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Praise for Notes on Your Sudden Disappearance


‘Heartbreaking and funny, often in the same sentence – a deeply felt, finely wrought, and highly satisfying novel. Alison Espach has created a family whose every sorrow, joy and idiosyncrasy is utterly, vibrantly real’


Claire Lombardo


‘Tender, eloquent and wise, this is an intensely beautiful book by a supremely gifted writer’


Karen Thompson Walker


‘Espach is an immensely talented writer, and her prose unfolds with a devastating lightness of touch. This novel is deeply moving, always excellent and often unexpectedly funny’


Emily St. John Mandel


‘Unputdownable, insightful, funny and emotionally profound. A book that swirls and glitters with strangeness and delight, as much a portrait of grief as a love story, both love and grief hinging on the ways we negotiate with things we cannot control, how we sit in the cockpit of the self, what we dare to share with others and what remains ineffable. Gorgeous’


Rufi Thorpe


‘Oh how I loved this novel! Alison Espach masterfully examines the effects of devastating loss with enormous wit, charm and intelligence. This is truly a novel like no other’


Joanna Rakoff


‘In Alison Espach’s hands, a teenage girl on the cusp of understanding, a dazzling older sister and a small Connecticut town become a beautifully described world filled with characters I wanted to meet, characters I still think about … The rare kind of book that made me both laugh and cry. It is hilarious and moving and deeply felt, and I was sad when it ended’


Anton DiSclafani











Praise for The Wedding People


‘The perfect book to wrap up your summer reading. It is heartwarming, hilarious, it’s a love story – it’s about love, loss and the people who come into our lives and change it forever. You guys are going to love this book!’


Jenna Bush Hager, The Today Show’s #ReadwithJenna


‘Espach’s writing reminds me of Katherine Heiny’s – keenly observant, ruthlessly honest, quietly elegant and utterly charming, with the ability to make you quietly weep when you least expect it … Nothing turns out the way anybody plans – but exactly as it should. I loved it’


Pandora Sykes


‘A wickedly funny and deeply satisfying novel about a woman with nothing to lose, armed with a green dress, some chocolate wine and a coconut pillow, cut loose to cause delightful mayhem. It’s a story of lovers who turn into strangers, strangers who turn into friends, and the weird and wonderful connections that make us feel truly alive. I loved it’


Jenny Jackson


‘Alison Espach! How does she do it? I mean, really – how? The Wedding People is so utterly, ringingly true it feels less like fiction than like a field guide to personhood. It’s so funny and romantic that I sometimes laughed out loud and sometimes got actual goosebumps. I tore through it like I didn’t have a disordered deficit of attention. It’s a perfect novel’


Catherine Newman


‘I gulped down The Wedding People – I LOVED it! It’s such a blast, so much fun to read and so funny, but also full of brilliant insights and heart-wrenching in parts – my favourite kind of book. A joyful reading experience’


Emily Itami


‘I loved it I loved it I loved it. This is pure joy in book form. I want to live in it. I did live in it, in this hotel by the ocean with these people who felt real and made me laugh and ache and WANT things for them. I cannot understate how brilliant it is. Do yourself a favour. Cancel all your plans, and read it. It brought the love back into my reading life, and I suspect it’ll have the power to bring love back into readers’ normal lives, too, such is the power of a living, breathing, beautiful story like this’


Claire Daverley


‘An absolute masterpiece – darkly, achingly funny, deeply moving and just bursting with energy and wisdom. I was unable to put this beautiful novel down and lost a great deal of sleep in the process. Perfection’


Rosie Walsh


‘Espach is an immensely talented writer, and her prose unfolds with a devastating lightness of touch’


Emily St. John Mandel


‘My very favourite kind of novel – hilarious and witty with enormous heart and characters I fell in love with. I was delighted to be at this wedding, in the middle of the drama and gossip, watching the entanglements of friendships old and new. I haven’t stopped talking about this book since I finished it, and I won’t stop until I’ve made everyone I know read it … so read it! Now! You can thank me later’


Jennifer Close


‘A fantastic modern romance, smart, funny and humane, with beautifully-rendered characters … An intelligent, uplifting, wholly enjoyable read’


Marie Phillips


‘Hilarious, moving and utterly brilliant’


Natasha Poliszczuk


‘The perfect holiday novel. Darkly funny, romantic, escapist – I was completely absorbed in its pages’


Chloe Timms


‘The best read of the year so far’


The Times


‘Alison Espach’s sparkling social observations and deft prose make for a novel that’s sharp, funny and a joy to read’


Observer


‘Fans of Sorrow and Bliss will, like me, adore The Wedding People, which is my book of the summer. As soon as I’d finished it, I wanted to read it all over again!’


Red


‘Espach has an eye for the full gamut of emotions that go hand in hand with lifelong commitment, from humour to self-involvement to pathos’


New York Times Book Review


‘Espach’s wit and warmth deliver a gratifying story about how people who have given up might find a reason to start caring again’


Washington Post


‘A feel-good testament to the life-altering magic of chance meetings’


People


‘Deceptively complex … Espach’s story of a life-changing chance encounter is as rewarding as it is unexpected’


Time


‘By deftly invoking many popular romantic comedy tropes, Espach fills this novel with champagne-tinged fizz, while never losing sight of the more sober emotional truths that kicked off her narrative’


Bustle


‘A novel that’s by turn sad, wise and mordantly funny – I loved it’


Good Housekeeping


‘A wonderfully entertaining novel’


Woman & Home
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You disappeared on a school night. Nobody was more surprised by this than me. If I believed in anything when I was thirteen, I believed in the promise of school nights. I believed in the sacred ritual of homework, then dinner, and then the laying out of our clothes for the next morning—something Mom insisted on from the very beginning.


Mom said it was important to wake up having made the decision about what to wear. So, each night, we made the decision. We brushed our teeth. We stared at each other in the mirror as the foam built and built in our mouths, and eventually one of us would speak. “Hello,” you’d say, and this would be so funny for some reason that I can’t understand now. You would start laughing, a loud burst of confetti out your mouth—and so I would start laughing, an ugly inward sucking sound that always made Mom run into a room and say, “Sally, are you okay?” which made us laugh even harder.


“She’s just laughing, Mom,” you said.


We got into our beds. We stared up at the glow-in-the-dark stars that were arranged on the ceiling to spell our names—an idea I hadn’t liked at first, since I wanted the ceiling to be an accurate reflection of the sky. But you said that was impossible. You said, the ceiling will never be the sky, Sally, and I didn’t argue, because no matter how old I became, you were always three years older than me. You always knew things I didn’t know, like there are eighty-eight constellations in the sky and only twenty-two stars in the pack. Just enough to spell our names. So we stuck the stars to the ceiling, and I spent the rest of my childhood looking up, listening to KATHY tell SALLY about all the other things she knew: The sky isn’t actually blue. The rain evaporates and goes back up to the sky.


“And did you know that trees can feel pain?” you asked.


“No,” I said.


But I wasn’t surprised. I had suspected as much ever since Dad told us that the maple tree outside our bedroom window was nearly dead. It was so old, Dad said, it might have been planted by an actual Puritan, a fact that did not impress me as much as it scared me. The tree sat on our lawn, hunched and tangled, and I didn’t like looking at it the way I didn’t like seeing the bone spurs on Dad’s feet when he took his socks off at the beach. Or the bottom row of yellow teeth that were only visible when Mom laughed really hard. It was death, I knew, waiting in the most unexpected places—inside Mom’s laughter, at the end of Dad’s toes, in the bright green leaves outside our bedroom window that couldn’t have looked more alive. So I pulled down the window shade each night before I crawled into your bed. You never pushed me away then. You liked feeling the soft tips of my fingers braiding a strand of your hair.


“Well, they can. That’s what Billy Barnes told me,” you said. “He knows things like that. His dad’s a florist.”


Then, I was a very good listener, very attentive, the teachers often wrote on my report card. I always had a follow-up question.


“Who’s Billy Barnes?” I asked.


“Who is Billy Barnes?” you said, like I was supposed to know. But I didn’t know anyone except the people in my first-grade class. We were kept hidden away from the older kids, safe in our own private wing of the school. “I’m only dancing the Football Tango with him tomorrow.”


“What’s the Football Tango?” I asked.


“Just some dance the teachers made up to celebrate Thanksgiving,” you said. “I don’t really get it. But who cares? That’s not the point.”


The point was, you were in fourth grade and he was in fifth, and you shouldn’t have been partners, but you were paired up anyway. You were the same exact height. It’s fate, you said. And it was—the next morning, it happened. You dressed up as a cheerleader and he dressed up as a football player and you tangoed across the gym and he whispered something nice about your hair and that was that. You were in love.


“What did he say about your hair?” I asked.


I was starting to learn that I did not have the right kind of hair. It was nothing like yours, which dried straight out of the shower. Mine was curly, hard to control, like one of those evil cartoon trees that pull people in with their branches when they get too close. That’s what Rick Stevenson said on the bus, anyway, just before he told me all about his chinchilla at home, the one that had recently started to eat its own babies.


“I don’t know,” you said. “Billy didn’t specify.”


After the dance, you started talking to me about Billy all of the time at night. But you never spoke to him at school.


“What would I even say?” you wondered.


I was surprised you’d ask me—what did I know about speaking to boys then? I could hardly even speak to my own grandmother and grandfather when they sat on our couch during Christmas. I would quietly pick at the hem of my dress, while you asked them questions about their old coal stove and all the milk that used to arrive at their doorstep in bottles. You accepted their gifts with an enthusiasm I couldn’t fake. “Thank you so much for the Make-Your-Own-Bubble-Gum kit,” you said to Grandma like you meant it, and I was in disbelief. Were we actually excited about making our own bubble gum? I couldn’t tell. You were so good—a natural, Dad said once, after we watched you be Peter Pan in Peter Pan.


But talking to Billy was not as easy for you.


“Billy’s in fifth grade,” you said. “And he’s going to be a famous basketball player one day. That’s what all the teachers say.”


So you just watched him from afar, paid close attention to him at recess. Collected information to bring back to me each night. Listed off all the things Billy liked: Pepperoni pizza. The Chicago Bulls. Praying mantises. And his dad, who had recently broken his neck.


“It’s really tragic,” you said. Then you told the story as if you had been at Bill’s Tree and Garden when Billy’s dad fell off the ladder. “He must have fallen twenty feet through the air, Sally! It was crazy! He cracked his spine in two places.”


“Is he going to die?” I asked.


I couldn’t imagine someone breaking their neck and not dying. I imagined Billy’s father’s neck, bent at a right angle.


“No,” you said. “He’ll be fine. But still. It’s really scary. I mean, who knew being a florist was so dangerous?”


I remember you sounded proud for some reason, like you had broken your own neck.


You told me so much about Billy that by the time I actually saw him, it felt surreal. We stepped out of Dad’s car and onto the parking lot of Bill’s Tree and Garden, and you clutched my arm like you did whenever we saw a fox in the woods.


“It’s Billy Barnes,” you whispered.


We knew foxes lived here, but we were always surprised to see one in our yard. It was Connecticut. It was the suburbs. We lived one street away from a Dunkin’ Donuts. We never expected to be so lucky, to be in the right place at the right time. In the same parking lot where Billy was moving small white trees out of a van.


Dad went inside to get marigolds for the mailbox, but we stood quietly by the entrance. We plucked petals off a nearby rosebush, pretended like we weren’t watching him, but we were, of course. We were studying him very closely, though now it’s hard to remember much about the moment. All I can picture is his hair, so thick and brown, like it was made of plastic. Like he was one of my Fisher-Price toys.


“What are you still doing out here, girls?” Dad said when he returned with two pots of gold flowers. The moment was over.


“Nothing,” you said, but we both knew we were guilty of something. We stuffed the red petals into our pockets before Dad could see, and you promised me it wasn’t stealing because the petals would grow back bigger and brighter, like the worms we sometimes cut in the woods. When Dad started driving, you pulled a petal out of your pocket and started running it along your bottom lip.


“It’s so soft,” you said, handing it to me. “Feel.”


I pressed the rose petal to my lip and felt its softness and that was that.


Talking about Billy became part of the nightly ritual. Like a prayer before bed. Every night that year, we turned off the lights and I pulled down the window shade and you told me about how he gave you a pencil for no reason in the hallway. Ate a bumblebee at recess, also for no reason. Brought in carnations for the entire school. For Valentine’s Day.


“Isn’t that nice?” you asked.


“Isn’t his dad a florist?” I asked.


Some nights, we wondered about the things we didn’t know, things we could never know about Billy. What would it feel like to kiss him, and do you think he’d be a good husband?


Of course, we decided.


“I bet he’ll take his daughters to the Grand Canyon,” you said.


“He’ll give them whole dollars when they lose their teeth,” I said. “Not like Dad.”


In the morning, we woke up and we were always disappointed by the clothes we had laid out the night before. We changed our minds about what to wear, which you said we were allowed to do, and yet I felt bad for the rejected clothes all during breakfast, sometimes apologized to them before we ran to the bus. When you heard me doing this, you laughed. “Sally, they’re just shoes!” you said. “It’s just a shirt!” But I couldn’t stop feeling that they were more than that, that everything was secretly alive, which was why I also said goodbye to the radiators before we left.


After his dad broke his neck, Billy became famous for doing stupid things, too, like putting a carrot in the pencil sharpener before lunch and jumping off the roof after school.


“Who dares me to jump off this roof?” Billy shouted down to us all on the blacktop.


Nobody did. Not even Rick Stevenson, who had spent all of lunchtime crushing his SweeTARTS into a fine powder and then snorting them up his nose. Rick just looked concerned.


“It’s too high!” Rick shouted. Then he turned to us. “Billy’s going to die.”


We looked up at Billy, high on the roof like the American flag. For the first time in his life, Rick seemed right. Billy was going to die. You and I exchanged a secret glance.


“Billy is so dumb,” you said to me, but you smiled as you said it, as if it were the best thing a boy could be.


The fall was quick and hard. We ran to Billy, but we were all too afraid to touch him. On the pavement, unconscious, Billy didn’t look like Billy at all. He was too still, and it made no sense, because whenever you talked about Billy, he was always moving, like a car that never shut off. But the longer I stood above him, the more unfamiliar he became. Gave me the same feeling I got when I saw Grandpa at his wake. He looked like a total stranger in his casket, stiff and covered in someone else’s makeup.


“Somebody help him!” you shouted.


I ran for help. But the whole time down the hallway, I was confused. If we don’t know Billy by this point, I thought, who could we ever know? And then I got the nurse, who was, you said, not really a nurse.


“What is she then?” I asked you.


We watched her wipe the blood off Billy’s arms and legs.


“She’s just Priscilla Mountain’s mom,” you said.


We stood on the pavement for a long time after that, like two beads strung on the chain of Billy’s life.


Billy broke his leg in two places, which made him a celebrity at school. When he returned from the hospital, everybody lined up to sign his cast, even the teachers. Some girls drew pink hearts next to their name, and some girls, like Priscilla, wrote their phone numbers on his kneecap.


“Why did you do that?” you said to Priscilla, not like you were mad, but like maybe you should have done something like that.


“I like him,” Priscilla said, and shrugged as if it were no big deal, and yet it annoyed me for the same reason it annoyed me that she was sleeping over. Put her sleeping bag between our beds and a framed picture of her parents on our nightstand and talked about Billy as if he belonged to her.


“We liked Billy way before he broke his leg,” I said.


“Sally!” you said.


It felt important—to have loved Billy before he jumped off the roof. To have danced the Football Tango with him way back when. But Priscilla seemed skeptical.


“You like Billy?” Priscilla asked. “You never talk about him.”


Now it was your turn to shrug. “He’s okay,” you said.


You were actually quite shy when you were in fourth grade, something I did not realize at the time, since you were never shy around me. In our room, at night, you were always most yourself.


“I feel like I can say anything to you,” you confessed to me after Priscilla left.


But Billy was too popular to talk to, you said. And once his leg healed, Billy was always surrounded by boys, always playing games in the side yard at recess. Football. Soccer. Then basketball. Billy didn’t care about talking to girls. Billy didn’t care about anything but the Chicago Bulls and how many pull-ups people did during gym class. And dogs. Billy loved dogs. Brought his father’s service dog in once for show-and-tell and we followed him through the halls all day. Billy never looked back at us, only bent down to ruffle his dog’s head. A yellow Lab.


You tried to get his attention in other ways. At the end of the year, you auditioned for the Disney Spectacular. You dressed up as Annie Oakley for our school’s Famous Women Throughout History convention at the end of the year. When all the girls in our school came as famous princesses or queens, you put on your cowboy hat and put a plastic gun in your pocket, because we could do things like that back then. We went to the cafeteria, where our teachers passed out buttons that said “Push Me,” and you came alive when people pushed your button. You twirled your gun and delivered your best western twang. Everybody clapped, except Billy. Billy reached out for your plastic gun, turned it over and over, as if he were an antique dealer, appraising it.


Meanwhile, I was dressed in black, all the way on the other side of the cafeteria. People looked at my button, which for some reason said, “Plush me” instead of “Push Me.” Boys from my class circled around and Rick Stevenson said, “Ha, Ha. Plush Me. Sally wants to get plushed.” I stood straight and thin lipped with one hand on one hip. I felt severe in my bonnet. I didn’t know what getting plushed was, but I knew I didn’t ever want it to happen to me. I knew it would never have happened to Annie Oakley. She, I thought, got a gun.


“So, what are you?” Billy asked.


During all of our nightly conversations, it had never occurred to me that I might actually speak to Billy one day. I had loved Billy the way I loved Hawaii or Paris, two places we talked about visiting at night, but knew we’d never see because Dad claimed he was too tall to fit in an airplane for that long. So we put up posters of Paris in our room and talked about the kind of croissants we would eat at the base of the Eiffel Tower and that felt like enough.


But here was Billy, standing before me, waiting for a response.


“I’m Florence Nightingale,” I finally said.


Mom’s idea, which sounded like a good one when she suggested it, but stupid as soon as Billy said, “Is that some kind of a flower?”


“No. She was a famous nurse,” I said. “In the Crimean War.”


I had a long speech prepared, about how heroic she had been, how her great skill was careful observation. I was even going to mime stitching someone’s wound. But Billy said, “Sorry, never heard of it,” and then walked off with his friends to the water fountain. He dipped his head low enough to get his hair wet, which must have felt nice. It was mid-July. Too hot to still be in school, in the gym, sweating underneath this nurse’s robe, which was really just your old choir uniform. It was a relief when Billy pushed open the double doors on his way out and let in the cool breeze.


I wouldn’t see Billy again for years. He went to middle school, and then, a year after, you left to be with him. That’s what it felt like. Like I had been left behind in elementary school. Each day, I looked forward to getting home and hearing your updates on Billy.


But some nights, you wouldn’t talk much. Some nights, you would put on your headphones and hunch over your homework, and say, “Shhh” whenever I tried to speak. But you always answered me if I asked about Billy. You couldn’t resist telling me about your chance encounters with him in the lunch line or how he let you dissect his owl pellet at the science fair or how he held the door for you on the last day of seventh grade.


“He didn’t even have to,” you said. “I was all the way on the other side of the hallway.”


But Billy stood at the door, waiting for you in a suit and tie, which was what the boys had to wear on game days in middle school. It made Billy look older, you said. Taller. It made you think that what Mom had said was right: you girls will be treated with more respect when you dress like you deserve it. Because Billy wore white shirts and ties on game days and then walked down the hallways and the teachers high-fived him. “Hey, great job at the game last night,” they said. “Way to take down Dalton.” He walked down the hallways as if he owned them, and maybe he did. Maybe that’s why he was always holding doors for people.


“He just watched me walk down the empty hallway,” you said. “It felt like it took forever to get there.”


“That’s so awkward,” I said. “What did you say?”


“I said, Hey thanks. And he said, No sweat.”


And then you walked under his arm and in that moment, you felt something pass through you. You felt truly seen by Billy for maybe the first time in your life.


“Do you guys have a game today?” you asked. A stupid question, you knew. Clearly, he had a game.


“Yeah,” he said, and, in your reports, that was all he ever seemed to say. Yeah. No. Maybe. I don’t know. He didn’t seem to need to speak. Billy’s body spoke for him. Even I could hear it, from afar, from our bedroom.


“Does this mean he likes you?” I asked.


“No,” you said. “Billy doesn’t like anybody.”


The only thing Billy cared about in middle school was basketball. He even slept with his basketball some nights, you told me once. At a certain point, I stopped wondering how you knew things about Billy and just processed what you were telling me as fact.


“Why?” I asked.


“Because he’s got to learn to love it,” you said. “That’s what his dad said.”


I never had much to report to you at night, except my own academic achievements. The boys of fifth grade did not hold doors for me. They didn’t even hold doors for themselves. Rick Stevenson liked to kick doors open with one foot, so hard it always slammed back in his face and made him laugh. The boys I knew did most things with a kind of violence then, even the nice ones like Peter Heart, who tried to flirt with me on the way back from Mystic Seaport by pretending I had been mutilated in a terrible car accident.


“Sally, you’re in terrible pain,” Peter said, leaning over me. “Now let me put this healing Band-Aid on you.”


He put it directly on my lips. Pressed it down firmly. And I thought for a moment that he might kiss me—I had hoped he might kiss me—but then he ripped the Band-Aid right off.


“You have another wound,” you said. “A terrible gaping wound on your leg. I think we’re going to have to cut it off.”


It was all very weird, I told you.


“Oh, it’s not that weird,” you said. “It just means he likes you.”


You were right. A few weeks later, Peter sent me a note in English, asking me to be his girlfriend.


“And what did you say?” you asked.


I said yes, of course. But then we didn’t speak for months. Not until I won the fifth-grade spelling bee. I spelled E-L-E-C-T-R-O-N, which upset Peter, because he always won. “Do you even know what an electron is?” Peter asked, and I didn’t. I looked it up in the encyclopedia later that night, after everyone fell asleep. I read the entry twice, but still, I didn’t understand. What was a subatomic particle of negative electricity?


“Huh?” you said, when I woke you up. “What are you talking about?”


I flopped onto my bed.


“I don’t even know what an electron is!” I confessed. “I’m a fraud.”


“Oh my God, Sally,” you said. “Nobody knows what an electron is.”


And besides, you said, that wasn’t the point of the spelling bee—the point was to spell the word and that’s what you did and that’s why they gave you an ice-cream cone and that’s why they took a picture of you for the newspaper and everybody who sees it will be like, Sally Holt! Wow. She’s so smart.


And you were right. That was what people said after the spelling bee. But it never sounded the way it sounded when you said it. When Rick Stevenson said it at the bus stop, he made it sound like the worst thing about me. When Mom said it, she sounded concerned, like maybe this was the reason I was often alone, in some corner, with a book. And when Grandma said it, it was always just after she called you beautiful.


“You’re so beautiful, Kathy,” Grandma said. “You could be an anchorwoman one day!”


And then she turned to me. How desperate I must have looked, standing next to you, waiting for my compliment.


“And you, little Sally,” she said. “You’re so smart and quiet and well-behaved. I bet you’d make a great nun someday.”


I froze. Why would Grandma say this to me? Why would I want to be a nun? Couldn’t she tell that all I wanted, then, was to be you? I wanted to be older and pierce my ears and grow my hair down to my waist. But Mom wouldn’t allow it. Mom dragged me every six weeks to get a trim, long after she stopped dragging you.


“Get in the car,” Mom said.


On the way, Mom assured me that hair grew longer the more we cut it, and though this did not seem possible to me, I sat in the chair and trusted in Mom’s magic and was disappointed when I looked in the mirror after to find my hair shorter, sitting just above my shoulders like some large brown triangle. It made me feel like a nun.


“But what if I don’t want to be a nun?” I asked you later that night.


“Why would you have to be a nun?” you asked.


Nuns didn’t get a choice; that’s what Valerie Mitt said at CCD class. Her aunt didn’t have a choice. Her aunt was just sitting on some park bench, reading her book, minding her business, when God spoke to her. Called her to worship the Lord. And so she became a nun.


For years after Grandma’s comment, I worried about God finding me like that, too. Whenever we were out in public, walking to the car or through the mall, I made sure to stay three steps behind you, so God would choose you first.


And when you got to high school, you were chosen. Chosen to be Annie in Annie. To be Cinderella in Cinderella. To be lead soprano in the women’s choir. To sing the National Anthem before the boy’s high school basketball game, and you were only a sophomore. I couldn’t believe it.


“You’re going to have to sing in front of Billy?” I asked.


You refused to act like it was a big deal. “Calm down,” you said. “Everyone in the choir gets asked eventually.”


Then, in the back seat of the car, you practiced your breathing.


“But why do you have to practice breathing?” I asked. “You already know how.”


“There are right ways and wrong ways to breathe,” you said. Mr. Fiske, your choir teacher, had taught you how to sing from your belly, how to breathe and keep your voice steady, how to think of yourself as deserving of opportunity. “Especially while you sing.”


Walking into the gym felt like walking into an alternate universe, one I had only read about in the newspapers while Mom made breakfast before school. Billy was going to be a star, you read aloud over our pancakes. What made Billy stupid also made him great on the court—Billy had no fear. “That kid could make a three pointer with a bull running right at him,” the coach said.


But I was always afraid then. I was nervous for you as you walked to the microphone in the middle of the gym, and Billy and the boys all stood up alongside their bench. Even though there was no need to be—you took the mic and sang the National Anthem the way you had so many times before in the shower, except in the gym, it sounded extra beautiful. Maybe it was the microphone or maybe it was the big expanse of the room or maybe it was knowing that Billy was watching you sing, admiring you the way I was admiring you.


Or maybe it was just the National Anthem. It was the perfect song, you always said. Has almost every note. And, I admit, it gave me chills as you sang the final word and the team stood up, clapped, whistled for you. You smiled so hard, you stopped looking like yourself for just a second. But then you returned to us at the bleachers.


“I’m going to sit with Priscilla and Margaret, okay?” you asked.


“Of course,” Dad said.


The game began, and Dad started shouting things out at the players like he knew them.


“Get the ball, Barnes!” Dad yelled. Then he turned to me. “Sally, do you see the way that kid just dives headfirst to get the ball? That’s how your father used to be. A maniac.”


This is what I saw: Billy missed most of his shots that night. Billy had a bad game, and the team ended up losing. Later, Billy would tell me it was because he knew you were watching. He would tell me that he had fallen in love with you as you sang, and it distracted him to know you were somewhere in the bleachers.


But at the time, he didn’t even seem aware of your existence. As we walked to the exit, he didn’t look over at us. He gathered his team at the baseline to do sit-ups, push-ups, laps, because that’s what the coach made them do after they lost a game they were supposed to win.


Billy seemed oblivious to us as we watched them move up and down, up and down, so in uniform, it looked like breathing. It surprised me, to see the secret discipline that lived inside Billy. Billy was a terrible student, you said. Billy was always sleeping in class. But there was Billy, doing fifty push-ups in a row because someone told him to. He looked like a machine. Like he was not a boy anymore, just a body with a function.


The other boys, too. Fred Jenkins, you said, who farted the alphabet with his arm. And Drew Miller, who used to pick his nose in recess when no one was looking. They were all sprinting as fast as they could, in a straight line, and it gave me the same feeling I got when my history teacher showed us that slideshow of all the Hitler Youth, the brown uniforms that turned them all the same. Turned into killers overnight, just like that, my teacher said, and snapped his fingers. Like, Hey, boys, here’s your uniform. Congratulations. You’re a monster now.













It wasn’t until I entered seventh grade when I truly realized how little my classmates spoke to me. If you walked by my locker, you might think I had a lot of friends, but I didn’t. If you listened closely to what people were saying, it was always, “Wait, you used three different sources?” “Wait, our history test is today?”


It was a relief to get home from school and find you watching TV, swallowed up by the big couch.


“Come watch with me,” you said.


We watched shows we could only watch when Mom and Dad were not home. Trashy talk shows. Jillian Williams. I snuggled against you on the couch and we sat there and listened to some woman onstage confess things to her husband.


“This whole time we’ve been married,” the woman said, “I secretly had two vaginas.”


The husband had no idea. “I’m not angry,” the husband kept saying. “I’m not even upset. I’m just confused. Where’s the other one?”


His wife slapped him across the face. The question was, apparently, very insulting if you had two vaginas. The audience gasped, but we didn’t. We knew better. We watched these shows too much to find them wholly believable anymore, which we were learning was the only way to be entertained by them.


“Come on,” you said. “How would he not notice that his wife had two vaginas?”


You seemed to be seriously asking me.


“There’s no such thing as two vaginas,” I said with the kind of angry confidence we once used to denounce Santa Claus after we found out it was just Dad who had been writing Merry Christmas! Ho Ho Ho! Love, Santa on the presents each year.


“Of course, there’s such a thing,” you said. “This is America. Don’t be stupid, Sally.”


I did not want to be stupid. I wanted to know everything you knew. So I considered the possibility that you were right—that anything was possible. That this was America, where some women had two vaginas and were proud of it.


That’s exactly what I told everybody in the auditorium when the nurse called us down to tell us about our periods, which some girls still didn’t know about. They were in a state of disbelief. Every twenty-eight days? For the rest of our lives? they asked each other. That couldn’t be.


But I refused to act surprised. I knew better than that. I raised my hand. “What if you have two vaginas, though?” I asked. “Do you get two periods?”


I had expected my classmates to be impressed. I imagined girls crowding around me after, asking follow-up questions. But they just gave each other looks, raised their eyebrows, burst into hysterical laughter.


“I’m afraid I don’t understand what that means, Sally,” the nurse said. “People don’t have two vaginas.”


It was only Valerie Mitt who asked about it later on the bus.


“So if a person has two vaginas, do they pee out of both?” she asked, and I said, “I mean, probably?” and we laughed. Valerie was interested in strange things. In science. Her father, she told me, was a scientist who made the chemical that made white bread even softer.


But later that night, you were embarrassed for me. “I can’t believe you asked that question,” you said across our beds.


“The nurse told us to ask questions!”


“Listen, Sally, you’re getting older. The number one rule in sex information sessions is to never ask questions, even if the nurse stands up there for twenty minutes and says, Please, girls, ask me questions.”


You told me about Priscilla Mountain and how once she asked if having a longer index finger meant you were a lesbian, and everybody since has thought she was a lesbian.


“Is Priscilla a lesbian?” I asked.


“See? That’s why you don’t ask questions.”


You were right. A few days later, I returned to school to see SALLY HOLT HAS TWO VAGINAS written on a bathroom stall. I stopped peeing as soon as I saw it—how long had this been written here? Who wrote it? I felt frantic as I failed to scribble it out with a pen.


I went to class, humiliated. Late. I felt everyone in the room looking at me and my two vaginas as I sat down. I didn’t speak for the rest of the day, not even when Mr. Briggs called on me.


“Sally, what was a major invention that contributed to the Industrial Revolution?” he asked, because he always called on me when the room was entirely silent. He relied on me. He knew I knew the answer: the steam engine. We had learned about it a thousand times. But I just shrugged.


After a few weeks of not participating, I actually got in trouble for it. It was the only thing that I ever really got in trouble for during middle school. Teachers didn’t like it when you didn’t participate, even when you were a spelling bee champion who got 100s on all the exams. Silence made them uncomfortable. Silence was like a big watery void that reflected back whatever they feared the most.


“Mr. Briggs is worried that you don’t like his class anymore,” Mom said upon returning home from her parent-teacher conference with him. “He’s says you’ve become quite shy. What’s going on, Sally?”


Mom was a community leader. A member of the PTA. A crucial number on the neighborhood phone chain. How could she have raised one daughter who sings proudly in front of hundreds of people and another who couldn’t answer a simple question in class?


Dad didn’t seem concerned. All during dinner, Dad kept citing past geniuses who were late to bloom. Einstein didn’t speak until he was four, Dad said. Maybe five. Dad defended me and Einstein as if he were defending himself.


But Mom wouldn’t have it.


“She’s twelve, Richard,” Mom said. “It’s time.”


Mom bought a book about how shy I was. I don’t know if you ever noticed it, but the book was called The Shy Child and they stuck it on the bookshelf for all to see, and the only thing it did was remind me that I was problematically shy and so I became shier. I refused to audition for the school play. I blushed wildly anytime a teacher called on me, even if I knew the answer, and Mom and Dad were brought back into school to have more conferences about my shyness.


“You need to participate, Sally,” Mom said over and over again that year, then called everybody she knew on the phone, as if she could participate the problem away.


“We’ve tried everything,” she said to Aunt Beatrice.


“She’s just so quiet, so unlike Kathy,” she said to Priscilla’s mom.


“I don’t know how I ended up with two kids so different,” she said to some woman at the grocery store.


It wasn’t the first time in my life that I had suspected we were different, that we were opposite children, but it was the first time I had heard Mom concerned about it. I tucked Mom’s comments away in my brain. I started watching you even more closely, to see how you did it. I sat in our room when Priscilla and Margaret came over, and I marveled at the way words just spilled out of your mouth when you rehearsed songs loudly or prank-called Stop & Shop.


“Uh hi,” you said into the phone, with a French accent. “What is the cheese du jour?”


The three of you laughed hard as you hung up. Until, of course, you remembered I was in the room, watching.


“Sally,” you said. “Go downstairs with Mom.”


That year, I looked forward to our summer vacation with a zeal I never had before. Priscilla would be far away in Italy and Margaret would be up north at music camp and we would be where we always were that first week of July: together in Watch Hill, Rhode Island. Not a far drive—only forty minutes north on 95 and one tank of gas there and back, Dad said—yet it always felt like another world when we arrived.


“It is another world,” you said. “It’s the ocean.”


We loved it by the ocean. There, Mom read her big novels under the umbrella and made her famous Baybreeze drink, though famous for what, she never made clear. Dad drank beer from a cooler and spent a lot of time trying to finish a crossword puzzle, and I felt proud whenever I got a word before him. You were writing your name in the sand, asking me if I’d rather be really rich or really funny, huge or teeny-tiny, a successful doctor or a famous writer, and I decided with a speed that impresses me now.


“Rich,” I said.


“Huge.”


“Doctor!”


After, we ran into the waves and looked back at the big houses along the sea.


“That’s where I want to live one day,” you said, and pointed to a mansion with dramatic geometric shapes. You liked the modern beach houses. But I didn’t. They didn’t seem to fit at the edge of a majestic bluff.


“And ocean houses are too much work, anyway,” I said, which was what Dad had said after Grandma’s house had started to grow mold all along the walls and she refused to move. The house is literally kill


ing you, Dad said to her once. But Grandma didn’t care. It was her house. She wanted to die there, she said, and she did.


“Oh my God, Sally.” You laughed and started to make your way to shore. “I’m not talking about reality. It’s just a dream house.”


On the way home from vacation, Dad always stopped at the gas station in town to fill the car back up. “Girls, go give them forty dollars,” Dad said, which excited me, because that meant we got to buy whatever we wanted with the change.


We ran inside the mini-mart, all the way to the potato chips in the back. We stood there for a moment, trying to decide between the different flavors, when Billy walked in with a girl I didn’t recognize.


“Ugh,” you whispered. “Shelby Meyers.”


“Who is that?”


“Just some girl in my chem class,” you said.


I was surprised by how different Billy looked when he was standing in the market with a girl. He looked like he was in some play, cast as Shelby’s husband, reaching out for a can of beans, turning it over and over as if to ask himself, are these the ones that my mom buys? We watched as he walked to the register with his hand in Shelby’s back pocket, and hers in his.


“Why do they walk like that?” I asked you. “Seems like it would get annoying.”


“Because they’re in looove,” you said. “When you’re in looove, you have to stick your fingers in each other’s pockets.”


“Mom and Dad never do that,” I said.


“Mom and Dad are married,” you said, as if married people couldn’t be in love.


But when we got back to the car, I felt vindicated. Dad and Mom were kissing. “You caught us!” Mom said, but she clearly wasn’t embarrassed. Just flushed from a week of sun.


“Gross!” you shouted.


“Get a room!” I added, because I knew I was supposed to be upset by such a sight. But Dad turned on the car and said, “You get a room! I bought this room. This is my room.”


“Your father has a point, girls,” Mom said.


Then, before he started driving, Dad leaned over to kiss Mom again, for dramatic effect. This time, Mom really did blush. Smiled as she turned to look out the window. And I don’t know why this should have felt like a sudden realization, but it did: Mom was Dad’s wife, I thought. And Dad was Mom’s husband. And they loved each other the way we loved Billy Barnes.


At the end of July, it got so hot, the air conditioner broke. “Well, that’s it, folks,” Dad said, patting it with his hand.


For some reason, Dad left it in the wall and refused to fix it. He walked around in his boxers before work, and Mom put cucumbers in her water as if that made it colder.


“This isn’t so bad, is it?” Mom said, holding up her glass like it was a cocktail.


“This is living!” Dad said.


“I don’t understand why we can’t just have air-conditioning,” you said.


“Air-conditioning!” Dad said. “Who needs air-conditioning?”


“People do,” you said.


“Au contraire,” Dad said. “People do not. Do you think the Egyptians had air-conditioning when they built the great pyramids?”


Dad did not yell to teach us our lessons; he went to graduate school, he often reminded us. He appealed to the history of other people’s suffering to teach us our lessons.


“But we’re not Egyptians,” you said.


That wasn’t Dad’s point.


“What’s your point?” you asked.


“The point is, you girls need to toughen up!”


Then Dad went to work (where there was air-conditioning, you pointed out), and Mom suggested we all get a grip.


“Your father works very hard,” Mom said. “He deserves air-conditioning.”


“What does he even do?” I asked.


I never understood this. Dad’s job was so confusing, even though you had explained it a million times.


“He’s a safety consultant,” you said. “He keeps people safe.”


“But what people?”


“Telephone people,” you said.


“What are telephone people?”


“Those men, you know those men who climb all those cell towers everybody is building now? The ones that go really high up in the sky?”


No. I didn’t. I didn’t know what a cell tower was. And I had never heard about telephone people before. But you were done explaining.


“It’s too hot to talk,” you said.


So Mom suggested the pool. We put on our bathing suits, met in the garage.


“Can I drive?” you asked.


You were newly sixteen, with a learner’s permit, and lately Mom had been letting you drive us places.


“Are you going to finish putting on your clothes?” Mom asked.


“Why do I need clothes?” you asked. “I’m wearing a bathing suit. We’re just going to the pool.”


“What if we get in an accident?” Mom asked. “And you’re stuck in your bathing suit all day.”


“I won’t get in an accident, then,” you said.


But Mom wouldn’t let you drive until you went upstairs and put on a shirt and jean shorts. You didn’t button them, though, and rolled the waist band over to show off the top of your bathing suit underneath. I prepared myself for the fight to begin again, but Mom didn’t say anything. We just quietly watched as you drove us to the pool, and I became fixated by your hands, how they looked like Mom’s on the steering wheel. Your nails, tipped the same color as hers: Like Linen.


You parked. “Are you going to finish putting on your shorts?” Mom asked, then locked the doors.


“They’re on,” you said.


“You haven’t buttoned them.”


“Nobody buttons their shorts anymore.”


“Nobody buttons their shorts anymore?” Mom said. “Is that what you are really saying to me?”


“Yeah. It’s a trend.”


“Oh, is that so?” Mom asked. “And what is this trend called exactly?”


“I don’t know what it’s called,” you said. “Trends don’t have names. Trends just are.”


“Sally,” Mom said. “Please be honest with me. Is your sister making this up?”


“Maybe,” I said. “Maybe not.” Because that was the most honest answer I had. You had told me a lot about high school, but you never mentioned whether people were or were not buttoning their shorts, and I had not thought to ask. I looked out the window for the telephone people in the sky, but I didn’t see them. Mom sighed.


“I refuse to ask my own daughter to button her own pants. That’s supposed to be a given. That’s supposed to be something your child just does.”


By then, she didn’t even sound like she was talking to us anymore. She sounded as if she was talking to the company who manufactured us.


“Fine,” you said. “I’ll button them.”


You seemed annoyed until we opened the gate and walked onto the pool deck and saw him. Billy, at the edge of the high dive, just about to jump. You clutched my arm, pulled me closer to you. You didn’t even have to say his name.


“Predictable, but perfect,” you said, as if we were watching the Olympics. “What do you say, Sally?”


“A classic dive,” I said, in my best announcer voice. “Nine for style, ten for technique.”


At the pool, I wanted to swim the way we had in the ocean. I wanted to jump off the high dive like Billy and the other boys, fly through the air, but you didn’t. You were different at the pool where Billy and the rest of the town could see us.


You wanted to lay out—far away from Mom’s chair, you said—and I didn’t see the point of being anywhere you were not, so I spread my towel next to yours. I sat heavy in my bulky one-piece, while you were sprawled out in your American flag bikini, with one eye always on Billy, who would swim laps so perfect they barely made any sound. When he was done, he floated on an inner tube, listening to his Walkman. And then, when his break was over, he returned to the snack bar, where he sold candies.


This was our chance.


“Come on, Sally,” you said.


We walked up to the window.


“I’ll have an ice-cream sandwich,” you said to Billy.


“Sure thing,” Billy said.


Billy’s face—it had become wider and flatter since I last saw him. It reminded me of a prairie I once saw in my history book at school. It made me imagine building things on top of it.


“And what do you want?” Billy asked me.


“A Jolly Rancher,” I said.


“What flavor?” he asked.


“Watermelon.”


You didn’t say anything as Billy handed you the goods. Your hand did not shake and you did not fidget with your ice-cream sandwich, and this steadiness surprised me. Reminded me of how calm you were before you sang the National Anthem, how you simply moved the hair off your shoulder and began.


“Hey, thanks,” you said.


“No sweat,” Billy said. “It’s my job.”


Billy tapped his thumb against the counter. He was listening to music on a boom box just loud enough so he could hear, but softly enough so he wouldn’t get fired: Nirvana and then Ace of Base. Our favorite bands.


“Well, you’re very good at it,” you said.


He laughed. “I know. So talented,” he said. He opened the register, and then dropped each quarter dramatically into your open palm. “Someone should give me an award.”


“Not everybody can make change like that,” you said.


Then we walked back to our towels, where you sat down and became yourself again.


“Sally, did you see that?” you asked.


“See what?”


“When Billy handed me the money, he winked at me.”


I didn’t see it. I had been very busy trying to unwrap my Jolly Rancher—notoriously difficult. Sometimes the plastic melted into the candy or the candy melted into the plastic. I couldn’t tell, which Mom said was a reason I should not be eating it—you shouldn’t be eating something that cannot be distinguished from plastic. But I ate it, because Dad said we were already doomed—our bodies were practically half-plastic now.


“But why would he wink at you?” I asked. I felt the sweet burst of candy in my mouth.


“My question exactly,” you said.


I had never seen anybody wink before in real life, except Grandpa, but Grandpa only ever winked at our cat, the one we called Doctor, and only in those few months before Grandpa died, and Grandpa winking at Doctor was even more confusing than Billy winking at you, because it made me think that Doctor knew something about Grandpa’s looming death, that maybe Doctor was Death, and for years, I was too spooked to look Doctor in the eye, as if she would take me, too. But Doctor never did, of course—Doctor died. We found her curled up under the deck one day, and I felt so bad as Dad removed her. Cried for days until Mom said, “Sally, it’s just a cat,” which was exactly why I was crying. That whole time, it had just been a cat.


“Do people in high school wink a lot?” I asked.


“No,” you said. “It’s simply not done.”


You explained that normally when a boy wanted a girl’s attention in high school, he would nod in her general direction or make an obscene gesture with his hands or maybe just say “Wassup” and then completely ignore her response. It was important, you said, for boys to act like giant assholes.


But Billy winked at you. And no boy had ever dared wink at you before. It was nice, you said. Old-fashioned.


“What do you think it means?” I asked.


You licked the ice cream around the edges of your sandwich before you answered. You started doing this in high school a lot—made me wait for your big conclusion.


“I think it means he likes me,” you said.


“But what about Shelby?”


“Oh, they broke up.”


You had heard from Priscilla’s brother that Billy had dumped Shelby last week. Billy wasn’t ready for a serious relationship. Billy was just a boy and wanted to be a boy forever, or something like that. But Shelby was distraught, cried for nearly a week and dyed her hair blonder than her mother’s and wrote terrible things about Billy in chat rooms online.


“I need a napkin,” you said.


You were determined to get Billy’s attention that day. You stood up and walked back to the snack bar window without waiting for me. I put on the hat you were wearing and cloaked my body in a giant T-shirt and started to run after you, but I tripped. Stubbed my toe. By the time I caught up with you, it was too late. You were leaning over the bar into the window, laughing at something Billy said, and you looked so different to me. Something to do with your hair, how long it had gotten, and your breasts, which had started to look like Mom’s breasts, and I know that’s a thing you told me never to say again, but it’s true. It all gave me the same strange feeling I got after Billy jumped off the school roof, as if you were someone I didn’t know. As if you had drowned the real Kathy—sticks and stones for bones—somewhere in the ocean in Rhode Island.


But then he gave you the napkin, and we walked back to the towels, and there was another girl at the window. The lifeguard—she kept blowing her whistle for Adult Swim and then leaned against the counter to talk to Billy for much longer than it took to order fries. Each time Billy spoke, she laughed, held her stomach, like it was all just too funny.


“Ugh, Lisa Halloway,” you said.


“Who is she?”


“According to legend, a slut.”


I flinched. I had never heard you call anybody that before, and it didn’t sound right coming from you. “But she’s the lifeguard.”


“So?” you said. “You can be a slut and a lifeguard at the same time. Do you even know what a slut is?”


I shrugged. I had heard the word before, but never understood what it really meant since the boys used it to describe everybody they came in contact with at school—the librarian, who taught us how to use the Dewey decimal system. The bus driver, who gave us snap bracelets as we walked off the bus. Slut, Rick Stevenson said, as she drove away.


“How can you be so smart and not know what a slut is?” you asked.


“It wasn’t on any of my vocab tests.”


This was a joke, but you didn’t laugh.


“Well, if you want to know, a slut is a girl who tries to sleep with anybody, even someone else’s boyfriend,” you said.


“But Billy isn’t your boyfriend,” I said.


You ignored my comment. You pulled out one of Mom’s beauty magazines and we did a personality quiz that determined whether we were Yellow People, Green People, or Red People. I didn’t know these were kinds of people, I said. But you acted like it was science. You scored our answers and then announced the results.


“You’re a Red Person,” you said.


Even before you read the description, I knew it was not good. A Red Person liked symmetrical shapes, place mats, and feedback. A Red Person was rational, sensible, reliable.


“What are you?”


“A Green Person,” you said. A Green Person was chill. A Green Person was ready for anything. A Green Person liked dreams, open seas, and crystals. A Green Person wore a string bikini to the pool and said things like, “Nudity is what you make of it, you know. In Europe, people are naked all of the time and nobody cares.”


And a Red Person felt upset by this. “They are?”


That couldn’t be. An entire continent of naked people? But then again, Europeans were often naked in the paintings and sculptures we studied at school and our teachers acted like it was no big deal, pointed to their genitals with their fingers, and said, “What Michelangelo is doing here is celebrating the beauty of the human form.”


“I just mean, Americans are such puritans,” you said.


“You’re American,” I said.


“I know.”


I sat there and felt the fuzz covering my legs, two hairs almost out of every follicle, which was an outrage to me, but apparently my fate, according to Mom. “You’re half-Italian, half-German,” Mom always said. “This is what life is going to be like for you, Sally.” And yet she still wouldn’t let me shave. Mom hid the razors on the top shelf, and then dragged me to the salon every six weeks, and I didn’t understand—why did I have to keep my leg hair but was not allowed to keep the hair on my head?


You kept turning over, kept looking over at Billy to see if he was noticing you. But he wasn’t. He was talking to Lisa the lifeguard and she was laughing, playfully swatting him away from her body.


“Lisa’s not even pretty,” you said. “Everybody just thinks she’s pretty because she’s the lifeguard.”


I nodded.


“And Billy’s not really that attractive, either,” you said.


This made no sense. All summer, you had talked about how handsome Billy had become.


“What do you mean?” I asked.


“He’s too handsome,” you said. “He looks exactly like he’s supposed to look.”


“Isn’t that a good thing?”


“Only a Red Person would say that,” you said, and put your head on the towel and closed your eyes.


But I couldn’t just lie there. I was too upset to nap. I felt deeply flawed. Ruined for life. I was a Red Person. I was boring. I knew it. Why did I worry about how much work it would be to take care of a dream house? Why couldn’t I see the flaws in Billy’s absolute perfection? Why did I like it so much when Mom cut my sandwich in neat symmetrical halves? Why did I, as a toddler, try to clean the backyard? I would go outside and separate the rocks from the twigs. Put the leaves in little piles. And then cry when the wind blew. You and Mom and Dad all laughed, like it was the funniest thing about me, but it wasn’t. It was evidence that I was doomed.


I started to read my summer reading book, Oedipus the King. But when the chorus began to sing things I did not understand, I looked up to see Peter Heart sitting on the other side of the pool, also reading Oedipus. Peter was a Red Person, too. Peter clearly did not belong at the pool. He looked severe under the awning in a black T-shirt that was wet and slick like sealskin. I felt embarrassed each time Billy walked by him. Billy, who ran around the pool deck, shirtless and solid, a Greek statue coming to life under the sun.


“I can’t believe he was my boyfriend,” I said.


“When did you have a boyfriend?” you asked.


“You don’t remember?” I asked. “In the first grade.”


“Oh, the first grade?” You laughed. “That’s not a real boyfriend.”


I felt that flash of anger I got whenever you did not take my life seriously. I pointed to Peter, as if to prove something to you. “Him. See? He’s real. He’s right there!”


“Sally,” you said. “Stop pointing at him. He’s looking right at us.”


I stopped. I picked up my book again.


“He’s still looking at us,” you said. “I bet he has a crush on you.”


“No,” I said. “Peter doesn’t like anybody. He’s incapable.”


“Just because you don’t like Peter, it doesn’t mean that Peter doesn’t like you.”


You put on one of Mom’s extra big hats to cover your face.


“I’m bored,” you said. “Hot.”


It always felt like my fault when you were bored, for some reason. “Let’s go swim.”


“No,” you said. You looked at my book. “I remember that one. It’s good. It’s all about sex.”


“No, it’s not,” I said. It was about a king who was murdered. Another king, who was trying to solve the murder. And a whole city that was sick with the plague. “It’s for school.”


“Exactly,” you said. “School is all about sex.”


I had no idea how someone could make such a claim. School had nothing to do with sex. School was all about who won World War II and how were amoebas different from paramecia and who can build the best roller coaster out of pipe cleaners? I looked at Mom, a former teacher, who would have backed me up on this, but she was too far away to help me. I had abandoned her for you, and now she looked asleep under her big hat.


“How is school about sex?” I asked, but you didn’t answer. You were done with the conversation—and I hated that you got to decide things like that. You flipped up the floppy brim and you looked like one of those dogs with the big fluffy bangs. You were never the person I expected under the hat, different each time you met sunlight.


“Who cares?” you said.


You put your head down. But a few minutes later, you couldn’t resist. “Is he still talking to Lisa?” you asked.


“Yes.”


“What’s she doing?”


Lisa was laughing at something he said. Then, she started walking away, through the pool gate.


“She’s leaving,” I said.


“Good,” you said.


But Lisa didn’t go to her car. She stood on the other side of the pool fence and pulled out a cigarette. And it looked wrong, smoking in a bikini.


“Actually, she’s not leaving. She’s just smoking.”


“I feel like the lifeguard shouldn’t be allowed to smoke,” you said. “She’s supposed to be saving lives.”


I didn’t know why anybody would smoke. Smoking was stupid. That’s what we heard every year in the auditorium when the nurse wheeled out the black lung in the glass case and pointed at it. Kids, she said, this could be your lung one day.


“Yeah, well, Lisa is kind of stupid,” you said.


Lisa was in your history class last year, and she didn’t know who Gandhi was. After a week of your teacher talking about nothing but Gandhi, she was like, “I don’t know. I heard of the guy. I just can’t remember why.”


Everybody in class laughed. You didn’t understand why it was cool for some girls to be stupid and embarrassing for other girls to be stupid. You didn’t understand why everybody made fun of Melissa Frank for being slow and not knowing how to spell her own name, but everybody applauded Lisa for not knowing who Gandhi was.


“There’s a rumor,” you said, “that Lisa gives all the guys on the swim team blow jobs after they win.”


“What’s a blow job?” I asked.


“Seriously?” you asked. “What are you even learning at school?”


Things I had been learning at school: The hottest place on earth was not Death Valley. Tigers are not native to Africa. And the water that fell from the sky gathered in lakes and puddles and pools and slowly, invisibly, evaporated back up into the sky to become rain again. And it was amazing to me that water disappeared from the ground and returned to us again and again. Open your mouths and taste the rain from two thousand years ago! Mrs. Felmore had commanded during science class.


Things I had not been learning at school: blow jobs.


“I’ll tell you later,” you said and put your head back on your towel.


I resumed watching Billy, who seemed to get busier as the day got hotter. But every once in a while, when he had no customers, when he was just sitting there eating M&M’s tapping his thumb to the beat of the music, he glanced over at us on our towels.


“He’s looking,” I said.


“Stop looking at him then!”


“How’m I supposed to know if he’s looking if I can’t look at him?”


“You’ve got to be sneaky,” you said. “Like a spy.”


I liked the thought of being a spy for you. A soldier dressed in casual swimwear to fight the Queen’s war. After you fell asleep, I made another trip to the snack bar.


“I’ll take another Jolly Rancher, please,” I said, with the seriousness of a woman much older than me. “Watermelon.”


“One watermelon Jolly Rancher,” Billy said. “Coming right up.”


He leaned forward to give me the candy. But he held it in his hand for just a second before I could take it.


“Promise me that you won’t sue me if you actually turn into a Jolly Rancher,” he said.


“I promise,” I said. It was then I would have swept the hair off my shoulders, if it touched my shoulders. He handed me the candy. “Thanks.”


“No sweat,” he said.


And then it happened. Billy Barnes winked at me.


He did not wink at you,” you said when you woke up. “Why would he do that?”


“Maybe he just winks at everybody,” I said.


“No,” you said. “Nobody winks at everybody. That’d be a creepy thing to do.”


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Heurtbreakmg cmd funny, often in the same sentence'
: ‘Claire Lombardo :

ALISON ESPACH





OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Cover



		Praise for Notes on Your Sudden Disappearance



		Praise for The Wedding People



		Dedication



		Title Page



		Contents



		The State of the Union, 1998



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5







		The French Revolution



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14







		Watch Hill



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23







		Transit



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29







		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Copyright











Page List





		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338













Guide





		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Start Reading











OEBPS/images/phonix.jpg
PHOENIX





