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December 22, 2005




“He’s here.”

“Laura?” I ask into the phone, disoriented, voice sandy with sleep.

“Kate.”

“Yeah,” I murmur, my head sinking, pushing the receiver deeper into the pillow.

“He’s here,” she repeats. “In Croton.”

Her words register and my eyes fly open. I sit up.

“Awake now?” she asks.

“Yes.” I look over to my bedside table, tilting up straighter to see over the stack of books. The glowing numbers on the clock read 4:43 A.M. “How—”

“Mick’s been throwing up—some kind of stomach flu slash candy cane binge with the baby-sitter. I look out the bathroom window and his mother’s house is lit up like Disney World, called the sheriff’s office and they confirmed it. He’s here. He’s here, Kate.”

I fling off the duvet. “I’m coming.” Dropping the cordless into its metallic stand, I swing both feet to the smooth wood floor of my bedroom.

He’s here—there. Jake Sharpe. Of course it’s not three P.M. on a Saturday. Of course you reappear in the middle of the night like some nocturnal blood-leech.

Adrenaline surges.

I grab yoga pants from the chair, pull them up under my night-slip, and tug the little black cardigan from the doorknob. Throwing open the closet doors, I stand on tiptoe, fingernails catching the edge of my suitcase handle just enough to avalanche it off the shelf, business trip toiletries raining on my head and rolling across the hardwood. I scramble to retrieve the miniature bottles, an anxiety-dream sweat dampening the silk of my slip. Only I’m awake. And Laura’s flare finally hovers in the night sky over the snowy hills of our hometown.

Indignation fuels the whipping open of drawers, fistfuls of underwear, T-shirts, and pajamas filling the case, my mind moving ahead to the important items—skinny jeans, date sweater, dangly earrings—the heels that knock me up to five-nine. The two zipper toggles collide and I shove my brass travel lock through the holes.

Rolling down the hall I push my feet into my sneakers, yank my trench from its hook, open the front door to the cricket quiet of my suburban street, and reach into my pocket for the keys—shit, my purse. I whirl in the dark apartment, spotting it hiding on the kitchen table among the boxes of unwritten Christmas cards, rolls of wrapping paper, and my laptop. No. I don’t need my laptop. Just bring the binder to read on the plane. Then I might start the report. Then I might need my laptop. Just bring the laptop. I try to unclip it from the docking station, but my fingers fumble. I flick the light switch on, startled by the jarring brightness. But, oh, this is good, yes, okay, good, light helps. Okay, reality check. I take in my reflection in the kitchen window, face creased from sleep, eyes puffed from deprivation of same, brown hair tangled from passing out in forgotten ponytail holder.

This is insane.

I flick the light back off, swing the front door shut, stalk back to the bedroom, flop on top of the bed, and pull the still-warm duvet over me like a taco. Letting the keys drop from my grip, I will the adrenaline away, will back the peaceful dead-to-the-world repose I was beneath just moments ago.

Sleep, Kate. Go back…to sleep. You’ve been working nonstop—the conference, the meetings, the forty-two-hour round-trip to Argentina. This bed was all you could think of. Aren’t you comfortable? And relaxed? Living your life? Sleeping in your bed? Isn’t it nice to be an adult…who can get into her own bed…in her own apartment…and go to sleep…on her own timing. My pulse deepens. And not be reduced to some stupid…knee-jerk…adolescent…obsessive…lunatic behavior…just because Jake’s finally shown up—finally shown up—

I sit up. Breathless.

And within minutes find myself flying along Route 26, counting off the exits to the Charleston airport.



I pull the suitcase from the backseat and lock the Prius with a double beep, glancing up once again at the LONG-TERM PARKING sign. I ignore the implications. This is a swing through, that’s all. An eight-hundred-mile swing through.

The sky still black behind me, I pass between the sliding glass doors into a brick-walled trough of canned air and canned music. The lone ticket agent, wearing three-step eyes and impressively pronounced lipstick for predawn, smiles in greeting. “Checking in?” she asks. I blink at the crimson foil poinsettia pinned to her uniform. “Checking in?” she repeats.

“Yes?” I answer uncertainly.

She looks at me inquisitively as I look at her inquisitively. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. Yes. I’m going to Croton Falls, Vermont. Burlington is closest but I’ll take whatever you have.” I drop my purse on the counter and rest my messenger bag heavy with my laptop between my ankles.

“Can I see your I.D.?”

I flip open my wallet and slide the plastic over.

She looks down at the card with a frown. “Solutions for Sustainability?”

“Sorry.” I trade her my office badge for my license.

“And ticket?”

“Actually I don’t have one, but I need to get on the first flight. What do you have?”

She taps the keyboard, and I watch her stare intently at the obscured screen, all the possible routes back to him. “Well, let’s see, there is one seat left on the commuter to Atlanta, then a two-hour layover, which would get you into LaGuardia by three and then another layover…”

“Is that really the earliest I can get there?” I lift my wheelie onto the metal scale.

She tears the outdated baggage tag from the handle. “Two days before Christmas—yes.”

“Right. Great. Thank you.”

“If the weather cooperates you should be in Burlington by six P.M.” Almost twelve hours from now. Rock on.

I take my ticket, with its two layovers and one leg in cargo, and make my way to the gate, wishing for a Starbucks, but settling for a man selling the bare basics from a brown Formica cart.

Slinging my messenger bag into the overhead bin I take my seat in row thirteen with a bruised banana and large black coffee. I nestle against the plastic wallpaper and let my hair down from its makeshift topknot, my lids drooping shut, blocking out the sensation of everyone settling in around me.



“Ladies and gentlemen, the captain has informed us we may be hitting some turbulence, so we will be turning the seat belt sign back on. Please make sure that they are fastened.” I reflexively open my eyes to double-check that I’m still buckled in beneath my neglected binder on Argentina’s revised pollution regulations. My gaze locks with the headline of my seatmate’s US Weekly. “First photos ever! Jake Sharpe and Eden Millay spotted ring shopping in St. Bart’s. Is it WEDDING BELLS?” We hit an air pocket and the plane drops, my stomach lurching.



“Ladies and gentlemen, we’re now beginning our descent.” Twisting the opening of my bag toward me with my foot to keep it level, I pray those aren’t prescient words.

I peer out the window for some visual landmark to orient me—a landing strip, the distant lights of Burlington, but the blackness seems thick and impermeable. Then the clouds clear the full moon, the snow-covered fields suddenly gleaming as if lit by a flashbulb. I rub my eyes as the wheels touch down.



A chapped-cheeked luggage handler emerges through the plastic flaps from the tarmac, pulling the laden metal cart behind him, trailing tread marks of sleet on the tile. He deposits its contents before us, and immediately there’s a flurry of grabbing hands, the snapping of handles extending, as my fellow passengers take what’s theirs and go. I stare for a moment in disbelief at the empty steel trolly. Shit. “Sir?” I make a beeline to where the man is checking off arriving flights on a clipboard. “Is that all the bags?”

“Sorry, ma’am, there’re baggage delays coming out of New York. If yours isn’t there, check with Velma at the desk. She can help you fill out a report.”

I drop my head. “Thank you.”

As Velma and I fill out the forms she repeatedly promises with a big smile that they will bring my little rolling bag to my door the minute it arrives in Burlington, the minute. Only, she concludes brusquely, as she taps the layers of forms neatly back together on the countertop, it’s Christmas and she can’t make any promises. I nod, heaving my bags back onto my shoulder, the realization sinking in that I’m going to be trying to make someone regret his entire existence in yoga pants. I walk to the sliding glass doors and—ohfuckohfuckohfuck—run through the snowdrifts in my sneakers to the few waiting taxis, their mufflers steaming. I slam the door shut behind me with a rusty squeak. “Hi, I’m going to Croton Falls, please.”

“Croton!” the driver coughs, resting the cigarette on his lip to shift the car into drive. “My cousin’s in Fayville—with the Christmas traffic, that could be an hour, easy.”

“I know.” I let my bags slide off my shoulder onto the torn vinyl seat. “I’ll pay your return fare.” I re-count the fold of twenties from the LaGuardia ATM. “Please?”

“Suit yourself.” He grumbles our destination to his dispatcher on the CB duct taped to the dashboard.

“And, sir?” I flap the clammy Lycra hems away from my bare ankles. “Would you mind rolling up the window?”

He flicks the glowing butt onto the road as he reaches for the circular end of the handle. “Didn’t think it was gonna be snowing?”

I huddle against the maroon vinyl, tucking my legs up under me in an effort to warm the damp fabric. “I didn’t think it was going to be December.”
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SIXTH GRADE




Mom’s right hand grips the gearshift, her knuckles pulsing above Grandma’s cameo ring. She turtles her head forward to peer through the windshield at the clouds rolling across the lightening sky. “Looks like it might rain.”

“Brolly’s in the trunk,” Dad says from the backseat, his Etonian temperament out of patience with our dawdling.

I stare past her mutton sleeves at the empty lot, beyond the rows of extra-long parking spaces for the buses en route with my new classmates, to the beige brick two-story complex that is Croton Elementary, Middle, and High. A maple leaf flutters onto the windshield, its stem catching in the wipers, momentarily blocking the view of the middle school entrance before blowing on. “It’s just huge,” I repeat for the billionth time since she took me on a tour of the carpeted hallways linking room after empty-desked room of a whole new life.

Turning from the hulking structure, she really looks at me for the first time since the alarm clocks set us running in circles, and I feel the fear break in my eyes. Her face mommabirds. “You’re going to love it here, Katie, I promise.”

I shrug, my body tight with the potential waiting yards away.

“Yes. You’re all going to love it. It’s heaven, it’s nirvana, it’s the single greatest public school in the world. I regret not taking the job here already. Now, Claire, Principal Claire.” Dad pulls himself forward with our headrests, the tip of his blue tweed blazer coming into view out of the corner of my eye as he squeezes her shoulder, deflating her blouse like a soufflé. “It’s an hour’s drive to Fayville. My interview’s at eight. You have to get out of the car. See there, your first charges are arriving.”

A yellow bus emerges through the break in the dense green hedges, making a wide turn into the parking lot, and we watch it weave through its painted maze to the high school.

“Tomorrow I’m taking the bus and getting up at a normal hour, right?” I ask again, hating that I couldn’t have done this First Day thing on my own, knowing that if I was on a bus right now, I’d have seen their faces, maybe already be talking to someone.

The door accordions open and a stream of much older boys tumble off, staggering groggy and dazed. I slump out of view, my nose level with the glove compartment. “That must be a sports team.” Mom reaches to the floor mat for her purse. “I don’t have to worry about that. No early practices in the lower school.”

“They don’t have peewee football or something?” Dad smiles. “Something really violent for the little Visigoths to exhaust themselves with?”

She flips the visor down and takes a swift glance in the mirror, widening her lips to check her teeth. “Ready?” She flips it back up.

“Ready,” I confirm, heart galloping.

Exchanging a kiss, they both open their doors to the thick humidity of summer’s end, making me feel like I should be drifting on a floaty in Megan’s pond. I shake out my new chin-length bob one last time, praying it’s right—that they do chin-length bobs here—and slip my arm under my backpack strap as Mom sets her patent-leather pumps on the asphalt.



“Indian hop! Indian hop!” the gym teacher hollers into the chlorinated air. He jumps from one slimy floor tile to the other at the middle school pool’s edge, arm and opposite knee raised to the fluorescents. I stare up at him, still immobile from the shock of being plunged in icy water when an unseasonably early freak snow is covering most of the pool building’s windows.

“You.” He bends down, his red face leaning in.

“Katie,” I offer eagerly, hoping he’s about to acknowledge I’m turning blue and should get out and into a warm towel immediately.

“Katie! Let’s see you MOVE!” He extends his hairy arm over the shallow end like a 700 Club guy, blessing the other sixth graders who are chopping through the water with varying success, depending on where they are in their growth spurts. I smile weakly. “Come ON! No one’s leaving this gym class until every single one of you has crossed this pool at least eight times, and I’m not giving late passes! Now HOP!”

“I’d like to strip him naked, stick him in a block of ice, and see him hop.”

I turn to the wry voice coming from my left, where a girl in a purple O.P. swimsuit is gingerly holding her blond French braids above the water.

“This can’t be legal,” I agree.

“This can’t be liquid,” she matches me. “Laura Heller.”

“Katie Hollis.” Exactly the same height, we wave pruned fingers over the splashing swell.

“You just moved here, right?” she asks, trying to knot the long braids on top of her head.

“Yup.” The drumbeat of longing for the familiarity of Burlington. “In July actually.”

“I DON’T SEE YOU HOPPING!”

“Well, welcome to Croton Falls.” With a grimace, Laura carefully lets her goosebumped elbows drop beneath the surface. “We also have a thirteen-lane bowling alley and a Pizza Hut—with salad bar.” Suddenly we’re blinded as two boys slap the water hard in our direction, drenching us both.

“Nice nipples,” they heh-heh.

“You’re so lame!” she shouts, slamming them back.

“Laura!” the gym teacher barks. “Less talking, more hopping!”

Eyes narrowed to slits, Laura surrenders her golden plaits to the sloshing current and raises her fist in the air.

I throw mine up in solidarity. “Okay, on two!”



“Gimme.” Moving a stack of magazines aside, Laura takes the snack tray and sets it down on the glass coffee table of the Heller den. Popping an orange curlicue into her mouth, she flops to the chocolate-colored shag and, slipping onto her back, points her bare toe against the TV’s worn power button. I lower myself beside her to sit Indian style, unsure whether or not to sprawl. “So you’ve never watched Santa Barbara?” she asks again, waving for the bag, which I hand off as tacky strains of violin fill the room.

“My best friend, Megan, in Burlington, has MTV. So we pretty much only watch that—” I stop speaking as the phone rings atop a nearby stereo speaker.

Laura reaches over me to answer it, licking off her cheese-tipped fingers, the corners of her mouth tinged orange. “Hello?”

Taking advantage of the moment to look around unobserved, I finger the purple mane of a plastic pony in an abandoned corral on the board-game-crammed bookcase behind me. Suddenly Laura slams the receiver with a hard thwack startling me into knocking over the rainbow row of horses. I right them, watching as she pulls a cushion into her lap, squeezes it, and stares off at the television, not seeming to see the screen. The commercial for Mount Airy Lodge blares, the couple toasting each other in the wineglass bubble bath.

“So,” I begin, unsure what just happened, nodding as if we’re mid-conversation. “Um…so Megan, in Burlington, her aunt watches soaps all day…” I trail off as Laura twists to me. “What?” I ask, my new-girl antennae snapping to attention.

“You talk about Burlington like you’re still there.”

“I do?” My eyes drop to my tumbler, watching the tiny bubbles rise and pop.

“It must be hard to be stuck here in the middle of nowhere,” she says testily.

“Burlington’s not so great,” I rush, aiming to sound like I believe it. “I love to skate, and they just closed the rink down. And my new room here is, like, twice the size of my old one—you should come over,” I finish, lifting my Coke to take a long nervous gulp.

A barrel-bellied Lab moseys in and sniffs the snack tray, its white eyebrows lifting. “Shoo, Cooper.” Disappointed, he hangs his head and lopes out.

The phone rings again, “Want me to get that?” I offer. But she just hugs the pillow to her chest as a man on the TV wearing a turtleneck under his suit screams about lowlowlow prices. The ringing stops. “Laura? Is something wrong?”

She looks at me for a long minute, her finger absently twirling a loose fringe thread. “Jeanine Matheson and I were best friends until she just stopped talking to me at the end of last year.”

“Why?” I put my glass down on the paper-towel-lined tray. “Why’d she just stop talking to you?”

“I don’t know,” she says quietly, taking an Oreo from its package and slowly twisting the top off, separating it smoothly from the white filling. “Her parents got divorced last year. Are your parents still married?”

“Yes,” I say, realizing I’ve never been asked the question, darkly wondering what I would do if, like Jeanine, the answer suddenly changed.

“Mine, too. Anyway, it was really bad and when she found out she was going to be at camp with Kristi she got totally obsessed with being popular and was, like trying to devise some master plan to break into that clique.”

“But you’re popular.”

“Not like Kristi Lehman and those girls.” She licks the creamy middle, looking down at the tracks her tongue leaves. “The boys all like them. No big whup. The whole thing’s stupid.”

“I’m sorry. That must have really—”

She finally meets my eyes. “It did. It really did.” She sinks her chin into the brown cushion, denting its piped border in a deep triangle. “So were you at the top at your old school?”

“What?” I ask, cheeks reddening.

“I don’t know,” she slopes her head to the side and lowers her lids at me. “Michelle Walker said you look like Justine Bateman.”

“Oh my God, thanks. But my school was so small. People hate—sorry, hat ed, past tense, people and loved people every other day, but it was like one or two were popular, not a whole football team. Here’s a lot more complicated.”

“Unlike Santa Barbara,” she says wistfully, tracing the outline of her lips with the tip of her braid. “I’m moving there as soon as I graduate. I was totally born in the wrong climate. You in?”

“We’ll get a convertible.” I lift my head at the commercial where two smooth legs scissor from the backseat.

“Pink.” She pops a whole cookie in her mouth. “After this we can watch Dynasty. My grandma tapes it for me.” It rings again and she freezes. I freeze. “It’s her,” Laura’s voice drops. “Them.”

“What, they just call and hang up?” I drop mine, too, as I instantly feel like they’re standing over us.

“I think Kristi makes her do it as a test. They scream stuff.”

“You’re kidding.”

She shakes her head, looking so scared that I can’t take it anymore. I reach up and grab the receiver. “Hello?”

“Laura’s a bitch!” I hear giggles. Mean ones.

“I’m sorry.” The wrongness of it raises me to my knees and summons Mom’s most principal-like tone. “Laura can’t come to the phone right now. She’s busy thinking about how little of a crap she could give. Have a pleasant evening.” I hang up.

Laura stares at me, a huge smile spreading across her face as I realize I’m about to pass out. “Crap, I like that.”

“Shit was overhitting it.”

“I do agree.” She twists apart another cookie.

“Thanks.” I drop back to the base of the couch, sprawling happily beside her.

Laura can’t stop grinning. “Hey, want to be my partner on that Social Studies project?” She hands me my own lap pillow. “I think we have to say who we’re working with by Friday.”

“Sure,” I mellow my answer, despite the cartwheels I feel at finding out that not only might I have found someone to move to California with, but she still wants to be friends with me on October 22, when the Renaissance binders are due.



“Whad’ya mean, you don’t like anybody? Everybody likes somebody,” the Kristi Lehman states as if I’ve just challenged the Swatch. “Everybody.” She pulls her headband off, shakes out her dark blond hair, and slides it back and then forward, creating a perfect crest.

“It’s true. That’s how it works,” Laura confirms from where she slumps on the other side of me against the gymnasium bleachers; Laura and I have a pact to get out of whatever sport is being inflicted on us immediately. Not a huge feat when it comes to dodge-ball.

“Didn’t you like somebody at your old school?” Jeanine leans around Kristi. Laura rolls her eyes. “What? I can’t talk to her?”

“Like I care.” Laura re-smooths her new bangs, which were supposed to make her look more glamorous, but so far all they seem to do is annoy her.

“So?” Kristi persists, her heart-shaped face pinching in exasperation.

“Yeah, of course.” I aim for a carefree shrug. “I just, you know, haven’t met that many of the boys here yet, so…who do you like?”

“Benjy Conchlin,” JenniferOne volunteers from where she’s pulling at her stacked rubber bracelets. “And Jeanine likes Jason Mosley.”

“His brother just moved to New York. To be a dancer,” Kristi whispers, holding her splayed manicure at the corner of her mouth.

“He’s having a really hard time with it,” Jeanine confirms. “I wrote him a note. He wrote back. We’ve been writing,” she says as if they’ve been sharing a toothbrush.

JenniferOne continues, “So, JenniferTwo likes Todd Rawley, Michelle Walker likes Craig Shapiro…” She goes down the whole line of girls chatting along the bleachers as balls thud loudly off the walls and occasionally off the stomachs and groins of the boys trying to hold out on the court.

I check the caged-in clock over the scoreboard to see if I’ll be able to get out of here before coming up with a name, buy myself some time over Thanksgiving break to do proper research.

“So who?” Jeanine leans in and I can smell the tacos from lunch. “Come on, whisper.”

I scan the contenders—the survivors hurling rubber balls at each other with the focus of gladiators, and the downed and wounded nursing their egos.

“Come on, kiss it! You know you want to kiss my butt!” The butt in question is shaken tauntingly.

“Yeah! Kiss his butt! Butt kisser!”

“You do have to like someone,” Laura urges. Really?, I think, continuing to survey my options.

“Someone,” one of the Jennifers echoes.

“Michael J. Fox?”

“IN SCHOOL!” they chorus.

“If he’s been on the cover of Tiger Beat, he doesn’t count,” Kristi scolds, her headband slipping out of place, requiring a repeat of the ritual.

“Okay, okay.”

She pushes her fingers into her hair, lifting it inches above the band as a new thought occurs to her. “You’re not a lesi, are you? I hear there’s a lot of that in Burlington.”

And now, according to my parents, I am supposed to lecture her on being a horrible person. Next year. It’s a rain check. Her and me. Big lecture on being a horrible person. I’ll bring slides.

“Well?”

My eyes land on a scrawny kid with floppy brown hair absentmindedly hugging a ball to his chest. He bobs his head and appears to be…whistling.

“That guy.” I nod toward him. “The one with the, uh…” I squint. “Palm trees on his Jams.”

“Jake Sharpe?” Who?

“Yeah, okay, uh, Jake Sharpe. I like him.”

Laura pats my arm approvingly.

“No one’s ever liked him before.” Jeanine sneers.

“That’s GAME!” The teacher throws his meaty hands toward the locker rooms. Jake Sharpe, apparently in his own whistling world, doesn’t hear him.

“Well,”—I stand and dust gym grime off my shorts with the rest of the girls—“that’s who I like.”
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Antsy, I lean forward in the cab, peering up through the frosted glass as we pull into my parents’ snow-covered driveway, the headlights illuminating the colonial’s façade. I knew they painted the shingles yellow last year, but part of me is still shocked at the change, as though time should have stopped out of deference to my absence.

“So, that’ll be fifty-three bucks.” He turns off the meter and flips down the visor, a pack of Camels dropping into his hands.

As I reach across the seat to where my messenger bag has tipped and lodged on the floor behind the driver, I catch sight of a Prudential realty sign sticking out of the snow. I squint in the near darkness to make out a rectangular SOLD placard lodged in the top of the drift. Excuse me?

“Miss? Fifty-three bucks.”

“Right…” I rummage in my wallet while replaying the last months of phone calls to pinpoint where I might have missed that the house was for sale. “Thanks.” I pass him my remaining cash and reach for the handle, looking out to the black branches of the towering Chinese maple they planted the day I graduated Croton Middle. That someone else’s grandchildren will apparently be swinging on.

“Miss? You don’t want change?”

“Sorry? No, keep it. Merry Christmas.”

“Hey, you, too.”

I release the door handle, a lash of icy wind blowing against me as I swing my legs outside, the snow enveloping my feet, the fabric immediately soaking through, short-circuiting my shock. “Hah! Hah! Hah!” I bleat as I run for the house, flashing to myself racing brazenly out to collect the mail barefoot at an age when being impervious to the winter was a sign of social cool.

I pause by the trellises to dig manically in the dim spillover from the neighbor’s Christmas lights—“Hah! Hah! Hah!”—where the zinnia bed should be. I feel around, snow spiking pins into my bare hands, until I find a rock whose surface is artificially smooth. I pull it out, extracting the key from its hollow plastic center. Thanking God they never got around to improving their security system, I bolt up the porch steps and let myself into the entryway.

Slamming the door behind me, I rest my bag down and kick off the wet sneakers, crouching to squeeze warmth into my bare toes. Flipping on the overhead, I automatically turn the thermostat dial up to a reckless sixty-five degrees, disbelieving that, despite being yet another decade from their postwar childhoods, they still regard heat and electricity as special treats. The furnace clanks to life one floor below, joining the steady tock of the wall clock and I hug my arms to my chest, trying to land here, trying to anchor, trying to get a grip on the fact that our house is sold. I reach under my slip to peel my wet yoga pants off and hang them on the hat rack beside the faded Venetian mask I made at art camp. I touch its glittered triangle nose and look down at the red sparkles on my fingertip, affected to see my presence still tucked among Dad’s collection of Red Sox caps. But beneath the rack, visible on the cream paint, is only the dark outline of where the hall mirror should hang. I look to the stairs, where more rectangular smudges mark the places of the seed catalog illustrations I helped Dad hang when we first moved in.

My stomach sinking, I pass the door to the dining room, coming to an abrupt halt when I see Granny Kay’s walnut table gone, the oriental rug rolled along the wall, and the floor littered with boxes of bubble-wrapped pictures. I twist up the dimmer, letting the pewter chandelier cast a glare on the bare walls. Through the door I can see into the living room, its pine bookcases stripped clean of their prodigious shelf-sagging contents, its rug also rolled up, its furniture gone. I flick the switch off.

I step back into the front hall, pausing at the boot bench, which is now laden with every piece of displaced bric-a-brac—dusty kachina dolls standing side by side with Brahmin elephants and the base slivers of every Christmas tree trunk we ever had, each one scrawled with the year of its service in Dad’s permanent marker.

And it strikes me that this is what it will be like when they die. I’ll get a call, scramble onto a plane unexpectedly, dressed inappropriately, to process the artifacts of their interrupted existence. All of this, from the useful—can openers—to the vital—pill bottles—to the frivolous—ugly wooden fruit from Guatemala—will lose its context, most of it transformed into rubbish at the moment they stop living—and I suddenly want them home with a childlike urgency.

Braced, I step into the den, but find it thankfully unchanged. Swapping my damp trench for the age-softened afghan, I nestle into the overstuffed green couch, retreating from the agglomeration. The clock chimes for seven o’clock. The refrigerator hums faintly from the kitchen. Unable to snap out of the morbid frenzy I’ve worked myself into, I reach for the phone to call Laura.

“Ulo?”

“Mick?” I ask, winding the cord around my finger, unsure which of her twins has answered. “Keith? Is that you?”

“Ulo?” the three-year-old voice says again. “I’m Keith. Mick is frosting.”

“This is your Godmother Kate—”

“Fairy Godmother!”

“Hi, Keith. Is your brother better?”

“He barfed. It was Christmas color. But it didn’t smell like Christmas.”

Smiling, I tuck the afghan around my bare feet. “I heard. Is Mommy there—”

“Kate?” Laura takes the phone.

I pull out my ponytail. “Word is you’re frosting.”

“We’re making holiday blobs.” Her voice drops to a conspiratorial timbre. “You’re here?”

“Tah-dah. I took the first flight.” I slide the black elastic onto my wrist. “Did you know they sold the house?” I rise up onto my knees.

“They sold the house?”

“Uh-huh. My parents sold the house,” I say slowly so I can hear it, too.

“You’re kidding.” Her incredulity soothing as always. “I didn’t even know it was on the market. Where are they moving to?”

“I have no idea! There’re boxes everywhere. It’s so creepy. So—”

“Completely irrelevant at this moment. Did you really fly all the way here so we can discuss real estate and shirk the long-distance fees? Turn on your TV, my friend. It’s the second coming.”

I reach for the remote, its batteries still held in place with masking tape. “What channel?”

“Every channel. Start with E!.”

I flip to a woman in a pink wool coat standing on our Main Street under a banner that proclaims WELCOME HOME JAKE!

I taste bile. “You must be fucking kidding me.”

“You didn’t see it?” she asks.

“We didn’t come through town—the cab took the back roads.”

“Well, they’ve erected a statue of him made out of Spam, covered Main Street in one long red carpet that runs all the way to his bedroom, the mayor has declared this National Jake Sharpe day, and twelve vestal virgins will be blowing him at tonight’s Christmas pageant. This town—has gone—insane…Kate? You there?”

I shake my head, incredulous.

“Kate?”

My jaw agape, I click through the news channels, all of which show some pastel-coated blonde trying to blink against the snow while locals bounce up and down with HI, MOM! signs in the background as if outside the Today show.

“Multiplatinum recording megastar Jake Sharpe has just announced—”

“In—of all places—his hometown—”

“His engagement to international recording superstar, Eden Millay—”

“MTV sat down with Jake six months ago—”

“E! will be bringing you live coverage as the story unfolds—”

“Some cynics have noted the announcement of this relationship dovetails conveniently with the pending release of her first film and his greatest hits album—”

“Here at CNN we are all very happy for him and wish the couple a very Merry Christmas indeed—”

“Some say this is just the tip of the love iceberg—” comes through the receiver in stereo.

I shut it off. “Fuck.”

“Do you think it was a love iceberg that sank the Titanic?” I hear the tin clang of a baking sheet hitting the floor and the twins “uhoh”-ing in chorus. “Gotta go. Stay strong, The Moment has arrived.”

Furrowing my eyebrows, I click the screen back to life, the town center just a few hundred yards outside the picture window falling under siege as I fire through the channels…

“Jake Sharpe—”

“Jake Sharpe—”

“Jake Sharpe—”

“Hello?” Mom calls out, her voice tinged with apprehension. “Kate?”

“Yes, hey! I’m in here!” I call.

“No.” She wings into the doorway, ankle-length down coat still on, her pale cheeks flushed. “Dammit. I knew it. Who told you? I wasn’t going to tell you. Laura. Laura told you—”

Ready since I boarded the first plane, I stand, clasping the blanket around my shoulders. “Mom, you could’ve put every resident of Croton under a gag order and I’d still be at the gym in Charleston right now getting a blow-by-blow from Anderson Cooper.”

“You’re kidding.” She comes around the corner and stares at the screen as I click through the channels to demonstrate. “The world’s gone mad.” She takes the remote from me and presses OFF.

Indignity flickers like a lit filament through my jaw. “And what about you two?” I point accusingly through the door to the entryway’s stripped walls. “Why haven’t you told me anything about this?”

“We didn’t want to do it over the phone. Good Lord, it’s broiling in here.” She rips the snaps of her coat apart. “We thought we’d wait until we saw you at the beach.”

“Okay. That’s one strategy. Where are you moving to?” I peer at her as she looks down to unzip the lining layer.

“Oh, Kate, the agent said it was going to take months and then we got an offer the first weekend and it’s all happened very fast.” She shakes off the gray down and drops it on the couch. “Your father’s left his post at the library—”

“He’s what?”

“He’s done. He needs a change of scenery.” She lifts her shoulders, her characteristic move to summon positivity. “So I just do a little bit of packing every weekend; it helps me adjust to the idea.”

“Of what?” I cock my head, unable to imagine them anywhere but here doing anything else but what they do. Did.

“Sarasota. We’re going to move to the condo for a year and then see what we feel like doing next. Dad needs a break from the snow.” She gives me a wan smile. “And I’m adjusting.”

“Adjusting?” I ask, low panic a rumbling submarine beneath the surface of my mission.

“I’m retiring at the end of next semester.”

“…Retiring.”

“So!” she cheers. “We’re going to sit on the beach and figure it out.”

I spin to the doorway as I hear Dad stomp off his snow boots in the front hall. “The Cashmans’ collie’s been digging up our zinnia bed again.”

“Simon, in here!” Mom calls. “With your daughter.”

“Katie?” He rounds the corner, hazel eyes lighting up. “Oh my God, Katie.” I let him wrap me in a hug while I inhale his scent of ink-stained cuffs and newsprint. I stifle my questions, knowing any direct inquiry will only be met with infuriatingly enigmatic redirects. He pulls back, holding my elbows. “Well, let me look at you.” Given the news, I study him in turn, the attuned expression, the meticulous shave.

“Yes.” Mom puts her hands on our huddle and pushes us toward the door with renewed purpose. “She can drive and you can look at her the whole way back to the airport.”

“Mom.”

“Don’t ‘Mom’ me. You are getting on the next flight to anywhere and we will see you as planned in Sarasota on Friday for our vacation.”

“No.” I throw the blanket off my shoulders. “This is The Moment. This is it.”

“He’s not worth it.” She tugs at her cashmere scarf. “It’s a hundred degrees in here. Simon, open a window.”

“I know he’s not worth it,” I reprise as I pull off her knit hat, her gray bob rising in the static, and hand it to her. “I know that.”

“In that flew-four-hundred-miles-in-your-nightie sort of way,” Dad snorts, lifting the sighing mullioned panes.

“This is my Alamo. I’ve waited thirteen years to have the home-turf advantage.”

“What’s the news on Kyrgyzstan?” Dad rolls up the sleeves of his burgundy cardigan and reaches for the remote. “NPR said thirty people were killed in the capital today.”

“You have not been waiting for anything,” Mom picks up the thread. “You have a very happy, successful—”

“Yes,” I concur as the chant of JakeSharpeJakeSharpeJakeSharpe resumes in the background. “The point is that The Moment has arrived.”

“Nothing? Maybe BBC America,” Dad mutters, peering over his wire rims.

“At last count forty-two bodies line the square.”

“That’s better—”

“SIMON, WOULD YOU TURN THAT OFF!” Principal Hollis surfaces.

Dad clicks it, dropping the remote on the ottoman, and we both watch as he pats the pockets of his corduroys for his wallet. “Right, then. I’m going to go get a tree. When I get back I expect you two to have come to some sort of consensus on the plan of action here.” Smiling, he lightly squeezes Mom’s nose between his knuckles as he passes to the front hall.

Mom swiftly crosses to me. “You can’t do this,” her voice an urgent hush.

“Uh, three flights and two layovers says I can.”

“Don’t be glib.” She takes my arm. “You can’t do this now, not now.”

“What, should I just tell him to come back at a better time? When it’s convenient for you?”

“This is your family, Kathryn. You’re putting your family at risk.”

Her audacity renders me speechless.

“Kathryn.”

“I’m putting this family at risk?” I manage as I tug free before yelling past her, “Dad, we don’t need a tree!” He returns to the doorway. “And we most definitely do not need a consensus.” I keep her shocked face out of my visual periphery. “This is going to take twenty minutes. Tops. I just need to swing by there and make him regret his entire existence. I’ll be back in time for dinner, catch the first flight back to Charleston in the morning, and we’ll all be drinking Mai Tais in Florida by Friday.” Dad retreats to the hall. “Where I will be giving you a PowerPoint presentation on why retiring and selling the house with no game plan makes you both—”

“His entire existence?” Shirking my indictment, Dad interrupts as he steps in with a hanger and picks her coat off the couch. “In twenty minutes?”

“And that still leaves me nineteen for a stroll home,” I reflexively surrender to his pressingly lighter current. “Have you seen Jake Sharpe’s existence?”

“I’m sure MSNBC will be doing a two-hour feature of it at nine.” Mom stalks over to the window, sticks her head out, inhales deeply, then leans back in, closing it. “Followed by five minutes on Kyrgyzstan,” she mutters as she swivels the lock.

“I’m going upstairs to change.” I move toward the stairs, reaching down to pick up my messenger bag and purse from the floor.

“Why not run over like that, looking as deranged as this idea,” she hollers after me.

“Thanks,” I call back flatly as I raise the bags. “I appreciate the support. I’ll be sure to return it as you sketch out the next thirty years of your lives with a seashell.”

I stand, waiting for them to round the corner, defend themselves, make their argument, go there. But instead I hear the set click back on, the volume rapidly swelling as reports of the coup’s toll continue to mount.
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SEVENTH GRADE




I lift the brittle ends of my hair to my nose, nauseated by the sweet stench of Salon Selectives I’ve sprayed, squirted and squeezed over the last two hours of alternated crimping and curling with Michelle Walker’s mother’s beauty supplies. “My hair is broom straw,” I mutter to Laura as she listlessly raises and lowers the trays of the professional expanding makeup box at this slumberless slumber party.

“God, what time is it even?” she asks, dropping a tube of liquid eyeliner onto the gold-flecked Formica counter of the basement bathroom Mrs. Walker has rigged as her salon. “It’s so bright in here it could be lunchtime.” She squints against the glare from the baseball-shaped bulbs framing the mirror, as if this were a Hollywood dressing room and Mrs. Walker doesn’t primp wedged between a dented Maytag and a badly burnt ironing board.

JenniferTwo wipes off yet another shade and I reflexively lick my own lips at the sight of the prickly irritation spreading around her mouth. “Two forty.”

“Two forty A. M.?” Laura asks as a wave of exhaustion breaks over the pizza, caramel corn, Coke, and Carvel birthday cake making a gushy mess in my stomach.

“Yup,” she nods, two curlers flapping against her face.

“The movie must be done by now.” I flick the OFF buttons on the heating devices that have been keeping those of us not wanting to watch the third seventies-era horror video in a row or examine Mr. Walker’s Penthouse stash again, entertained.

All of a sudden Stephanie Brauer pushes the door open, bouncing in her long T-shirt, knees pressed together. “Movemovemove, I’ve gotta pee!” The sound of a chain saw revving slips in behind her before she pulls the door shut and dodges between us to the saloon-style shutters at the far end of the room.

“Is the movie almost done?” Laura asks, wilting. She rubs her Cleopatra eyes.

“Oops.” I point to the black football player streaks. “Bad move, Bubba.”

She wearily raises her index fingers and takes in their smudged tips. “Crap.”

“Ooh, gross,” Stephanie groans. “Michelle’s dad’s, like, underwear is hanging up in here. Gross,” she repeats over the flushing toilet.

“He moved out and left his underwear?” Laura asks as Stephanie pushes back through the sprung shutters. “That’s so weird. Don’t you guys think it’s so weird?”

While Stephanie retreats to the mirror, Laura holds open one of the doors so the three of us can cram into the toilet alcove. Sure enough, on a white plastic rack over the sink hang five pairs of Hanes boxers, dried stiff.

“C’mon, guys.” JenniferTwo backs out and starts clacking the lipsticks into their plastic slots. “We better put this stuff where we found it or she’ll spaz.”

“Did Michelle know?” Stephanie asks, and JenniferTwo, self-appointed guardian of Michelle, pauses, her hand full of warped hotsticks halfway-shoved in their case. “How?” Stephanie stares intently at Jen’s bent head. “What was the sign?”

“Separate beds?” Laura asks, leaning in. “Separate rooms?”

Ignoring her, JenniferTwo resumes packing the colored foam rods. But Stephanie steps intently over to her. “Did they fight?” The pink band of fabric slips out of her hair. “Did they? Just tell me, Jenny.”

“All the time.”

Sucking in her cheeks, Stephanie nods to herself as she retrieves the band from the floor, wrapping it twice around her wrist. The only sound is the burble of the refilling tank. JenniferTwo clears her throat, “You guys better not tell Michelle I said anything.” She stands up and bores her eyes into each of ours as she goes to open the door. For the first time all night, the sound of bell-bottom-wearing teens mid-slaughter does not bounce off the veneered walls and into our hair-sprayed refuge. Instead, in its place, come the hushed tones of tense negotiation. Stumbling over each other to get out, we follow JenniferTwo across the mess of sleeping bags littering the orange carpet. She steps over the snoring Dunkman twins to where the birthday party is in some kind of standoff in front of the sliding door to the yard. Fully dressed in their identical acid-washed perfection, Kristi and her friends have their backs to the glass.

“So are you staying?” Kristi asks matter-of-factly as she swipes on a coat of iridescent lipgloss and passes it to her friends. Jeanine opens her mouth, but is at a terrified loss. She looks from Kristi to Michelle.

“Spaz,” one of Kristi’s minions gets haughty. “We’re just meeting the boys at the falls to have a smoke, it’s not like we’re having an orgy.”

Kristi cracks up.

“Seriously, guys, you have to be back really soon,” Michelle pleads. “If my mom wakes up—”

“Yeah, sure.” Kristi tugs the door open, letting in the chilly fall night. “Make sure Jeanine has her Pampers on when you tuck her in.”

“Don’t get an ulcer.” Her other minion slides it shut, sealing us in.

As we watch the It Girls disappear outside the arc of the flood-light there is a moment filled only by the snoring behind us. Michelle turns, wild eyed. “I’m so screwed! I’m so totally screwed! It’s my goddamn birthday! And now I’m screwed!”

“You’re the one who had to invite Kristi,” Laura mutters.

“Thanks!” Michelle spits at her. “Thanks a lot, wench!” She pushes between us, trying to run through the mess of sleeping bags toward the bathroom, but she trips over a Dunkman and we all watch as she flails in slow motion, limbs like a runaway marionette, before hitting the carpet with a slamming thud. Frozen, we stand with our hands over our mouths—is she dead? Dana Dunkman makes a kind of gargle half-snore before rolling over, still out cold. Dazed, Michelle sits up. Laura clamps her hand tightly on her mouth, but her shoulders start to shake as she fights it. I instantly start to giggle. Laura grabs her stomach and drops into a crouch she’s laughing so hard. “Sorry. I know…it’s…not…funny. It’s not.”

JenniferTwo runs to Michelle, helping her up as she clutches her nose, her eyes still wide in surprise. “Ohmygod, she’s bleeding,” JenniferTwo announces. “I bet she has a concussion.”

“Ice,” I manage to get out.

“Get her ice.” Laura wipes her palm across her eyes and stands up.

“You’ll wake my mom if you go up there!” Michelle wails in alarm as a patrol breaks out for the stairs. Someone grabs a pair of ruffled pink socks to stuff against the blood trickling from her left nostril.

“Let’s get her into the bathroom.” JenniferOne helps to lift her up and the group half-carries half-drops Michelle to the other side of the basement.

“Laura,” Jeanine’s voice comes from behind us.

We spin around to see her still facing the black glass, her eyes fixed on the illuminated wedge of leaf-strewn grass. “Let’s go,” she says.

“Duh. We can’t,” I remind her.

Jeanine turns, her face hard. “I wasn’t talking to you. I was talking to Laura. Wipe that stuff off and let’s go meet up with them.”

I look over to Laura, psyched to see her tell Jeanine to screw herself. But she doesn’t. Jeanine tugs off her pajama pants, pulls up her jeans, and pushes her feet into her loafers. “Rick Swartz is going to be there. He’s friends with Jason after soccer camp this summer.” She pulls off her top, her worn training bra, probably her sister’s hand-me-down still on underneath, and, embarrassed, quickly shoves her head through the neck of her sweater. “So come on.”

“Why don’t you just stay, Jeanine?” The uncertainty in her voice makes my chest tight. “You know your mom’ll kill you.”

“I have to.” Jeanine pulls a Kissing Cooler from her pocket and swipes it on, rubbing her lips together.

“No you don’t. That’s only four girls out there. There are, like, thirteen still here.”

“Thirteen who’ll be playing makeup for the rest of seventh grade.” Jeanine’s eyes narrow.

“So, why do you have to do everything Kristi says?” Laura finally asks what she’s wanted to for so long. “She’s not even funny or…I mean, she sat here all night making bored faces in the corner. She’s just…I don’t know. So her mom’s a manager at the mall and she gets to wear designer clothes—”

“She’s fun. A lot of fun. And I don’t want to sit around with a bunch of babies who don’t even talk to boys on the phone playing nurse to Michelle Walker all night. So are you coming or not?”

Laura looks at the floor. “Not,” she says softly.

Jeanine’s face turns the ember color of her hair. “I hope you two will be really happy together. Be sure not to invite me to the wedding.”

“Fuck you,” I say, surprising myself.

“Fuck you both.” She seals the sliding door soundlessly behind her.

Laura holds my stare, her expression stunned. “Wait,” she says. And I ready myself for the moment I have known was coming since the day Laura told me about Jeanine: when Jeanine would realize she’d made the biggest mistake of her life throwing over the best best friend a girl could hope for and she’d want Laura back. The moment Laura would go. Because they have history. They have lower school. They have learning to read and all sorts of things I will never—“Who am I?”

And she face plants onto the nearest sleeping bag.



“Stop,” Laura mouths sternly, tipping me past the point of being able to contain my laughter.

Overtaken, I slam the receiver back down. “Oh, God, I’m gonna pee.” I roll on the raspberry carpet in the doorway of Laura’s parents’ bedroom, where I’ve stretched their phone cord to its limit.

“Katie!” she moans from the opposite end of the hall, where she’s stretched her brother’s phone to its limit so that we can see each other for the First Call.

“I’m…I’m sorry.” I gasp for air. “I don’t know what’s so funny.”

Laura sits cross-legged in her prairie dress as she broods. “Okay, maybe this isn’t a good idea, you being able to see me. Maybe you should go inside the door.”

“Maybe I shouldn’t be on the line at all. I mean, why am I on?”

“So you can tell me what I sounded like. And what he sounded like. Like a witness.”

“Witness,” I sigh. “Let’s call Harrison Ford.” I break into another fit of giggles.

“You’re such a dork; I don’t know why I recruited you for this job.”

I take a deep breath and sit up. “Okay. Okay, I can do this. You can do this. Today we call the boys. Go.” I wave at her, putting the receiver back to my ear. “Dial.”

Laura exhales slowly, pointing sternly at me before dialing Rick Swartz’s number. As the line rings my heart speeds.

“Hello? Who’s on the phone?” suddenly Mrs. Heller’s confused voice breaks in.

“HANG UP!” Laura drops the phone, shouting down the stairs. “OH MY GOD! MOM! HANG UP!” We both bolt from our posts to meet at the railing, frozen in terror.

“This is Martha Heller. Who’s this? No, I did not call you. Well, then you hang up…good-bye.”

“I…I…” Laura becomes zombielike. “My mother called Rick Swartz. Jeanine’s going to—the entire seventh grade’s going to…My mother called Rick Swartz!”

“Laura, listen.” I swivel her face to me. “Just call him back and say, um, that your mom’s been really sick and she’s just, like, got a really high fever and has been, um, calling random numbers and being, like, delirious.” I nod hopefully.

“Really?”

“Yes.”

“But how would I know that she’d called him unless I was on the line?” Her blue eyes grip me with desperation.

I chew my lip. “Say you just came into her room and she was murmuring about calling Rick Swartz like she murmurs about the other stuff she’s doing while she’s sick. Come on, Lor, we’re losing valuable time here. Just call.”

“MOM! DO NOT PICK UP THE PHONE!”

Mrs. Heller appears at the bottom of the stairs. One hand in a yellow rubber glove, she uses the other to reclip her hair away from her face. “Are you paying the bills around here now?”

Laura hangs off the banister. “Mom, please, I’m begging, just give us five minutes? Please.”

“Are we calling boys?” She rests her gloved hands on the hips of her stirrup pants.

“Mom,” Laura moans.

“Laura,” she moans right back. “All right, but start your homework, please.”

“Okay!” I chime as we each resume our posts. The second she’s out of earshot, Laura dials. I press my palm into the door frame as it rings.

“Hello?” he answers.

Laura freezes. I scissor-kick my legs at her to snap her back.

“Rick?”

“Yeah?”

“Hi. This is Laura Heller.” Her small hands clench the receiver so tightly her knuckles turn white.

“Yeah?”

“Yeah, so I just called ’cause my mom has this major fever. She’s really sick and I don’t know, we think it could be malaria because she’s just totally sweaty and out of it and…” I kick my legs again. “Anyway she’s been doing all sorts of weird stuff because she’s, like, delirious. We have to watch her all the time and my brother was supposed to be watching her but he had band practice so she was alone and she, I think she picked up the phone and called you and acted crazy. Because of the malaria. I only know because I just walked into the room and she was mumbling something about your name and I thought, you know, God, I better call you and let you know that she’s just being weird like that because she was sick and dialing random numbers and so…so that’s why I called.”

“Okay.”

Out of material, Laura shrugs at me in desperation. Reminding her to play cool, I toss my hand in exaggerated nonchalance.

“So, uh, what are you up to?” She drops into a slouch.

“Wait, who is this?”

“Laura. Laura Heller.”

“Your mom didn’t call me.”

“Oh!” She turns nuclear red. “Oh, okay, then…uh, bye.”

“Bye.”

Laura carefully puts the phone down before slumping to the floor. “Crap. Crapcrapcrapcrap.”

I hang up and run the length of the banister to her, kneeling to pat her head. “Maybe he won’t tell anyone.”

She looks up at me through her hair, her face beating. “Anyone, like who? Like Jason and the other jocks? Who’ll tell Kristi so she and her clique can act it out at the next assembly?” She rubs her cheeks with her hands and groans. I am momentarily speechless at this very real possibility.

“Just deny it,” I decide.

“What?”

“Deny it. If anyone asks you about calling Rick and saying your mom has malaria just say you don’t know what they’re talking about. Like, they’re the crazy one for asking you.”

“I can’t say Rick Swartz made it up.” She exhales. “Okay, your turn.”

“What, are you nuts?”

“Katie, I did it, you have to do it.”

“Yeah, and that went so well.”

“Shut up. Get the phone book in the pantry and let’s look up Jake Sharpe.”

“No.” I’ll just keep carrying the fact that I’m supposed to like him because I said so in gym class around along with my library card, my Red Cross babysitting certification, and my house key.

“We made a vow!” Laura sits up on her knees. “A birthday vow!”

“You made a wish when you blew out your candles! It’s not the same thing. Laura, let’s just finish Science. My dad’s going to be picking me up soon.” I stand.

“Uch.”

“What! Volcanoes are cool. Come on.” I reach a hand down to seesaw her to her feet. “I’ll help you. You’ll learn to love the volcano from the inside out.”

“Fine, but next time you’re calling Jake Sharpe. First.”



I put my sandwich back down on its Baggie and tap Laura’s untouched yogurt, my voice lifting over the din of the packed cafeteria. “No good?”

She points to the silver wires on her teeth. “This no good.” She slumps forward, pushing her old folks’ home lunch away. “I can’t believe I had to get these the same week as…as—”
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