, which was good because it meant, hopefully, that her mother hadn’t heard her conversation.


    She went upstairs, shouting hello now, heading towards to her parents’ bedroom as usual, then stopping short because she could hear her mother crying again. Dad please come home, Emily whispered to herself.


    Alone with Not-Mom was the hardest because nothing that Emily did worked, nothing seemed right. If she’d try to hug or comfort her mother. If she tried to pretend nothing was wrong, or ask her mother for something, or didn’t ask. If she tried to vacuum—that time her mother snapped at her that she had a migraine—or make dinner—that time her mother said she was already defrosting something, then left Dad to finish while she stayed upstairs. Nothing helped, whether Emily needed Mom or tried to be a mom. Nothing.


    This time, Emily crept past her mother’s open door into her own bedroom and picked up Whitney, cuddling her close to her chest. “It’s okay, Whitney,” she told the doll, “it’s gonna be okay,” not knowing what the doll was upset about but knowing she needed comfort. She held Whitney out in front of her after a while so they could look at each other. Whitney tried to smile, and Emily smiled back, as best she could. Whitney’s braids were coming out, so Emily fixed them, tightening the white bow on the left one, remaking the orange yarn braid on the right. With Emily’s hands under her arms, Whitney made a somersault to thank her, then whispered in Emily’s ear. It was true—Emily could play Oregon Trail on the computer now without Zack interrupting, and Dad wasn’t there to tell her to do her homework. She gave Whitney another kiss and stretched her out on the bed next to Pooh, gave Pooh a kiss and a hug, then crept past her mother’s room, closing that door quietly so her mother wouldn’t be disturbed by computer noise, and went into the den.


    Half an hour later Emily was absorbed in the game when she heard an “Emily” that made her jump.


    “You scared me,” Not-Mom said, standing in the doorway. “I didn’t know you were home.”


    Emily felt her heart pounding quickly still, hoping it would slow. There was a blizzard on the trail. One of the horses had tripped and injured itself—she was bargaining for another horse with the food she’d need for the next leg of the journey.


    “When did you get home?” her mother asked.


    One of the people in Emily’s wagon was bound to die before they reached Oregon.


    Emily shrugged.


    “Don’t scare me like that.”


    Scare you? Emily wanted to say—but she held her tongue and returned to her game, scared somehow to say anything and wishing she had brought Whitney with her into the den. Wishing for someone to ask kind and gentle questions about the upcoming dance, explaining how to make sure a boy said yes like he was supposed to, even if it was Emily asking.


    



    Dad prepared dinner that night, Emily and Zack helping. No one said much. Zack set out three place settings. When they heard the footsteps on the stairs, Emily and Zack looked at each other, and Zack scrambled to add a fourth place setting. Emily could see the hope in Zack’s face that she felt inside. Was Mom actually joining them for dinner? She looked at Dad. His face was expressionless. Emily followed Dad’s eyes to Not-Mom in the doorway. She wanted her mother back.


    Emily’s mother had been Not-Mom every night that week. She didn’t even know that on Monday Zack had gotten caught listening to Guns-n-Roses on his walkman at Hebrew school. The principal had sent a note home, and Emily was worried because Zack hadn’t gotten punished. Dad had signed the note and said we’ll discuss it when your mother gets home from work, but Not-Mom had shown up, gone straight into her room yet again and shut the door and stayed there. Dad had brought her dinner on a tray. How much time did she need to mourn? Emily’s friend Adena’s grandpa had died a month after Emily’s, and Adena’s mom wasn’t crying, she was redecorating the kitchen and teaching them how to make hummus.


    



    “Can you pass the bread?” Emily asked for the second time. It was sitting in front of her mother, who was absently chewing and staring into space. Her father reached over and passed it to Emily. Her mother didn’t even blink.


    Emily needed to do something. “Did you tell Mom about the note?” Emily asked Zack. She knew she shouldn’t bring it up, but he was supposed to get in trouble eventually.


    Zack glared at her.


    Emily couldn’t tell if her father was consciously ignoring this or just absorbed in cutting his meat. Her mother was still staring into space.


    “Mom, Zack keeps listening to his walkman in Hebrew school.”


    Mom blinked, jolted, like she had just remembered she was a parent. She glanced at Dad, and Emily recognized the damn-him-he’s-not-getting-involved look cross her mother’s face. “Zack?” Mom asked. “Is this true?”


    “We’re studying the same things we studied last year,” Zack said. “It’s boring. So I listen to the tape the cantor made of my haftarah so I can practice. I still got the second-highest grade in my class on the test last week.” Now he gave Emily a look, the one he usually gave her for bragging about her good grades. Zack got good grades too, but not quite as high as Emily, and he didn’t usually mention them unless asked.


    “Zack,” Mom said, “That’s not very respectful of your teacher.”


    “I’m discreet,” Zack said.


    “It’s not his haftarah he’s listening to,” Emily said, chewing.


    “Zack,” Dad said, in his disapproving tone. But that was all he said.


    “Emily,” Mom said, which meant stay out of this. For once, Emily was relieved to hear this tone of Mom’s voice.


    “I’ll get the tape if you want to see it,” Zack said, starting to get up from his seat.


    “Zack, sit down,” Mom said. He sat. “It’s your education, not ours.” Her expression said as much as her words.


    Dad reached to pour himself more juice, which meant the discussion was over. No punishment. Emily took a moment to spit a half-chewed piece of meat into her napkin while no one was looking.


    “Did Emily tell you she’s using a computer dating service to find a date for the Sadie Hawkins dance?” Zack asked.


    “I am not,” Emily said, glaring at him, hoping he wouldn’t find out about Spencer.


    Zack grinned. “She got matched with Bert from Sesame Street.”
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