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      It was almost impossible for me to sit still—but I had to. I couldn’t be pacing frantically back and forth across the rich gray carpet of Wyatt Transgenics’ expansive reception area when Dr. Wyatt—the Dr. Wyatt⁠—

      But he’d send an assistant to get me, wouldn’t he? To escort me to his office? He wouldn’t come himself.

      My knuckles were tapping out a random jumpy rhythm on the arm of the chair. I clenched my fist to stop it. I shifted my legs.

      The chair I sat in was small and hard and low to the ground. Obviously, whoever designed the corporate reception area had been focused not on the comfort of visitors, but on showcasing the enormous double-helix staircase that dominated the atrium with its depiction of DNA structure. And though anyone would find the chairs uncomfortable, they were particularly bad for me. My knees stuck up awkwardly, making the pant legs of my borrowed suit look even shorter than they were. There was nothing I could do about that—my father was unfortunately only six foot three. His jacket, also, was too tight across the shoulders on me.

      I tugged at my tie. I suspected—no, I knew—I looked ridiculous. The suit didn’t even make me look older. And I now thought it had been completely unnecessary. In the time I’d been sitting there, at least a dozen Wyatt Transgenics employees had moved purposefully across the mezzanine area at the top of the double-helix staircase, and they’d all been wearing casual clothes. Sneakers. Jeans. T-shirts under lab coats. In fact, the only people in suits were the two security guards.

      I could hear Viv’s voice in my ear. Philosophical. Well—who knew? We both thought you ought to wear a suit.

      We had. Viv had at first tried to convince me to buy a suit in the right size from a store. She’d been appalled when I explained the cost of a man’s suit, and , undeterred, had spent all yesterday afternoon dragging me through used clothing stores and Cambridgeport. Excuse me, but do you have any suits that would fit my boyfriend?

      When she’d failed to find one, she’d burst into tears. Right in the middle of Central Square.

      Viv. If she weren’t in my life … well. I couldn’t imagine how lonely I would be.

      Guilt stirred in me, though. Viv thought this was a job interview of some kind. A summer internship. I hadn’t lied to her. I never lied to Viv. I had just, as always, kept quiet and let her think whatever she chose.

      Of course, I could have kept it a secret that I was coming. But I’d felt as if I’d burst if I couldn’t say something. And who was there but Viv to confide in, even a little? I wasn’t going to tell my father.

      Once more I caught myself fidgeting, looking at the clock. My appointment had been for twenty minutes ago. I’d checked in with the receptionist ten minutes early, so I’d been here half an hour. I tried to work up irritation at being kept waiting. Dr. Wyatt was a busy man, an important man, a Nobel Prize winner, probably one of the most important scientists alive today—but it was he who’d invited me. He who’d set the date and time. I’d had to duck out of school an hour early to get here by bus. It was rude of him to keep me waiting so long.

      But the truth was, I didn’t care. I was consumed by curiosity … and anxiety. I’d wait all afternoon if I had to.

      Bottom line: I had no idea why I was here. Why I’d been—summoned. The woman who called me had simply said: We got your email. Dr. Wyatt has read it. He would like to meet you.

      She did not say it was a job interview. She had not asked me to send, or bring, a resume or a school transcript or any teacher recommendations.

      We got your email.

      I had emailed Dr. Wyatt. I had found his address on the Wyatt Transgenics Web site and I had written to him. That was a fact. Three weeks ago. But it had been a big mistake, a drunken impulse that had embarrassed me seconds after I’d clicked Send, and certainly it had never occurred to me that Dr. Wyatt himself would read my message. It was inconceivable that it had caused an invitation—no, my earlier word was more accurate: a summons.

      A command?

      What was I doing here? Was this truly a job interview with Quincy Wyatt himself?

      “Eli Samuels?” The voice from the mezzanine level was pitched normally, but it carried down to me as clearly as if the speaker were using a microphone.

      My head jerked up. I found myself scrambling out of my chair. Staring up.

      And … there he was. Dr. Quincy Wyatt, the man himself, twenty feet above me, standing at the top of the spiral of the double helix. He looked exactly like he did in the photographs. That big head with the tight, grizzled, reddish-white hair. The round black-rimmed glasses. The steel cane clenched in his left hand.

      Viv’s voice again. He’s a legend, Eli! I mean, from seventh grade biology class, Gregor Mendel, Watson and Crick, Quincy Wyatt—we had to learn all that stuff, remember?

      I remembered, all right. I remembered, for reasons I’d never told Viv—and never would, either.

      I stared up the stairs at him. He at least was wearing a suit—a cream-colored linen suit, with a beige shirt. His fit him better than mine did me. I was suddenly very conscious of my ankles, sock-clad but otherwise exposed to the world in the gap between the hem of my father’s pants and my shoes.

      Then Dr. Quincy Wyatt lifted one hand and beckoned. And, though I made no conscious decision to move, I still found myself walking.

      I crossed the reception area. I mounted the stairs. I felt his gaze on me, piercing, bright, interested. And when I reached the mezzanine, I stood quite still—it didn’t even occur to me to put out my hand in an offer to shake—and he examined my face for two full minutes. I stood patient as a statue as his eyes took me in, missing—I knew—nothing. Not the ill-fitting suit, not the bulge of the book in my pocket, not the backpack dangling from my hand. Not even—I’d have sworn—a grain of my skin.

      The most acute mind on the planet, he’d been called.

      I wondered if he could see my soul. My lies to Viv. The drunken disaster I’d been that endless horrible spring night, after it had became clear to my father that no college acceptances or even rejections had arrived, and I told him the truth: they would not, because I had applied nowhere.

      I thought that maybe I wouldn’t mind if Dr Wyatt could see everything.

      At last, he nodded. “Eli Samuels,” he said again. There was a tone to his voice—as if I were a specimen now satisfactorily labeled and classified—that reinforced my idea that he understood me better, somehow, than anyone else ever had, or would.

      “Hello, Dr. Wyatt,” I said. The words came out a little croaked; I had to clear my throat. And then, I heard myself add, inanely: “Here I am.” I wanted to disappear; I felt so stupid.

      But: “Indeed, Eli Samuels,” said Dr. Wyatt. “Here you are.”

      Then he smiled directly at me. He smiled the way Viv’s mother does when I come home with Viv after school. The smile caused his cheeks to lift into little mountains on his face. And somehow I knew that I didn’t need to be nervous or afraid anymore.

      I smiled back. I was too relieved to do it well.

      Dr. Wyatt lifted his steel cane a fraction of an inch from the floor, just enough to gesture with it. “Come with me into my office,” he said, and turned. He limped a little as he moved, but he used the cane deftly, and I followed him in the same way that, as a child, I’d toddled confidently after my mother.
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      Dr. Wyatt’s office was not what I would have expected. First, the placard beside the door said only: Quincy Wyatt. No “President,” no “Chief Scientist”—no simple “PhD,” even. Then we stepped inside, and I felt my eyebrows literally lift with surprise.

      The room was the size of a large closet. It had no windows. Two cheap folding tables were set against the walls, the right-hand one heaped with teetering stacks of papers, journals, and magazines. The stacks covered the entire surface except a dusty little clearing around a framed photograph of a gorgeous catamaran. The left-hand table held a computer monitor and keyboard, two opened bottles of root beer—both half full—and a large canister of Tinkertoys with a few sticks and spools scattered out on the table. The single chair was a standard office swivel, but with a dangerously jagged piece of metal where its second arm ought to be.

      “We’ll need another chair,” said Dr. Wyatt. I wanted to offer to get it—he used a cane to walk, after all—but I didn’t know where to go, and I didn’t want to offend him, and anyway he was back again in an instant, wheeling a maroon chair that looked considerably more comfortable than the one already in his office. It also possessed both arms. He pushed this chair in my direction and I caught it.

      “Sit down, young Eli,” he said. His tone was one of command—I thought of how he’d beckoned me up the double-helix staircase a few minutes ago—and I felt an instant of reflexive rebellion. But after I’d maneuvered the chair into the office between the folding tables, I did sit.

      After all, no one had forced me to keep this appointment. I had come of my own free will, come in this silly suit and tie, because I wanted—hoped⁠—

      I contained myself.

      Dr. Wyatt closed the door and moved his chair directly in front of it before sitting down himself. Then he looked at me, and I looked back at him—the large head, the squat body in the expensive linen suit—and I felt shame and anxiety descend fully upon me again.

      The email I’d sent to him—a man I didn’t even know. The begging undertone. I hadn’t been able to bear to think of it, but now⁠—

      Okay, wait. I had options. I could take control of this situation immediately. Get the embarrassment over up front. I could almost hear myself speaking.

      Dr. Wyatt, about that email. Let me just say that I’ve been under some stress. Family stuff. My mom is—I searched for a good, neutral word—sick nowadays, but when I was a kid she mentioned you … and I got drunk one night—just that once, my father and I had just had a fight about something—plus I’d found this stupid letter that made me angry at him, and the letter mentioned you … and I’ve always been interested in biology … and I’m putting off college … and anyway, I wrote that email asking for a job. It was an impulse and a bad one. I’d like to apologize. I know it was out of line.

      Would that work? Or would all the half-truths and evasions be obvious? Viv I could deceive—she loved me, she was willing to be deaf, dumb, and blind when I needed her that way—but a stranger, a scientist … Or maybe it would be better if I waited to hear what he had to say first. Maybe that would actually give me more control.

      Sometimes—no, often—I hated being a teenager. Hated not having the full control I wanted. Even by the time you’re eighteen, adults don’t take you seriously. Even at eighteen, you’re considered a kid.

      All these thoughts flashed through my head in seconds, but I could feel Dr. Wyatt watching me the whole time, and it was uncomfortable. I felt a bead of sweat form on my forehead near my hairline, and I prayed it wouldn’t trickle embarrassingly down. The tiny airless office—this narrow chair—my borrowed suit—I felt trapped.

      Why didn’t he say something? Was it to force me to speak first? I wouldn’t.

      And this chair was too short.

      Well, to hell with that. My hands reached beneath the office chair and located the levers and knobs to adjust it. I pressed and prodded, and miraculously the chair shot up to its full height. My knees shifted from chest level to a more normal position. And suddenly I could breathe more easily, and the panic receded.

      “Better?” said Dr. Wyatt, conversationally.

      I nodded.

      He leaned forward. “I’m wondering, Eli: How tall are you exactly?”

      Now this was a conversation I had practically every day, and was quite comfortable with. “I’m six foot seven.”

      “And you’re only what—eighteen?”

      “Yes.”

      “What does your doctor say about your final height?”

      I shrugged as if I didn’t know. But the truth was that I didn’t like to say because people make too much of it. And maybe because my mother used to do imitations of Dr. Kaplan for her friends. Get ready, Mr. and Mrs. Samuels, he’s headed for seven feet. But with a little luck there’ll be college basketball scholarships which willl more than compensate for the clothing and shoe bills.

      Dr. Wyatt was squinting at me. “Six eleven,” he muttered. “But not seven feet.”

      I blinked at his near-accuracy. He barreled on like some long-lost uncle: “How about school? You’re about to graduate here in Cambridge? It would be public school, right? Rindge and Latin High?”

      “Yes.” Hope surged in me. He was acting like this really was some kind of job interview …

      “How’d you do? All A’s? Are you the valedictorian, Eli?”

      “No.” I felt a secret spurt of satisfaction.

      “Salutatorian, then?”

      I was astonished. “Uh, yeah …”

      “Well, don’t tell me you couldn’t have been valedictorian if you wanted. You held back—why?” He leaned forward. “Do you have some guilt at having done well in the genetic lottery?”

      I blinked. What a very strange way to put it—and how had he guessed that I had, in fact, held myself back?

      Viv was to be class valedictorian. She was thrilled. And as for me, well, anything Viv wanted, assuming it was in my power to give, she would get. Even if, as in this case, she couldn’t know I had given it. It was one of my secret rules to help things go well with us.

      “That’s my own business,” I said.

      Dr. Wyatt reached across the table for the Tinkertoy canister. He dumped some of its contents out and said, “Well, whatever your reasoning, it was a foolish move. You shouldn’t let any award or recognition slip away, particularly not out of some misplaced delicacy about others’ feelings. Awards can be useful to you. And people simply accept, though they don’t necessarily like, the fact that intellectual resources are distributed unequally.” He shrugged. “That’s life, Eli.”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      Dr. Wyatt picked up a red Tinkertoy stick and fitted it into the central hole of a wooden spool. He placed the spool flat on the table, with the spoke sticking up, and regarded it. Without looking up, he continued: “What are your college plans?”

      “I’m taking a year off. Then I’ll go to college.”

      He had attached a second wooden spool to the top of the red stick. “Where will you go?”

      Viv was going to Brandeis. Very near. “I don’t know yet. I’ll apply this year.”

      Dr. Wyatt scowled. “You have to go to college. Biggest mistake of your life not to. You should go to a good one, too.”

      I could have mentioned Bill Gates and other wildly successful non-graduates, but why bother? “I know,” I said calmly. “I do plan to go.”

      “And this year off? You’ll do what with it? Travel?”

      “No.” I was going to visit my mom as often as I could stand to, and see lots of Viv; that was all I knew for sure. “I need to get a job. I was actually hoping that—” I took a deep breath. “I’d like to work here. If … if that’s possible.”

      “Ah.” Dr. Wyatt had made a double-wheel kind of structure with the Tinkertoys. The spoke was green. The structure seemed to have his total attention. “You got A’s in chemistry and biology?”

      “And physics.”

      A pause. Then, calmly, easily: All right, then. You can work here for the year. It will look great on your college applications. You’ll like the work—it’ll be low-level but you’ll see interesting things. And I’ll like having you around. We can talk from time to time.”

      This was what I wanted. But still, my mouth dropped open with shock. And I thought, maybe, maybe if I worked here, if I talked to Dr. Wyatt from time to time, I could find some way to ask—to find out⁠—

      “Well?” Dr. Wyatt prompted. “Would you like that, Eli? It’s not every kid who has the opportunity to work at Wyatt Transgenics. Most of our employees—even the lab workers—have master’s degrees. Doctorates.”

      “I would like it,” I said. It was true. Everything else aside—my God! Wyatt Transgenics!

      “Then that’s settled.” Dr. Wyatt pushed the finished Tinkertoy structure away and stood up. “Let’s get you down to Human Resources. We can probably pay you something nice.”

      “But—“

      “What?”

      “But why would you want to hire me?”

      Another pause.

      Then: “I knew your mother,” said Dr. Wyatt. “Years ago.” And now he was, indeed, looking at me straight on. “I knew both your parents, but especially your mother. Ava Samuels. Nice woman. I knew she’d had a son called Eli, so I knew who you must be immediately, when I got your message. So of course I’d like to do your parents’ son a favor.

      “But we won’t talk about your parents, Eli. Your mother. There is no need to. We both understand your situation, eh?”

      I stared at him. His linen suit. His big head. His eyes, with the pupils mere pinpricks behind the black-framed glasses. Slowly his words sank in, and as they did, I felt something. I felt relief, and comfort, and security, of a kind that I hadn’t experienced—except maybe when I held Viv close—for years.

      Even if I didn’t get how he could possibly know, let alone understand, my “situation.”

      “Do you want a job, then?” said Dr. Quincy Wyatt. The Dr. Quincy Wyatt. “Is it a deal?” He stuck out his hand, as he had not done less than an hour ago when we met.

      I did not hesitate. I put my hand in his, and we shook, firmly.
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      Outside the imposing modern brick-and-glass cathedral that was Wyatt Transgenics, it was a perfect May afternoon. I decided to walk the three miles home, following the pedestrian path along the Charles River until I could turn off onto Western Avenue and up into deepest Cambridgeport.

      I was so filled with incredulous exuberance that I wished I could run. But even though I’d taken off the jacket, the fact that I was wearing my father’s suit made running a bad idea. I stuffed the tie in my backpack and walked fast instead.

      I was going to be a lab assistant at Wyatt Transgenics, starting the Monday after graduation. That was in two weeks. Unbelievable. Unbelievable! I couldn’t have planned it even if I’d tried … or anyway, not so perfectly. It was a form of adulthood, sooner than I’d dared hope for. Adulthood—and control. Power over my own destiny.

      Viv would keel over with happiness when I called her. What a bonus for me that was. It had worried her so much that I wasn’t planning for college next year. It’s just not like you, she’d said mournfully.

      I made a little bet with myself now. When I told her about the job offer, and my acceptance, Viv would say solemnly, We should always trust the universe, Eli. I should have known better than to doubt.

      Viv and her trustworthy universe. I grinned and shook my head. I could never understand how it was that Viv could genuinely believe all would be for the best in the end. It wasn’t like she was the kind of fool who went around thinking everything was always wonderful. I’d known that about her ever since that one day back in fifth grade, when we were both eleven.

      I’d entered the boys’ room ten minutes before Scott Eisenstadt, Jake Fitzhugh, and Mike Wynne were due—the news was all over school—to drag Asa Barnes in so they could beat the crap out of him and hold his head under in the toilet and … well, who knows. I was big and strong even then, and I had every intention of stopping this nastiness toward Asa for good. But there would be an unholy mess of denials and counter-accusations and lies and suspensions and parental interference ahead. I just didn’t see another way.

      Viv did, though. I found she had occupied the boys’ room ahead of me. She was standing on a toilet, artfully hidden by the stall’s carefully ajar door, with a scared but grim look on her face, hands poised and ready to take a video.

      We each knew instantly what the other was doing. It was the first time I saw how beautiful Vivian Fadiman is when she smiles directly at you.

      She lifted her camera slightly, her brows quirking in a question.

      I said, “New plan. I’ll go back out, and after they get here, I’ll give you exactly a minute and a half to get some good footage. Then I’ll interrupt. And if you need me here earlier, scream and I’ll come.”

      She nodded. The rescue mission—our rescue mission—proceeded exactly as if we were undercover agents who’d worked together forever. And even though we didn’t become friends then, there was always my knowledge that Viv was … well, was the girl who’d figured out how to save Asa Barnes from hell, and then did it.

      Maybe, I thought now, that long-ago incident was one reason why Viv believed things always ended well. Maybe, for her, the universe had always proved trustworthy.

      If that was the case, then I hoped she would never know the truth.

      I crossed Memorial Drive, heading away from the river, now only a few blocks from home. I decided that as soon as I got my first paycheck, I would take Viv to the most elegant restaurant in Boston. And I would buy flowers for my mother’s room at the nursing home. She loved—had loved—irises, yellow roses, and some other flowers I didn’t know the names of, but might recognize at the florist’s. I would order a new arrangement to be delivered every week.

      I could afford it. They were going to pay me $25 an hour. That turned into about $4000 a month, before taxes and deductions, I had calculated.

      When I compared it to my current after school minimum wage job running backups for a local computer company, it seemed a dizzying fortune. I could help out with the bills—I’d force my father to let me help. And maybe there’d be money left over. Maybe⁠—

      I indulged in fantasies about renting an apartment of my own. I never had and never would bring Viv to the apartment I shared with my father. And while Viv’s mother was great—never knocked or came into Viv’s room when we were in there with the door closed—well, it would be better to have a private place of our own. Obviously.

      On the corner of my street, I stopped into a neighborhood grocerette, bought ramen noodles, apples, cereal, eggs, milk, barbecued corn nuts. I pulled out my phone and scanned apartment listings right there in the grocery. That put a firm end to the apartment fantasy. I’d known before, anyway, because of what my father paid each month for our tiny two-bedroom. Even a studio apartment would eat up more than half my salary … and there were more important things to spend the money on, and ways to arrange it myself, too, if my father was a stiff-necked bastard about my giving him money directly.

      Which he would be.

      Inside our small brick building, I grabbed the mail and took the stairs two at a time to the fourth floor. I let myself into the apartment, which, after three years, still retained the unmistakably empty feel of the temporary.

      My father was not there. Sometimes he went to the nursing home after work. Other times I didn’t know what he did.

      I changed out of the suit and wondered if I ought to take it to the dry cleaner’s. I put on a pot of water for the ramen noodles. I was still fantasizing about the money. Maybe I could buy a car. That would help a lot next year because Viv’s college was an hour away by public transportation, but only twenty minutes by car.

      A car …

      I had a thick folder in my backpack describing all the Wyatt Transgenics employment benefits. They ranged from the trivial to the terrifying, from discounted movie tickets to death and disability insurance. I thought I remembered something in there about a credit union that gave loans for used cars. I hauled the folder out and flipped it open.

      Confidential counseling support in times of personal and family difficulties—I dropped that brochure as if it were printed in fire. Stock option purchase plan. Tax-sheltered retirement investments.

      I couldn’t find the credit union information, but I found myself frowning at the thick folder that contained all the details about the health insurance plan. There’d been an odd little scene at Wyatt Transgenics, in the Personnel office, after Dr. Wyatt had left me with the Human Resources director. The scene had involved health insurance … at first.

      I had tried to tell the HR director, Judith Ryan, that I didn’t need to sign up for the health plan. That I was never sick. But apparently this was one thing about which there was little choice. You could only get out of it if you were covered by some other plan.

      “You need health insurance,” Judith Ryan said. She had the whitest hands I’d ever seen. There was a heavy crystal bowl of hard candies on her desk and, on the wall behind her head, a poster of an owl accompanied by the words: If you attend to the details, the details will attend to you.

      “After all, things happen. Let’s suppose you’re right, and you never get sick.” Her voice told me she thought I was an idiot. “You could always be hit by a car.”

      She was indisputably right. But that didn’t make me like her. However, it floated into my mind that I already had health insurance through my father’s coverage. Would that still be in effect after I was eighteen? Even if it was, surely it would be cheaper for my father if I took this on for myself?

      I said, “You’re right. I could be hit by a car. Or fall into an elevator shaft. Or, hey! Get infected by deadly microbes right in this building. You’d better sign me up.”

      “What did you just say?” The words came out of Judith Ryan’s mouth like gunshots. I stared across the desk; she had drawn her body up fully in her seat, like a hooded cobra preparing to strike.

      I was flummoxed. I searched my memory. “Sign me up?” I ventured.

      “Before. That.”

      I thought she might haul off and hurl the crystal bowl of candy into my face. I was so unnerved that it actually took me a second to remember. Elevator shafts. Deadly microbes. “I was just joking.”

      “Wyatt Transgenics is a scientific laboratory. We do not joke about microbes and loose safety procedures.”

      I blinked. Now I really was feeling like an idiot. “Okay,” I said. I raised my hands in a placating gesture. “Okay. I get you. Sorry.”

      But she wasn’t through. “We do not joke about these matters at work. We do not joke about these matters at home. We do not—” her glare grew more ferocious “—joke about them at school. Not to anyone. Not to friends, girlfriends, parents.” Her nose squinched. “Not in messages written while inebriated.”

      She had read my email. Judith Ryan had read my embarrassing, begging email, which had literally begun with the words: I wouldn’t dare send this if I wasn’t drunk.

      I hated her. But—I wanted this job.

      “Okay,” I said again. I had no clue what else I could say. “Okay. No jokes.” And I meant it.

      Perhaps a full half-minute had elapsed, however, before Judith Ryan relaxed from the cobra position and resumed telling me—in a cool voice that had said it all many times before—about company benefits.
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      I heard my father’s key in the lock and rapidly gathered together all the Wyatt Transgenics employment brochures and pieces of paper, stuffing them back into their folder.

      “Hi,” I called.

      From the living room, my father gave a kind of grunt. Then, as if he had remembered that since the fight, we were being excruciatingly careful around each other—though we both knew the politeness was just the thin crust on a sleeping volcano—he called back: “Hello, Eli.”

      Calmly now, I slid the folder into my backpack and levered myself up from the kitchen table. It was only a few steps to the living room where my father stood, facing away from me, riffling through today’s mail.

      His straight gray hair straggled nearly to the collar of his shirt. In a few days, I estimated, he’d go around the corner to the barber and emerge with a buzz cut that would do credit to an army sergeant. Then he’d ignore the matter for another year.

      “How’s school?” he said, his back still to me.

      “Fine,” I said.

      “Still salutatorian?”

      I almost didn’t answer. “Yeah.”

      There was a slight pause, and then, as if our truce didn’t exist, as if he couldn’t help himself, my father bit out: “Not that it matters, since you’re sending it all down the drain. You think I’m stupid? You don’t fool me with your ‘next year’ story. If you’re not careful, you’ll ruin your life.” He had still not turned to face me, and suddenly I longed more than anything to grab his shoulders, spin him around, and punch him hard, right in his stubborn face. His nose would crunch satisfyingly … it would bleed right onto his shirt.

      I took a deep breath. If I hadn’t punched him on the night of the big fight, after reading that letter I’d found, I wasn’t going to do it today.

      The memory of Quincy Wyatt was oddly calming. Things were going to change from now on. I had a job, and a future that I had some sort of control over.

      I wondered if my father had just come from visiting my mother at the nursing home, but I didn’t ask. Nowadays we visited separately and didn’t discuss her. “Anything interesting in the mail?” I said instead.

      My voice came out evenly. He wasn’t to know that, beneath the calm, I was remembering anew the letter that I’d discovered on the day we’d had the big fight. That short, formal letter that was, now, nearly ten years old. The letter that had prompted me to email Dr. Wyatt.

      What had it been doing crumpled up at the back of the mail drawer in the hall table? Had my father tossed it in there on the day it arrived, when I’d been seven, and my mother had not yet begun to show symptoms? It was hard to believe that he’d leave such an important letter in the drawer as if it were a telephone bill or an old birthday card, and yet ... he had. And, over time, the letter had worked its way to the back of the drawer, becoming one of several pieces of paper that for months had prevented the drawer from sliding in and out smoothly … until the day I’d finally gotten impatient enough to yank the whole drawer out and go fishing at the back for whatever was interfering.

      The letter. I’d had to sit down after reading it. I’d been incredulous. Shocked. Scared. And then … I’d been angry.

      I still was.

      Every word was engraved in my memory.

      

      Dear Mr. Jonathan Samuels:

      

      This letter is to confirm in writing our telephone conversation of last Tuesday. As per Dr. Quincy Wyatt’s request and referral, we have tested your blood sample and can confirm that you are negative for Huntington’s Disease. Congratulations.

      

      However, we are aware that learning the results of one’s HD test can be difficult even when the news is good, as in this case. The burden of years of anxiety is not so easily lifted, and for many HD-Negatives there are complex additional family health concerns. Therefore, I am enclosing information about counseling and support groups. I urge you to investigate these.

      

      If you have any further questions or need assistance in any way, please call.

      

      Sincerely,

      

      Harriet Emerson, MSW

      Genetics Counselor

      

      I read the letter again in my mind as I stared at my father. He hadn’t replied to my question, so I asked again. This time, my tone was a little testier. “I said, anything interesting in the mail?”

      “Just bills.” My father bit off his last word halfway through as he remembered that bills were another one of the rough point between us. It was, in fact, the only rough point that he knew about, because I hadn’t mentioned the letter to him. Hadn’t mentioned my secret rage.

      My father must have been at risk for HD, too. It hadn’t just been my mother. He must have been at risk, or why would he have taken the test?

      His having been at risk didn’t change my own risk profile, of course, since he was negative, according to the letter. So he couldn’t have passed HD on to me; only my mother could have done that. Still … how dare he not tell me?

      But I had put the letter back. I had not wanted to talk about it, because, inevitably, he would then urge me again about my own testing. And I hadn’t wanted to talk about it. Not now. Not yet. So, as far as he knew, we’d fought only about money that night. Money and college, which were the same thing, as far as I was concerned.

      Not that money hadn’t been enough to cause a fight between us. In fact, I felt my fists clench as I reminded myself of all the money problems he’d concealed from me these last few years, actually lying about the number of clients he had in his small private therapy practice, claiming to have raised his hourly rate, while he bleated to me about the importance of school and study and grades. But the fact was, long-term talk therapy with a psychologist like my father was out of fashion. It was expensive and time-consuming and many health insurance plans didn’t like to cover more than a half-dozen visits a year.

      How had he thought we were going to pay for the expensive colleges he urged me to apply to? “Don’t worry about it; we’ll figure it out later,” was not an answer.

      I still didn’t understand why he’d concealed our true financial circumstances from me. What was the point of concealment? He’d only have to tell me eventually, right? When would he have done that? After I was accepted at M.I.T. or Stanford or Harvard? When I handed him the bill? Wouldn’t that have been worse than telling me early, early enough so I could try for scholarships, pick cheaper schools, ask for financial aid?

      No, I didn’t understand, but we weren’t going to fight that pointless battle again. I had changed the game—I now had the power and the control to do that.

      “I got a job today,” I said.

      I saw his whole body jerk. He turned. His pale blue eyes fixed on my face. “What?”

      “I got a job,” I repeated. “I’m going to be a lab assistant. They’re paying twenty-five dollars an hour. I’ll be giving you a lot of money toward the rent and food every month as soon as I get my first paycheck.”

      He was shaking his head in bewilderment, several steps behind me. “What? No! Wait, I—just where is this job, anyway?”

      “Does it matter?” I asked. “Some company. What matters is that I mean it about the money. Don’t try to tell me you don’t need it. I want to contribute and I’m going to, and I’m going to do it my way. Oh, and—” a flashing image of Judith Ryan, in cobra posture, came to me, and I banished it “—you can take me off your health insurance, the new job will cover it.”

      My father marched past me into the kitchen. I turned and watched his robotlike movements as he poured water into the coffee machine’s reservoir, then spooned coffee into the filter.

      “The college issue was already settled for next year,” I said, after a few seconds. “You knew that.”

      He didn’t look at me. “You could still take classes. Earn some credits to transfer later on.” He pressed the start button on the coffee machine. The machine hissed. A thin stream of coffee began to run down into the pot, and my father watched it with great attention.

      I watched him.

      “You’re not being rational,” I said to his profile. “I’ll find a cheap way to do college in a year. I could have done that for next year if I’d known in time.”

      If he’d told me. If he’d been honest with me. Given me facts and figures and tax returns to send to colleges to apply for financial aid.

      “We both know your mother wouldn’t want—” he began.

      And just like that, between one moment and the next, I lost control completely. “For all practical purposes, my mother is insane!” I yelled. “And who knows, maybe I⁠—”

      “Don’t say it!” My father was yelling too, all at once. “Stop saying that! You’re fine!”

      I did stop, mid-sentence. We both listened to the remembered sound of our screamed words in the little kitchen.

      My father jerked the coffeepot out of the machine. A few stray drops of liquid dripped down onto the machine’s warming plate and sizzled while my father tried to pour himself a cup. His hands were unsteady.

      I reached for a single word, “Sorry,” forcing it out.

      He nodded. The coffeepot shook visibly in his hand.

      I walked to my bedroom and closed the door.

      I sat down on the edge of my bed. I reached for my phone and held it in my hands.

      A job? Twenty-five dollars an hour? That’s great! Tell me all about it, son. Tell me everything.

      But it was okay. In a way, it was perfect, because I hadn’t wanted to tell him where I’d be working. In fact, maybe I’d even provoked that little scene, guiding the conversation onto the rocks of anger, so I wouldn’t have to tell him where, yet.
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