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For Mom









Over the Mountains


Of the Moon


Down the Valley of the Shadow


Ride, boldly ride, …


If you seek for Eldorado!


— EDGAR ALLAN POE









All I want is to be innocent again.


She would always remember her sister Pam saying that, murmuring it as she dropped to her knees on the icy grass, that blond, blond hair of hers—the Bishop hair—glowing in the dark yard.


Harper had followed as her sister bolted from the house, back door swinging wildly, the Merry Mushroom cookie jar under her arm, coffee-stained. Holding it like she held her stuffed Pooh doll, age six, screaming that her sisters were pinching her, pulling her hair, scaring her, making her pee her pants.


Charging across the backyard, both sisters shuddering in the night air, Harper’s bum right knee throbbing, teeth aching from the cold of it, until Pam stopped short, in the far corner, under the soaring elm, its branches bare and veiny.


Harper watched, the March wind screaming in her ears, as Pam dropped to her knees like the drunk girl at the high school party, the private school boys circling.


All I want is to be innocent again.


But they both knew it wasn’t possible.


Life only goes in one direction. And experience only gathers itself, accumulates, thickens.


Pam was digging with both hands.


The elm branches blowing, whispering all around, Harper watched her sister’s ragged French manicure plunging into the black earth like when they were little, making mud pies, digging out earthworms for Mr. Loccrichio next door.


What’s wrong, Pammy? What is it?


And Pam, her knees sliding in the dirt, had looked up at her, those gray-blue eyes of hers bright and startled. Like she’d forgotten Harper was there.


Help me. Please. Harper, help.


Harper ran to the toolshed for a shovel, for anything, her breath squeaking, fumbling for a rusty shovel, a metal spade.


Later, she remembered seeing her face in it, pulled and strange.


They dug and dug, the frozen soil cracking, giving.


Soon enough, Pam’s collie, Fitzie, joined them, churning his paws into the dirt, too, wanting to be a part of the game, the mad adventure.


Harper’s arms were so much stronger than Pam’s, strong from her three decades’ work at the Hunt Club stables, and soon enough the hole was big, bigger.


Big enough for the Merry Mushroom cookie jar, stuffed to the brim with curling green swirls of bills packed like tight little cigars.


The Merry Mushroom jar that, an hour before, Pam had plucked from its hiding place in the basement, stuffed deep in a bulk Tampax Pearl box next to the wobbling dryer.


Their forearms aching, their hands split and bleeding, but at last the hole was deep enough for the cookie jar, for five cookie jars stacked on top of the other.


Kneeling, her knees cracking, Pam wedged the Merry Mushroom deep inside, nesting it against a wall of dirt.


Harper staggered back, trying to catch her breath, Fitzie licking her fingers.


She heard a clicking sound, Pam’s teeth clattering from the cold, from an unnamed fear.


He can’t ever find it, Pam said.


Or, She can’t ever find it.


Or, They can’t ever find it.


Which was it? The roar of the winter wind. It had all gone away.


All she remembered now were Pam’s eyes, so wild, so frenzied, her headband sliding down her forehead and her turtleneck sprayed black with dirt.


Oh, Pammy, Harper promised, it’ll be okay. It’ll be okay.


But Pam only laughed, laughed in a strange, strangled way, her Tretorn slipping suddenly in the dirt mound, her ankle turning.


Harper reached for her just in time, their hands interlocking, stopping Pam from tumbling into the shallow grave.


Harper saved her from falling, but not from what came next.


In a few hours, Pam would be sprawled on the floor of her kitchen, her face pulped red.


In a few days, Pam would be deep in the dirt herself, her hair shellacked, her face put back together again, stiff and strained, her lips Clinique-painted, her nails shorn and clean, her body stuffed in the shiny emerald-green dress she’d bought at Jacobson’s and worn for every birthday, Christmas, New Year’s Eve, since her divorce three years before.


But Harper would never think of her like that, not ever. Instead, she always remembered her in her old house—the grand one, sold after the divorce.


She could picture her there now, standing at her glossy kitchen island, her hand curled around her clinking glass, her eyes dancing. Her eyes promising you that she loved everyone and everyone loved her and she would never die. It was impossible that she should ever die.


After, they began filling the hole again, a much more joyous activity, Pam’s shovel clanging against Harper’s spade and Fitzie running ragged circles around them, yelping and howling into the night.


The top of the cookie jar, a white curl and then gone into the earth.


Is it gone, is it really gone? Pam asked, and Harper promised her it was.


Pam, her face dirt-speckled and her mouth open in the dark yard, reached for her sister’s forearms, Harper lifting her to her feet.


Crying and laughing at everything. Laughing at the both of them, covered in mud, dirty as a dishrag, their mother would have said, my slobby sues.


And the ground packed tight beneath them and somewhere on El Dorado Drive a neighbor’s hound howling at the moon. Fitzie howling back, scratching at the storm window. A bird crying in the night. The smell of the earth, wet and pure.
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Nine months ago


Everything’s changing,” Pam said softly.


“It always is,” Harper said, squeezing her sister’s hand as they sat, uncomfortably, on folding chairs sinking heavily into the football field lawn.


Onstage, Pam’s son, Patrick, gauntly handsome in his goblin-green Norseman robe, rose from the folding chair to accept his high school diploma.


Harper felt her eyes fill. How was he still not age six, elbows on the table, meticulously removing the plastic and eating two rolls of powdered mini-donuts in one sitting, his fingers, his face, even his long eyelashes, dusted white?


An average student, Patrick had devoted most of his energies to running track, to all his jobs—painting fences and mowing lawns until he was burnished brown, his arms like carved banisters. And, most of all, to the care and maintenance of his little sister, Vivian, who sat beside Harper now, chin trembling, shaking off mascara tears.


But if you looked at Patrick on that stage—so solemn, his polyester robe glinting like spun satin—you might think he was valedictorian, class president, most likely to succeed. It was the way he carried himself, so regal, very grand, and Harper wanted to cry, too, Pam sobbing beside her now.


“I’m just so proud,” Pam kept saying, but Harper wondered if there was some strange kind of relief too. Relief that he’d made it, he’d graduated, and, thanks to a modest track scholarship, he was going to some college in Chicago—away, further away than any of them ever had.


When he turned to wave to them from the dais, the look on Patrick’s face reminded Harper of a skittish colt, eyes darting. He’d made it through a calamitous childhood, scissored in two by his parents’ ugly and endless divorce. He had gotten out. Somehow, Pam had gotten him out. Or he had gotten himself out.


So Harper decided not to see it as an omen when his diploma slipped carelessly from his long fingers as he glided across the stage, the kid behind him accidentally stepping on it, flattening it under his penny loafer.


It was only when the caps flew in the air that Harper realized her niece, Vivian, had abandoned them, a flash of chlorine-blue hair slinking behind the football stands with another girl. The two of them nearly disappearing inside their spray-painted hoodies, their bare legs poking through.


“This is going to be hard for her,” Harper said.


Pam nodded gravely.


No one knew what they’d do about Vivian, once a sweet, earnest little girl who followed her big brother everywhere and loved nothing more than riding. Harper herself had put her on her first, an old gray quarter pony named Lumpy, at age five.


Now a surly sixteen with a midnight-black manicure and pierced tongue, Vivian spent most of her time riding around in strangers’ cars, a vodka bottle necked between her knees, pouring for a parade of sweet-faced girls, many of whom would kick off their sparkly sneakers in Vivian’s bedroom and slide under her satin comforter, licking Vivian’s laughing face, insisting, if Harper opened the door, It’s a slumber party, we swear.


Pam didn’t seem to register any of it, but Harper marveled over their ease and comfort, Vivian and her girlfriends. Times were so different now, she wanted to say.


How do you keep track? Harper would tease her niece.


And Vivian would remind Harper in that scratchy voice of hers, thick with tar, I’m young.


But that was before her mother laid down the law on New Year’s Eve—Vivian cuffed inside a patrol car, kicked out of some warehouse party in Corktown, jaw clenched and hands purple, something about a potato chip bag full of MDMA. That was before her father threatened to send her to boarding school—and not the kind you’d like, he warned in the all-caps text Vivian promptly showed Harper.


But Patrick had stepped up, taking Vivian everywhere he went, to the mall movie theater with the sticky carpeting and the neon arcade games, to National Coney Island for chili dogs or to Sanders Chocolate Shoppe for hot fudge ice cream puffs at the counter, like the hundred times Pam had taken them as little kids, as their mother had taken them.


Every day after school, Vivian sat high in the stands, watching her brother run track, pretending to do her homework while carving graffiti on a bleacher bench, but—at least—behaving, staying still, keeping, as Pam would say with a sigh, her panties on.


But now Patrick was leaving.


It’ll be just me and Vivian, Pam had said that very morning, her brow damp from making a hundred mortarboard candy pops for the graduation party. Adding with a laugh, One of us is coming out in a body bag.


It wasn’t until after the ceremony that their big sister, Debra, finally appeared, her husband, Perry, trailing behind in the same linen Hickey Freeman sports jacket all the fathers in Grosse Pointe wore, trying to catch his breath.


“We weren’t late,” Debra insisted. “Perry couldn’t make it up the stands. I can only guess you forgot to reserve us seats on the lawn. …”


“It doesn’t matter,” Pam said, winking at Harper, who tried not to laugh. That morning, they’d made a twenty-dollar bet on how quickly Debra would complain about the seating.


“Well, it matters to me,” Debra started to say, then stopped herself, kissing Pam on both cheeks.


“Hell, Pammy, you did it,” Perry said, squeezing Pam’s arm. “By hook or by crook, you got your boy through.”


“Hook and crook,” Pam laughed. “And a lot of sweaty glad-handing at the PTA.”


“The question is,” Debra asked, looking around, fanning herself with her program, “where’s the proud papa?”


It had been the big unknown, whether Patrick’s father, Doug, would show, maybe in a puff of sulfur, Pam had joked, knowing her ex-husband all too well.


“It’s okay, Mom,” Patrick said after the ceremony, slipping one arm around her and his other around Vivian. “He’s been working a lot. I figured he might not make it.”


“He could still come to the party,” Vivian said softly, her eyes raccooned from crying all day, a bandage hanging loose, her brother’s name newly tattooed on her calf.


“I’m sure he’ll try,” Harper said, curling her arm around her niece.


But you never could be sure with Doug, and part of her was relieved he hadn’t yet appeared. All day she kept thinking she saw him from the corner of her eye—a flash of madras, the smell of his clove-thick aftershave. It made her nervous. It had been so long.


The sky heavy with looming rain, there was an anarchic, spooky feeling in the air as the parking lot filled with crushed graduation caps and trampled robes, with sweat-slicked parents trying to corral their whooping seniors, some of them jumping on random car hoods, a champagne bottle crashing, spattering green glass, foam.


Zigzagging through the crowd, Harper ran into her nephew Stevie, Debra’s sweet burnout of a son.


“Where’d everybody go?” he asked, scratching his head.


It turned out his parents had left without him, forgotten him, as Stevie put it, laughing in his slouchy jeans, his eyes red and sad. Stevie, who had no driver’s license after last year’s second DUI.


Harper offered him a ride in her beat-up minivan, a cast-off of Pam’s, twelve years old and two hundred thousand miles.


Nudging their way to the school exit, Harper and Stevie witnessed two separate fender benders and a dad-on-dad shoving match, a bristle of panic rolling through the lot.


“I can’t believe it,” Stevie said, punching the cigarette lighter. “Patrick’s doing it. He’s really doing it.”


“Going to college?” Harper said, pulling at last onto Vernier Road.


“Getting out,” Stevie said, his sunglasses falling over his nose as Harper hit the gas. “The great escape …”


Harper guessed the unremarkable school Patrick had squeaked into was as exotic as the Sorbonne to Stevie, still technically a freshman at Mercy College three years after his own high school graduation. Even if he’d had the grades to get into a state school, Debra and Perry couldn’t have helped pay for it, not after Perry got sick.


No one knew how Pam planned to swing Patrick’s tuition. Hope and lottery tickets, Pam said whenever Harper asked. Or, Hope and witchcraft. Or, Hope and dollar slots. Lately: Hope and turning tricks.


Hope and big loans, more likely. High-interest loans, car title loans, payday loans, towering credit card debt, who knew what else.


You have to give them everything, Pam had said to Harper that very morning, stuffing an envelope with a thick ripple of cash to give Patrick later that night. Everything left in her checking account minus two months’ rent.


Pammy— Harper started, but what could she say?


I’ve never done anything, Pam said, turning her head away, sealing the envelope, but I can say I did this.


Everyone assembled at Pam’s rental house on El Dorado Drive for the party she had been planning for weeks, maybe months. Planning it like it was a wedding, a royal wedding even, and Harper half expected Patrick to arrive in a horse-drawn carriage.


Mom, you don’t have to, Patrick kept assuring her, worried until the last minute that he might not make that gentleman’s C in trigonometry. We can just hang out. It’s cool.


But Pam was the sister who planned parties, who hosted, who threw herself into everything with the sweaty fervor of a general readying her troops for the final battle, the one to win the war. It made sense when she was married to Doug, when she was president of the Junior League and chair of the Parents’ Club, when she lived in a five-bedroom, six-columned mansion on a canopied boulevard near the lake and hosted three or more parties a month—dinner parties, fundraisers, meet-and-greets, luncheons, receptions.


But those days were gone, long gone, which was maybe why this party meant far more, why it had the weight of a coronation, the eerie desperation of D-Day.


It’s beautiful,” Harper told her, barely catching her sister as she flitted in and out of the house with trays, bags of ice, bug spray.


“I tried,” Pam said with a sigh, the back of her hand on her forehead like a soap opera actress. “I just want him to remember it forever.”


They both stood for a minute to take it all in: the backyard glimmering with candles and string lights, Norseman-green-and-gold balloons, a half-dozen rented tables draped with gold linen, branches strung with miniature graduation cap streamers, garlands shimmying with graduation tassels, the ancient elm tree thick with bright paper lanterns: Class of 2008!


More than twenty years ago, Harper and her sisters had celebrated their own graduations on the grand lawn of the Hunt Club, formal affairs that ended with all the parents drunk, their chairs tipping onto the grass, and all the kids escaping to the after-parties in paneled basements and rec rooms all through Grosse Pointe.


Now, as the auto industry’s fortunes sank, most graduation parties resembled this one, stuffed into the backyard of Pam’s split-level rental house on the optimistically named El Dorado Drive, a street that would forever remain aspirational, close as it was to the shaggier St. Clair Shores, a different county near the water, strange smells forever rising from the storm sewer drain. That ten-mile drain’s giving everyone cancer, everyone always said. But would the people who live there even know the difference?


But somehow Pam made it all work, as she always did.


You never even noticed the pitted aluminum siding, the yellowing lawn, the painted-over window latches and sagging gutters.


All you saw was Pam’s magic.


Within an hour, more than a hundred people had arrived, many of them with go-cups, roadies, what her parents used to call “driving drinks” for the ten-minute car ride to a party.


They needn’t have bothered. Pam had set up a potting-bench-turned-makeshift-bar for the adults, who rarely left it, but soon enough one of the Styrofoam coolers disappeared, only to find its way to someone’s van and another to the basement, and by six o’clock, half the teenagers bore telltale rum-punch-red tongues.


One by three, three by six, they came and in every other hand an envelope for Patrick. Some of the adults—like Marty, Pam’s divorce attorney—just pulled out their wallet as soon as they saw Patrick, slapping bills into his hand like he was the maître d’ at the Stork Club.


Harper hoped her nephew would do the right thing with all those checks, those fluttering bills tufting loose from the card holder sleeves. But she feared somehow he wouldn’t, didn’t understand money or what it meant, only that his parents never stopped arguing about it and piling up debt.


But who was Harper to talk, anyway.


How many Bishop sisters,” Perry shouted out, “does it take to carry a cake?”


And everyone laughed as Harper, Pam, and Debra lugged their mother’s sterling silver cake tray across the yard to Patrick, his graduation robe ballooning behind him in the June breeze.


On the tray sat the teetering party centerpiece: the “Money Cake,” a towering creation that had taken Pam hours to make, rolling dozens of crisp dollar bills around toilet paper dowels and glue-gunning them to a Styrofoam pillar at least three feet high.


Everyone gasped as they saw it, pulling out their digital cameras, their disposable cameras to capture the spectacle. Money Cake! Money Cake!


“They’re all the rage this year,” Debra said, clearly relieved that all her son, Stevie, had wanted when he graduated was all-you-can-eat Buddy’s Pizza, a rented slushie machine, and a keg of beer pumping for all who surrendered their keys at the door.


“Jesus,” Patrick said, running a finger along the dollar bills wrapped tight as their grandfather’s Dunhills. “Mom, Jesus.”


“May the road ahead be paved with gold,” Pam said, throwing her arms around her son, “and the wind forever at your back.”


“I don’t think that’s how it goes,” Perry whispered to Harper.


“May the road ahead be paved with gold,” Harper replied, lighting a cigarette, “but we’re stuck on a cul-de-sac.”


Everything felt both glorious and painful, Harper thought, like all family events.


“The beauteous Bishop sisters,” Perry said, taking a picture of them under the string lights wrapped tight around the elm tree. “The blond Bishop sisters, the bodacious Bishop sisters, the bountiful, the bona fide, the bold, the brilliant …”


“That’s enough, honey,” Debra said at last, taking the camera with one hand, his Scotch and soda with the other.


“Patrick’s the best thing I ever did,” Pam whispered to Harper, thankfully out of her daughter’s hearing.
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A half hour later, when the toasts came, Patrick hoisted his mother in the air to wild applause, like a football hero with his homecoming queen.


“Best mom in the world!” he shouted to loud cheers. “Best mom ever!”


Pam, legs dangling, in her yellow Laura Ashley sundress and matching apron, threw her head back and laughed, kissing her son’s stubbly cheek as everyone cheered and began singing, loudly and with full vibrato, that song from Titanic.


“Damn,” Debra conceded, standing alongside Harper as they watched their sister high in the air, “Pam always could throw a party.”


As the crowd swelled and spread, the air grew heavy like it might storm, a pressure building under those white Michigan skies. It reminded Harper of her childhood summers, running around the Hunt Club pool, their towels like capes, screaming it’s gonna rain, it’s gonna storm! as their mother murmured from under her straw hat that she once knew a girl struck by lightning on the high dive.


That feeling—the exhilaration of time running out, bare feet slapping on the concrete, rain spots scattering hotly, a constant low rumble in the distance—gave the graduation party a particular intensity, a sensual dread.


Or so it felt watching the teenagers—Patrick and his friends and Vivian and hers, young and heedless and tattooed, buzz cuts and pink-tinted ponytails, jocks and freaks all blurring together, screaming and singing along to Patrick’s graduation mix, crying and shuddering with the bigness of the day, the night. The end of childhood, or so they hoped and feared.


“It’s the same but different,” Debra said as they watched them dancing on the cracked patio, shirtless and shoeless, the bass thrumming from Stevie’s speakers hoisted on the windowsill. “We were all going to Michigan or Michigan State, we all knew where we were heading and when. Jobs at twenty-two, married by twenty-eight, house, kids, country club … It was all mapped out.”


Except we were wrong, Harper thought.


Only Debra was still married and Harper never had. None of them owned their house or had the careers they had planned. Harper couldn’t even remember what she’d planned, or hoped for.


The storm somehow held off, or at least lurked only in the wings, and no one seemed to want to leave, and that was when the rented photo booth arrived, wheeled in by two deliverymen who patiently waited for their cash tips from Pam’s apron pocket-turned-money belt.


Instantly, the graduates swarmed the booth as Pam set down a basket stuffed with sunglasses (A future so bright! the sign hung around it screamed) and another with glow sticks, rhinestone tiaras, Grosse Pointe Norseman mascot horns, corny little signs on Popsicle sticks that said things like, The tassel was worth the hassle!


For the next hour, the booth never stopped jostling with tangles of teen limbs hanging out from under its swinging velvet curtain.


“Jesus,” Debra whispered to Harper, watching the spectacle, “when did Pam hit the lottery?”


“Stop counting other people’s money,” Harper replied, imitating their mother’s hectoring tone, and they both laughed.


But there was something beneath it. With family, there always was.


Suddenly, there was a loud whoop and a whoosh, and turning, Harper saw the bottom branch of the elm tree instantly ablaze.


“The string lights!” Pam screamed. She’d wrapped them too tight around the tree, or maybe an errant spark from the grill had landed near them.


Patrick charged over with a waterlogged cooler and Perry grabbed another and soon there was a whole bucket brigade, like something out of Little House on the Prairie, Pam kept saying, her face terrified and excited at once.


The flames were smothered in under a minute, but for the next hour, guests would continue to slip and fall from the scattered ice, or roll their ankles over beer cans punctured and sizzling with foam. And every time, Pam would cry out, running to them, joking that a fire would have caused less damage and been so much more beautiful.


Pam,” Harper finally asked under her breath as her sister passed for the hundredth time, “how can you afford this?”


Pam stopped, brushing the hair from her sweat-sheened forehead.


“What makes you think,” she said, laughing, “I can afford it?”


“Is Demon Doug helping out?” Debra asked, that old nickname they’d all given Pam’s ex-husband, first as a joke and then less so.


“What do you think?” Pam said, bending down to drag a metal tub of ice from the kitchen to the back door.


“Maybe it’s for the best,” Harper said. Then softly, “But he’s not coming, is he?”


“No,” Pam confided. “I called a few hours ago. Last-minute business trip. For Volkswagen. That’s what his new assistant said. The one with the sultry voice.”


Typical Doug, Harper thought. With his electric-green Mustang, his bachelor condo downtown, deep in the shimmery bowels of the Renaissance Center. His high-living ways, everything leased, rented, loaned, or hustled.


My kids’ll pay the price forever, she once confided to Harper, for my god-awful taste in men.


“Would it have killed him,” Debra said, bending down to help her, “to at least stop by, hug his son, drop off a check—”


“—that would bounce by Monday,” Pam said as the tub rattled over the door ridge.


Pam looked across the yard at Patrick, a glow stick in his hand, a dazed look on his face, like his legs weren’t sure to hold him. Stoned, Harper thought.


“Patrick won’t talk about it,” Pam said, a hitch in her voice, “but I know he’s heartbroken.”


Standing at the bathroom sink, Harper took a breath.


There was a shiver of dread she couldn’t name. Something to do with Patrick’s leaving, Doug’s no-show, all the talk of money. The money, the money. Always the money.


The tiny bathroom smelled forever of sump, the narrow vanity, glued to the floor, keening to the right with the summer heat, the sink glowing from Vivian’s latest dye job, a searing ring of aquamarine.


You’re crazy, she told herself, looking at her sun-pouched face, her dull eyes. Everything will be fine.


Her phone buzzed, shimmying on the vanity counter.


Doug. Impossibly, it was Doug. Speak of the devil …


Harper didn’t answer and the phone kept buzzing until it shimmied into the sink, landing in the blue, blue ring.


By nine o’clock, the party was throbbing with energy, the churning pleasure and terror of graduation, of what came next.


The music boomed, teen anthems of regret, power ballads of youthful melancholy as graduates snuck around the side of the house or slunk into the basement, pilfered forty ouncers or an errant bottle of champagne swinging between the folds of their robes.


All while the adults reigned in the backyard, waxing nostalgic over their own graduation parties on the water or even downtown at the Belle Isle Boat House, the Detroit Athletic Club, the grand affairs that no longer existed. That feeling they could barely remember: of everything beginning. “Like a fat peach,” Perry said, lighting a cigar, his match sparking on the concrete patio, “just about to turn ripe.”


Looking around, Harper realized she knew more of the teenagers—many of whom she’d given riding lessons to—than the adults. Pam had so many friends—from the PTA, the library benefit committee, the Junior League. Beverly Linebaugh. Caroline Collins. Women with smooth yellow hair, Lilly Pulitzer sheaths, men in Florida tans, plaid madras. They flitted in and out, bright birds alighting, then moving on to the next party, the gold-lined envelopes passing from hand to hand.


Even now, her big house gone, the money gone, Pam’s life was so different from her own.


Let me help,” Harper said, spotting Pam, now shoeless and in jeans, trying to clean up the mess as it was making itself, squished hot dog buns in the grass, cigarette butts singeing the tablecloths where Debra and Perry sat.


“Jesus, Pammy,” Debra said, looking at Pam’s bare feet. “Are we hillbillies now?”


As if on cue, Pam’s ankle bent over a broken beer bottle, sending her sliding across the grass, nearly into Debra’s arms.


“It’s my fault,” Perry insisted, his feet bare too. “I made her show me her old dance moves.”


“Can’t do the Running Man in strappy sandals,” Pam said breathlessly, leaning on one of the table benches while Harper plucked a green glass shard from her pink foot. “Remember, Deb?”


Debra didn’t answer, balling soiled napkins into her fist.


Moments later, they were in the kitchen, Pam tugging the sink hose nearly from its root to wash off her foot, bleeding even more now, and Debra talking about getting stitches.


“The kids are the ones supposed to end up in the emergency room,” Debra said.


The blood blotted the linoleum and Harper saw Pam’s face go white and reached for her, sitting her down in one of the rust-pitted chrome chairs.


“I just got dizzy all the sudden,” she kept saying, her head down.


Harper and Debra exchanged looks, then sat down with her, chair legs scraping on the peel-and-stick linoleum.


Like Pam as a little girl, the whirling dervish at every birthday party, every family gathering, spinning and sparking until she fainted or threw up.


“It’s okay, Pam,” Debra said, taking her hand. “It’s all okay.”


We’re out of the top-shelf,” sighed Debra, draining the last vodka into her glass.


Debra rarely drank, but the evening had that quality where everyone wanted to keep it going somehow.


For the past hour, the three sisters had been sitting around the kitchen’s rickety Formica table, one Pam had found at a garage sale and rolled home when she’d first moved into the rental two years ago. Their lives all so busy and messy on their own, it was maybe the first time they’d sat alone together in years and Harper realized, with a piercing pang, how much she’d missed it.


“Found one!” Pam announced, climbing up the basement stairs with a shiny new jug of dubious gin. “Vivian’s hiding place.”


“Shit,” Debra said, dumping more tonic in her cup and Pam’s, “you could floss your teeth with that grain.”


“Harper’s being good,” Pam said, noting the Coke can Harper had just opened.


She’d been good for nearly three years, since she first tentatively ducked her head into an AA meeting in the basement of the public library.


It had been harder tonight, all the frenzied exultation, the way the past and the future kept rushing back or rushing toward you at the same time. It was so much easier when she was alone, in her routine, in the barn, the barracks.


“Don’t tell on me,” Pam said, reaching for one of Harper’s cigarettes.


“Or me,” Debra said, taking one, too, as Pam pulled an ashtray from the kitchen drawer.


“That looks familiar,” Harper said.


Flipping the ashtray over, Pam showed them the familiar logo on the back.


“Mario’s!” Harper said, curling her hand around its heavy cream porcelain. “God, it’s so heavy. How did you pinch it?”


“I stuck it in Mom’s handbag,” Pammy said, scrunching her face mischievously, like when she was four years old and had shoved a tiddlywink up her nose without telling anyone for three weeks. “Luckily, she was half in the bag at the time, so—”


“Other kids’ moms made pot roast,” Debra groaned, reaching for a cigarette. “Ours took us downtown in our stiff Sunday dresses.”


“Mary Janes pinching our feet.”


Every Sunday night through their whole childhood, their parents stuffed them into the backseat for the twenty-minute drive from serene Grosse Pointe to the battered city, midway through a long decline from which it had yet to recover.


“Remember how Frankie would bring out the relish tray?” Pam said, smiling. Frankie, their favorite waiter, so elegant in his waistcoat and bow tie.


“And we’d fight over the four Genoa salami and sweet pickles?”


“—and Mom would always say,” Debra said, lowering her voice dramatically, “The house Cab, please, Frankie, honey.”


“Dad loved that sauce they’d pour on the steak.”


“Zip sauce.”


“Zip sauce!” They all laughed, Pam limping around, her feet bare on the kitchen floor.


“It was really just steak sauce—”


“—steak sauce with four sticks of butter.”


“But Dad acted like it was the elixir of the gods.”


Harper and Pam cackled as Debra went silent, her cigarette burning down between her fingers.


“Slices of Alinosi spumoni for dessert,” Harper said. “How it’d shiver on the plate.”


“Usually, they were drunk by then,” Pam said, her voice softening. “Remember when he pulled her arm too hard. He told everyone he was trying to help her on with her coat.”


“Broken collarbone,” Debra said coolly. “Wifebeater’s Special.”


But sometimes it was beautiful, Harper thought, remembering driving home in Dad’s sapphire-blue Caddy with the bench seat. Bouncing over the potholes on Jefferson, the glittery lights on the Detroit River.


Like a charm bracelet, their mother used to say. And it was like that. A charm bracelet strung from bridge to bridge.


The three sisters bundled in the backseat, warm and full and watching their parents’ hands strung together on the console, never doubting it would last forever.


By midnight, everyone was gone, mostly. The guests had moved on to other parties, or drunken rides home. Patrick and Vivian had decamped with cousin Stevie and their friends to the dingy marina a block away. There was no swimming because of the lethal current and usually some kind of troubling bacterial alert, but somehow they always found some seawall to jump from and you couldn’t stop them, even as Pam and Debra always tried.


Only Perry remained, lulled to sleep on Pam’s La-Z-Boy by the easy drone of the Tigers game, staggering into its eleventh inning. The sisters could hear his snore two rooms away, occasionally rising to a snort-whistle like Popeye, making them all laugh.


Harper had always liked Perry, who’d had a hard run. Like so many of their friends’ husbands, he’d spent the last ten years drifting from a high-powered, white-shoe law firm to a more modest one and then to a strip mall office of his own, before getting sick.


It was hard seeing him now, his perennial tan a leathery jaundice, courtesy of the cancer he seemed determine to ward off by sheer will, by his lock-jawed WASP reticence, the perpetual easy grin and bored shrug.


“He’s never been good with this stuff,” Debra said with a sigh.


“With cancer?” Harper said. “Who’s good with that?”


“With money,” she said. “Practicality. A budget.”


They were in arrears, she confided, on his medical bills. “Rear even of arrears,” Debra added. “High five digits of arrears.”


Harper thought of poor Perry and his shrinking body, his pale, thinning hair, the strange smell emanating from him. So different from the Perry she knew at twenty, Debra’s handsome law-student boyfriend with the Brooks Brothers suit and repp tie, the smile careless and light.


Later, Harper would try to remember when the conversation had turned, when they’d gone from the comforts of nostalgia to more pressing concerns.


“If you can’t afford the party …” Debra was saying, a slight slur to her words by now.


“… how am I gonna afford the tuition?” Pam finished. “Great question.”


The gin made Debra ask, and the gin made Pam finally talk, even opening the kitchen junk drawer and showing them the appalling bills for the day’s celebration.


“What about Patrick’s trust fund?” Harper said. “I know that’s supposed to be for after twenty-one, but …”


“Trust fund?” Pam said. “You mean bust fund.”


Harper felt herself jolt forward. “Pammy,” she said. “What do you mean?”


That was when Pam told them a ghastly story. About her visit to the bank the week before. How the manager, a nervous man with a curlicue of blond hair he kept stroking across his pate, sat her down and showed her the ledger, the steady but increasing withdrawals from first Patrick’s trust fund, then Vivian’s, transferred directly into their father’s own account.


They’d set up the trusts a decade ago, when business was still flush for Doug, before the separation, the lawsuits, the IRS audit, the bankruptcy.


It raised a red flag for us, the bank man said. After all, an irrevocable trust means the money cannot be taken out by the grantor, or creator of the trust. But your husband assured us—in fact, insisted—he would be using it for his son’s tuition.


Pam nodded, everything about this so familiar, so tragically expected.


I assume this is correct? the bank manager asked nervously.


No, Pam had told him, absolutely not.


There had been no tuition payments, no dorm deposits. Pam wasn’t even sure Doug knew what school Patrick had decided on. He kept telling people Patrick was going to Northwestern.


Sitting there at the bank, behind the stanchions, Pam felt nearly sick from it all, the deceptions so deep. Sweat rising, tingling. As delinquent a husband as he had been, she never anticipated such epic con-artist malevolence from the man she’d shared a bed with, shared countless whispered intimacies with, for nearly two decades.


What kind of man, the bank manager added, almost to himself, would raid his children’s future to save his own?


Pam, unfortunately, knew just what kind of man.


Nearly twenty years ago, Pam had married dashing Doug, a rising star in finance, a big shot on the cover of Crain’s by age thirty-two. They had fifteen starry years together, Pam on his arm for gala dinners attended by Lee Iacocca, even the Fords. And then there was the glory that was their two children, Patrick and Vivian, impossibly world-weary by adolescence, when their father’s flameout began.


And what a flameout.


First, Daddy lost it all, Pam always said to her sisters, then Doug.


But to Harper, it wasn’t the same thing, not one bit. Their own father had worked devotedly for two dozen years as a company man before finding himself unceremoniously canned in 1987 after GM announced it would close eleven of its plants and started cutting costs upstairs.


Doug, on the other hand, had never worked more than six months for anyone, hired first by Ford and then—briefly—Chrysler, where he became famous for issuing the directive that his team move their watches from their left wrists to their right so they would never forget that it is always time to change! Eventually, he went solo, starting a series of “groups” and consulting firms, none ever panning out, sinking them deeper into debt. Now, he’d just begun some consulting gig for Volkswagen, whatever that meant.


So, despite selling their house, their three cars, and their cabin up north, Pam had less than six thousand dollars in the bank and a mound of marital debt, while Doug, as Pam told it, had yet to pay one slim dime in alimony or child support.


I went straight from the bank to Marty,” Pam said. “It’s catnip for a divorce attorney. He was practically licking his chops.”


A father stealing from his own children! Marty had clucked, paging through the bank statements.


Even as Pam knew she would never be able to pay him, any attorney.


We’ll garnish his salary, Marty said, looking up at Pam, we’ll take his house.


But Doug had no salary right now, and no house anymore, none of them did.
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Listening to it all, Harper didn’t know what to say, or think. But she did know now why Doug hadn’t shown up for Patrick’s graduation or the party. And she did know why he’d called her.


Fuck that guy,” Debra muttered finally, breaking the tension holding them tight to the kitchen table, the air even heavier around them.


For a moment, Harper didn’t know what Pam would do. Debra had always hated Doug and never stopped reminding Pam of it when things went wrong.


But Pam, bless her, laughed. She laughed even as she looked like she might cry.


“Fuck that guy,” Harper echoed, pounding her fist on the table.


Soon enough, they were all pounding the table until the plastic gin jug flew off the top, Harper catching it with one hand inches before it hit the floor.


“Fuck that guy!” Pam finally said, too, holding her cup out for more gin.


As if on cue, a peal of thunder rumbled outside and the screen door blew open and shut and Pam ran out into the yard to bring in the Money Cake before the rain came at last.


She set it in the middle of the table, the bills rippled from the humidity, sticky from the mosquito spray. They all joked how Pam better start unrolling them from the dowels if she wanted to make first semester tuition.


But there was an anxiety buzzing beneath all of them now. What would Pam do? What would any of them do?


“Harper,” Debra said, a mischievous look in her eye, her speech slurring so sweetly and all her usual edge gone, “did you know Pam’s been looking into cash spells?”


Pam covered her face in embarrassment.


“What the hell is a cash spell?” Harper asked, feeling drunk through osmosis, drunk with rage. “Double, double toil and trouble?”


She thought Pam might laugh, but she didn’t, her face softening, her hand running along her neck tiredly.


“Pam”—Harper reached for her hand—“you’re not in this alone. We’ll all help.”


Pam smiled and held Harper’s hand, a moment so sweet that—


“How about me?” Debra said suddenly. “I should show you my bills from Cottage Hospital. They’d put hair on your chest.”


“What is this?” Harper asked, laughing. “Bankruptcy poker?”


“I’ll take your dwindling trust fund,” Debra said, teetering on the narrow line between joking belligerence and true belligerence, “and raise you twenty-seven thousand dollars and counting!”


“Until the IRS starts filing liens and confiscating your property,” Pam countered, “you don’t even have buy-in at this table.”


It was playful and it wasn’t, Harper thought, like everything between sisters.


“I told Perry I was considering selling my body,” Debra said. “And he paused and said, ‘Well, maybe your blood?’”


They all laughed even louder, Harper pointing out that Debra always did have nice tits, and they all toasted the tits their mother gave them, “If nothing else!”


“Let’s toast to a windfall,” Pam said, reaching for the gin again. “For each of us.”


She refilled Debra’s cup and her own, then let the jug hover over Harper’s water glass.


Harper looked at her. Thirty-five months since she’d had a drink, even if she almost never talked about it to her sisters. No one ever talked about those things in their family, or any of the families they knew.


“Pammy,” Debra warned. “Leave Harper be.”


“I’m sorry,” Pam said, pulling the jug back. “I’m just superstitious. A toast with water—”


And Harper looked at them both for a long minute and then decided.


“Ah, what the hell,” she said, shoving her cup toward the glugging jug. “Just one. For Patrick. For Pammy.”


“For the beauteous Bishop sisters,” Debra said, lifting her glass.


Later, Harper would wonder why she’d done it, but it was simple, really. She loved her sisters so much and she wanted the moment to last forever.


And they all drank, and the gin tasted so good Harper pronounced it even better than zip sauce. And the talk about money went on and on, about credit card interest rates, about selling things on eBay, about working as a mystery shopper. About how a few of their friends had discreetly started selling Mary Kay cosmetics, magazine subscriptions, vitamins.


“And what about you, Harper?” Debra asked, reaching for the gin, one finger left. “Don’t you have debts?”


Were there debts? There were. To Mastercard and two different kinds of Visa, to the IRS (failure to declare, failure to file, late payment penalties). Debts from student loans, their father having died long before he finished payment. Debts from root canals, debts from car repairs. Her Hunt Club paycheck was never enough.


But there was another debt, the biggest one, one her sisters couldn’t have known about. She hoped they never would.


“I mean all that time with Leigh,” Debra said, shaking her head. “She had champagne tastes.”


“You’re going to mention my ex,” Harper said, watching Debra empty the last of the gin into her glass, “while you top me off?”


And they all laughed and laughed. They laughed until their faces hurt, a crazy kind of laughing, pounding the table, the three sisters, the miniature table Pam had rolled four blocks, the sooty ashtray between them and so much love Harper thought her heart might burst.


You’ll puncture the cooling coils,” Debra was shouting.


Pam was standing before the frost-thick freezer with their father’s engraved mason’s hammer. WBE for William Edward Bishop. The one they gave him after twenty years at GM. It used to be a gold watch, he’d said, tossing the hammer down on the dining room table with a percussive thud. Two weeks later, they laid him off.


The drinking went faster and faster after that, the night churning around them. At some point, Harper plucked one of the long dowels loose from the Money Cake and was waving it like a magic wand.


“Pam,” she trilled like Glinda the Good Witch, “you’ve always had the power to go back to being rich.”


And Debra reached for a few dowels of her own, punching them over her fingers, doing “jazz hands” with the rolls of cash.


“Don’t you bitches,” Pam shouted, “think you’re gonna walk out of here with even one of those bills.”


The sky cracked open just before two—just when, sitting on the concrete patio with her sisters, Harper thought the clouds couldn’t get any heavier, hang any lower than they hung, nearly touching their foreheads, tilted up.


Patrick and Vivian had finally returned from the lake, soaking wet, their hair algae green, their friends gone. Patrick draped himself across a chaise, Vivian at his feet, her pointy black nails flicking the phone in her palm, speaking inaudibly to her brother in her low and husky voice.


Some kind of melancholy had fallen over them, an awareness of the bigness of the night, that heavy nostalgia that only teenagers have, a nostalgia for the moment as it’s happening and you’re already imagining remembering it later and longing to get back to that time again.


“Where’s Stevie?” Debra asked, but no one answered. Poor Debra, forever wondering where her son had gone, since age five when he’d wander off at the mall, Tigers stadium, Woods pool.


“Mom,” Patrick said, looking up, “I love you so much.”


“I know, baby,” Pam said, crying now and so happy and too drunk to get out of her folding chair.


They hadn’t drank like this, the three sisters together, since high school (even if Harper drank like this for a long time without them). But the night had a kind of power and maybe it was less the gin than the feeling, the glimmering foreboding.


And the rain came at last, like a promise long kept, even forgotten.


But it was a warm, faint rain and no one wanted to go inside and the speakers twitched to life and some song came on, a grungy roar that seemed to jolt everyone to life again.


It brought even sullen Vivian to her feet, wrapping herself around Patrick, letting him swing her around like a potato sack, a game their father played with them when they were little.


“Patrick, dude!” a voice cried out and it was their phantom deejay: the forgotten Stevie, standing dazedly by the speakers, a tiara stuffed in his tufted hair, his eyes glazed and beatific, his fingers dancing along his iPod, spinning the click wheel like a turntable.


The best you ever had, the singer belted jubilantly, is just a memory.


Soon everyone was on their feet, Harper huddling under the awning, the empty gin jug under her arm, while Pam and Debra had found a pair of abandoned glow sticks and were twirling them like parade batons.


Even Perry was awake now, watching from the patio door, wiping his sleepy eyes as the rain glittered over all of them.


“Shit,” Perry said, “they almost make me want to be young again.”


It felt so good, watching them dance, Vivian’s hair whipping around as Patrick spun his sister dizzy, Stevie joining them, jumping up and down like a pogo stick, his highlighter-bright hoodie streaking across the yard. The numb, neon beauty of the kids, free of hope but also expectation, their breathtaking fearlessness, the sense that nothing mattered at all, what did it matter because what could possibly be next?


Harper felt a hand on her shoulder and heard Pam’s sweet purr.


“Oh, Harper, aren’t they lovely? Everything’s going to be perfect for them.”


And it was only then that Harper realized, at some point, she’d put on one of those novelty sunglasses (for a bright future!), now spattered with rain, with chaos, giving everything a plastic iridescence.


She wondered if she was drunk and had somehow missed it.


“You wear it well,” Perry said, sweeping her into his arms and twirling her round.


And then a heavier feeling fell upon Harper so fast she felt nearly knocked back.


The next day, hungover and lost, she would try to remember it. It was something about how their childhood was so different from Vivian and Patrick’s, who grew up amid far splashier wealth and lost it so much more abruptly. Harper’s own father was a well-paid company man, meant to work in the same place for decades, the kind of career that didn’t exist anymore. But Vivian and Patrick’s father—a speculator, an entrepreneur for the “new economy”—made and lost fortunes overnight. The world had changed.


The best was long past now, a decade ago, or a generation. We’d left these kids with nothing, less.


Just after three, Harper crawled into her minivan, deciding she was sober enough to drive home. A few glugs of gin could hardly count, not after what her body used to take.


That was when she saw the message pulsing from her cell phone. A six-hour-old voicemail.


Doug. Doug. Pam’s Doug, Demon Doug.


It had been waiting for her all this time.


Even inside the minivan, she could hear the thumping bass and the scatter of voices from the backyard. The way the sound carried, she could even hear Pam shaking a rattling limbo stick and Vivian singing in that throaty voice of hers, the squeak of the picnic table beneath her.


She could hear all that as she, one finger pressed to her other ear, listened to the message, Doug’s smooth voice, her phone slick against her ear.


Harper, honey. Bet you were worried I might come by. Guess you know by now what your sister’s up to. Trying to empty my pockets, bleed me dry. I have this fond, perhaps naïve hope you’ll talk some sense into her. It would be to our mutual advantage. Call me.


Harper stuffed the phone back into her pocket and went back inside for more gin.
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