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For Gabriel






Everything that deceives can be said to enchant.


—PLATO


Do we not dream of being known, known by our backs, legs, buttocks, shoulders, elbows, hair? Not psychologically recognized, not socially acclaimed, not praised, just nakedly known. Known as a child is by its mother.


—JOHN BERGER, The Shape of a Pocket


Yours, always, always.


—ELI J. LEE







CASEBOOK




NOTE TO CUSTOMER


The book you now hold in your hands is our first venture into the old long-form technology that our pay-to-print machine in the back room has made possible. The manuscript for this experiment was delivered to me by hand from an employee I first met when he wore board shorts and flip-flops and came into the store to read for free during the long afternoons of summer vacation. He and his pal, you’ve probably by now guessed, are the creators of Two Sleuths, the first breakout seller of Emerald City, our then-fledgling publishing concern. With an advance run of three hundred, the comic book was reprinted ninety-one times and is still shipping at a rate of a hundred copies a month. It has attained the status of a classic. Needless to say, I asked, no, begged, for a sequel. I envisioned a whole series of these called Spyboys. Letters still come for the authors, care of Emerald City Press, and from those even more industrious, to the store, Neverland Comics, asking, What became of the Pet Delivery Boys? Did they grow up? Go to college? Did they find happiness as veterinarians? When the shaggier, pudgy one delivered this thick sheaf of papers, he explained that it was more like a prequel, made by the two of them again, but in a different kind of collaboration. It was written by one, then amended by the other, who brought it here with his Track Changes still fresh. He said he added footnotes and changed the heroine’s name. Given pay-to-print technology, it’s unlikely that this will be their last pass. The original author intends to read it again someday, if he can bear the experience. So it may go back and forth between the two—who don’t live in the same city anymore—writing over each other, changing names to allude to private jokes, adding scenes and taking them out, until they get their story straight or until they grow up, whichever comes last, or never.


In short, you may not be reading the final version. You’re holding what we have as of today, May 1, 2014.


HERSHEL GESCHWIND


Neverland Comics


Santa Monica, California





1 • Under the Bed


I was a snoop, but a peculiar kind. I only discovered what I most didn’t want to know.


The first time it happened, I was nine. I’d snaked underneath my parents’ bed when the room was empty to rig up a walkie-talkie. Then they strolled in and flopped down. So I was stuck. Under their bed. Until they got up.


I’d wanted to eavesdrop on her, not them. She decided my life. Just then, the moms were debating weeknight television. I needed, I believed I absolutely needed to understand Survivor. You had to, to talk to people at school. The moms yakked about it for hours in serious voices. The only thing I liked that my mother approved of that year was chess. And every other kid, every single other kid in fourth grade, owned a Game Boy. I thought maybe Charlie’s mom could talk sense into her. She listened to Charlie’s mom.


On top of the bed, my dad was saying that he didn’t think of her that way anymore either. What way? And why either? I could hardly breathe. The box spring made a gauzy opening to gray dust towers, in globular, fantastic formations. The sound of dribbling somewhere came in through open windows. My dad stood and locked the door from inside, shoving a chair up under the knob. Before, when he did that, I’d always been on the other side. Where I belonged. And it hurt not to move.


“Down,” my mother said. “Left.” Which meant he was rubbing her back.


All my life, I’d been aware of him wanting something from her. And of her going sideways in his spotlight, a deer at the sight of a human. The three of us, the originals, were together locked in a room.


My mom was nice enough looking, for a smart woman. “Pretty for a mathematician,” I’d heard her once say about herself, with an air of apology. Small, with glasses, she was the kind of person you didn’t notice. I’d seen pictures, though, of her holding me as a baby. Then, her hair fell over her cheek and she’d been pretty. My dad was always handsome. Simon’s mom, a jealous type, said that my mother had the best husband, the best job, the best everything. I thought she had the best everything, too. We did. But Simon’s mom never said my mother had the best son.


The bed went quiet and it seemed then that both my parents were falling asleep. My dad napped weekends.


Nooo, I begged telepathically, my left leg pinned and needled.


Plus I really had to pee.


But my mother, never one to let something go when she could pick it apart, asked if he was attracted to other people. He said he hadn’t ever been, but lately, for the first time, he felt aware of opportunities. He used that word.


“Like who?”


I bit the inside of my cheek. I knew my dad: he was about to blab and I couldn’t stop him. And sure enough, idiotically, he named a name. By second grade everyone I knew had understood never to name a name.


“Holland Emerson,” he said. What kind of name was that? Was she Dutch?


“Oh,” the Mims said. “You’ve always kind of liked her.”


“I guess so,” he said, as if he hadn’t thought of it until she told him.


Then the mattress dipped, like a whale, to squash me, and I scooched over to the other side as the undulation rolled.


“I didn’t do anything, Reen!”


She got up. Then I heard the chair fall and him following her out of the room.


“I’m not going to do anything! You know me!”


But he’d started it. He’d said opportunities. He’d named a name. I bellied out, skidded to the bathroom, missing the toilet by a blurt. A framed picture of them taken after he’d proposed hung on the wall; her holding the four-inch diamond ring from the party-supply shop. On the silvery photograph, he’d written I promise to always make you unhappy.


I’d grown up with his jokes.


By the time I sluffed to the kitchen he sat eating a bowl of Special K. He lifted the box. “Want some?”


“Don’t fill up.” She stood next to the wall phone. “We’re having the Audreys for dinner.”


“Tonight?” he said. “Can we cancel? I think I’m coming down with something.”


“We canceled them twice already.”


The doorbell rang. It was the dork guy who came to run whenever she called him. He worked for the National Science Foundation and liked to run and talk about fractals.


Later, the Audreys arrived, all four of them standing clean, like they’d just taken showers. It was strange to see Hector’s hair ridged by a comb. His sister had a snub nose and freckles, but at least there was only one of her.


She looked at my two sisters for about a second, and then they all ran to the Boops’ room and slammed the door. When they had a friend over, the first thing the Boops did was go to their closet, strip, and exchange clothes. Jules Audrey was a grade older, so the Boops would be vying for her attention. They were all in there now, trying on every single thing the Boops owned in front of the mirror. I’d told my mom a jillion times she should take that mirror down.


“You’re wearing out the glass,” I called as Hector and I skidded past their door. “Mirror mirror on the wall, who’s the stupidest of you all?”


“Hard call,” Hector mumbled, hands in his shorts pockets.


We ate quickly and got excused. Later, we asked for a ride to Blockbuster.


“We’re just eating dessert,” my mom said.


They had ice cream with espresso poured over. She said we could have some without the coffee. She gave Hector the larger portion. Hector was skinny, as sidekicks to fat kids usually are. He wore flip-flops and shorts, even in winter, and his legs looked like bug feelers.* She gave him two scoops and me one made to look like two. My mom had liked Hector ever since the time she’d driven us to the Wildlife Waystation when we were seven and he’d pronounced Slobodan Milošević correctly. That same ride, he’d said from the backseat, “My aunt could never drive these turns. My aunt is an alcoholic.”


The adults sat at the table with coffee cups and the strange-smelling bottles of liquor, the three girls screeched in my sisters’ room, and from the shipwreck of dishes on every counter in the kitchen, Hector and I stood forking pasta straight from the big bowl.


My mom had strategized, inviting the Audreys. She wanted Hector and me to be friends. She thought I didn’t talk enough to boys at school. Since we’d played chess tournaments at the LA Chess Club above the Men’s Wearhouse in first grade, the Mims had set her sights on Hector. By fourth grade, I liked him, too. That night, I told him about the walkie-talkie under the bed, with rubber bands and electrical tape holding the button down. I wanted to show him, but my dad stayed in their room all through dinner. The Mims had told the Audreys he wasn’t feeling well.


“How was it?” my dad asked, holding the remote, when everybody finally left.


“This is the hundred and twenty-sixth day this year we haven’t eaten dinner together,” my mother said. “And it’s only June.”





 


* Don’t think just because you’ve jumbled up our looks I don’t know when you’re really talking about me.—Hector




2 • A Walkie-Talkie


The walkie-talkie didn’t work. I could hear my mom but not the other person. I hadn’t thought of that. And in a lot of conversations, most of what she said was mm-hmm. I hadn’t thought of that either. With us, she said a lot. I had to be completely still so she wouldn’t hear noise through the device. Most of the time, I just heard her moving in her room, singing Joni Mitchell songs, off-key.


Hector had seen an old phone in his garage. He wanted to try hooking it up as an extension. He liked the idea of spying. He couldn’t watch Survivor either, because they just had an old TV that was broken. His only hope was my house. I held the bottom of the ladder while he reached for the black rotary from behind rusted paint cans. The Audrey garage held treasure. We hauled the heavy phone in his backpack to our place and found a painted-over jack under my bed. I had to pick out crud from the opening, but then we plugged it in and heard a dial tone! We covered the mouthpiece with cotton balls and duct tape. Then Hector thought of Silly Putty. We tore the stuff off, filled the holes, and brushed over it all with my sisters’ nail polish. No matter what, my mother wouldn’t be able to hear us through that. Then, for hours, the phone didn’t ring.


Finally, we heard talking from her room. The phone still hadn’t rung; she must’ve dialed. I slid in my socks down the hall, lifted the jangly box from under my bed.


Maybe I don’t inspire love, we heard her say, through static. I’ve never been beautiful.


I didn’t want Hector hearing that. I wanted my mother to be beautiful.


We’re as good-looking for women as they are for men. That was Sare, Charlie’s mom. I loved Sare. I’d have recognized her certainty through any static. “Maybe you and I just aren’t great marriage material.”


That stumped me. I didn’t know what she meant. My parents were better than other people’s parents; I believed that in a way so deep I didn’t think of it as a belief. It seemed a fact. My dad made everyone laugh. My mom stood apart, quieter, with her arms crossed. That was how they fit. The Mims didn’t tell Sare that she’d asked if he felt attracted to anyone else and that he’d named a name. Did my parents not have good sex? The thought streaked through me. I supposed they’d had it twice, at least. (My sisters were twins.)


I felt miserable, sitting cross-legged, the heavy black receiver leashed by its coil on top of the bed between Hector and me. Sare said that Dale relaxed her. His heart rate was very, very slow. Even though my dad worked long hours, he was beginning to be successful, Sare said. Doesn’t that thrill you a little? My mother thought a moment and then said no, not really. I knew that was true, and it scared me. Why didn’t it thrill her?


“I think your mom’s pretty beautiful,” Hector said.


On that August evening, in the year two thousand nothing, those two Los Angeles mothers talked for another hour. About what? Nothing we cared about.


Where to get the best thermos? Target! Music: Josquin des Prez, Mahalia Jackson, and Lucinda Williams. My mom listened to gospel, but she didn’t believe in God. More hikes, they both agreed they were going to get us to take. Putting on pumps and walking to church every Sunday? Not until those nuns got unshackled from their fucking vows of poverty. Sare said fucking! She was way cooler than my parents.


Sare was a very smart person who’d never tried anything too hard for her. She had that confidence and that boredom. Charlie had been my first friend. We knew each other through our mothers. The Mims was in awe of what Sare could make: for years, Charlie had a sandbox that took up their whole backyard, with boys crouching all over, running trucks and hoses. My mom wanted to learn from her the how-to of family life. My dad couldn’t understand. Sofia Kovalevsky wasn’t Martha Stewart, he kept saying. I heard that a dozen times before I learned that Kovalevsky was a dead mathematician, not someone they knew. But Sare had some wisdom about ease, an understanding of moving life, the warming and the holding. That never seemed to me unimportant. We were different from other families. My dad had chosen to be. The Mims just was. She couldn’t help it. She probably would rather have been more like everybody else.


“Well, the answer is …,” Sare said. This seemed to be her refrain. The answer to sex was once a week, in the morning. “Get it over with,” she said. “I always feel better after. It’s just before. The dread.”


I pushed the tonsil-like buttons to disconnect, as if by accident. I didn’t want to hear my mom talk about sex. It was bad enough to have heard Sare. I started to think about Sare without clothes on and had to stop. I hadn’t understood that people their age—like our parents even—kept on doing it. Or maybe I’d known, but I hadn’t thought about it.


“The answer,” Sare was saying, when I let the tonsils spring up, “is gratitude every day.” To our lunches, paring vegetables all at once and decanting them to glass jars in the refrigerator. Decanting seemed to be the final answer.


But I hadn’t breathed dust balls to hear about vegetables. I didn’t like picturing Sare nude with Dale, Charlie’s bookish dad who wore wire-rimmed glasses. Did he take the glasses off when he undressed?


More than an hour and the moms never got to Survivor.


I’d heard the Mims complain once to my dad that they should be having an endless conversation. “And what would that conversation be about?” he’d asked.


This was an endless conversation.


I did the cut-my-head-off sign and set the extension down on its cradle.




3 • Faking Sleep


While I rummaged in my mom’s drawer, I heard my parents laughing as they came up the steps outside. I dived under their covers when I heard the crunch of them unlocking and I made myself completely still. They walked in and hangers in the closet cymbaled. My mom kicked off her shoes.


“He has a crush on you, all right,” my dad said. A crush! Crushing was what girls did, I thought; every day it was on someone different. At the end of the bed, my father flicked on news. Through eyelashes, I could see him rubbing his socked foot. “Did you hear him stammering, ‘I’m besotted with your wife’? He practically couldn’t get the words out.” My dad laughed. “I guess he really liked your paper.”


“I’m surprised anybody noticed.” My mom had published one paper, about animal locomotion. When two copies of the journal came in the mail, my dad had brought home flowers and they’d gone out to dinner. The dork guy had been at UCLA, making a site visit for an NSF grant to the department, and he’d picked out my mom to be friends with. He said he’d read her paper, but she thought it was because he wanted a running partner while he was in LA.


“I’m not worried,” my dad said. “He’s a less-good-looking version of me.” In general, my dad only minded taller men. “It’s not an ugly baby they’ve got. Not like some potatoes we’ve known.” What baby did they think looked like a potato? Would my dad call his own daughter a spud?


“His wife asked me to talk to him. She said, I tell him he’s smilier than other babies. She thought he’d come around because he’s good with the cat and the dog. So I told him, ‘You’ll fall in love with him. Everyone falls in love with their own children.’ And he said, ‘Well, with your babies, sure.’ ”


“Miles was the most beautiful baby,” my dad said. “And Emma! Those curls!”


Boop One! Beautiful? A startling idea. I was alive when the Boops were born and I had eyes. Two lumps that wailed was more like it.


“The wife’s kind of a dishrag,” my dad said. “What’s with the Heidi braids?”


“You know what she said? After that whole thing about how he didn’t love the kid, she told me she was planning to get pregnant again right away. I asked if she thought that was such a good idea, given how he’d taken to this one. She said, in that little-girl voice, ‘Well, if he’s unhappy with everything anyway …’ ”


“Still, it can’t hurt for you to have a friend at NSF.”


My dad cared about the Mims’s position in the math world, where she felt she was still a beginner and too old to be. She’d made a miscalculation. She’d tried to solve an open problem and not published anything for five years. Now she had to teach more and didn’t get paid her summer ninths. I pretended sleep. They had a little scuffle then over whether to let me stay. “But she’s always in here,” my dad said, meaning my sister.


“So let him this once.”


My dad sighed. But he didn’t move me. And I slept beautifully, between them.





4 • Eavesdropping


My mother went running late at night, after we were supposed to be in bed. She loved for us to sleep. She could do things then without missing time with us. One night, I happened to be sitting in the crook of a tree when I heard voices rise from the street.


“That proved to be irresistible.”


“But this is?” she said. “Resistible?”


You could tell from the sound of the wind in the leaves that it was no longer summer.


“I’d probably leave everything,” the male voice, not hers, said.


“It would never work,” she answered. “We’re allergic to animals.”


It took a moment longer than usual for the words to line up into sentences. Possible meanings assembled, like a puzzle that could be put together different ways but that still left extra pieces until the real form used every one of them. Was it the dork guy offering to leave his wife for the Mims and her letting him down easy? I didn’t think it could be that. But the words pressed on me, like sharp cookie cutters.


One Sunday, I saw my dad pacing on the porch and climbed up to the roof. “I could get away for a long weekend maybe,” I heard him say. There was no one else there. He was on the telephone. “Not a month. She wouldn’t want to either. The last thing she’d want is a beach with me! When I get a night off, she doesn’t elect to go out. She has me take the kids so she can work. And I get that. I really do.”


A sweet dark twirl of air floated up to me. Thinking he was alone, my father had lit a cigar. He didn’t suspect I was above him. We weren’t supposed to know that he smoked. My mother had found some statistic that children of parents who smoked were more likely to smoke themselves. The Mims loved a good statistic.


That night, I stood outside their door. They were talking about the new chairman of the math department, who’d come from MIT after her husband died. “I worry about her,” my father said. “She’s just not attractive enough.” Then he burped. “Great meal.”


I burst in and said I needed a tuck. She followed me to my room and put her hand on my forehead. I loved that. Her hand was always cool. It erased my thoughts and let me fall asleep.


Then, it happened: the permanent thing.


When they told me, my lungs went out of sync. I lost the rhythm of breathing. I had to remember, Suck in, exhale, the hunger for oxygen no longer automatic.


My father went to the sink to get me a glass of water.


My mother told me to breathe.


“Drink,” my father said.


“I never thought you two” was all I could whisper, my face in his shoulder.




5 • Guessing Who Left


My father moved out a month after 9/11. Even that didn’t keep him home.


In school, we drew pictures of the Twin Towers to send to faraway New York City firemen, and during Life Skills, when the rock came to me in the circle, I said my parents were separating and that made me sad.


My mom got up early now. She fixed our lunches, the same as before, but she moved stiff and fast, like a general, dragging us up.


I taught the Boops to say Jawohl. And Heil Hitler.


“Who do you think left?” Hector asked.


I really didn’t know. “They said they decided together.”


It was the worst thing that ever happened to me, after the Boops being born. Even with all my sleuthing, I’d never suspected this. A day in October my mother sat at the kitchen table staring at an index card where she’d penciled the numbers of our friends’ moms. I watched her make herself dial. I learned from the conversation she had with Sare later that Simon’s mom had asked, Did you guys ever think of doing some counseling?


“Yeah, right,” Sare said. “You ever think of that?”


They laughed frighteningly. So my parents had gone to counseling. I hadn’t known.


But Hector’s mom, Kat, had said, “I’m about six weeks behind you.”


I counted. Six weeks passed, then seven, then eight. Nothing happened. Hector didn’t know his luck. I felt bad, but I wanted it to happen to him, too. I thought it would make us better friends.




6 • How Do You Solve a Problem Like Maria?


My father told me we were going to see The Sound of Music as a family.


We’d never done anything as a family before. “Do I have to?” I said.


They made me. Hector went, too, with the aunt who paid his school fees.


“My family,” I said to him at Intermission.


He shrugged. “My mom says your parents get along because it wasn’t about sex. No one had an affair.” Meaning, I supposed, that sex was the dangerous element. I acted as if I’d already known that. “Simon’s mom says you have the best divorce.”


“We’re not actually divorced. We’re here as a family, remember? My dad’s gunning for an A in Separation.”


When he picked us up Saturday mornings, he called ahead from the car to say, Put Emma in the black headband. He still cared about our hair. He usually ran late so we had to wait on the porch with our hair combed and then run down to his car. My mom came out in socks. He’d open the passenger window and hand her something—a cup with a straw, takeout containers, crumpled napkins—and say, Could you throw this out?


She took it. And we beheld our handsome dad, the distant ocean unrolling behind his profile, framed by the window of his new, heavy car.


“Your dad moved out,” Hector said. “Maybe he’s the culprit.”


My dad would be the one to fall in love. He walked into walls, pratfalling. He said himself he was the stupider of the two. He didn’t say he was also the better-looking one. Neither of my parents was especially romantic. I remembered the way they said in love, with spin, as if it were pathetic or a joke. My mom saw love as a trap to catch females. “You don’t really believe in that romance stuff, do you?” I’d asked her once, after a Disney princess movie with the Boops.


“I think it’s more or less stuff and nonsense,” she’d admitted.


Maybe my dad had left her for the Dutch.


Hector looked at me with pity.


You don’t even know how close you came, I thought.


His aunt walked over, balancing two supersize Cokes and a popcorn. His aunt was the age of our moms, but she wore boots and scarves because her boyfriend was married and she didn’t have kids to spend money on.


Boop One had moved three rows down to sit with girls she knew from school.


“I want to go home,” Boop Two whispered. “I’m homely.”


“Lonely, you mean. You’re lonely. Not homely.”


“I just want to go home.”


“Me, too. But we can’t.”


My mom waved to the Bennetts on the other side of the aisle. Sare had draped her leg over the movie-chair arm, onto Dale, as if to prove separation wasn’t contagious.


Out on the sidewalk, we met Holland for the first time, straining at the leash of an enormous poodle. She was tall and Brentwood-looking.


I asked her if she was Dutch.


She said, “No, just American,” and looked as if she had no idea why I’d asked.


I couldn’t have been the first person to ask that. More like the eighty-third.




7 • A Kind of Suspense


For a long time I woke up abruptly. At attention. I lived in a kind of suspense. We come into the world whole, all of us, but we don’t know that, don’t know that life will be taking large chunks out of us, forever.


Over a year after she said she would, Hector’s mom moved out of their house, to a cottage in Topanga. A week later their dog ran away. Hector and I stapled up signs with Rebel’s picture and the offer of a fifty-dollar reward.


I told Hector, “The worst part is finding out. After that, they buy you things. I have to say, this year hasn’t been as bad as I thought.” Mondays and Tuesdays Malc, my dad’s assistant, picked us up after school, Green Day blasting in his Honda. We stopped for takeout from Jerry’s Deli. My dad ordered us the same thing every night: chicken, broccoli, and baked fries. He made it home in time to eat with us, something my mom had tried to get him to do, but she never succeeded. A sense of tragedy flitted over his face as he surveyed the takeout boxes and plastic forks, as if we were enduring hardship together. But we preferred this food. Every Monday and Tuesday, we ate layer cake. When we used to have Sunday-night dinners in our house, our mom had said, Napkins on laps, and he’d put his on top of his head to make us laugh. But now he remembered each of the dishes she cooked and spoke of them solemnly. When he called us there to say good night, he asked what we’d had for dinner. With the shrimp? he’d say, or That’s the salad with the beans in it?


Before, my parents had fought about which one of them would have to go to the class picnic, who’d show up for the teacher conference, back-to-school night, blah blah blah. Now they still fought, but over who would get to. Had to or get to, the Mims always did. Since the separation, she seemed in constant motion. Like Avis, the second-biggest car-rental company, she tried harder.


Sometimes, I woke up at night and heard her crying.


“The worst is when they tell you,” I said again to Hector. I didn’t like remembering that. Everything had gone granular. Then, for months after, I kept wondering when the real horror would begin. In the middle of the night, I’d jolt and think, Here it is. But most days, it was as if we’d gotten another life but an okay one.


I guess I’d been waiting to tell somebody all this.


“But it’s not like my parents are separating or anything,” Hector said. “She just found a house in Topanga for the summer.”




8 • We Try Harder


Hector and Jules never knew where they’d sleep. Often, they ended up one place and a book or a sweater, in the case of Jules, who lived for her clothes, would be in the other. We were separated, but at least we had a schedule. The Audreys decided day-by-day. Hector’s dad, Philip, stayed in the bungalow where they all used to live, with the one bathroom that now never seemed clean. Hector slept over at my house most Friday nights. We never went there because he shared a room with his sister.


The Mims bought a pizza stone. As soon as she walked in the door those June Fridays, she changed into sweats, made a fire, mixed dough, and set it to rise. I liked seeing fire while it was still light out. Hector and I sluffed to my room, hauling backpacks.


This was all part of the Mims’s We Try Harder campaign. She made us regular pizzas, but for herself and Boop Two, she sliced pears and spooned on wet cheese and finished with a kind of bitter lettuce. Marge Cottle, the math department chair, brought over poisonous-looking mushrooms.


“Malted barley in the crust,” the Mims said, biting down. She loved her own cooking.


“Your house smells like excitement,” Hector said to us.




9 • How We Felt


“So I’m dating someone,” she said, in the car. “How do you feel about that?”


Sare must’ve told her to ask that. The Mims looked at me and swerved. She was never a great driver.


“Watch the road, please.”


The year before, Sare had made her assistant a partner in her real estate business, and now she drove twice a week to classes for her MSW. Since she’d started, there’d been lots of asking how we felt. Not that how we felt made any difference.


“Seriously? I guess I’m kind of relieved.”


My dad had had Holland awhile already. I was okay with her. I just didn’t want her snively runt moving into my room. I liked my room at my dad’s. It felt like a tree house, with a glass wall and a loft bed built in by a famous architect in 1967. So the Mims had met someone now. Her hands stayed on the steering wheel; she faced forward. I hadn’t noticed when she’d stopped crying at night. I’d thought maybe I’d just stopped waking up.


“Who is he?”


“Eli Lee,” she said, as if that were a name I was supposed to know. And I did, kind of. Someone named Eli called. Was he the dork guy? I wondered but couldn’t ask because I’d never called him that to her face.


“Eli. Yeah,” I said. “So, is he going to start coming over and stuff?”


“Well, yes,” she said. “But he lives in Washington, D.C.”


I remembered Sare asking once, What happened to that guy you run with?, and the Mims saying they didn’t live here. I pictured a wife with her hair parted in the center and braids on each side, carrying a potato baby. What did he do with her?


The Mims seemed about a hundred percent looser. She was probably dying to call Sare to tell her I felt relieved. But even so, we didn’t see the guy for months. Still, he called, and I liked yelling through the house, It’s hi-im! Eli!


I really was relieved. The nights we went to our dad’s in the canyon, I thought, she had someone to talk to.




10 • Behind a Door


Eli Lee finally walked up our steps on an October night, and he was the dork guy! I’d thought he was, but his really being who I’d guessed still shocked me. I was used to being told I had a big imagination. Not in a nice way. He stood no taller than my dad and he had weird hair that stuck up on top like an artichoke gone to flower. Boop One asked to touch it. “Was it always like that?” she asked. “When you were little?”


“It used to be just awful,” he said. “It grew out like a mushroom. A stylist in DC developed this cut.” His head was shaved on the sides. He wore a white button-down shirt, khakis, Converse low-tops, and no socks, even though it was winter cold. He had ears I kind of wanted to pull.


Walking to the restaurant, he put his hand on my mom’s back. That seemed wrong. She’s ours not yours, I thought.


Then, in the restaurant, my mom ordered a glass of wine, and he ordered a Coke. When my mom and dad ordered wine, they both did.


He turned to me. “So who do you think …” He motioned with his hands; he seemed to have trouble getting the question out. He stammered, “What, what bands do you listen to?”


“Green Day,” I said. “Coldplay.” I hadn’t meant to rhyme. I blamed his stammer. I hated speech impediments. Twice a week, Boop Two got driven to speech therapy, and I had to go along and sit for an hour in a room full of dirty toys.


Eli signaled the waiter. “Could we please have red pepper flakes?”


My mom liked hot pepper on pizza. But before, she’d always asked for it herself. An old couple stopped at our booth then, and my mom introduced us. “We’ve noticed them,” she said, after they left. We’ve?


“Why don’t I know them?” I asked, thinking, If he does.


“See the way she’s looking at him, folding her hands?”


“Yeah,” I said. “So?”


“They seem eager to talk to each other. As if they’re expecting … fun.”


“They have a nice …” Eli flailed, his hand flapping. “A nice …” He never finished that sentence. He seemed to have trouble with sentences.


Watching old people: I didn’t like that. And I hoped she didn’t get all we-ish with Eli. Ask for your own pepper flakes, I felt like saying.


At home, he wanted to see photo albums. Maybe my dad wasn’t the culprit, I thought, maybe the Mims had left him for the dork guy. It didn’t seem like it, though. My dad was better-looking. For that matter, so was Holland. A couple times, I skidded in socks down the hall and lingered behind the door to hear the Mims and Eli. She kept laughing. He said, “I love them already. They’re your children.”


I stayed slumped against the wood, my leg falling asleep.


He whispered, “Did I kiss you all right?” He sounded scared, like I would be, and I’d never kissed anybody yet.


So the culprit must have been my dad. If this was the first time Eli had kissed her.


The next morning, I found a picture on the table of my mom when she was a kid pulling on bike handlebars that had streamers. I didn’t think of Eli again until weeks later, when a package arrived for me in the mail: two volumes of Sherlock Holmes stories.*





 


* What was that about?




11 • Another Failed Christmas


A guy in cleats dangled from a safety belt strapped around our neighbor’s fishtail palm. He was winding a string of multicolored bulbs around the trunk, to make it look like a candy cane.


My mom shouted up, “Hey, could you put lights on our roof?”


Women in Uggs and down vests followed leashed dogs while we waited in the car to be driven to school. The mountains felt close; we could see their brown ridges. Winter in Santa Monica.


The Mims bargained. “Single mom,” she shouted up. “Math teacher.” Sometimes she said professor, sometimes teacher. Teacher when she wanted a discount.


He agreed to staple on lights and set them on a timer for a hundred bucks. “Might be a lot for one socket,” he said. “It shorts, you have to push the little button and reboot.”


I used to love Christmas. My dad, in his glasses, carrying a tree over his shoulder, saying, I like having a shiksa wife. The Boops only got that for a few years. And Christmas didn’t happen anymore. Last year my dad came over and gave my mom a bracelet I never saw her wear.


“It’s snowing in the San Gabriels,” Hector told me. They were leaving three days before vacation on one of their epic drives to Glacier National Park, on the Canadian side. “Nineteen sixty-two was the last time it really snowed in Los Angeles.”


The weather I think of as winter in LA has to do with stillness. Monterey pines don’t move; the sway of palms is so slight as to seem imaginary. Everything sparkles. You could see snow in the distance down Pico, if you squinted.


After school let out, my dad took us to see his family in New York. My father’s family—I don’t know how to describe it even now—but you bent through a small door and entered a world where all of a sudden you were better. We became straight-A children, even though our school didn’t give grades. We moved inside a snow globe. A waitress told our father we were the politest kids she’d ever served. Those things happened with our dad. I’ve spent half my life wondering how many of them were true.


We returned home Christmas Eve and tore into the FedEx boxes my aunt Mab had sent from Montecito, and Boop One swallowed a Frito of packing Styrofoam. At least she said she did. No one saw. First she said she did, grinning with her pointy teeth; then when my mom went apoplectic, she denied it, crying and choking out that she’d been just kidding, all the way to the emergency room. We had to wait on plastic chairs while the movie we’d planned to see was starting its music and titles. “Merry Christmas!” I said, looking at a wall clock decked with foil tinsel above the nurses’ station.


The Mims called my dad and got his machine.


“Why don’t you try Eli?” I said.


“He’s back East. He has a brother who—” She stalled.


“A brother who what?”


“Well, he told me about his brother years ago. It was the first real conversation we ever had.”


“Well, what about the brother?”


“He’s ill.”


“With what?”


“I don’t know if it has a name. Anxiety, I guess. The worst thing is, he doesn’t have friends.”


“Not any?”


“Last year, there seemed to be a woman he talked to at work. We hoped that might turn into something. But now he’s lost his job, and he’s tired all the time. He lives in New Jersey in the apartment where their mother died.”


“That’s sad. That their mother’s dead,” I said. “But, at least, no mother-in-law!”


Just then, a nurse pushed through swinging doors. The X-ray hadn’t found any Styrofoam. Boop One had been telling the truth that she was lying.


“It was a joke,” she mumbled.


“Don’t ever lie like that again!” I said.


“You’re not the boss of me!”


We rode past the Aero Theatre, dark already, where people had laughed, eaten popcorn, and gathered on the sidewalk after to talk some more. Another failed Christmas. We passed decorated houses on our street; one roof had six lit reindeer.


“Next year, can we get colored lights?” Boop Two asked.


“Colored lights,” my mom repeated, not saying yes or no. A trick Sare probably learned at MSW school.


But even our white lights had shorted out. My mom stomped up to the plug she couldn’t see in the dark. Under a crescent moon a coyote trotted down the middle of our street. The Boops had never seen a coyote before, but even they could tell right away that it wasn’t a dog. Its long tail draped the pavement and its gait carried something wild. The Mims had told us about four-legged-animal locomotion and hidden symmetries. She’d said a dog is math incarnate: when it walks, its footfalls are evenly spaced in time, and when it trots, diagonal pairs of legs, right front and left back, hit the ground together. This was connected to the fact that when you see birds on a telephone line, they end up evenly spaced. I’d forgotten why.


We followed the coyote half a mile down the road.





12 • In a Drawer


The next morning, we lunged onto our gifts, and then, after the savagery, there was that fizzy holiday feeling of Now what? The Boops had received an Easy-Bake oven and sat bickering about which recipe to make. Cake or bread. Bread or cake.


“There’s one more for you. Outside,” my mom said to me. I stepped onto the porch with bare feet. It was cold, the sky pale, almost colorless. Still so early. A hawk coasted. We both stood watching. Then she put a hand on each of my ears and turned my head. “You like it?”


It took a long time for me to see: a tree house built into our live oak like one of those pictures you find inside another picture. I ran over the wet grass, my ankles prickling, and then climbed the rope ladder. From inside, I could see the neighbors’ yards and beyond. I knew I was going to like it up here.


When my father walked in hours later, he was carrying a pyramid of store-wrapped presents and a waxy crumpled to-go cup with the straw still in. My mom had put out the good plates, but my sisters and I cut slices of the warm coffee cake and just ate them off our hands.


He gave my mom earrings. She put them on, and they looked pretty.


I wondered, then, if she’d gotten anything from Eli. I hadn’t. You’d think from a guy who said he loved her children, the gift boxes would tower. No presents had arrived, though. I led my dad to see my new place and he climbed up with me. “Not too shabby,” he said, hands in his pockets as we stood looking out over the world. My dad was here just for a visit; he could leave anytime he wanted, any minute. We had what we’d had before, but less of it. And we never knew when it would end. Our family couldn’t reassemble; even I understood that whatever held people was fragile and, once broken, couldn’t be put together again. But we weren’t yet something else.


A week later, rummaging in my mom’s drawer, I found a card with two names and long phone numbers, the handwriting tiny, like little spiders. These London tailors make bespoke men’s suits for women’s bodies. I want to take you and have them make one for yours. I compared it with the note in my Holmes book. It matched.


She hadn’t said anything about London. I didn’t want her leaving the country. Where would we go? For a few weeks I made a point of checking that drawer for plane tickets. I never found anything until one day, a torn corner of graph paper.


I guess I’m not good at love, it said in her handwriting.


This is not bad luck was scrawled in those tiny black spider letters.


O-kay, I thought. Maybe Eli was for her alone, without us. London.


When I thought things like that, I just stopped. I could still stop my thinking then. But not for much longer.




13 • From the Roof


A day in January, when carpool dropped me home, I found Eli crouching in the front yard wearing a catcher’s mitt. Boop Two was practicing that complicated round-the-world fast pitch they do in softball. My mom stepped out to watch. Eli had driven them to my sister’s piano competition three hours east and back. My dad could never do that. He was always working.


IT’S NOT THAT I’M SO SMART, IT’S JUST THAT I STAY WITH PROBLEMS LONGER—A.E. was chalked on the ancient standing blackboard my mom and Sare, looking wind-tossed and pleased with their loot, had once hauled into the kitchen from a flea market.


At the table, we told Eli the story of the not-swallowed Styrofoam Frito, the emergency room, and the horrible Christmas lights that kept shorting out.


“I can put up lights for you next year,” he said, reaching for my mother’s wrist. I wanted to slap that hand.


“Maybe you can help him, Miles,” she said.


“Sure.” And with that a future was pledged: us on the roof with big staplers, bales of wired lights looped on our arms. The Mims and my sisters could watch from below as we lay on our bellies stringing lights on the edge. That was the first feeling I had for Eli. We could be men who did that shit. I liked the idea of putting up lights ourselves.


After dinner he left. I didn’t wonder, as I should have, if I’d been old enough to care about other people when they turned the corner beyond visibility, if he flew back to DC or just stayed in some cheap hotel here, but the next night he turned up again to take my mom out. Hector was over, Simon and Charlie were coming, and we had our best babysitter, our cleaning woman, Esmeralda, who didn’t speak En glish and let us eat what we wanted. My mom emerged from her bedroom looking different.


“What’s that stuff on your face?” I asked.


Eli stood the same as always—the white shirt again and no socks. He looked my mom up and down and said, “Wow!” I’d read wow in the bubbles of comics, but I’d never heard anybody actually say it. I did a spit take. His lips opened, a bottom and top tooth just barely touching, as if he wanted to eat her. I’d never seen my dad like that.


They left, and I read “A Scandal in Bohemia” out loud while Hector sketched on my floor.* Hector could draw any Simpsons character exactly. Bart and Marge heads cluttered his homework.


After Simon and Charlie arrived, we took over the upstairs and had a marathon night of Fawlty Towers while folding paper airplanes. I forgot about the whole bottom of the house until the girls pranced up shrieking. They’d messed around in my mom’s closet and had bras on outside their clothes and underwear as hats. Makeup smeared on their faces. I’d once used a bra for Mickey Mouse ears; maybe they remembered that. But the stuff they’d found was shiny. Black ribbons with what seemed to be miniature mousetraps hung down over Boop Two’s face. I didn’t want to think about my mom wearing those.


“Put that back!” I yelled.


You knew your mom’s underwear, everyone did, from before. I never went near that dresser now. She had only one desk drawer where I still rummaged. I’d picked through all her things when I was smaller, but that just stopped, the way once she’d come into my bath with me and now not, and it hadn’t seemed like the end of anything until my sisters dressed in her underwear made me remember what had changed. My mom and Eli were having sex probably. That was a lower, threatening world.


My sisters, in their stupid ugly costumes, had no idea.


Hector stroked my nose with his finger, from the top, where glasses would go, to the tip. “I’ve been told this calms a lobster,”* he said.


We waded out onto the roof and flew our paper airplanes down under moonlight. Hector told a story about his aunt. She’d started to bake a cake and the recipe called for vanilla extract, so she borrowed a tiny bottle from her neighbor. Then, after she didn’t answer her phone for three days, the police found her passed out in her car, on the shoulder of the Pacific Coast Highway. They took away her license. She’d have to walk now to AA meetings. The architecture firm had arranged a driver to take her to and from work.


“Wait, vanilla extract has alcohol in it?”


He said all extracts did and told us his mom was moving from Topanga into his aunt’s house in the Palisades, to help her.


But then, when Hector went to the bathroom, Charlie whispered, “Aren’t his parents getting divorced?”


I don’t know, I mouthed.


Simon blurted, “My mom said they were.”


When the bathroom door opened, we shut up. Hector stepped back out onto the roof. “What were you guys whispering?”


We said, “Nothing.”


He said, “Come on,” and finally we said. So we were the ones who told him his parents were breaking up.


“I thought it might have been something like that.” He shrugged. “Don’t know why they didn’t just say it.”


That night, Hector invented mutants. We snuck downstairs and stole stuffed animals from the Boops and found the sewing kit. Simon had gone to Waldorf School until third grade, and he knew how to sew. We amputated limbs, jabbing our hands with the needles, trying to attach them to other sockets. We scissored off heads. We worked for hours and only completed the kitten with a pig’s head and lobster claws. The Boops were out cold. After midnight, as we sprawled half asleep, Airplane! flickering over my friends’ faces, I heard tires. I knew the sound of our tires. I stepped onto the roof.


“Your holiday weight,” he was saying.


She made a moo-ey sound.


“Oh, come on. I love your tummy. Your tush and your tummy are the only overtly sexual parts of you.”


I went inside. I didn’t want to hear more. I felt unsafe, all of a sudden, as if wolves were biting at our walls. For a long time, I turned on one side, then the other, bumping into Hector; I couldn’t sleep. In the morning, though, it was just our house, sun on the kitchen cupboards, my mom whisking eggs, Hector and Charlie already at the table drinking OJ. The Boops played jacks on the floor. Eli must have left in the night.


“The girls said they heard a stampede on the roof. And this morning, I found the front lawn covered with paper airplanes.” She got out the camera and was taking photos when Sare drove up.


“Better get the picture before the sprinklers go on, ‘cause that’s going to be one mess.” I could always charm my mother. But nothing about me was magic to Sare.





 


* This is where I got the idea to change a name or two. I’m thinking maybe I should make every single character in the book a redhead.


* You did give me most of our good lines. I suppose you had to so as not to appear arrogant. As arrogant as we in fact were.




14 • The Year of the Mutants


Dante, Max, and Miles G. wanted to get into mutants, too. From then on for a year we had blowout Friday nights with five or six guys sleeping over. We named ourselves the Jocular Rabid Rabbits and sewed mutants in the tree house, which we called the Jocular Rabid Rabbits’ Pad. Simon taught us all to sew. To this day, I’m the only one in the family who can mend with an even stitch or reattach a popped button. That was the most social time of our childhoods, Hector’s and mine.


One night, Boop Two screamed, seeing her former toy headless, ragged-necked, with fluff coming out. After that, the Mims informed us that we had to buy our own animals to mutilate, with allowance money.


“How many millions do you need to borrow?” Eli asked on the phone. “I have money, too, Reen. I’m not going to let that get in the way.” How could he have millions? I wondered, with a shiver. My parents talked about other people’s money. Hector’s aunt paid his tuition. Charlie’s grandfather paid. My mom and dad felt like they were the only parents at the school who were actually writing checks out of their own salaries. But none of the families we knew had millions.


This was how I learned we needed money. Could Eli really give us some? He worked for the NSF, but I thought we got mailings from them asking for donations. My mother sent in checks, once for twenty dollars, another time fifty dollars to their Youth Foundation. And to the Smithsonian, too. In the morning, there was a new Albert quote on the blackboard: A TABLE, A CHAIR, A BOWL OF FRUIT, AND A VIOLIN; WHAT ELSE DOES A MAN NEED TO BE HAPPY?


Not to contradict a genius, but I could think of plenty else.




15 • The Room Not Chosen


The un-Dutch Holland wanted my dad’s floors to be darker, so he moved into my room for a week. He made me take the top bunk, and I couldn’t sleep right; the ceiling loomed too close.


I was never a kid who had nightmares, like my sister who woke up tangled in my mother’s bed, their female legs all over each other. But the last night my dad slept in my room something woke me. A scrape at the back of the house.


I climbed down the bunk ladder. The noise seemed to come from the room off the kitchen. In its life in our house, that room had never been chosen. My mom wanted to fix it up so each twin could have her own space, but so far they liked sharing. All the unused furniture ended up there with a rack of old clothes and boxes with diplomas. From behind the dark clutter came a heave. It was hard to make out words but a melody rose. You told me we’d be together, it said, again and again.


This could have been from the yard next door.


You said I could be with you—


A window banged. I made myself walk through the towers of clutter, to latch the open window. But when I stepped in, a force repelled me. I knew not to go farther. So I turned back and edged toward what had once been my parents’ room. Behind me, a noise choked outside. How much time!


I put an arm out to steady me in the hall. I was trying to decide if I should wake my mom. But only Boop One slanted across the sheets, the covers flung aside. So was it true: Was my mother in that room off the kitchen, listening to a person outside? I wondered all of a sudden if my dad knew about Eli. I felt like waking him, but then I bumped into the Mims in the hall, wearing a white nightgown. “Did you hear that?”


She put her hand on my forehead. “You’re warm. Do you want a glass of water?”


I said no. She went one way; I went the other and climbed the ladder to my bed.


Just before I woke, something spat in my ear: If you got pregnant, we’d have the baby! Baby! I hit my head awake on the ceiling and then sat there on the top bunk. Simon’s parents had had a baby, number four. He thought his whole family was an embarrassment now, and it kind of was. Plus they’d named it Theodore.


I heard the familiar scrabble of Gal. The extent of my parents’ capacity to provide a living creature during the years of their marriage, despite our pleas for a dog, was a tortoise named Gal, who lived in a terrarium on my floor. They’d meant to get a smaller turtle, a sort my father recalled buying in a slim cardboard box at the circus in Madison Square Garden that afterward resided in a plastic pool with its own plastic palm tree. Gal scrabbled on wood chips to the top of a rock in her terrarium.


My father slept through it all.




16 • Were You Ever Going to Tell Me?


Hector’s mom, Kat, took a job working for Sare, and he hated it. He referred to her as Sarah Bennett’s gopher and Charlie’s mom’s slave.


Now that she worked, Kat wanted us there Friday night because she hadn’t seen her kids all week. Hector and I walked his aunt Terry to her AA meeting at the YWCA. She gave us sixty dollars to rent a movie, and so we bought megacandy and rented Godfather I and II. My dad had said we had to wait till we were fifteen, but we thought maybe with Kat we could get away with it. This would probably be our only chance for years. Kat stuck in her head and said, “You guys hungry?” without even asking about the rating. She looked at the candy wrappers all over the couch. Then she brought us each a bowl of pasta and told me she’d seen my mom and Eli in a restaurant. “They seemed happy. He was feeding her with his fork.”


“He was what?”


“He held a hand under. It was sweet.”


I had a spasm. “Yuk.”


But we watched both Godfathers. I kept expecting someone to stop us. Terry came in and sat with us a moment. “I love Brando as an old man in that garden,” she said.


“Which do you like better,” I asked Hector in the dark, “your mom’s or your dad’s house?” Now it was our dad’s or our mom’s. It wouldn’t ever be our house again. But we were maybe getting a dog, I reminded myself; we couldn’t if my dad still lived there. He and Boop One were allergic. Boop One wanted a puppy anyway. My mom said Eli would help us find one.


“My dad’s house,” Hector said.


The next time Eli visited, dogless, he wore a big-shouldered jacket. An Eisenhower jacket, he told us, from the Korean War. Boop One reached up again to touch his hair.


“Marine cut,” he said. “High and tight.” But hadn’t some stylist made up his hair? I could have remembered wrong. Was there such a thing as a Marine stylist?


That night the Boops wanted Eli to read them a book before bed. “You should feel good,” I said to the Mims while he was in their room. “He’s a handsome guy. He looks like Lyle Lovett, and he was married to Julia Roberts.”


Later, they had her computer open on the table; Eli was explaining how to take money out of her paycheck for medical savings. “We’re making a budget!” she called.


“Woo-hoo!” I yelled back.
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