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  For Patrick




  





  Prologue: August 20th




  This is the first time Alice has been allowed to walk back to their campsite from the Kelp Shed alone. She is fourteen, barefoot, her sneakers tied together by the laces

  and slung across her shoulder so she can feel the soft, sandy dust of the single-track road between her toes. Her sister fell asleep halfway through the square dance, dropping from hyperexcited to

  unconscious in a flash. Her father carries Ellie draped over his shoulder, and casually, or so it seems, her mother says, “Come home when the dance is done.”




  She can hardly believe it. The dance is still in her feet, still in her bones, the steps like an intricate game. She danced with everyone and anyone at all, old and young, men and women, just to

  stay on the floor and moving. The caller was a blind man with two fingers missing from his left hand. His face was wrinkled and brown from the sun, his body heavy and the voice that called the

  steps strangely high and sweet. A boy’s voice in a man’s body. A boy’s wildness, as though he had no awareness of himself in his body.




  She gave in, finally, and danced with her father—embarrassed to be asked by him, worried that everyone would be watching and judging and thinking her still a child. But he surprises her.

  He is a good dancer. Precise. His hands firm on her back or her hand or her arm. She is suddenly dancing better than she has ever danced before, suddenly experiencing the freedom inside the

  squares. She can let go because he is so confident. She is tasting something adult, grown-up, or almost tasting it. It is just beyond her reach, this feeling, what it is, how to name it and

  understand it. Now it is pure sensation, unadulterated fun. Years later she will remember his touch on her back, pulling her in, letting her go, her own helpless laughter, the way he guided her,

  his touch steady and strong, and how he held her close and let her go, over and over again.




  The dust beneath her feet now is cool, the day’s heat long gone. It is mid-August and already you can feel fall coming with the way night rushes in. She pulls on her sweater and as she

  crests the first hill she can see almost all of Small Point, the shape of the island dark against the water. She can hear the waves on the beach below her. There are fires still burning at a few

  campsites, but mostly it is true dark. Alone on the road, she stops. What is she feeling? Intensely awake. Aware. A bit scared. She senses everything, her body open to the sky and the night, the

  smell of salt and pine and wood smoke, the wind, the scratchy wool of her old sweater, her hips loose in her jeans, her feet cool and tough and sure on the road.




  In the distance she sees what look like stars on the water. Following the dip in the road, she loses sight of them, but cresting the next hill she sees them again. She breaks into a jog and

  takes the turn down to the ocean, away from her campsite. There it is again. Another curve and she can see where it is: the Devil’s Bathtub. She is on the beach now, walking toward the

  outlying rock formation, a wide cleft in the rocks that becomes an eight foot pool at high tide and empties to sand at low tide.




  There are fires on the water. How can that be? And now she sees them: a group of boys lighting small wooden rafts on fire and setting them afloat in this natural pool. They are quiet, intent.

  Why are they doing this? It’s so beautiful, the small rafts floating, in flames, and then gone.




  The boys have run out of boats; the last fire winks out. Now they strip off their clothes, daring one another to dive in. She crouches where she is, watching them, their pale bodies against the

  dark rock. She has never seen a naked boy before. She is not close enough to see much, but their nakedness is loud in the dark. Her eyes pass over each boy as though she could run a hand across a

  face or a chest, along a thigh.




  She turns and lies in the sand, listening to their shouts as they dive and splash, listening as the cold and the search for their clothes quiets them. And the sky overhead is raining stars.

  These are the Perseids her father has told her about. She wants to get up and go and find him, she wants to tell the boys, Look up! Look up! But she can’t move; there is magic occurring in

  front of her eyes. The heavens are throwing jewels at her feet. It is impossible, as impossible as fire on the water, as impossible as her hand on the chest of a naked boy, and yet here she is,

  seeing it with her own eyes.




  January 29th




  Matt Bliss is somebody who knows how to be happy. A former engineer, he’s now a carpenter, doing what he loves, a craftsman, meticulous. He likes to say he escaped

  from his career and got himself a job. He coaches Little League even though neither of his daughters shows any aptitude for baseball. He was a pitcher on the local farm team right out of college,

  until his father told him to get serious and he went to grad school for his engineering degree. He still pitches for a local team.




  Matt grows vegetables. Alice helps. They grow the best corn and the best tomatoes in town, not like there’s much competition anymore. Ever since Mr. Hendrickson down the road died, the old

  time guys who put in vegetables every year have really dwindled. Matt says, “You just wait, the hippie kids will bring it all back again; all that poison in our food now, people are waking

  up. You can do it yourself. Good food. Cheap.” And they’ve got this black dirt he loves to go on and on about. Topsoil eighteen inches deep. “Beautiful stuff!” He keeps

  trying to get Angie interested in canning or preserving or freezing their bounty, but this is not Angie’s bailiwick.




  So Alice and Ellie and Matt are the ones to snap beans, make tomato sauce and tomato juice and salsa, grape jelly and grape juice. Matt wants to plant three more apple trees in the side yard

  where Angie would like to have a nice patio. Two more cherry trees, too, right next to his grape arbor. Apple butter, he tells her, apple pies, cherry pies. Angie rolls her eyes and says:

  “Matt Bliss, you did not marry a farm girl.” He laughs and picks her up and kisses her. Times like this the two of them head off for a “nap” hand in hand. Eventually

  figuring out just what this euphemism means makes Alice a little queasy. Here it is, right in front of her face, the power of opposites to attract.




  Angie would love to stay in a nice hotel; Matt likes to camp. Angie is upwardly mobile, a striver if ever there was one; Matt likes things just the way they are. Angie thinks they’re

  living in a starter house; Matt thinks they’re home. Angie likes French perfume; Matt likes to get his hands dirty. The fact that Angie might like those workman’s hands on her perfumed

  skin is a thought Alice vigorously chases from her mind.




  The army reserve was a bone of contention, too. Angie all hung up on what’s fair, why should Matt have to do it, what about his own family. Matt talking about doing what’s right, not

  letting somebody else do what he should do: serving his country, an example to his girls. Finally they agree to disagree and Angie seems reconciled to it, even seems to enjoy the additional income,

  the occasional dinner in a nice restaurant, all dolled up in a new dress and high heels. And, oh, there’s that perfume again, Matt’s laughter, Angie’s surrender, and another

  closed door.




  But now, with the war dragging on and on, Matt’s unit has been called up. He’s heading to Fort Dix. Until recently reservists got six months of specialized instruction. Now they are

  fast-tracking volunteers through six weeks of supposedly high-quality, hurry up, move ’em out training.




  The weeks prior to his leaving are an insane rush. Angie and Matt talk late into the night, every night, sitting at the kitchen table. They argue, Angie tries not to cry again, they pore over

  health insurance, Matt’s will and living will, the power of attorney forms. They try to anticipate what Angie will be facing in the coming months.




  They are running out of time. They all know it. It’s in the air they breathe.




  Alice is so tired her eyes are burning but she can’t sleep. As long as her father is still awake and still in the house and still talking or drinking coffee, Alice wants

  to be near him. So she sits in the dark at the foot of the stairs and listens.




  “Why are you insisting—?” Angie’s voice pops up a register when she’s upset.




  “You know why.”




  “Tell me why the United States Army is more important than your own family.”




  “It’s not an either or equation, Angie.”




  “You like this. You’re actually excited.”




  “I like the work, I like my crew, I like the challenge, the chance to—”




  “But leaving us, Matt—”




  “You know I don’t want to leave you.”




  “They’ll throw you right in the middle of—”




  “I’m going where I’m needed.”




  “I need you. Doesn’t that count anymore?”




  “Of course it does.”




  “I never imagined—never—that you would do something like this. You were going to play baseball for god’s sake. Baseball! How did we get from baseball

  to—”




  “Angie, it’s not just about you and me.”




  “Okay, so you’re the selfless hero and I’m the selfish wife. You think I want this role? I didn’t sign up for this. This was not part of the plan.”




  “I know.”




  “I hate this, I really hate this.”




  “Sweetheart . . .” Alice can hear the ache in his voice.




  “I want . . .” Angie’s voice breaks.




  “I don’t want to be one of those guys who gets old and says, I wish I had done this, I wish I had done that.”




  “Oh, Matt . . .”




  “I want to contribute, and I don’t think we should just send our kids to this war.”




  “But what if—?”




  “Don’t you have any faith in me?”




  “Of course I do.”




  “I’m coming home, Angie.”




  “Promise me.”




  “I promise.”




  It’s quiet for a moment.




  “I want letters, you know,” Matt says. “Real letters. With perfume. You can’t carry an e-mail around in your pocket.”




  “You’re not so deluded you actually think this is romantic?”




  “I do. A little.”




  “It won’t be romantic if—”




  “Oh, yeah,” he teases her, laughing. “The fallen hero, blah, blah, blah.”




  “Matt!”




  Alice hears the kitchen chairs scrape across the floor and knows it is time to beat a retreat up the stairs to bed. But she waits another moment, and another. She wants to see her dad one more

  time tonight.




  They walk through the kitchen door. The dining room light is nothing more than a warm glow, illuminating them. Matt pulls Angie to him and kisses her, and kisses her some more.




  Alice backs slowly up the stairs, carefully stepping over the creakiest step, third from the top. She puts her freezing cold hands under her armpits to try to warm them as she walks down the

  hall to her room. She waits to duck inside her door until she hears them on the stairs. Matt has his arm around Angie’s waist and he has even managed to make her laugh. That soft, musical,

  surrendering laugh Angie saves just for Matt and his beautiful blue eyes.




  Alice closes her door as softly as possible and leans against it, hoping they have not heard her. She hears them pass by whispering and giggling like little kids.




  Ellie has kicked her covers off as usual. Alice pulls the quilt over Ellie and then climbs into her own bed. She listens to Ellie breathing; she closes her eyes, tight, tight, and tries to

  breathe through the knot in her chest. She wishes she could call Henry but that would mean waking up Mr. and Mrs. Grover and getting into trouble for calling so late. She wishes they still had

  their walkie-talkies hooked up. She could ask Henry to leave his on so she could listen to the static and hear him sleeping and breathing the way she did that whole terrible month in fourth grade

  when her grandfather was dying. What happened to those walkie-talkies she wonders, and what’s Henry doing right now? She’ll ask him tomorrow. If it doesn’t sound too crazy in the

  cold light of day.




  January 31st




  Matt is in his workshop puttering around with a cup of forgotten coffee sitting on the windowsill. It’s a cold day with flurries and a gusting wind, so he’s

  got the woodstove going full blast and he’s wearing his tan work jacket with the ripped pocket. Alice slips in and sits on a wooden crate near the stove. What is she doing here, exactly? Her

  English homework lies forgotten in her lap. She is, what? Hanging out? Breathing the air? Daydreaming? Making a nuisance of herself? All of the above? She brought her dad a toasted muffin as a way

  of interrupting him and then stuck. Like a burr. She is uninvited, she feels awkward; but this is where she has to be even if Matt would rather be alone.




  But Matt would not rather be alone. There are things he wants to say to his daughter before he leaves but they all sound so portentous and ominous that he can’t bring himself to begin.

  There are things she needs to know, things she needs to prepare for, and it’s really not fair to leave all the talking and informing and awkwardness to Angie. So he talks about the garden

  instead. He pulls out last year’s plan and asks Alice to come over and take a look. She throws another log in the woodstove and joins him at the workbench.




  “So I was thinking less corn because there will only be three of you.”




  “What about Gram? She can always take the extra.”




  “Because that way we could squeeze in another row of yellow beans.”




  “Okay.”




  “And beets.”




  “You’re the only one who likes beets, Dad.”




  “Okra?”




  “Blech.”




  “Broccoli?”




  “Two plants at most.”




  He notates the changes as they talk.




  “You can do peas spring and fall like we did last year.”




  “Can we do basil?”




  “Sure. And Mom likes arugula.”




  “Yeah.”




  Suddenly Alice’s hands are clammy and she can’t lift her eyes from the plan.




  “You don’t like it,” he says.




  “I liked it just fine last year. I thought last year was perfect.”




  “No changes? No building on our successes and learning from our failures?”




  “We didn’t have any failures.”




  “Just way too much yellow squash.”




  “Okay. Let’s take out half the yellow squash.”




  “But keep the corn?”




  “Yes.”




  “And everything else.”




  “Just like last year,” Alice says, slowly and carefully.




  “Because . . . ?”




  “Because I want it to be the same.”




  Alice manages to look him in the eye, which is when he can see how hard she is working to stay in control.




  “Okay.” He smiles at her. “We’ll go with last year’s design.”




  “Good.”




  “You want gourds even if I’m not here?”




  “Yes!”




  In the far corner of the garden Matt grows decorative gourds. They are strange things: bumpy and lumpy and misshapen. But they are colorful and surprising and they serve no purpose other than to

  amaze. Alice has every intention of growing gourds this year and every year for the rest of her life.




  Matt labels the plan with the date and tacks it up on the wall.




  “You can rototill mid-April if the ground isn’t too wet and heavy. You can call Jimmy Rose to do it; or ask Uncle Eddie to help you.”




  “Got it.”




  “You might have to pester Jimmy. He gets busy.”




  Matt looks out the window at the snow covering the garden.




  “And I want you to help your mom.”




  “I know.”




  “No, Alice. Really help her. Like you’re her partner. I want you to help her take care of Ellie and the house and . . . She’s gonna need you.”




  “Okay. But tell her to remember to ask me.”




  “What?”




  “She acts like I’m supposed to know everything she wants and when I don’t she gets mad. If she’d just tell me. Or ask me—”




  “You tell her.”




  “She doesn’t listen to me.”




  “Keep trying.”




  Alice looks at her feet.




  “Honey? Keep trying.”




  “Okay.”




  “You know where all my papers are.”




  “Dad! We’ve been over this!”




  She doesn’t want to hear about his will and his life insurance again. She doesn’t even want those papers to exist.




  “I opened up an account for you.” He reaches into his back pocket and holds out a bankbook from the local bank. “It’s just a basic savings account. But I put five hundred

  dollars in there for you. In case you need something.”




  “Dad, it’s okay.”




  “Or there’s an emergency.”




  She’s backing away from him. She doesn’t want to touch the bankbook.




  “Or your mom can’t handle things for a few days.”




  “Dad!”




  “Alice, there are things you need to know.”




  She trips backing away from him and sits down, hard, on her butt. Which is funny. In an awful sort of stupid, annoying way.




  He reaches out to help her up and pulls her into a hug. It’s a real hug, the kind of hug he used to give her before she started turning into a teenager and growing breasts and getting

  sweaty and unsure. He holds her for a long time. She breathes him in. Sawdust. Wood smoke. Cold coffee. Aftershave. Linseed oil. Dad.




  Matt is trying to stay right here with Alice; he is trying not to let his mind run off with all the what ifs that have been keeping him awake at night. He’s wishing his parents were

  still alive. His mom would know how to pick up the slack, or how to step in if Angie and Alice really can’t get along. And his dad . . . his dad would plant the garden with Alice, and take

  her to baseball games and . . .




  “I need to show you something.”




  “Not your will again.”




  “Come over here.”




  He leads her to the big wooden tool chest. He pulls out the first three levels of tools, then opens a drawer and slides that out completely. Underneath the socket wrenches there’s a plain

  white envelope with her name on it. He opens the envelope and fans five one hundred dollar bills.




  “What’s that for?”




  “It’s there if you need it. And in the envelope there are some important numbers. The VA so you can get benefits, my lawyer, my life insurance . . .”




  “Dad! You’re talking like you’re not coming back.”




  “No, no, no.” He grins at her, and his whole face lights up. “This is like carrying an umbrella in case it rains, and then it doesn’t rain, so . . .”




  “What?”




  “It’s just insurance. It’s just an umbrella. You can’t take it too seriously.”




  She wants to believe him.




  “And together, right now, I want the two of us to make a list of who you can call if you need help.”




  She’s looking at the floor and she’s thinking, no list, no cash, no strategies. Can he just back out, refuse to go, change his mind? Could they move to Canada? Or Mexico? Could they

  just get into the car and go? Or could she get violently sick right this minute or have some awful but minor accident that would keep him from leaving?




  “C’mon. A list.”




  “Define help.”




  “Shoveling the driveway, jumpstarting the car, advice on a repair, moral support, somebody to take you to the movies or the library or out for ice cream.”




  So they agree on Gram and Uncle Eddie and Henry and his parents and her favorite teacher, Mrs. Cole, and Mrs. Minty, who lives down the road, in a pinch, and her parents’ friends the

  Hoyts, from the old neighborhood, and her dad’s baseball buddy Bobby Lester. She adds Mrs. Piantowski, the lady who bakes bread for Gram’s restaurant, at the last minute.




  Her dad writes all these names down in his perfect block printing and adds the phone numbers from memory or the phone book. And then he adds the family doctor, dentist, banker, and insurance

  man.




  He writes up a second copy to put in the house and tacks the original to the inside lid of his toolbox. He pulls the only chair over to the woodstove next to Alice’s crate and opens the

  door to the stove so they can watch the fire burn. He picks up the muffin and hands a piece to Alice before sitting down and stretching his feet out to the fire. They sit like that, not talking,

  for what seems like a long time.




  Outside the back window Alice can see the outlines of the garden, some of the furrows visible under the snow, stretching away in long thin rows. She can’t imagine doing the garden without

  her dad. It’s his thing; she’s always thought of herself as his assistant at best. She can’t imagine doing anything without her dad and she starts to feel like she can’t

  breathe. And then she looks at him. Just looks at him as he watches the fire with muffin crumbs on his lap.




  “I’ll write to you.”




  “I’m counting on it.”




  “Every day.”




  “Good.”




  She takes a breath.




  “Dad . . .”




  He closes up the woodstove.




  “We need to go in, I think.”




  Not yet, Alice thinks, not yet.




  “I wish . . .”




  “Me, too, sweetheart. Me, too.”




  February 1st




  Matt is getting on a bus headed to Fort Dix, New Jersey. That’s not so bad. Nothing to worry about, really. It’s just a bus. It’s just New Jersey. And if

  anybody actually gets to know Matt Bliss on base it’s absolutely a foregone conclusion that they will find him so useful, so essential to the running of, well, everything, that his superior

  officers will choose to keep him stateside. And safe. And alive. Until they send him home. On his own two feet. Much sooner than expected. This is what keeps running through Alice’s mind as

  they go through the motions of saying good-bye.




  Henry wanted to come with them, but that idea got nixed. So he and his parents stood out on their front steps to wave at them as they drove along East Oak Street. Henry was waving his baseball

  mitt over his head, which got a laugh out of Matt. Matt slowed the car way down and cranked his window to wave back before he blasted the horn and sped away.




  Now they’re standing with the other reservists and their wives and families at the Rochester Greyhound station. The men are in fatigues, the wives are in jeans or stretchy pants, the kids

  are wearing dirty parkas and have pink cheeks and runny noses from the cold. It’s not romantic like all those classic movie scenes of parting at train stations; it’s more like being

  stuck at the mall with a lot of strangers. There’s no brass band, no sound track at all, just the tinny annoying bus terminal Muzak and the muffled announcements. There are also no wonderful

  hats, or handkerchiefs, or stockings with seams. No one is dressed up at all, except Angie, who is wearing high heels, a skirt and a blouse, her dress coat and her favorite silk scarf, the one that

  Matt gave her. She is not, Alice notices, wearing her glasses. She never wears her glasses when she gets dressed up, which Alice thinks is just plain stupid, because then she can’t see

  anything much past the middle distance. But once Angie gets started with the silk and the perfume and the high heels, the glasses get left behind.




  Alice is watching her mom and her dad and holding on to her dad’s other hand until Ellie worms her way in and pushes her out of the way. Then she hangs back feeling forgotten.




  She wishes she knew what to say, but every phrase that pops into her head sounds stupid or childish. And Matt’s not one for big gestures or big speeches, and he’s definitely not one

  for spilling his guts at the Greyhound station surrounded by strangers.




  Last night Matt gave Alice a map of the Middle East. They put it up on her wall together and put pins in where he’s supposed to be going. Not that anybody knows for sure. Alice wonders how

  anybody can get things done when nobody knows anything for sure.




  And then he’s walking away from them, his duffel slung over his shoulder, his too-short hair bristling out the back of his cap. The backs of their necks, she thinks—the skinny, tense

  ones and the ones with rolls of fat—they look like kids, like boys, really.




  She sprints out of the waiting group and catches up with her dad.




  “Dad . . . Dad—”




  He stops and lifts her off the ground in a hug. When he sets her down, he slips his watch off his wrist and puts it into her hand. She’s working as hard as she can not to cry. It suddenly

  seems so important to see him, really see him. He turns away and the wind picks up and the grit of the parking lot blows into their eyes, and Alice thinks desert and Alice thinks land mines and

  Alice thinks will she ever see her dad, this dad, the way he is right now, full of this life, again?




  She stands there watching until every last one of them is on board and the bus begins to back out of its bay.




  She turns around to see that some of the families are waving little flags, like the ones you get for the Memorial Day parade. It begins to snow, the heavy, quiet snow that blankets the world in

  stillness and makes the road surfaces treacherous within minutes.




  Angie waves her scarf as the bus drives away. She stands there too long, long after the bus is out of sight, long after the other families have piled into their cars and left. She blows her nose

  and finally crosses the parking lot to join Ellie and Alice at the car.




  “Could you unlock the car please?” Alice asks, shivering.




  Angie gives Alice a long, unreadable look.




  “It’s cold, Mom.”




  For once Alice and Ellie do not fight about who gets to sit in the front. The three of them get into the car and it’s way too quiet. Angie pulls the seat forward so she can reach the

  pedals and reaches up to adjust the rearview mirror. Ellie has brought her recorder along and thinks that now might be a good moment to practice.




  “Not now, Ellie.”




  “But Mom—”




  “Not now!”




  Angie backs up and turns and when she reaches the street she doesn’t seem to know which way to go. These hesitations are so unlike her mother, Alice thinks.




  Driving down Monroe Avenue, Angie pulls her silk scarf off, rolls down her window, and holds the scarf outside, billowing and snapping in the wind.




  “Mom—?”




  When Angie lets the scarf go, Alice turns in her seat to watch it float away before it drifts to the snow-covered ground. The car behind them runs over it.




  “What did you do that for?”




  “I love that scarf! You could have given it to me,” Ellie chimes in.




  Angie just keeps driving.




  “Mom! It’s cold back here! Close the window!”




  “I think . . .” Angie begins and then trails off.




  “Mom!” Alice says. “The window!”




  “Who wants frozen custard?” Angie asks.




  “In this weather? Are you crazy?”




  “I do! I do!” Ellie shouts.




  Angie makes a sudden U turn, throwing Alice against the door. Alice feels a jolt in the pit of her stomach. The car fishtails in the snow as she tries to grab the door handle.




  “Mom! What are you doing?!”




  “Can I get jimmies?” Ellie wants to know. “Extra jimmies? A cup full of jimmies?”




  Alice is looking at Angie. She is driving way too fast. Angie never drives too fast. And, Alice registers again, she is not wearing her glasses.




  “Mom, do you want me to drive?”




  “You don’t know how to drive.”




  “I think you need to pull over.”




  “Why?”




  “You need your glasses.”




  “I’m fine.”




  “You’re driving really fast and you’re scaring me.”




  “And it’s freezing in here!” Ellie adds. “Close the window!”




  Angie turns to look at Alice.




  “We’re going to Don and Bob’s. We’re getting frozen custard. Then we’re going home.”




  “Okay. Okay. Would you just keep your eyes on the road?”




  “I sure could use a scarf back here where it’s as cold as the arctic tundra!” Ellie says.




  Alice wishes she could laugh.




  “Is anybody listening to me? I’m probably catching a terrible cold right this minute. Mom! Earth to Mom! Come in, Mom!”




  Angie manages a smile.




  “Your window!?”




  Angie rolls up her window and turns the heat up high.




  “Can I have hot chocolate with my ice cream?” Ellie wants to know.




  “You can have whatever you want,” Angie answers.




  “Onion rings?”




  “At the same time?” Alice makes a face.




  “No. Onion rings and a vanilla shake. Then hot chocolate. Then ice cream.”




  “You’re gonna be sick.”




  “Mom said whatever I want.”




  “You’re crazy.”




  “I don’t care. That’s what I want.”




  They pull into Don and Bob’s, and Angie nearly clips the SUV at the entrance as their car slides a bit on the snow. She gives the fat guy in the front seat a jaunty wave, like we’re

  all in this crazy weather thing together, aren’t we?




  Crossing the parking lot, Angie is tiptoeing through the snow trying not to ruin her new heels. She slips and grabs on to Alice to steady herself.




  “Wrong shoes,” she shrugs.




  “Yeah,” Alice concedes.




  “I was trying to look pretty.”




  “Yeah.”




  “For Dad.”




  “Yeah.”




  “He likes heels. He likes a woman in heels.”




  “That’s about all I want to know about that, Mom.”




  Ellie has run ahead and grabbed a booth. She’s already chatting up the waitress as she shakes the snow from her shoulders and takes off her coat. Alice slides in beside her and picks up

  the menu.




  “I’m ready!” Ellie announces to no one in particular.




  “Give me a minute.”




  “You know what you’re going to have. It’s what you always, always have.”




  “I like to look. Just in case.”




  “Just in case what? You turn into another person?”




  “Just in case it’s a grilled Reuben kind of day.”




  “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Stick to the tried and true.”




  “That could be boring.”




  “You’re already boring, Alice.”




  “Thanks a lot!”




  Alice looks up to see that Angie has her head resting against the back of the booth and her eyes closed. Her long, fine fingers are crossed over her stomach. She looks pale and tired in the

  fluorescent light. She’s sitting in the middle of the booth as if she can cover up Dad’s absence. Alice checks to see if Ellie has noticed any of this.




  “Can we order, already?” Ellie asks.




  “Yup.”




  Ellie waves to the waitress, who comes right over. Her name tag says “Marge.” Her glasses are incredibly thick and her hair looks like it’s been teased and shellacked with hair

  spray. Who wears their hair like that anymore?




  “Hi, Marge!” Ellie says. “Can I get started with onion rings and a vanilla shake?”




  “You bet.”




  “I’ll have the classic burger and a root beer, please. Mom? What do you want?”




  Angie opens her eyes and sits up. Alice holds out a menu, Angie ignores it.




  “Do you have soup?”




  “Beef barley or chicken vegetable.”




  “Chicken, please. A cup.”




  Marge heads off to shout their order to the cooks behind the counter.




  “We could play hangman,” Ellie says.




  “Okay.”




  “Mom, you got a pen?” Ellie asks.




  Angie finds a pen in her purse, and Alice fishes her carefully folded geometry homework out of her back pocket. Ellie, Little Miss Genius, instantly takes the pen and thinks up a nine-letter

  word, drawing the short lines carefully




  “Nine letters?”




  “You’re never gonna get this one.”




  “E.”




  Ellie fills in two blanks.




  “A.”




  Two more blanks.




  “Where did you get that?” Angie’s voice is maybe a little sharper than she intended. To Alice it’s coming at her with enough force to induce whiplash.




  “My homework?”




  “No. Daddy’s watch.”




  “What? Do you think I took it?”




  “I’m just asking.”




  “No, Mom, you’re accusing.”




  “I am not!”




  “Or insinuating.”




  “Oh, for heaven’s sake.”




  “He gave it to me.”




  “Why didn’t he give it to me?” Ellie wants to know.


  

  “He gave it to you,” Angie says, her voice flat and disbelieving.


  

  “Why don’t you believe

  me?”




  “He didn’t say anything to me about it.”




  “Why would he? It’s not your watch.”




  “Let’s just drop it.”




  “Do you want the watch, Mom?”




  “No.”




  “Why does Alice always get the good stuff?” Ellie asks.




  “Shut up, Ellie.”




  Which is when, thank you Marge in the Coke-bottle glasses and the Elvis Presley updo, the food arrives.




  February 5th




  Gram, a.k.a. Penelope Pearl Bird, or Penny to her many friends, owns the last remaining café in Belknap. When Grampa died six years ago, Gram sold her house out on

  Plank Road, bought one of the old Victorians at the Four Corners, moved into the apartment upstairs, and resurrected Belknap’s one and only coffee shop. She roped her sister Charlotte, who

  was also recently widowed, into helping her. They call it The Bird Sisters and are open for breakfast and lunch, six a.m. to two p.m. Wednesday through Sunday.




  Angie was predicting the worst from Day One, thought it would be too much for Gram, thought Gram was throwing her money away. According to Angie, all kinds of dire emergencies were going to crop

  up, from a leaky roof to poisoning patrons. But Gram would retort that she’s got her son Eddie and her son-in-law Matt for the roof and anything else that involves carpentry, plumbing, or

  electrical, and as for the food poisoning, Gram says nobody ever died from eggs, toast, and coffee.




  And what do you know? Gram has the touch: she’s a savvy businesswoman, and she’s having fun with The Bird Sisters. There is no one in Belknap she hasn’t met. Most people come

  in at some point or another needing a cup of coffee and someone to listen, which is Gram all over. Some people have taken to calling her the mayor of Belknap.




  It was more fun, of course, before Aunt Char died last year. The Bird Sisters closed its doors for a month while Gram worked out whether she could go on without Char. Gram needed time to

  reassess and recover from that long string of losses: her husband, James; her kid brother, George; her brother-in-law Bobby; and her beloved sister, Char.




  Ask Gram about Char and she’ll say, “Oh, Char was the pretty one,” or “Char was the smart one,” like Gram isn’t pretty and smart? But Gram has this

  open-hearted way with the people she loves. Some people focus on your flaws, but Gram focuses on your best feature, or tells you that she actually, honestly likes your supposed flaw.

  Gram’s highest forms of praise are “He’s a real gentleman,” or “She’s true blue.”




  As an example of the loving your flaws thing, Aunt Char was a whistler. She’d even whistle classical music. Drove her husband, Bobby, completely bats, but Gram loved it. She’d brag

  to customers: “My sister, Charlotte, can whistle Schubert’s ‘Trout Quintet.’”




  “Just try it,” she’d challenge anybody who laughed.




  When Gram reopened she tried to do it all herself, relying on her two short-order cooks, Ginny and Dave, to carry plates now and then. Luckily, Sally Perkins walked in the door one day, ate the

  best breakfast of her life, so she says, tied on an apron, and never left. Sally’s a divorcée from down by the lake. Her kids are grown but still going through their troubles right in

  Sally’s neighborhood, sometimes right outside Sally’s backdoor. Her husband’s still in the neighborhood, too. Some people say he’s trying to make amends. Sally says, what

  that man broke cannot be fixed.




  Sally’s a little short and a little stocky, but curvy, too, and she likes to accentuate the positive. She’s also got that bottle blonde, tough broad thing going on. And it’s

  like she does backward flirting, giving guys such a hard time they can’t believe it, but they keep coming back for more. People from out of town assume Sally and Gram are sisters. Gram always

  says, “We’re like sisters, but we’re not the original sisters.”




  Playing on the Bird theme, Gram has birdbaths and bird feeders galore. There’s suet hanging in the oldest apple tree next to the house, hummingbird feeders stuck to all the windows, and

  supposedly squirrel-proof feeders hanging from most branches. All the bird activity, especially the hummingbirds, keeps little kids occupied while their parents get to talk. It’s fair to say

  it’s the most popular place in town, but then again, it’s the only place in town.




  Mrs. Piantowski makes all the bread for the restaurant, right out of her own kitchen. Mrs. Piantowski is forty-something years old, has eight kids, and wanted to make a little money on the side.

  She didn’t really know anything about bread when she sold Gram on this idea, so she started small, just white, wheat, and rye. But Mrs. Piantowski fell in love with bread: Portuguese

  sweetbread, Finnish Nisu, Swedish limpa rye with caraway and fennel seed and orange rind, anadama, sticky buns, biscuits and scones and on and on. She got her husband to move the fridge into the

  pantry and install a second double oven. It is a bread adventure with Mrs. Piantowski, and Gram says she’s happy to go along for the ride.




  Of course people started asking to buy Mrs. Piantowski’s bread. But Gram and Mrs. Piantowski were already pushing it given that a home kitchen was supplying a restaurant. Strictly against

  board of health rules, and nobody wants to get the board of health involved, with regulations and testing and surprise inspections. Until it turns out the board of health inspector is one of their

  best customers. In fact, Charlie Prophett eats breakfast at The Bird Sisters five days a week and is often seen knocking on the door and begging them to open up on Monday and Tuesday, too. So far

  he has managed to control himself and not walk up on Mrs. Piantowski’s porch on the days the restaurant is closed. But there are bets on how long it will be before he’s knocking on her

  door to say, “Just a piece of toast, Mrs. Piantowski. Or two or three, if you don’t mind.”




  There are people in Belknap who dream about Mrs. Piantowski’s bread. Maybe some people even dream about Mrs. Piantowski. She has dark brown eyes and long reddish hair that she wears pulled

  back or piled on top of her head, and she has lots of freckles on her nose, chest, and arms. She always wears colors, wonderful rich colors, and skirts and sweaters and sometimes a scarf twisted in

  her hair. She’s not exactly pretty, but she has this bearing; it’s almost regal. Maybe it’s her height, maybe it’s her very straight spine and her very straight nose and her

  no nonsense way of speaking. Maybe it’s that nobody knows her first name.




  Gram knows but she’s not telling. Some men have tried to flirt with Mrs. Piantowski, and women try to get friendly, but she just sails on by. Maybe she’s got everything she needs

  with eight kids and twenty-two different kinds of bread up her sleeve.




  Alice’s job is to pick up the bread every Saturday and Sunday morning at quarter of six and then help Gram with whatever prep work still needs to be done at the restaurant. Even though

  every other teenager in America is still asleep. Even though Alice sometimes wonders how she gets roped into this stuff. On the other hand, Alice has never met anyone who can say no to Gram.




  She used to use Ellie’s red Radio Flyer wagon until neighbors complained about the noise as she squeaked and bumped her way along the sidewalks in the predawn. Then Gram got her a rubber

  wheeled grocery basket like the ones old ladies use in metropolitan areas. Alice feels ridiculous, but at least now she’s quiet.




  It’s exactly quarter of six Sunday morning when Alice arrives at the backdoor to Mrs. Piantowski’s. She leaves the cart on the porch and knocks softly before turning the knob and

  walking in. The youngest baby is sitting in a bouncy chair on the kitchen table looking around with her big, dark green, and very grave eyes. There are two dozen loaves wrapped and ready to go and

  Mrs. Piantowski is pulling twelve more out of the double oven.




  “Hi, Alice.”




  “Hi, Mrs. Piantowski.”




  “Snowing?”




  “Not yet.”




  Mrs. Piantowski works at the stove. She is brushing the loaves with a blend of sugar and cardamom.




  “I’m running a little late. You’re going to need to take these right in the pans. Can you bring me the pans on your way home later today?”




  “Sure.”




  Usually all the loaves are stacked and ready to go, and then she and Mrs. Piantowski pack the cart together: coolest loaves on the bottom, warmest ones on top. Alice understands that this is

  probably about allowing the loaves to cool without getting soggy, but it also creates this heady perfume as she walks down the street. She imagines the fresh bread smells wafting like a banner over

  her head—the best advertising imaginable.




  “What’s that spice?”




  “Cardamom.”




  “Smells good.”




  There’s never much chat with Mrs. Piantowski. She’s not exactly unfriendly; she just doesn’t talk much. Maybe she doesn’t know how difficult it is for a fifteen-year-old

  to initiate a conversation. Maybe with eight kids of her own she cherishes the quiet of these early-morning hours and is not willing to sacrifice the silence to talk to one more child.




  But Mrs. Piantowski’s quiet today has more to do with the fact that her husband has taken to leaving their bed to wander through the house like a refugee from his own life. Isaac will not

  say they have too many children, he would never say that. Instead he turns away from her, leaves their bed in the darkest hours, only to return when her alarm sounds at three a.m. It is a new dance

  they do each night, a dance of sleep and wakefulness and loneliness, instead of the old dance of love.




  But these aches recede as she steps into her kitchen, lights the stove, puts an apron and the kettle on, and sets the first batch of dough to rising.




  Alice doesn’t mind the quiet. It gives her a chance to experience Mrs. Piantowski’s kitchen. There’s eight of everything: eight hooks on the wall for coats, eight hooks above

  for hats, eight stools around the table, which is set for eight for breakfast. Everything is spotless; nothing is out of place. Alice thinks Mrs. Piantowski must either be a drill sergeant or the

  most persuasive person on the planet.




  The baby starts to fuss.




  “Can I pick up the baby?”




  “She’s fine.”




  Alice crosses to the baby.




  “I never met anyone named Inga before,” she says, extending a finger, which the baby grabs.




  “My grandmother’s name.”




  “Hi, Inga,” Alice whispers, and lays her hand against Inga’s cheek.




  Eyes closed, Alice inhales the baby smells and the baking smells; the yeast and the sugar and. . . .




  “Go ahead.”




  “What?”




  “You’ve held a baby before?”




  “Sure.”




  She releases the Velcro holding Inga in place and scoops her up in her hands, remembering to support her head as she pulls her close against her body. Alice and Inga engage in a long staring

  contest until Inga’s nose wrinkles and she sneezes. Laughing, Alice is rewarded with one of Inga’s smiles. Alice sways with the baby, her weight transferring from foot to foot, and then

  she starts to dance with the baby, right there in the kitchen. Not too fast, not too jittery; just a slow swirl and glide, anything to keep Inga smiling.




  Mrs. Piantowski starts to sing. In a foreign language. What is that, Polish? The song is halfway between a lullaby and a lament. Why would you sing this song to a baby? It’s so sad, Alice

  thinks, it could make you cry. And then Mrs. Piantowski starts to clap and before you know it she is dancing; hitching up her apron and her skirt and doing something fancy with her feet as she

  continues to sing. The song changes from a whisper to a shout and Inga loves it; with each change in tone, each surprise, Inga turns her head to watch her mother and smiles her toothless smile.




  Alice looks back and forth between the two of them, baby Inga laughing, Mrs. Piantowski’s face shining in the warm kitchen, and wonders, did this ever happen in her life, with her

  mother?




  She must be looking famished because Mrs. Piantowski pours her a big glass of milk and sets a cinnamon bun on a plate. Then she hands her a cloth napkin and invites her to sit down. She waves

  away Alice’s worry about being late and takes baby Inga from her. This is too much. Mrs. Piantowski is a completely different species from Alice’s own mother.




  Alice doesn’t realize how fast she’s eating until she looks up and catches Mrs. Piantowski grinning.




  “Good?” she asks.




  “The best ever,” Alice replies, before she gulps down her milk and slides off the stool to head out the door into the predawn darkness on her way to deliver bread to The Bird

  Sisters.




  March 13th




  “Mom? Mom! Are you up? Get a move on!”




  The Monday following Angie’s surprise birthday party, which Matt and the girls had carefully pre-planned and executed with help from Gram and Uncle Eddie, Angie does not feel like getting

  up or going to work. When Alice calls up to her, she’s still in bed, still feeling devastated and idiotic that the promised phone call with Matt never came through, even though she waited up

  almost all night, just in case. And it’s ridiculous, really. How many times does she have to be reminded that his time is not his own anymore?




  The girls, with Gram’s help, gave her a silk scarf to replace the one she tossed out the window. They made her favorite cake, angel food stuffed with strawberries and whipped cream, Gram

  cooked Angie’s favorite dinner, even Uncle Eddie came through with a basket of spring bulbs. Matt had wrapped up the far too expensive French perfume she loves and left it with Alice for

  safekeeping. Why did it all make her feel so sad and so incredibly angry and so stupidly childish all at the same time? Angie feels like a yo-yo; the simplest things set her off. It’s

  exhausting. And she doesn’t even like birthdays.




  “Five more minutes!”




  Downstairs Ellie is half asleep in her cereal, her braids dragging in the milk. Alice is trying to find her sneakers, air out the armpits of her dad’s button-down blue shirt, which she has

  worn for three solid weeks now and refuses to wash, and scavenging for enough change so Ellie can buy milk at lunch. Oh yes, and packing the sandwiches: sliced bananas on graham crackers.




  “Mom, we’re out of bread!” Alice shouts up the stairs. “And peanut butter. And jam! Again,” she mutters under her breath as she returns to the kitchen.




  “Get creative,” Angie shouts from the bedroom.




  The bananas keep sliding off the graham crackers when Alice tries to fit them into the sandwich bags.




  “Don’t put that crap in my lunch box.”




  “You can’t say crap.”




  “It’s like big tall letters flashing over my head when I open my lunch box: fucked up family!”




  “Ellie!”




  “What? You say it!”




  “Not when I was in second grade!”




  “I want lunch money. Not this stupid excuse for a sandwich!”




  “I’ll ask Gram.”




  “Yeah. She could set up a lunch fund. And a clothing fund and she could drive us to the supermarket to stock up on food and—”




  “Okay, you ready?” Alice asks, handing Ellie her lunch box.




  “You can’t go to school in that,” Ellie says.




  “Let’s get a move on.”




  “Dad’s shirt? Again? Does Mom know?”




  “What do you care?”




  “It doesn’t fit.”




  “So?”




  “Aside from the fact you’re not cool, I think you’re starting to smell, Alice. You could at least wash that stupid shirt.”




  “I aired it out last night.”




  “That’s not enough.”




  “It’ll be fine.”




  “You need to burn it.”




  “Henry’s gonna be here any minute.”




  “Maybe Gram would take you shopping. New jeans, new . . .”




  “I’m all set. C’mon.”




  “Okay, but I’m not walking next to you and I’m definitely not holding hands with you. Not even at the crosswalk.”




  “Whatever.”




  “I’m reaching my limit with you, Alice. Just so you know.”


  

  God, she sounds just like Angie, Alice thinks.




  Matt’s been gone almost six weeks. He’s in the last days of training at the mobilization center with his army reserve unit. The reservists have been kept pretty

  much in lockdown conditions at Fort Dix: no time off, no time off the base, and very little contact with home. Supposedly this is all preparation for being deployed. It’s very strange for

  Angie and Alice and Ellie. He’s gone but not gone; and there’s no coming home at this point, not until his one-year tour of duty is done.




  Everything is different with Matt gone. Same house, different air, different space inside the rooms. Angie is impatient and irritable; she’s working at the insurance company more than

  ever, and on top of that, she brings work home. It’s like she doesn’t really want to be at home at all so she piles on the work and makes the kitchen table a second office. That way she

  has a good excuse to be distracted and tense all the time. She’s pretty much dropped the ball on domestic duties and says she’s “not interested in eating right now.” So

  Alice does her best with spaghetti most nights and occasionally macaroni and cheese and lots of tomato soup and grilled cheese sandwiches. Ellie is spending inordinate amounts of time with her

  friend Janna and even manages to get herself invited for dinner several nights a week. Alice is spending too much time alone in the house every afternoon. She wants to be there in case the phone

  rings but it never does.




  Angie was starting to let herself go for a bit but yanked herself right back from the edge with an iron hand. She got a new haircut and renewed her fitness commitment, swimming half an hour

  three days a week after work. The housework and the cooking are not so high on her list of priorities, but the personal appearance thing has become very important. Alice thinks her mom secretly

  likes the fact that stress and worry have finally made it possible for her to drop those last pesky ten pounds. She is slipping back into some pre-Ellie clothes. Okay, so it’s natural to

  think your mother is a total idiot at this age, but when your dad’s out of the picture it’s hard to have your mother quite so strange and foreign. It’s a little disconcerting, the

  sudden lack of parents. Or, to be honest, when nobody prefers you. When you are not anybody’s special somebody. This is when it would be nice to have a dog.




  Alice doesn’t know, can’t know, what Angie is going through. Angie, who can’t sleep at night or if she does fall asleep, wakes with a start to the unfamiliar

  silence that is Matt’s absence. They have been together since their sophomore year in college; in eighteen years they have slept apart on very rare occasions. Angie wonders whether it is even

  possible to sleep without him.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
HARMNG*TCSN

‘Strong storytelling and a rich emotional core’

Jenny Downham, author of Before I Die
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