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      The heat wave that had tortured us for most of September finally broke and Tuesday morning was cool and overcast, so I volunteered
         to take Eleanor Roosevelt around the block. My mother thanked me a little too enthusiastically, effectively conveying the
         message that her expectations of me were so low that she was bowled over by a simple offer to walk the dog.
      

      
      I was trying to get Eleanor Roosevelt’s leash on, dodging her happy dancing legs and scolding her to hold still, when my cell
         phone rang. I dropped the leash so I could get the phone out of my jeans pocket. Eleanor Roosevelt stopped wiggling and looked
         at me, confused. This wasn’t how the game went.
      

      
      “Hey, Rickie,” said a male voice on the other end.

      
      I breathed in sharply. “Ryan?”

      
      “Yeah.”

      
      I gave a delighted bounce and Eleanor Roosevelt jumped and barked with sympathetic excitement. “Are you back in town?”

      
      “Yep. Just got back a couple of days ago.”

      
      “It’s good to hear your voice.”

      
      “Same here. Sorry I didn’t keep up with your e-mails the last month or so.”

      
      “No worries,” I said. “Have you seen Gabriel yet?”

      
      “Last night. We talked for a long time. I still can’t believe it—I leave home for six months, and they decide to get divorced?
         What’s up with that?”
      

      
      “It’s a mess.”

      
      “Want to come over and discuss it with me?”

      
      Just nine words, but they were enough to make every inch of me tighten with desire. I kept my voice casual, though. “Right
         now?”
      

      
      “I’m not doing anything. You?”

      
      “Nah, not really.” I glanced down at the dog and whispered, “Sorry, girl.” Into the phone I added, “Half an hour good?”

      
      “Perfect. See you.”

      
      I gently nudged Eleanor Roosevelt away from my leg and hung the leash back up on its nail in the coat closet. The dog whined
         and followed me as I headed toward the kitchen, where my mother was working on her laptop.
      

      
      “I thought you were taking her on a walk,” she said, looking up.

      
      “I just got a call. I’m going to meet a friend for lunch.”

      
      “Can’t you walk the dog first?”

      
      “I said I’d be right over.”

      
      “You’re breaking her heart.”

      
      I looked back at the yellow Lab. She ducked her head down but kept her eyes pinned on my face hopefully. “She’s just a dog,”
         I said, even though I felt bad about disappointing her. “She’ll be fine.”
      

      
      “Just run her around the block—”

      
      “I don’t have time. I promise I’ll walk her later.”

      
      My mother rose from the table, heaving a dramatic sigh. “Come on,” she said to Eleanor Roosevelt, who immediately raised her
         head, her eyes gleaming with sudden joy. “I’ll take you.” Eleanor Roosevelt gave a leap of pure happiness and trotted ahead of Mom out of the kitchen, toward her leash and the walk she loved so much.
      

      
      I went the other way, toward the garage, and got in my car. I drove past them on the street. Eleanor Roosevelt was hauling
         my mother along, practically pulling her arm out of its socket in her delight at being out and about.
      

      
      I didn’t slow down and Mom didn’t wave.

      
      Ryan worked on movie shoots as a production assistant. He was always traveling to different countries. Sometimes I’d be at
         a movie and see his name in the credits, and I’d feel a funny burst of pride even though he hadn’t told me anything about
         it and his name was always buried way at the end.
      

      
      We met when his brother, Gabriel, and my half sister, Melanie, first got engaged. I was sixteen, moody and insecure and far
         more excited about being Mel’s maid of honor than I would ever admit to anyone. Ryan was five years older, just finishing
         up college, and, as Gabriel’s brother and best man, my official partner in all ceremonies and table seatings. He was tall,
         cute, mildly roguish, and so far out of my league that I immediately developed a major crush on him and proceeded to spend
         way too much time trying to figure out what relation Mel and Gabriel’s children would be to ours when Ryan and I got married
         in turn.
      

      
      Ryan winked at me and squeezed my arm when we walked back down the aisle together after the ceremony. Feeling grown-up in
         my strapless silver bridesmaid dress, I thought that meant he was finally seeing me as a woman, until I took a sip of champagne
         in front of him a little while later and he said, “Don’t be in such a rush to grow up. Being a kid is more fun.” I thought
         he was just being patronizing, but over time I came to realize he meant it—the guy was in no rush to become an adult. Me, I was in too much of a rush, although how much too much only became evident about three years later.
      

      
      Anyway, when Ryan left his seat at our table to flirt with Melanie’s former college roommate who was twenty-four and gorgeous—or
         at least so blond and tall that she passed for gorgeous—I surrendered the fantasy that I could ever be anything other than
         Mel’s little sister to him.
      

      
      Our paths continued to cross through subsequent years of family holidays and celebrations, but Ryan was never more than civil
         and distantly friendly until a couple of Thanksgivings ago at our house, when my mom seated us together and something just
         clicked. The timing was finally right, I guess. He was a footloose twenty-eight-year-old and I was a twenty-three-year-old
         with responsibilities. Made us almost the same age.
      

      
      We talked to each other the entire evening, mostly about our families. We both knew what it was like to be the younger and
         less successful sibling—maybe that was what bonded us, made us similarly sarcastic, similarly vulnerable, similarly determined
         not to let anyone see through the sarcasm to that vulnerability.
      

      
      Ryan was actually better-looking than Gabriel. His features were smaller and more even and he was a lot thinner, but he lacked
         Gabriel’s charm and exuberance. Gabriel was a chubby teddy bear of a guy whose overgrown beard and mustache made him look
         like he’d taken refuge in a cave for a number of years, but wherever he went he took up a lot of space in a good way. He made every room feel a little warmer and homier and more welcoming because he was in it, whereas Ryan hovered around
         the edges wherever he was, always an observer, always a visitor, never at home. It was no surprise he took jobs that let him
         travel all over the world: he liked being rootless and independent.
      

      
      We surreptitiously exchanged phone numbers that Thanksgiving night. A few days later he called me, and we met at a restaurant
         for dinner and ended up back at his place. From then on, whenever he was in town, he got in touch with me.
      

      
      Neither of us told our families. They might have thought it was meaningful when it wasn’t.

      
      I would be the first to admit that I hadn’t ever completely gotten over my crush on Ryan, but the more I got to know him,
         the more I realized he wasn’t a guy you could pin a lot of hopes on. The second you tried to grab on to him in any way, he
         turned slippery and slid right through your fingers. The reason he liked me was because I was smart enough to leave him alone
         most of the time.
      

      
      It was harder than it looked.

      
      He greeted me now at the front door of his small apartment building, in answer to my intercom call. “The lock’s broken,” he
         explained as he gave me a brusque kiss on the cheek. “I can’t buzz people in anymore. Have to come down.”
      

      
      “Can’t you get them to fix it?”

      
      He shrugged. “I’m only in town until the next job. Someone who lives here all the time can deal with it. Come on.”

      
      He led me upstairs and I studied him from the back. He looked good: a little thinner than the last time I’d seen him, and
         his wavy light brown hair hadn’t been cut for a while, but both things suited him. The guy could still pass for a college
         student even though he was over thirty.
      

      
      The last time we’d gone out for drinks together, we had both been carded.

      
      We entered his apartment. It looked exactly the same as it had six months ago, when I’d last been there: an IKEA sofa, a couple
         of framed generic prints on the wall, a large-screen HD TV. Not much else. “So you already have another job lined up?” I asked, turning toward him as he closed the door behind us.
      

      
      Ryan nodded. “Yep. With Jonathan Bluestein.” I must have looked pretty blank, because he added, “He directed that movie I
         worked on a few years ago, Coach Class. I’m not sure you ever saw it.” He didn’t bother to wait for my response. “Anyway, I leave for Turkey sometime early or mid-December
         for a three-month shoot.”
      

      
      “Really? Turkey? Wow.” I tried not to sound disappointed. I thought he’d be in town longer than that. “You’ll miss Christmas.”

      
      “Yeah and it’s so meaningful to me,” he said. “What with my not being religious or having kids. I care as much about missing
         Martin Luther King, Jr. Day.” There was a slight, possibly awkward pause. “Take off your shoes, stay awhile,” he said then
         with a sly grin. “You want something to drink?”
      

      
      “It’s not even noon yet.”

      
      “I’m still on European time.”

      
      “Yeah, well, I’m not. I’ll have a glass of water, though.” I followed him into the kitchen, where he opened the fridge, which
         was empty except for a bottle of wine, a few take-out packets of soy sauce and hot mustard, and a six-pack of Evian water.
         “Do you ever eat at home?” I asked as he handed me one of the waters.
      

      
      “Never.”

      
      We went back into the other room and sat next to each other on the sofa, a little stiff and awkward the way we always were
         when we hadn’t seen each other for a while, and he told me about the shoot he’d just been on, which had taken him first to
         Paris and then to London.
      

      
      “You’re so freakin’ lucky,” I said. “I want your life.”

      
      “You can’t have it. I still use it.” He flicked at my hair. “What’s going on with this? I remember when you first did this green stripe thing, but now it’s looking kind of faded and
         putrid. And then there’s some red dye over on this side—”
      

      
      I moved my head away from his touch irritably. “I don’t know. I’m just growing it out, I guess.”

      
      “Then dye it all back to normal,” he said. “It just looks like a mess. And then there’s the piercings and the tattoos…”

      
      I self-consciously reached up and touched the ring in my eyebrow and the stud in my nose.

      
      He shook his head. “Honestly, Rickie, when are you going to clean yourself up? Let yourself look like a pretty girl for once?”

      
      I crossed my arms. “So you’re saying I’m not pretty?”
      

      
      “You’re pretty,” he said and, leaning forward, carefully uncrossed my arms like he was peeling a banana.

      
      That was enough of a cue for me: I fell back against the sofa cushions, eagerly pulling him down on top of me. This is what
         I had come to see him for, after all.
      

      
      I was twenty-five years old and rarely had the opportunity to have sex. Lust ruled my body. I couldn’t even look at a men’s
         jeans ad without getting aroused. So, once the dam had burst, I started grabbing at Ryan like some kind of crazed thing, eagerly sliding my hands over his chest and then tearing off my own shirt to offer up my small breasts to his touch.
      

      
      Everything he did felt so good I could have screamed—my whole body, all of my skin, every inch of me responded to the slightest
         touch from his fingers. When we finally moved to his bed, both of us stripping off our jeans a little frantically before climbing
         up, I pushed him down and straddled him and he laughed and let me do whatever I wanted until he was breathing pretty hard
         and then he rolled me over onto my back and took charge.
      

      
      I wondered at some point whether I was the last woman he’d slept with or if there had been another—or others—since then, some Parisian girl, or maybe a British one. I told myself
         it didn’t matter. But I couldn’t put the question completely out of my mind.
      

      
      Afterwards, we lay side by side, catching our breath.

      
      “We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” I said eventually.

      
      “Never,” Ryan said. “We have to never stop meeting like this. Promise me that when you’re married and all settled down with
         like ten or twelve kids, you’ll still meet me like this.”
      

      
      “You don’t think my husband will object?”

      
      “Nah. He’ll be grateful. How could one man ever keep up with you, Rickie?”

      
      “I’m really not such a major nympho,” I said. “I only seem like one because I get it so seldom. I mean, this is it for me
         until you come back to town again.”
      

      
      “I’m here for a little while this time. There’ll be time for more.”

      
      “Good.” I curled up against him so I could nuzzle at his neck.

      
      “Why don’t you have a boyfriend?” Ryan asked, pushing me away so he could look at my face. “Every time I come back to town,
         I think, ‘This time Rickie will be with someone.’ ”
      

      
      “Are you relieved or disappointed when I’m not?”

      
      “Do you really have to ask?” He pushed my overgrown hair back over my shoulder and studied the effect. “From a purely selfish
         standpoint, I’m thrilled you’re available. But as your sort-of-not-really older brother, I worry about you.”
      

      
      “Don’t. I’m fine. And please don’t refer to yourself as my brother when we’re still in bed together.”

      
      “You should be doing more with your life,” he said. “That’s how you meet people. When are you going to go back to school?”

      
      “I take classes online.” Only one easy course at a time, but I always kept myself enrolled so I could tell people I was working
         on getting my bachelor’s degree. Otherwise, they acted all judgmental—like Ryan was right now.
      

      
      Unfortunately, he had heard that line too many times. “Oh, please. That doesn’t get you out and meeting people. If you’re
         not going to get serious about your education, then you should get a job. How long are you going to keep mooching off your
         parents, anyway?”
      

      
      “I don’t know,” I said. “How long are you going to keep living like a college student and running away to other countries
         to avoid making any long-term decisions about your life?”
      

      
      “Ten more years,” he said calmly. “At least.”

      
      “You’ll be over forty by then.”

      
      “So? And you still haven’t answered my question. Do you think about the future at all, Rickie?”

      
      I rolled onto my back and glared at the ceiling. “Leave me alone, will you?”

      
      “I’m just trying to help.”

      
      “Don’t need help,” I said. “Sex. I need sex.” I sat up and made a grab for him. He caught my hand in his.

      
      “Give me a few more minutes,” he said. “I’m not as young as I used to be. Let me recharge.”

      
      “Now that’s romantic,” I said and sat back against the headboard with a pout.

      
      “So how’s Melanie doing?” he asked, playing with my hand a little. “She okay?”

      
      “Not really. I could kill your brother.”

      
      He dropped my hand. “It’s hardly all his fault.”

      
      “He cheated on her,” I said. “With that stupid actress. How is that not all his fault?”

      
      “She didn’t have to throw him out so quickly. She could have given him another chance. People sometimes do things that they regret. They don’t deserve to have their lives ruined
         because of one bad moment.”
      

      
      I pulled the blanket up over my body and pinned it across my chest with my arms. “You probably don’t know this because you’ve
         been away and Gabriel’s not going to rush to tell you, but he’s been going around publicly with that woman and totally throwing
         it in poor Mel’s face that he’s in love with someone younger and prettier. He doesn’t give a shit about saving the marriage.”
      

      
      “You’re wrong,” Ryan said. “Melanie broke his heart when she threw him out.”

      
      “He cheated on her.”
      

      
      “She could have forgiven him.”

      
      “Some things are unforgivable.”

      
      “Nothing’s unforgivable.”

      
      I scowled. “That’s what cheaters always say.”

      
      “I’ve never cheated on anyone in my life.”

      
      “Yeah, well, you can’t cheat when you don’t commit.”

      
      He gave an indifferent shrug. “Maybe. But my point still stands: your sister could have saved the marriage if she’d wanted
         to.”
      

      
      “God, I hate men!” I slid out of the bed and reached down for my underpants, which were still caught in my jeans. “You can
         behave like total assholes and then find a way to pin the blame on everyone but you.”
      

      
      “You’re not listening to me,” Ryan said. “And why are you getting dressed already?”

      
      I turned to him, wearing only my underwear. “Because Melanie is the only truly decent person I know, and your brother screwed
         her over and broke her heart and you’re defending him.”
      

      
      He put his hands up. “I’m sorry. Look, I don’t want to fight with you, Rickie.”
      

      
      “I know,” I said dully. “You want to have sex with me.”

      
      “Right. Is that so bad?”

      
      I considered for a moment and then I sighed. “Nah. That’s why I’m here.” I crawled back into the bed next to him. “But let’s
         not talk about them anymore, okay? We’re not going to agree on this one and it makes me too angry.”
      

      
      “Yeah, okay,” he said. He held out his arms and I moved into them and against his chest. He gently rubbed my arm and my shoulder,
         and then his hand slid down to cover my left breast. He cupped it in his hand while his thumb lightly played with the nipple
         until I made a little involuntary noise of pleasure. “There,” he said. “Now are we back in sync?”
      

      
      “Depends,” I said. “Are you recharged?”

      
      “Getting there,” he said with a grin. “Definitely getting there.”

      
      “I’m hungry,” Ryan said a little while later. “You want to grab something?”

      
      I sat up and looked at my watch, which was the only thing I was wearing at that particular moment. It was a good one, too,
         a vintage Hamilton that my parents had given me for my twenty-fifth birthday. I had taken it as my mother’s not-so-subtle
         way of suggesting I keep to a schedule. “I should get going.”
      

      
      “What time is it?” he asked with a yawn. “I’m still so jet-lagged I never know whether it’s morning or night.”

      
      “It’s past two-thirty. I have to pick Noah up from school at three.”

      
      Ryan propped a pillow under his head. “How is the little guy doing, anyway?” he said in the affable but remote tone he always
         used when the subject of Noah came up.
      

      
      I leaned over the side of the bed to snatch up my clothes. “He’s fine.”
      

      
      That satisfied him: it wasn’t like he really cared. “Great. Hey, there’s this new place about three blocks away I want to
         try. I think it’s Lebanese. Something Middle Eastern, anyway. You sure you don’t have time to just run over for a few minutes?”
      

      
      “I’m worried about traffic.”

      
      “What would happen if you were a couple of minutes late? I mean, they don’t throw him out on the street, right?”

      
      I shook my head. “He freaks if I’m late.”

      
      “Too bad. I really wanted to try this place with you.”

      
      I didn’t say anything, but I was bummed too. It would have been nice to have lazily gotten dressed and wandered out to that
         restaurant and eaten there; we probably would have had the place to ourselves at this time of day. Instead I’d be fighting
         traffic all the way back to the Westside just to sit in car pool for half an hour with my little car heating up in the sun
         and people cutting me off with their enormous SUVs and Noah complaining as soon as he got in the car about something his teacher
         or one of the other kids had said to him that had hurt his feelings and ruined his day, his week, his month, his year…
      

      
      “Maybe we can have dinner one night next week,” Ryan said.

      
      “I’ll have to check with my parents.” I made a face. “And beg them to babysit. You know how I love to owe them favors.”

      
      He yawned again. “No wonder you don’t get out much.”

      
      “Yeah.” I got off the bed and pulled on my pants. “Having a kid at nineteen really screws up your dating life,” I said, trying
         to sound lighthearted about it.
      

      
      “Well,” he said, closing his eyes sleepily, “you’ll always have me.”
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      On my way back down the stairs, I fished my cell phone out of my purse and saw, with a sick feeling of guilt, that I had missed
         a couple of calls from Noah’s school. This couldn’t be good. I called back and was immediately forwarded to the nurse, who
         informed me that I should come as soon as possible because Noah wasn’t feeling well. “Don’t worry, Mom,” she said in a carefully
         cheerful voice that meant he was in the room with her. “He’s fine.” I resisted a familiar urge to point out I wasn’t her mom
         and told her I’d be there as soon as I could.
      

      
      The drive across town felt endless. Traffic was bad, and even when it cleared up for a few blocks, I’d get stuck behind someone
         slow.
      

      
      Car pool had already begun by the time I got to school. I parked out on the street and raced inside, taking the stairs three
         at a time as I headed up to the administrative offices on the top floor, where the nurse’s office was. Noah was sitting on
         the edge of her sofa, his shoulders hunched forward and his arms folded tight across his stomach like he had to protect it
         from an incoming fist.
      

      
      “Mom!” he said, raising his head as I ran over to him. “Where were you? We were calling and calling.” His face was pale and
         he had dark circles under his eyes.
      

      
      “You okay?” I asked. He shook his head. I knelt down on the floor next to him, holding my arms out, and he collapsed against
         my shoulder. “What happened?”
      

      
      “Caleb gave me a brownie,” he said into my neck.

      
      “And you ate it?”

      
      “He said it was gluten free.”

      
      “Noah—”
      

      
      “Really, Mom!” He sat up and looked at me with big, earnest eyes. “He asked me if I wanted a brownie and I said I’m not allowed
         to eat it unless it’s gluten free and he said it was and that his mom got it specially for me. So I ate it and then my stomach
         hurt and then I threw up and he started laughing and so did the other boys. They high-fived him.”
      

      
      I looked over at the nurse, who was sitting in her desk chair watching us. “Did he tell you this?”

      
      She nodded and smiled complacently. “I reminded him that he should only eat the food you pack him.”

      
      “He’s six,” I said. “He believed Caleb.”
      

      
      “He’ll be all right,” she said calmly. “He already looks a lot better.”

      
      “Why did it take you so long?” Noah said to me. “I’ve been here forever.”

      
      “I’m sorry. I didn’t hear my phone.”

      
      “You never hear your phone!” He burst into tears. For some reason, eating gluten not only made him sick to his stomach, it also made
         him emotionally fragile. I hugged him, not bothering to argue the point, just wishing he didn’t have to deal with this thing.
      

      
      It hadn’t occurred to me for the first few years of Noah’s life that there was something weird about how small he was until
         Melanie gently pointed out that he was still wearing size two clothing at the age of four and said that maybe I should make
         sure he was okay. I checked with the pediatrician and, long (miserable, painful, boring) story short, a few months later Noah
         was diagnosed with celiac disease. The GI doctor said that he’d make up all the height he’d lost so long as we kept him on
         a strict gluten-free diet, but here we were, two years later, and he was still really small for his age. It was possible I wasn’t careful enough about his diet. Or that he was simply doomed by his genes to be a ninety-nine-pound weakling.
      

      
      I mean, by the genes he got from me, since I was a shrimp. But his dad was pretty tall. We used to joke about how his too-tall genes and my too-short genes would
         cancel each other out and our children would be normal.
      

      
      “Normal” was the last thing anyone would call Noah.

      
      The worst of it was that because Noah went to this exclusive private school that my parents insisted on (and paid for)—and,
         yes, the same one that I had gone to not that long ago and the same one that his cousins currently went to—all the other kids were like these huge athletic beasts. I don’t know what
         parents fed their kids on the Westside of LA, but it was clearly high in nutrients. Or human growth hormone. The infamous
         Caleb was the worst, a kid who could already be described as “hulking” at the age of six, and who managed, through an apparently
         irresistible combination of charisma and brute force, to convince half the boys in the class to join him in torturing the
         other half.
      

      
      A few weeks earlier Noah had come home crying because Caleb and his friends hadn’t let him sit at their activity table during
         class free time, so I asked his teacher if she could do something about their behavior. Ms. Hayashi’s response was to ask
         me if I’d been adequately “encouraging” Noah to make more friends. “You’d be surprised at what a difference it can make for
         a child to feel like he’s made a connection or two in his class,” she said. “You really should try to set up more playdates.”
      

      
      Like it was my fault the kid was ostracized. Like it had something to do with the fact that his mother was at least a decade
         younger than all the other moms and didn’t have a single friend among them, that she dropped him off quickly in the morning and picked him up even more quickly in the afternoon and never talked to any of the other mothers or made plans
         with them or scheduled playdates with their kids. Like that had something to do with Noah’s problems.
      

      
      Personally, I blamed Caleb.

      
      I always kept a plastic bag or two in my car. Noah was so sensitive to gluten that the smallest crumb made him throw up a
         half hour later, so he frequently vomited on the way home from restaurants. We were both so used to it that it didn’t faze
         either of us—he’d just ask for the Bag and I’d toss it back at him and he’d throw up into it and that would be that.
      

      
      I asked him as we got in the car if he needed the Bag, but he shook his head. “Nah. I’m done barfing.”

      
      “Good to know.” I started the car.

      
      “Can I watch TV when I get home?” he asked as we drove off.

      
      “Not until your homework’s done.” He had a few minutes of homework every night, usually a worksheet and a list of vocabulary
         words to study for each Friday’s spelling test.
      

      
      “But I’m sick.”

      
      “You’re not sick,” I said. “You ate some gluten and that made you throw up.”

      
      “The brownie was GF. Caleb told me so, so I think I might have the flu.”

      
      “Caleb was lying.”

      
      “No, he wasn’t. I think the brownie was GF and I threw up because I’m a little sick.”

      
      “You’re not sick. Caleb tricked you into eating something he knew you weren’t supposed to have.”

      
      “No, he didn’t,” Noah said. “Caleb’s my friend.”

      
      “Caleb is a little—” I stopped, realizing that anything I said would only make Noah feel worse.
      

      
      He knew as well as I did that Caleb was no friend to him and that he had been the butt of a mean prank. But if it made him
         feel better to pretend otherwise, I didn’t have the heart to take that away from him.
      

      
      To my frustration, he was crying again two days later when I picked him up in car pool. The teacher who was helping him get into the car leaned forward and whispered
         to me, “I don’t know what’s wrong. He wouldn’t tell me,” before cheerily singing out, “Have a good one!” and closing the door.
      

      
      As Noah struggled to buckle his seat belt through his tears, I twisted in my seat so I could look back at him. His nose was
         running and his hair was sticking up with sweat. His T-shirt was on backwards; I hadn’t noticed it that morning when I’d dropped
         him off, but we’d both slept late and had been rushing.
      

      
      All around us were perfect moms with perfect hairdos picking up their strong and happy little kids and their playdate friends
         and hauling them off to play at a park or have private tennis lessons—and then there was Noah and me.
      

      
      I sighed and shifted the car into Drive. “So what’s up, Noey?”

      
      “It’s all Coach Andrew’s fault. The whole class was mean to me and it was all his fault.”

      
      I was about to swing the car out of the car-pool lane when some woman in a black Mercedes tried to pull in front of me, cutting
         the line and breaking all the school rules. There wasn’t enough room for her car so she got stuck at an angle, which left
         me just as stuck until the cars up ahead moved out of the way. I suppressed the urge to swear at her and contented myself
         with a glare. She blithely played with a strand of her blond hair and stared blankly off into the distance, like she had no
         idea someone in my car wanted her to die. “Coach Andrew?” I repeated through gritted teeth. “Who’s that?”
      

      
      “God, Mom. He’s the new PE coach. Don’t you even know that?”

      
      “Sorry.” I didn’t keep up with much at school. “So what did he do?”

      
      “He was making our class run up and down the stairs because the sixth-graders were using the field. He said we had to do it
         ten times. It was so hard.” Noah’s voice got uneven. “I did it a couple of times but then I couldn’t even breathe anymore
         and I told him so, but he just pointed up the stairs and said I had to keep going. I started crying and then everyone made
         fun of me and he let them.”
      

      
      My stomach hurt. The driver in front of me inched forward with a lurch and then braked hard again. I was still blocked from
         moving. God, I hated the rich blond women at that school. They all thought they owned the universe and taught their big blond
         kids to think so too. I took a deep breath. “How did they make fun of you, Noey?”
      

      
      “I had to crawl up the stairs because I couldn’t walk anymore and they called me a baby and then some of the kids started
         kicking me.” A strangled sob. “But Coach Andrew didn’t care. He just said I’d have to go see Dr. Wilson if I stopped trying.”
         Dr. Wilson was the school director, a tall, angular man in his mid-sixties with gray hair, whose vaguely humorous geniality
         toward the kids did nothing to diminish their terror of him. “The other kids were kicking me and he didn’t say they’d have to see Dr. Wilson, just me. It wasn’t fair.”
      

      
      “I’m sorry,” I said. Had the coach really let the other kids kick him? Noah could be overly dramatic. But his misery seemed genuine. And I’d believe that Caleb and his pals were capable of anything.
      

      
      “You have to write a note, Mom. Please. Please write a note saying I don’t have to do PE ever again. Please, Mom.”
      

      
      “I’ll talk to Dr. Wilson about it,” I said. “He’s very smart about these things.”

      
      “Maybe he’ll fire Coach Andrew,” Noah said hopefully.

      
      Louis Wilson sat in an armchair at a forty-five-degree angle from where I was sitting in another, lower armchair, and smiled
         his careful smile. “I must say, there’s something very moving to me about seeing you in here as a parent, Rickie.”
      

      
      “I feel like I’m in trouble.” I gave a little laugh, but it was true. I had never actually been called into his office when
         I was a student there, but it still had that effect on me.
      

      
      “Don’t worry,” he said. “I rarely give my parents detention.” We both smiled, but I felt his eyes taking in the stud in my
         nose, the eyebrow ring, the tattoo that ran around my left wrist, the tight jeans and worn T-shirt I was wearing, and I felt
         eleven years old again. Only a lot less confident than I was back when I was eleven and a total teacher’s pet.
      

      
      I cleared my throat. “It’s about Noah,” I said. As if he hadn’t guessed. “He was pretty upset about something that happened
         in PE.”
      

      
      “Yes,” Dr. Wilson said. Every time he spoke, I could practically see a subtitle floating in front of him. His “yes” was really
         I’m well aware of the problems your son has been causing in our PE class.

      
      “I know he’s not the best athlete—”

      
      “We don’t care about that,” he said calmly. It’s his attitude that concerns us. “All we ask is that our students engage and make an effort to enjoy themselves.”
      

      
      “He’s trying,” I said. “But it’s hard for him. He’s so small and he has this autoimmune disease—”
      

      
      “The PE coaches are all aware of Noah’s health issues,” he said. “As am I.” He leaned back in his chair. He was wearing a
         dark wool suit with a tie. I had been acquainted with Dr. Wilson for close to two decades and had never seen him without a
         jacket and tie. “They take that into account when they’re working with his class.” Trust me, we don’t want any lawsuits.

      
      “Not always.” In an effort to look relaxed, I crossed my own legs, but that exposed the hummingbird tattoo on my right ankle
         and I quickly uncrossed them. “Yesterday he said that the coach—the new guy—had made him run up and down a flight of stairs
         a bunch of times, and it was just too much for him.”
      

      
      “Hmm,” he said. “He found that difficult?”

      
      His skepticism angered me, which was good: my anger buoyed me up, made me less afraid of this man who had been the ultimate
         authority throughout my childhood. “Noah told me he was so tired he had to crawl up the stairs and some of the other kids
         started kicking him. And the coach let them.”
      

      
      Dr. Wilson contemplated me, eyes narrowed. “You’re sure about this?”

      
      “It’s what he told me.”

      
      For a moment he studied my face hard, like he was trying to probe through to my brain to see if there was any deception going
         on in there. Then he sighed, stood up, and opened his office door. “Barb?” he said to his assistant. “Would you please locate
         Coach Andrew and have him come right to my office?”
      

      
      He closed the door. I had risen to my feet when he had, so we were face to face when he turned around again.

      
      I dropped my eyes first.

      
      “How are your parents?” he asked abruptly.

      
      “They’re fine.” I realized I was fidgeting like a little kid, shifting from one foot to the other. I forced myself to stop.
      

      
      “I’ll be seeing your mother next week at the board of trustees meeting,” he said. “It’s such a pleasure working with her.”

      
      “Oh, good,” I said and kind of meant it. My mother was president of the board, which made her, in a certain sense, Louis Wilson’s
         boss. I wondered if Dr. Wilson was thinking about that now. I hoped so.
      

      
      “Excuse me,” he said. He wandered over to his desk and shuffled through a few papers while I rocked on my heels and looked
         around the room. There were a bunch of plaques on the wall, including one my mother had designed that said, FROM THE SIXTH-GRADE CLASS OF 1998, which was my class.
      

      
      “It feels like yesterday to me,” Dr. Wilson said from over by the desk, looking up.

      
      “It feels like forever ago to me.”

      
      “Time passes more quickly at my age. Too quickly.” He went back to the papers on his desk.

      
      There was a knock on the door, and the coach came in. He was wearing sweatpants and a blue T-shirt and a baseball cap. He
         looked younger than I expected. His shoulders were slightly stooped and he was more skinny than muscular. “You wanted to see
         me?” he said, addressing Dr. Wilson but glancing at me, clearly trying to place me—I didn’t look like the kind of teacher
         Dr. Wilson was likely to hire but I didn’t look much like a parent, either.
      

      
      “Andrew,” Dr. Wilson said, with a brisk clearing of his throat, “this is Noah Allen’s mother. Rickie Allen.”

      
      “Ah.” He nodded slowly. “Hi. Nice to meet you.” He held out his hand and, as we shook, his eyes strayed to the tattoo on my
         wrist. As he raised them again to my face, I could see they were dark—almost black—and unreadable. “So what’s up?” He looked back and forth between us.
      

      
      “Rickie?” said Dr. Wilson with a gallant little “go ahead” kind of a gesture. You wanted to complain. So complain.

      
      I swallowed. I wasn’t a confrontational kind of person. I was more of a hide-in-your-room-and-sulk kind of person. But I was
         Noah’s mom and dealing with this was just something I had to do. I raised my chin. “Noah said you made him crawl up the stairs
         and let the other kids kick him.”
      

      
      “Whoa, whoa,” Coach Andrew said, putting his palms up. “I don’t let anyone kick anyone in my class.”

      
      “He said kids were kicking him.”

      
      “They weren’t,” he said emphatically. “I was right there at the foot of the stairs, watching. No one was kicking anybody.
         But it is true that Noah chose to crawl up the steps, even after I asked him to stop, and it’s possible someone might have
         bumped him by accident on their way back down.”
      

      
      “He said he was too weak to climb anymore. He’s not very strong—he’s got an autoimmune disease.”

      
      “I know. The school nurse said it shouldn’t affect his ability to keep up.”

      
      “It obviously did the other day.”

      
      “Noah needs to run around more,” he said. “Build up his stamina. He’s not weak because of his disease, he’s weak because he
         doesn’t get enough exercise.”
      

      
      Could he have been any less sympathetic? “You don’t know anything about his health or how much he does or doesn’t exercise,”
         I said tightly. “You pushed him too hard. And when he tried to tell you it was too much, you wouldn’t even listen and let
         the other kids make fun of him. He was still crying about it when I picked him up.”
      

      
      Dr. Wilson had been watching our exchange with his arms crossed as if he were hoping we would work it all out without him, but now he said with patronizing gentleness, “Noah does resort to tears fairly often, Rickie, which sometimes makes it hard to know how seriously to take them.”
      

      
      He had a point, but I wasn’t in the mood to hear it right then. “Whatever,” I said. “I just don’t think PE class is working
         for him right now. Can’t he go to the library or something while the rest of the kids run up stairs and beat each other up
         for exercise?”
      

      
      “You can’t take him out of PE,” the coach said. “Noah needs more exercise, not less. The more he can keep up, the more fun
         he’ll have.”
      

      
      “Oh, right, because climbing stairs is such fun.”

      
      He flushed. “We were a little restricted yesterday because we didn’t have access to the field. But the other kids liked it—we
         made a game out of seeing how many times they could go up and down.”
      

      
      I turned to Dr. Wilson. “How about we make a deal? I’ll make sure Noah climbs a flight of stairs five times a day if you let
         him skip PE.”
      

      
      The principal shook his head. “As long as Noah goes to Fenwick, he’ll take PE with his class. It would be doing him a disservice
         to single him out by excusing him.”
      

      
      I stepped back, flinging up my hands in disgust. “So, in other words, nothing is going to change.”

      
      “I’m not ignoring this, Rickie,” Dr. Wilson said. Years of managing parents had made him smooth as silk; anger slid right
         off of him. “We’ll put our heads together and figure out some way to offer Noah some extra support during class. Right, Andrew?”
      

      
      His face was impassive. “Of course.”

      
      I looked back and forth between the two of them. Dr. Wilson was smiling his bland fixer smile at me, and the coach wouldn’t even meet my eyes. I wasn’t going to get anything more
         out of either of them. “Fine,” I said. I grabbed my bag and left the office.
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      When I brought Noah home from school a few hours later, Melanie’s car was parked in front of our house. It often was those
         days. A few months earlier, when she and Gabriel had first separated, they agreed that their kids’ lives should be disrupted
         as little as possible. So instead of uprooting Nicole and Cameron or making them shuttle back and forth between two homes,
         they took turns living with them in their old house.
      

      
      My mother invited Melanie to stay with us on the nights Gabriel was with the kids, and Melanie gratefully moved some clothes
         in and took over my mother’s office. Mom carried her desk and files down to the family room. Mel kept saying that she was
         going to find an apartment, that she shouldn’t impose, but we had the space and her heart wasn’t in the search, which was
         probably just as well. She needed company to distract her from worrying about whether Gabriel had remembered to give Nicole
         her antibiotics or to pack Cameron a sack lunch for his field trip and stuff like that.
      

      
      She kept her cell phone on and within reach at all times and dove on it the second it rang.

      
      If you passed by her room at the kids’ bedtime, you’d see her all curled up around her phone, singing and chanting her way
         through some bedtime ritual with them.
      

      
      When she was away from her own kids, she poured a lot of her frustrated maternal impulses into Noah. She’d spend hours baking
         gluten-free cookies for him and searching out books at the library she thought he’d like.
      

      
      Noah wasn’t the kind of kid to go around saying “I love you,” but if he had been, I think he’d have said it to Mel way before
         he’d have said it to me or even to my mother, whose relationship with him was always a little distant, a little judgmental.
         “He’s your child,” she liked to say whenever a decision had to be made about something to do with Noah.
      

      
      I don’t know why she felt the need to remind me of that so often. I certainly never thought of him as anything else.

      
      Sometimes it struck me as ironic that both Melanie and I had ended up living at home with my parents. It was clear why I was once again living in my childhood bedroom. But Melanie had done everything right—gone to a good school, taught at a school
         for kids with special needs, married a guy whom we all adored, and then devoted herself to raising two of the sweetest, most
         lovable kids known to mankind—so why was she, like me, unhappily wandering my parents’ hallways at two in the morning?
      

      
      You’d think I’d have felt a touch of satisfaction in our ending up in the same place. I mean, Mel was the family golden girl
         and my whole childhood was spent watching her soak up admiration and love and attention. I should have been delighted to see
         her brought down to my level, right? But that just wasn’t how things were with me and her.
      

      
      It probably helped that we didn’t actually grow up together. She mostly lived with her mother and only visited us on the weekends,
         and I was still pretty young when she went off to college. So we never had to fight over rooms or toys or who got the car
         or anything like that. No sibling rivalry because there was no reason for any.
      

      
      But it wasn’t just that.
      

      
      When I was a little tiny girl and Melanie was a teenager, she’d come over to our house and curl up with me on the bed and
         read book after book after book—whichever one I put in her hand, she’d read to me. If she got bored, she never said so. I
         remember carefully piling up all my picture books the moment I heard her voice downstairs, getting them all ready to present
         to her because she never said “Enough” or “Leave me alone.”
      

      
      When I was the teenager and she was in her twenties, she’d let me come stay at her apartment whenever I wanted, which was
         a lot because I often felt like I was going to explode under my mother’s constant scrutiny. On days when the world of cruel
         girls and indifferent boys was too much with me, I’d call Melanie and she’d say, “Come stay with me this weekend,” and then
         all weekend long there would be popcorn and manicures and stupid girly movies and no questions asked—which was why I always
         ended up telling her everything, all about the cruel girls and indifferent boys. “It sucks now,” she would say, “but I promise
         you, Rickie, it gets better,” and I’d believe her because she wasn’t old like my parents or stupid like everyone else in the
         whole world.
      

      
      When Noah was born, she left her toddler daughter and husband at home together so she could spend the night at the hospital
         with me, curled up on the hard, narrow fold-out chair that was meant to be used by the new baby’s father, whispering to me
         whenever I woke up that Noah was the cutest, the sweetest, the best little boy who had ever been born and that we were going
         to have so much fun bringing him up together.
      

      
      She kept me from being alone when it would have hurt the most.

      
      So you see, there was no way I could ever resent Melanie or rejoice in her marriage falling apart or anything like that.
      

      
      All I could do was love her.

      
      Melanie was waiting for me and Noah in the kitchen with a beautifully arranged plate of cut-up fruit. Noah grabbed a handful
         of grapes off the plate and left, probably to go play on the computer, which he wasn’t supposed to do until he’d finished
         his homework, but on days when I wanted a break I followed a strict “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy.
      

      
      That was most days, admittedly.

      
      “How was your meeting with Dr. Wilson?” Mel asked. As far as I knew, she had never had to meet with the principal about either
         of her kids.
      

      
      I described it to her and she said all the right sympathetic things but then ruined her supportive streak by adding, “They
         might have a point, though, Rickie—I mean, about Noah’s needing to get stronger. He can’t keep up with Cameron on the scooter
         and Cameron’s a year younger. He always complains when he has to walk a block, and he never wants to run around or play a
         game outside. If he stopped doing PE, he wouldn’t be getting any exercise at all and—”
      

      
      I waved my hand impatiently, cutting her off. “I know, I know.” I edged toward the doorway. “I’m going to go run and check
         my e-mail. We have to leave again in half an hour.”
      

      
      “Where to?”

      
      “Noah has a doctor’s appointment. Blood test.”

      
      “Want me to go with you?”

      
      “Nah, I’m good.”

      
      “You sure?” She looked crushed. Melanie never had anything but time on her hands when the kids were with Gabriel. My mother kept saying she should get a job, for her own sake, but Dad said to give her more time.
      

      
      Seeing her disappointment, I quickly added, “But it would be nice to have company.”

      
      Her face lit up.

      
      It went badly. Sometimes it just does. First they kept us waiting forty minutes, which gave Noah time to work himself up into
         a state of anxiety over the blood test. But that wasn’t the bad part. That came in the examining room when the nurse couldn’t
         find the vein right away and had to keep wiggling the needle around under Noah’s skin. He was sitting on my lap—the good thing
         about his being small for his age was that he still fit there—and I tried to hold him steady, but, god, it looked like it
         hurt. He had been so brave at first, too, resigned as the needle went in, just intent on reminding me that I owed him a treat
         afterwards, but then when the nurse started poking around for the vein, he turned pale, then he moaned and then he screamed
         and the scream ended in a sob. I looked at Melanie, who was standing across the room, and there were tears in her eyes but
         she mouthed, “It’s okay,” like I was the one close to crying. I just nodded and held Noah’s clammy, shaking body against my chest and closed my eyes so I
         wouldn’t have to see the sharp tip of the needle moving around under his skin and murmured over and over again, “I know it
         hurts but it helps, I know it hurts but it helps” until the words didn’t mean anything to me at all.
      

      
      Mom was cooking something on the stove when we got back. “How’d it go?” she asked, glancing over her shoulder at us, still
         stirring.
      

      
      “They couldn’t find the vein,” I said. “Had to go into the second arm. Took a while with that one, too.”

      
      Noah held up his arms to show her the gauze and Band-Aids on the inside of both elbows and Mom clucked sympathetically. “It’ll
         bruise,” he told her. He was calm now, having informed me in the car that he would never submit to another blood test. I didn’t
         bother arguing the point. When he had to, he would. “Mom got me candy,” he added. “Two kinds because it hurt even more than
         usual.”
      

      
      “I can see that,” Mom said. “There’s chocolate all over your mouth. And something blue.”

      
      “That was Fun Dip.” He turned to me. “Can I play on the computer?”

      
      “Get your homework done first.”

      
      He groaned and headed out of the kitchen.

      
      “Dinner will be ready in about half an hour,” Mom called after him.
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