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Chapter One










Isuppose, for literary effect, I should start with how everything was dying that year—how the riverbed dried up into a brown Brillo pad, the wisteria shriveled on their vines. But the truth is, that brilliant April, after rain had soaked us all March, it felt to me as if the earth and the plants, the insects and trees just couldn’t stay in their pants. Daffodils unfurled and grinned into bloom; tulips reached up their orange and crimson cupped hands. Across the street, the Japanese weeping cherry tree exploded into a firework of lilliputian pink clouds, while down the block Mrs. Zuppo’s lily garden peeked out from its bed weeks early. All the world was a stage, and I walked around in a daze beholding the spectacle that was life. It seemed to me it had never been this way. But then, I was waking up again, after all that time.




During the more than two years since Oliver’s death, my goal had been simply to get myself through the days. After dropping Hazel at preschool or kindergarten or first grade and dragging myself through the errands (grocery shopping, bill paying, dry cleaners for Paul…all those things that plague the work-at-home wife), I’d simply returned to my house and crawled back into bed, where, between the empty escape of deep naps, I did my editing work—its own kind of refuge—until it was time to pick up Hazel again. Then, with what felt like superhuman effort, I would act out the role of the cheerful, inspired mother I was not, somehow getting us through the hours until we were at last back in bed again—her bed, this time, where we’d both fall asleep, me half-waking only to switch to my own bed and continue my dreamless coma. I never felt Paul slip into bed hours later when he finally got home. Really, it was as if I were dead, except when taking care of Hazel or working, and then I operated on automatic pilot: numb, simply soldiering on.




But this year, with the first signs of spring in my New Jersey town—a slowly gentrifying commuter and college hub where octogenarian Dominicks and Guiseppes bordered thirtysomething Manhattan transplants like me, with handfuls of crunchy Gen X-ers tossed throughout—something had started to change. I felt my old self, the one I’d thought was gone forever, sending out tiny shoots from deep in my bones—stiff, strong, green tips to tell me the roots were still in there,I was still in there, somehow…and wanting, at last, out again. On the day this story begins, I had taken a morning walk, peeling my old Eileen Fisher cardigan from my arms to let the sun drench my pasty, winter-sapped skin. I’d headed to the fish market for two slabs of salmon, then to the bakery for a crusty ciabatta. Then a bottle of sauvignon blanc from the liquor store and a bar of fine dark chocolate for dessert. I suppose I was celebrating my rebirth. At any rate, when I got home I was ravenous, and by the time my piece of fish was done broiling I’d already sampled a few bites, standing at the oven forking the salty pink flesh into my greedy mouth, burning its tender skin. I didn’t care. It was worth it to taste that delectable bliss, and to finally crave food again.




On the way to the table, I dragged my hunk of bread through the circle of salted olive oil I’d drizzled onto my plate, bit it hard, and swallowed it practically whole. Unlike Paul, who’d always been someone who eats to live, I had been—and now, it seemed, was on my way back to being—a happy fat person inside a genetically thin body: always anticipating my next meal, savoring it when it came. Today, I’d fixed Paul the other piece of salmon—lemon, olive oil, splash of tamari—and left it front and center in the fridge, just so he’d know, when he got home, having long ago eaten the dinner his law firm had called in from some trendy restaurant nearby in the financial district, that I had thought of him, that I loved him.Elayna, the loving wife. I’d also left him a salad and a couple of wedges of a perfect blood orange. Placing my dish on the table, I uncorked the wine, poured a glass, and sat down.




I ate in rapture, licking the plate at the end. Well, why not? I was alone, after all.




My work lay open next to me, a manuscript of the latest soon-to-be issue ofPopular Poetry magazine. Each month, the journal reproduced classic and some contemporary poems in a palatable and accessible form for those who wanted to see what they’d missed in college or who wanted a tiny, digestible version of the contemporary poetry scene. My job, bestowed on me by an old English-major colleague at Barnard, was, frankly, a dream: I proofread and lightly edited the copy, not so much for mistakes or typos (thankfully, there was someone else for that) but for content and appeal. In essence, I was simply an early reader who each month sent back a detailed critique. I made minimal suggestions—“Flip-flop the two Hopkins poems,” or “More of an intro on the Dickinson might be nice”—and sometimes I suggested stories. (“How about a feature on Edward Lear?”) The pay was laughable, of course—the job amounted to half-time work for an hourly salary barely above minimum wage—but Paul’s hefty lawyer paychecks made that okay, and since he worked heftily tomake those paychecks, it had been more important, once we’d had Hazel, for me to do something close to home than to pull in a decent salary.




When Hazel was young, the job had provided me the perfect escape from the obsessive mothering and brutal self-examination full-time parenting can bring. Once Oliver died, the work kept me from descending into darkness when Hazel wasn’t around. In fact, most of the time I’d looked forward to it—as much as I could look forward to anything then. But today, after my feast (for dessert, I melted squares of the chocolate bar in the microwave and poured them over a fat ball of coffee ice cream), I was distracted, unable to focus. I glanced out between the little white curtains in my kitchen and saw a smattering of dark clouds moving in. Trees blowing, swaying. Immediately, I grew anxious. Hazel was phobic about storms, and I couldn’t bear to think of her panicked out there.




I glanced at the clock above the stove. Still almost two hours until I had to get her from Pansy’s house, where she went on Wednesdays—half days at her school—from noon until three (more days in the summer or if I got busy). I got up, wandered into the living room, and glanced out the windows. This was the ugly side of our house, and the neighborhood canine Porta Potti—a small strip of dead grass between house and sidewalk, overly shaded by a big old hemlock tree. Anything that did manage to grow there the neighborhood dogs quickly dispensed with. I couldn’t do much about their pissing, obviously, but the rest of what they did was illegal and infuriating when left there. Yesterday and today there had been fresh loads of poop to greet me, and looking out now, I spotted a third and felt the rage rise up through my blood, almost thrillingly. If I found out who was doing it, I’d tear the hair from his head.




I wandered to the back door and then outside, onto the deck, and I leaned over the edge of the rail, letting the balmy breeze breathe over me. It was unseasonably warm; the air felt pregnant with pollen and humidity. I closed my eyes and shook my hair down over my bare arms, then inhaled deeply, sucking in the splendor through every pore. The cicadas shrieked; the atmosphere seemed to vibrate. I could feel the charge seeping through my skin, making me tingle with life.Life, at last. I could have wept with joy.




Someone went by, walking a dog: I heard a collar jingle, loud panting, canine toenails on tar, and then I saw them, a silver Weimaraner with an orange sneaker in its mouth, leading a cute, crew-cut boy by the leash.Guy, notboy, I should say, though he was a boy compared to me. He was wearing jeans and no shirt, exposing his lightly freckled white chest. His arms were curved and ample for his otherwise lean frame. Maybe gay, I reasoned, but either way, a Gen X-er for sure, or was it Gen Y-er, these days? I watched boy and dog pass by, cross the street, and head into the driveway of the small apartment building Paul and I jokingly called the Tenement. With its Victorian charm and two sugar maples out front, it was as unlike the tenement where we’d lived in New York—broken buzzers, roaches, filthy stairwell—as our tree-lined enclave of a New Jersey town was unlike Manhattan. Anyway, they mounted the steps, boy and dog, and climbed to the top floor, the fourth, dog still carrying the sneaker. In they went.




I was surprised. I hadn’t seen them before, and, ashamed as I am to admit it, I knew virtually everything about the area from my house to Hazel’s school (and little, these days, about much of anything beyond)—and certainly who’d moved into and out of the Tenement. The place was filled with young people like him, not-quite-kids with tattoos and pierced noses, tongues, lips, ear cartilage, and (yes) chins, hair of blue and green and nickel gray and magenta that stuck up with faux messiness. They were soon-to-be graduate students at the nearby university, or philosophically inclined slackers, artists, aspiring “filmmakers,” living off their parents till they figured out a bearable way to make a living or invented some iPod facsimile and set themselves up for life. I loved the Tenement; it reminded me that there were people in the world with obsessions other than their commute or what preschool was best. These were people waiting for their lives to begin, people who, for all their manifestations of depression and grunge and loneliness, were secretly full of optimism and promise and the blazing, glorious arrogance of youth. Their mistakes didn’t count, because their Real Lives hadn’t yet begun. Things could change for them in an instant.




I glanced up at the apartment boy and dog had gone into, but other than a couple of potted plants on the fire escape, there was no sign of life. Beyond the Tenement, houses speckled the hills; if you climbed a hill at night, you could see shimmering New York City, a million seductive points of light. I heard the commuter train wail, the cars, on the main drag a few blocks away, streaming toward somewhere—maybe only the new mega Home Depot near the highway. I went down into the yard, set up Hazel’s T-ball apparatus, and whacked the crap out of a dozen balls, high and hard. I gathered the balls and did it again, and then again. Then I turned and stomped back inside, panting as hard as that Weimaraner.




I glanced impatiently around my kitchen, then took off my sandals and kicked them across the room. The floor—Italian tiles Paul had picked out on a business trip to Sicily—was cool and smooth on my feet. I peeled off my T-shirt and tossed that too, until I was down to the gray sports bra I’d chosen this morning, thinking maybe later I’d go for a run. My breasts were large and full and not too badly sagging yet, despite having nursed Hazel for a year. They were still my best feature, and I’d always made a point of standing straight, shoulders back, so I didn’t turn into one of those slender, large-chested women being dragged floorward by her rack. The rest of my body was thinner than usual—no exercise and little appetite for two years will do that to a person—but starting, finally, to bloom back into its curvier shape, and I was glad.




In the living room, a Louis Armstrong CD was poised to play, but I wasn’t in the mood. I tossed in Alanis Morissette’sJagged Little Pill and turned up the volume. Her twangy, pissed-off rock blared out. I listened a minute, feeling it loosen me and make me happy. And then I did something I hadn’t done since before I’d had Oliver. I danced.




I danced, and—I kid you not—I sang too, because the words seemed to be speaking to me: words about being tired but happy, sick but pretty, messed up but moving on. I twirled around, letting this sweet young thing’s tough voice and angry words take me back to thirty, twenty-eight, twenty-three. When the song ended, I played it again. I was hot. Melting, really. I peeled off my skirt and hurled it, leaving my gray cotton Calvin Klein briefs. Then I leaped and twirled in my underwear, a demented overgrown ballerina; if Hazel had been there, she would have rolled her eyes. Out the window, someone rode by on a bike. The song ended. I played it three more times, then flopped on the couch, spent.




By the time I thought to look at the clock, I had all of fifteen minutes until I had to pick up Hazel at Pansy’s. I bolted upstairs to shower, then rushed down and grabbed my purse—big, leather, gift from Paul for my recent thirty-fifth birthday—and, digging for the car keys, started toward the door. But I happened to glance out before I opened it, and what I saw made me stop and stare. Gen XY Boy and his dog were back, and Dog—back arched into a sleek silver mountain, tail extended out behind him—was depositing a pile of fresh turds onto my Porta Potti strip. I watched until the canine had reclosed his butt hole and retained prepooping posture. Would his person rise to the challenge and scoop up the dung? XY Boy glanced at the turds, and then—as I’d somehow expected—turned and headed briskly back home.




I was out my front door in two seconds. “Excuse me!” I yelled, rushing down the steps.




XY Boy stopped and turned around; XY Dog turned too, wagging his tail. “Oh, hey,” Boy called, stepping toward me again. Neither one of them had an iota of guilt on his (or her) beautiful face, which pissed me off even more—though my anger, I confess, was a bit subsumed by the excitement I felt at having come upon the criminal in action. “I was just—” Boy started, but I cut him off. “Can I tell you something?” I stalked toward him, hands on my hips. “I have a six-year-old daughter who plays on this lawn. If there’s a pile of dog shit on it, she steps in it. Then she trails it through my entire house. Have you ever tried cleaning dog shit out of the rug in your bathroom?” I stared at him, furious.




He opened his mouth, presumably to answer, but I cut him off again. He was young, beautiful, irresponsible; he was my scapegoat for all the carefree people whose dogs had crapped on my lawn for the past five years. “Do I useyour yard asmy toilet?” I demanded.




He smiled a little, then shook his head. “No. Not that I know of, anyway.”




I saw the gleam in his eye. “Oh, go to hell,” I said, because I knew I was a pathetic cliché, the aging lawyer’s wife getting angry at the cute-but-careless young renter who sullied her perfect property. I turned around and marched back up to my house, anxious to get inside now. But XY Boy called, “Wait!”




I stopped and turned again.




“I guess you’d never believe me if I said I always clean up after my dog.”




I snorted. “Except this one particular time when I happened to see you? You’re right. I don’t think I would.”




“Well,” he said, “this one particular time just happens to be the time I gave away my plastic bag to someone just down the block”—he gestured with his head back in the direction from which he’d come—“because she happened to be in her own particular dog-do bind. I figured Sasha here would probably make it home without a problem, and if she didn’t, I’d just go home and get another bag and come back and clean it up.”




“And that’s where you were going now?” I felt myself soften just a touch; at least he cared enough to try.




He shrugged. “But I guess I don’t blame you for not believing that. It’s like the kid caught leaving the candy store with a pocketful of baseball cards swearing he was on his way home to get his money.”




I raised my eyebrows. Maybe he wasn’t as dumb as he was beautiful.




“Forget it,” he said, before I could respond. “Sorry about the mess. I’ll be right back to clean it up.”




I shrugged now myself, as if it were really no big deal and never had been. “Whatever,” I said, stealing a phrase from Hazel’s repertoire, which made me realize, with renewed panic, that I was already late to get her. I came back down the steps and started to walk quickly toward the garage, away from him. “By the way,” he called, “I like Alanis Morissette too. I have a great bootleg concert CD, if you ever want to borrow it. I live right across the street. Fourth floor.”




I was still walking, but slowly now, and for a step or two I actually wondered how he knew I liked Alanis Morissette. And then I stopped. I turned and stared at him, feeling heat creep into my face. Had he seen me dancing in my living room? Had he been just passing by, or actually stood there looking in my window? I thought about how I’d tossed off my shirt, peeled off my skirt, hurled my body around.Oh my god. I wanted to reach out and smack him.




He may have blushed then too, realizing what his offer had revealed, but I could be mistaken. At any rate, after a second, he jumped from a standstill to a trot, like a well-trained horse. “Be right back,” he called, and off he went, his dog trotting after him.




Son of a bitch,I thought. I turned and hightailed it toward my car to get Hazel.




And that was the beginning.















Chapter Two










Pansy Dougherty’s in-home day care was held at her small clapboard cottage, which, painted conch shell pink with lemon trim, resembled nothing so much as a giant cupcake. This was the first lure for the hundreds of children she’d cared for over the years; the second was her two part-Persian cats, Pearly Dew Drops and Cuteface, which she’d rescued from the pound, and the third was the almost unfathomable stash of Barbies, Beanie Babies, Barney videotapes, Candy Lands (several versions), Thomas the Tank Engines, and red stuffed Cliffords she had inside, topped only by her own personal and proudly displayed collections of snow globes and British royal family paraphernalia. Stepping out of the car, I noticed two new pink pelicans added to the ceramic zoo on her lawn, which included a smiling frog in a top hat and a winking, cat-size bluebird. I passed the bird feeder, then the red-and-yellow windmill with the smiling face. These would remain, I knew, through the spring and summer, then be replaced by the scarecrow, the life-size plastic deer, and the many grinning jack-o’-lanterns that adorned Pansy’s fall, to the delight of her tiny charges.




I climbed the steps, my muscles already aching from my dance marathon, and knocked on the door. After a few muffled measures of some preschool band shrieking a tinny, high-pitched version of “The Farmer in the Dell,” the curtain behind the door was drawn aside and Pansy’s face—wide-eyed but prim, framed by two silver blond braids—appeared and then vanished again. Several locks clicked, and the door opened a crack. “Come on, come on, before the bugs come in,” Pansy scolded. She ushered me into her house, already cool with the air-conditioning she employed if the thermometer topped seventy. Inside, three well-shorn, saucer-eyed little boys sat at her feet, while one of the cats—huge, fat, apparently exempt from any rules—glared at me from on top of a toy piano. In the center of the room lurked an enormous toy fast-food counter, complete with cash register and napkin dispenser. Hazel and another older girl stood behind it, wearing brown-and-orange vests.




“Hi, puppet,” I said, filled as usual with instant joy at the sight of her snobby, ravishing face. She ignored me, as she always did at Pansy’s house; I was the enemy, come to take her away. “Today is food court day,” Pansy announced as she relocked the bolts on her door. She dropped down next to the boys on the worn pink carpeting, crossing her legs Indian style. She wore loose jeans, a T-shirt with an appliquéd smiley face, and white Keds. “Okay, Hector, your turn,” she said to one of the boys. “What are you having today—French fries, McFlurry, or Filet-O-Fish?”




Hector’s lashy brown eyes darted around. “Um,” he said. “Ummmmm—”




“Fish filet?” coached Pansy.




Hector nodded.




“One fish filet,please, counterperson,” Pansy said. “Very good, Hector. You chose a healthy meal from the meat, fish, and poultry group.”




Hector glanced at me, grinned, then ducked his beautiful black-haired head. I looked at him and felt a pinprick of sadness. I pushed it away, and instead thought,How can his mother bear his cuteness? I would have drowned him in kisses twenty times a day.




“How much does he owe?” Pansy asked, turning to Hazel.




Hazel consulted the register, as if it held the answer. “One dollar and ninety-five cents,” she said—not unrealistically, I thought, swelling with pride.




Pansy nudged Hector. “Give her two of your dollars. Hazel, you’ll need to give him five cents in change.” She turned to me. “The two-and three-year-olds are focusing on sharing, as you can see. And their food groups. The older girls are doing their math. You can never start too young. Good, Hazel, give him his change. Hector turns four next week, so he graduates to using the register.”




“Huh,” I said, as if I hadn’t heard this three hundred times before. Pansy had rigid rules for when each child could use each toy, sit in each chair, do each activity. She felt this kept the younger ones safe and imbued the older ones with a sense of pride and accomplishment. It all seemed a bit arbitrary to me—gel pens at age six, dot paint at four—but what did I know, as the mother of one? Anyway, with Pansy, you listened whether you wanted to or not. After thirty years of taking care of children, including three of her own, Pansy treated everyone like a child. And we acted accordingly.




I handed Pansy her money, then turned to Hazel. “Come, sweetheart, let’s get your stuff.”




Hazel ignored me.




“Hazel,” Pansy instructed, “after you’ve given Hector his change and his ketchup, go get your things, please.”




Hazel handed Hector a plastic coin and a small packet of real ketchup to go with his cardboard Filet-O-Fish box. She took off her vest and folded it neatly, then went into the kitchen to get her lunch box and sweater. I watched with my usual amazement. Pansy could get them to do absolutely anything, all without raising her voice or even repeating herself. And Hazel loved coming here, right down to the rules. She’d started when she was one and I’d gotten my job. I’d thought that once she reached kindergarten, Pansy’s house would be a thing of the past, but when I told her this, both she and Pansy protested so vehemently that we’d compromised. Hazel would come on Wednesday afternoons, since she got out of school early that day, plus, at least theoretically, for the occasional sleepover when Paul and I had a late-night occasion together. Not that I could remember the last time we had.




“Now, I wanted to ask you,” Pansy whispered to me loudly as Hazel and I headed out, “how’s she doing in school? Because at this age, you know, they can pick up some questionable things there. I’ll never forget the day Delilah came home from first grade and said”—she looked at me, cupped her hand to the side of her mouth, and mouthed “‘fuck’—right at the dinner table. Her father hit the roof. And children are very vulnerable at this age, especially girls. You have to watch them for signs of trauma. I’m telling you, Elayna. I just came from a workshop about family catastrophes—very, very enlightening, I learned an incredible amount in one hour—and they told us that it’s our responsibility, as a child’s domestic educational facilitator, to alert the parents to—”




“Wait,” I had to interrupt her. “As awhat ?”




“Domestic educational facilitator,” she announced, straightening up and adjusting her jeans. “That’s how we now refer to ourselves. And I can tell you, after thirty years of being called a babysitter, it’s a welcome relief to have an appropriate title. All my friends who are DEFs agree. If I were just a babysitter, quote unquote, I could have been sitting on the couch all this time reading magazines or yakking on the phone while these kids watched TV. Now, I’ll ask Hazel this for proof, because six-year-olds don’t lie if you confront them point-blank. Do we ever, Hazel—ever,except for one half hour around nap time and during sleepovers—watch television in my house?” Hazel shook her head no soberly, and Pansy smiled. “That’s right. Come here before you go, and give me a hug.” Hazel rushed over, and the two of them embraced. “See you next Wednesday,” Pansy said to her. “It’ll be dress-up day and hair salon.”




“Yay!” Hazel yelled, and then, before Pansy could finish telling what exactly it was she’d learned in her workshop that we were supposed to look out for, I ushered my daughter out of Pansy’s cool pink house and into the heat and our car.




 




I started to search for my seat belt, but I stopped and turned around. Hazel was sitting on her booster seat, staring thoughtfully out the window. Her hair was a mop of orange tangles, curls and frizz, as it always was at the end of the day, and her lips were even redder than usual, as if she’d just eaten a cherry pop. “Buckle up, buzzworm,” I said, tearing my eyes away. I listened for the click. “How was your day?”




“Fine,” she said. “How was yours?”




“Very good,” I said, thrilled she’d asked. “Thanks for asking, sweetheart.”




“You’re welcome. Mom, can you put on Broadway Kids?”




I paused. I was in no mood to hear a bunch of eleven-year-olds belting out tunes fromCats. Plus, I hadn’t talked to Hazel all day, and sometimes the car was the best place. But I also didn’t want to start with a fight. “In a minute,” I said. “Tell me about school. What did you do?”




She shrugged. “Nothing.”




“Not one thing? All day?” I laughed lightly. “Were all your friends there today?”




“Destiny wasn’t,” she said. “She has shingles. Dylan came back, though. He had lice. But it’s all gone now.”




“That’s good,” I managed. I turned the corner. “Did he—”




“Oh, Dunkin’ Donuts!” Hazel yelled. “Can we stop, Mom? Pleeeze?”




“No,” I said, automatically. “Let’s go home and get a good snack.”




“Dunkin’ Donutsare good!” she said. “Clementine’s mother gets her them, like, every single day. And Pansy got me them like three times already.”




“She did?” This surprised me. Pansy was always advocating healthy snacks, reprimanding me for putting a cookie or a Hershey’s Kiss in Hazel’s lunch box.




“Yup,” Hazel tattled. “Once in the summer, once in the fall…”




“Well, just ’cause Pansy does something doesn’t mean I will. And Clementine’s mother—” I stopped. I liked Adele. “Every mother has different rules,” I concluded, unoriginally.




She was silent. I slowed with the traffic braking, no doubt to accommodate the cars streaming in and out of Home Depot a quarter mile away. “Clementine is going to a wedding,” Hazel said. “She gets to be a flower girl.”




“Really! Whose wedding?” I asked.




“Her uncle’s. He found a wife. In another country. Her name is Nikita, or Brikita, or something. Anyway, Clementine gets to wear high heels. Mom?”




“Hm?”




“If I was in a wedding, would you letme wear high heels?”




“If you WERE in a wedding. Maybe,” I said.




“If I was the flower girl?”




I resisted the impulse to correct her again. “Probably,” I said.




She clicked the ashtray. “When WILL I get to be a flower girl?”




“Well, I don’t know,” I said. “I can’t think of anyone we know who’s the right age to get married anytime soon. Most of our friends are already married, on the road to divorce.” I laughed again, then stopped suddenly, realizing this wasn’t funny.




“Mom,” she said, “do you like Pansy?”




“Sure,” I said. “If I didn’t, I wouldn’t let you go to her house.” I accelerated gently, then had to brake again as an SUV cut me off. “Pansy’s patient, and careful, and energetic,” I said. “She’s sometimes a little eccentric for me, but—”




“Eccentric?”




“Unusual. But that’s what gives her her charm.” I assessed my answer and gave myself a silent nine out of ten.




“Pansy says the world has gone to heck in a handcart,” Hazel said.




I glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “She does?”




“Yup. She says there’s too much violence on TV, and it’s making children grow up to be violent homick—homa—whatever, those people who shoot people when they grow up.”




I sighed. “Well, I don’t actually agree. I think some things have gotten more dangerous and others less. I think there are mean people and nice ones, and there always have been and always will be. If there’s more violence now, it’s only because there are morepeople. You know, in the quote-unquote good old days, things weren’t so perf—”




“Destiny’s hair is even curlier than mine,” Hazel interrupted. “Don’t you think?”




“Um…” I tried to switch mental gears. Her friend Destiny’s hair was silky and straight, with a slight little wave at the ends; Hazel’s was squash-colored fusilli, orange bursting pell-mell from her head. It went along with her freckles, which were equally gorgeously unruly, smattered over her face and body. “Not really,” I admitted.




Silence, and then she yelled, “I HATE my hair!”




“Oh, Hazel,” I said, and sadness drifted through me. “Love yourself, baby. If you don’t, who will?” It was my own lecture, of course, the one I’d given myself for years, until it had finally sunk in. I wasn’t perfect, but I could haul groceries home, move the occasional piece of furniture, carry my almost seven-year-old up to bed. And I could still dance. If you could call it that. I thought of Gen XY Boy looking in at me, and sweat broke out under my arms. What had he seen?




“Well, I like Britney Spears’s hair,” Hazel said flatly. “It’s yellow and straight. That’s the kind I want.”




I turned onto our street. “How do you know about Britney Spears?”




“I saw her on TV at Pansy’s house.”




I shook my head, then slowed down to check out the houses of our neighbors as we passed by. Several were being worked on—new roofs, fresh coats of paint. Our house was stagnant. It needed a new screen door, a window repaired, probably a new roof.




“I wish I had a brother,” Hazel said suddenly.




I winced.




“Everyone has a brother or sister except me,” she said loudly, even though it was far from the truth and she knew it; half her classmates were only children.




I thought about how to answer.Well, I wish you did too? It had been almost three years since Oliver died. He’d had one day of life as a “normal” baby, and then he turned blue and began breathing as if he’d just run a marathon. That was our first sign.




I swerved a little to avoid an oncoming car, distracted now by the memory. He had been rushed into surgery—something called a Norwood operation—to try to fix his heart, the left side of which hadn’t developed properly. The right side pumped blood to his lungs, but the left side couldn’t distribute the oxygenated blood back to his little body.




Eighty percent success rate,we’d been told about the surgery. But Oliver was one of the other twenty. “I’m so sorry,” my doctor had said, and she did look sorry, broken and teary eyed. But then her face shifted, that thing coming over it that gave her the resolve to be a doctor. “I know this isn’t what you want to hear right now,” she said, “but you’re young and healthy and given that you already have one perfect daughter, chances are very, very good this won’t happen again. So—mourn for a while, then make another baby. You could have him in your arms a year from now.”




But we hadn’t. Instead, Paul had escaped even further into his work, and I’d gone into hibernation. It was only around Hazel that I’d pulled myself out of my stupor. I was determined not to let her get mired in the sadness Paul and I felt. And though I thought I had mostly succeeded, at times like this I knew she still felt the loss, and that she probably never would completely forget it, even though she’d been only three. When Paul had told her her brother died in surgery—I couldn’t bear to—she’d burst into tears and climbed into my hospital bed, refusing Paul’s offer to go out and buy Jell-O, apple juice, toys. So he went out alone, and she fell asleep in my arms and I kept crying, dizzy with grief, my face pushed into her sweet little neck, my hands clamped around her arms, trying to gather strength from her presence.




Hazel had snapped back pretty quickly once I came home, though as with me, nothing ever really disappeared—only snaked deep into her mind, where it hibernated to resurface hours or years later in an explosion of anger or grief. I had tried to hide the change in myself from her—the expanding blackness and subsequent shriveling up I’d gone through inside—but clearly she sensed something, some loss of optimism or fun in our lives. Maybe it made her angry or depressed. Whatever she felt, it seemed to manifest now and then, usually as nastiness to me. People said this was because she was confident of my love—so sure of me that she could take out her darkest feelings safely in my presence—but that was a perky explanation, the sort I thought people gave mostly to make themselves feel better about a less-than-pleasant thing, though I tried to remind myself of it anyway when she lashed out. Meanwhile, I still thought about Oliver every day. He’d be almost three by now, jumping around, throwing balls, wearing little wide-wale corduroy pants.




“Aunt Cindi and Zach are coming over tonight,” I said, not exactly changing the subject. The birth of my sister’s boy not long after Oliver’s death was another reason I’d been able to go on, to keep face for Hazel in between the long nights and long naps.




“They are?Yay! ” Hazel yelled. “Can I take his picture with my new camera?”




“I suppose so,” I said, but I half-hoped we didn’t have any film. She had written to my father asking for a Barbie camera. In response, he’d sent her an expensive, complicated camera, completely inappropriate for a six-year-old. “If I can figure out how to work the thing.”




“If you can’t, Daddy will.” She paused. “Will Daddy be there?”




“I don’t know, puppet. He’s working on a very important case. He probably won’t make it home for dinner, but he’ll give you twenty kisses when he comes in.”




The ashtray clicked again. “Henever comes home anymore.”




What could I say? She had a point. “Well, maybe it’ll be better next month.” I pulled into the driveway, then into the garage. “Can you bring your lunch box inside for me?” I said as I turned off the car, but she was already running toward the house, leaving everything for me to carry in, naturally.




I struggled between calling her back (to teach her responsibility) and doing it myself (to let her be carefree while she still could, experience the pure joy of running to her swing), and opted, as usual, for carefree. I watched her race down the driveway and onto the front lawn. She jumped on the swing, a wood plank on long ropes that Paul had hung from a branch of our big oak tree, and I felt, at the sight, one of those brief flashes of happiness that always made me palpably aware of how crucial Hazel was to me, of how that black space inside me that never really went away would explode and devour me alive if anything ever happened to her. My beautiful house, my brilliant husband, all the things I tried never to take for granted…they would all be nothing without her. Or not enough to save me, anyway. That was what a child did to you, rendered everything else second fiddle, second string.




I gathered her lunch box, her backpack, her jacket, and the two stuffed animals she’d taken to Pansy’s and carried it all, along with my own bag, around to the front door, just so I could watch her swing. Clomping up the steps, I dropped it all to dig for my keys. “Fifteen minutes till dinner,” I said as I found them. I unlocked the door and half-carried, half-kicked everything in. “Don’t step in poop. Someone’s dog went here today, and I haven’t cleaned it up yet.”




She was swinging high now, ignoring me, her little stilt legs pumping back and forth. Inside, I hung up her jacket, took out the papers from her backpack and laid them on the kitchen table, then listened to the phone messages while I emptied her lunch box. The parent rep at the school, to tell me about a class meeting; Celeste, my best friend, saying to call her; the tailor to tell me Paul’s pants were ready; and Paul himself. “Hi. Are you there?” Pause. “Oh, you’re probably getting Hazel from Pansy’s, it’s Wednesday. Well, I’m heading into a long meeting, so no point calling back till after six, if you want to try me—oh, that’s right, Cindi and Zach are coming over. Sorry.Cynthia. ” He laughed, and I smiled. Paul remembered everything, right down to Cindi’s recent whim to change her name. His mind was like a well-organized filing cabinet. “Well, don’t call me back, then,” he said. “I’m just calling to say I’ll be late. Sorry. Can you tell Hazel I’ll make it up to her this weekend? Thanks. Love you.”




I hung up, looked at the phone, then went back to the lunch box, opening the untouched container of cantaloupe and popping two pieces in my mouth. I turned on NPR and put up water for more pasta. Wagon wheels, this time. And chicken nuggets, as usual. I took out the box, removed three for each of us, and stuck them on a plate to microwave.




I had already cooked and drained the wagon wheels, made a salad for myself and broccoli for her, and dumped plain tomato sauce—no spices, no chunks, no green specks of any kind—from a jar to a saucepan when the doorbell rang. By now, Hazel was inside watchingMister Rogers’ Neighborhood. I waited a second to see if she’d run to the door—if so, I would give her some space, watching from down the hall until I was required—but she didn’t go, so I headed down myself, wiping my wet hands on my jeans, squinting to see who it was, thinking that I had to get my eyes checked, that maybe it was time to get the glasses I’d avoided wearing for thirty-five years.




And then I saw him. Through the glass in the door, standing politely facing sideways, giving me a moment to take him in before he met my eyes. I almost stopped, but I caught myself and kept going, and when my hand reached up to undo my hair—I had shoved it into a messy knot—I caught myself again and managed to leave it alone and approach him, disheveled or not. I pulled open the door.




XY Boy raised his right hand, then dropped it again. He smiled. “Hey,” he said.




Through the screen door, I glanced around behind him, as if someone else might be there too—the person who’d make me understand, instantly, the reason for his visit.




“How are you?” he said.




I raised my eyebrows. “Fine,” I said. “And you?”




“Good, thanks.” He smiled again, and I noted with relief his small ears, his vaguely protruding chin, his mildly hooked nose. He was not, thank God, a perfect specimen. Then I saw, with dismay that overwhelmed any relief, that in combination with the downturned mouth and shy-boy smile, the piercing green eyes, bony cheekbones, short light brown hair, and tiny silver ring in one ear, not to mention the dark T-shirt tucked into loose-fitting jeans…well, I saw that the overall effect was unspeakably dazzling. If he were an animal, he would have been a desert iguana, beaky, rough hewn, and stunning. “Um,” I said, and then, because I felt too nervous to be straight, and because our earlier encounter seemed to call, now, for something less than straight anyway, “To what do I owe the pleasure?”




“Uh—forgive the cliché, but—I was wondering if I could borrow some sugar.”




“I don’t have any.” I blinked in surprise as the lie spilled out. Perhaps my unconscious was simply protecting me.




He laughed. “You don’t have any? Wow. I thought all mothers had sugar.”




“How do you know I’m a mother?” Now I was absurd, a severely retarded version of my former self.




“You told me,” he said. “Before, when you said your daughter steps in dog shit if I leave it on your lawn. By the way, I cleaned it up.”




“You did?”




He nodded. “Anyway, I’ve also seen your daughter. I see her swinging, from my apartment. Right there.” He turned around and pointed to the top floor of the Tenement. “That’s a nice swing,” he said, turning back to me.




“Thanks. Paul put it up. My husband.” I shifted on my feet.




“Beautiful swing for a beautiful girl,” he said thoughtfully.




I blushed. For whatever reason, it felt as if he were complimentingme.




Neither of us spoke for a moment. I still hadn’t opened the screen door. “Anyway,” he said, “I guess if you don’t have any sugar…”




“Well—wait a minute. Maybe I do.”




I went back to the kitchen, leaving him out there, rude or not. My hands were actually trembling. I took out the bag of sugar. What to put it in? If I used a Ziploc, he might think I wasn’t environmentally conscious—and weren’t Gen X-ers, and Y-ers, supposed to be so environmentally conscious? But if I used a plastic soup container, he might think I hoarded things (which I did, but he didn’t need to know that). And if I used a nicer container—say, Tupperware—he might feel compelled to return it, which meant having to face him again. I shook my head, opting for the Ziploc. Maybe it was computers that Gen X-ers were into, not the environment.




I filled it with sugar. Then I straightened my hair and headed back to the door.




But I stopped halfway, hearing his voice—in the den, I realized, along with Hazel’s. I felt something simultaneously thrilling and paranoid, protective, rise up inside me. That was twice in one day he’d come into my house uninvited, even if the first time he had been just looking through the window. I walked toward the den. He was standing at the edge of the couch watching TV, and Hazel was next to him, holding his hand. He turned to me as I approached. “Sorry,” he said. “Hazel invited me in. She wanted to show me—”




“Hazel,” I ordered, interrupting him, “go wash your hands for dinner.”




“Now he’s going to the land of make-believe,” Hazel said to him, ignoring me. “Do you remember this part?”




He nodded. “The trolley, right? And that’s Lady…what’s her name?”




“Elaine!” Hazel said. “Lady Elaine Fairchild! Like my mom! Well—sort of. Hers is Elayna.”




“Really? Cool.” He looked at me, then at her. “Your name is cool too. Hazel. I like that.”




“Well,I don’t,” she pouted. “I like my friendClementine’s name.”




“Hazel, Iasked you to go wash your hands, please,” I said. I turned to him and held out the sugar. “Here. I did find some.”




“You’re getting sugar?” Hazel said to him. “For your oatmeal?”




He nodded. “Probably for that too. But actually, I was thinking of making some cookies.” He took the bag from me. “Thanks.”




“You were?” Hazel beamed up at him. “What kind?”




“Hazel, I’m not going to say it again,” I said. “Say good-bye to—”




“Kevin,” he supplied.




“Kevin,” I said. “Say good-bye to Kevin, and go.Now, please.”




Hazel glared at me, then ran off without saying anything.




Kevin looked at me and smiled. “Mister Rogers, god. That guy’s gotta be, what, fifty now? Sixty? He even has the same sweater.” He laughed. “He was on when I was a kid.”




Like you’re not now? I thought. “He was on when I was a kid too,” I said.




I don’t know what I expected him to say—No shit, THAT long ago?—but he just flipped the bag of sugar over itself, a little somersault. “I’ll bring you a cookie,” he said.




“Oh—that’s okay.”




He looked at me. “You don’t want one?”




I shrugged. I did, actually.




“Can I bring one for your daughter, then?” he said, and then, “I won’t if you don’t want me to.”




“No—that would be nice.”




He made his way to the door, me following, and then out. Hazel ran up behind me. “Bye, Kevin!” she yelled through the screen.




He turned around and smiled at her. “See ya, Hazel.”




I closed the door and came back in. “Wash your hands,” I said to her.




“Mom! You said that, like, four times already!”




I stood there hopelessly.




“Mom?”




I nodded.




“Is that guy your friend?”




“He’s our neighbor,” I said quickly. I looked at her. “Why?”




“He’s nice.”




I sighed. “I guess. His dog pooped on our lawn today.”




She giggled.




I smiled. “What did he do that was so nice, anyway?” I said, casually.




Hazel shrugged. “I don’t know. He was funny. He knows how to play Chinese checkers, he said. He’s gonna come back and play them with me.” She ran into the den and leaped on the couch, jumping up and down as if it were a trampoline. I followed her. “Come on,” I said vaguely. “It’s dinnertime.”




She continued to bounce.




“Hazel,” I warned.




She rolled her eyes.“Okay!” She leaped off the couch, missing the coffee table by inches, then ran toward the kitchen.




I followed her in, where I rotely dumped the now tepid pasta onto our plates, adding broccoli to hers. I took out her milk from lunch and started to take out the seltzer for myself, then changed my mind and got out the wine instead. I poured myself half a glass and sat down with her, sipping.




“Can I have a napkin?” she said.




I reached and handed her one.




“Mom, can you cut my broccoli?”




I leaned over to oblige.




“Yum,” she said, tasting the pasta, and then, “Mom, can I have chocolate milk?Please? ”




I took a third sip of wine. I could eat cake with the best of ’em, but three sips of wine and I was corked. “Okay,” I said, because if I was drinking wine, why shouldn’t she drink chocolate milk? I got up and took out the Quik.




“Can I make it?”




I nodded, and she knelt up in her chair and scooped out a monstrous tablespoonful. I forced myself not to say anything. She glanced up at me through raised eyebrows, then quickly dumped the chocolate powder into her milk, spilling some onto the table. She licked the spoon, coating her lips with dusty brown, then leaned down and stuck her dark tongue on the table to suck up the rest. I watched in silence. She was so much like me it scared me. Even the behaviors I’d been careful never to show her seemed present from conception, ingrained in her brain from the earliest strands of DNA. “Mmm,” she said, swallowing and closing her eyes, and then she looked at me. “How come you’re being so nice tonight?” She forked up pasta, watching me as she chewed.




I laughed. “I don’t know. I’m just in a good mood.”




“Because Zach’s coming over?”




I nodded. “That’s one reason. Honey, don’t talk with your mouth full.”




She took another enormous bite. “I wish Daddy was home, though,” she said, after swallowing this time. She finished her pasta and put down her fork. I still hadn’t touched mine. “I’m still hungry,” she said.




“Well, eat your broccoli, and your chicken—oh, shit. I mean shoot. I forgot to put in our chicken nuggets.”




She smiled. “Moron.”




I laughed, shocked she’d know that word, then made myself stop. It was one of my no-no mother things, laughing at her when I shouldn’t. “That’s not nice,” I said, trying to sound firm. “It makes people feel bad when you call them a name like that.”




“Sorry, Momma.”




I nodded. “Where did you learn that word, anyway?” I smiled again; I couldn’t help it.




“Clementine’s dad yelled it out the window one time, in the car.”




Adele and her husband were divorced. I’d never even met the father. And when had Hazel been in the car with him? I made a mental note to check him out, then got up to make the chicken.




“Be right back,” Hazel said, running off. “I’m getting my gum, for after.”




“Wait—Hazel!” I yelled after her. “You’re not excused yet.”




No response. I stuck the nuggets in the toaster oven to heat slowly, then sipped my wine. I wasn’t hungry. I was—jittery. Jittery and a little buzzed. Happy, even.




My mind jumped to Kevin, and I couldn’t help wondering whether, despite my age, he thought I was pretty. Immediately, I chastised myself for the thought. What was so great about being pretty, anyway? I’d spent years making myself look less pretty than I actually was, just to make a point. After junior high and high school—years of straightening my hair, coating my eyelashes with mascara, stuffing myself into too tight clothes—it was heaven to troll around Barnard in baggy jeans, big old sweaters belonging to whatever boy I was sleeping with at the time. Later, working at a trendy alternative teenage magazine, my sense of fashion—or lack thereof—fit right in. I worked all the time then, day and night. After work and sometimes a run in the park, I’d go home to my tiny apartment and read poetry, working my way once again through my oldNorton Anthology, trying to memorize two or three poems a night, occasionally trying to write a few too. In the morning, I’d rise early, throw on all black—T-shirt, miniskirt, tights—and be at work by eight to get a jump on the rush. I was the copy chief at the magazine by then, leading a department of three women through irreverent little write-ups about skin cream, tampons, the latest hairstyle, cover lines like “50 Ways to Twirl Your Hair (Okay, Only Two),” or antimakeovers where they stripped off some girl’s slutty makeup and tamed her Big Hair to give her a more “natural” look. It was still all about products, of course, but at least it had thefeel of something a little less scary and annoying than the usual fashion magazine. There were pieces about incest and sexual abuse, divorce and dysfunction. Working there felt right. It was about the opposite of pretty, or so I told myself.




Later, after I met Paul, I had let myself be pretty again—or at least, I’d relaxed a little with the short tight dark clothes, bought a few flowy dresses, jackets that weren’t black. My hard-assed look didn’t cut it in the places Paul took me, nice restaurants and off-Broadway plays, the opera sometimes. Then I got pregnant, and we moved, and within a year I was a young suburban mother of the sort I never dreamed I would be, expensive shoes and clothes on my slightly puffy body, expensive haircut framing my romantically exhausted new-mother face. That was pretty too, I supposed, in its way, but after a while Paul wanted to go out and do things again, and I had to try a little harder to make myself look pretty theother way: put on a little makeup, do something to my hair. That’s when it occurred to me that it was one thing to choose not to be as pretty as you might, and another altogether not to have the option of being pretty if you wanted to. Tiny forks were forming at the edges of my eyes, skin softening and melting high on my cheeks. Then I got pregnant again, and Oliver was born and died, and the mirror became a thing of the past. Paul was working a lot, and we weren’t going out; there was no reason to dress up. I had entered my hibernation. And now—well, now I seemed to be coming out of it. But so far, when I looked in the mirror, I had no idea what I saw. Did I look sophisticated, or just old? Mature and knowing, or haggard and over the hill?




I took my last sip of wine and put down the glass.No, I decided.It would not be a bad thing to be pretty now. Not at all.















Chapter Three










The chicken nuggets were done. I got up to take them out. “Hazel!” I called. The doorbell rang.




“Zachie!” Hazel shrieked from upstairs. She rushed down with a tremendous clatter, wearing my square-heeled leather boots and a billowing pink tulle and satin dress I’d found in a thrift shop. She reached the door just as Cindi opened it and Zach shot in.




“Hi, Zachie,” I said, smiling at the sight of his perfect little form. I bent down for a hug, but he ran straight to Hazel.




“Want me to get you all dressed up too?” she asked him, after their passionate embrace. “I’ll be Cinderella and you can be the wicked stepsister.” She took his hand and dragged him up the stairs, joy spread like jam over both of their faces. Cindi and I watched them go. Then—reluctantly, I confess—I turned to her.




We hugged and kissed, she enveloping me in the cloud of her grape-scented hair gel, a smell I knew would linger on me until my next shower. “How are you?” I said.




Cindi stepped away from me and shrugged. “Okay, I guess, except swamped with work, as usual.” She rolled her eyes dramatically. “And also, I just got my hair cut and it’s horrific. I told him a trim, and I swear he cut, like, three full inches. I feel totally bald.”




Cindi had been awarded Best Hair at our high school, back when she’d had natural mustard-colored locks that waved their way down to her waist. Since then, she’d shortened her Rapunzelesque do all of four or five inches, compensating for its eventual loss of color and luster with highlighting and the heavy use of sculpting products. To Cindi, there was no such thing as a good haircut. “I wouldn’t worry,” I said, after a bit of fake scrutiny. “It looks exactly the same as always.”




“Really? You swear on your mother, I mean Mom?”




I laughed. You could take the girl out of Jersey, but clearly you couldn’t take Jersey out of the girl—not that Cindi had ever left anyway. “If I must,” I said.




“Thanks.” She grinned. “Mm, it smells good. What are you making?”




“Kid food,” I said. “Ragú, or whatever. Want some?”




“Maybe. Let me see it.”




She followed me into the kitchen, where she peered at my still full plate. “That doesn’t look bad,” she said, bending to sniff it.




“Help yourself. I didn’t touch it, and I’m not really hungry. Mike it if you want.”




“No, that’s okay. That’s way too much for me.” She got up and fixed herself a plate exactly like mine except with less on it. “Do you have parmesan?” she asked. I nodded toward the fridge, and she found it and pinched about three specks onto her food. Then she added salt, pepper, and about six different spices, heated it in the microwave, and sat down. She spread a napkin daintily on her lap and looked at her plate. I watched her, knowing she wouldn’t eat more than two bites.




“So what’s new?” she said, pushing the pasta around with her fork. “Anything?”




“Well, let’s see. Paul’s working late. Ha-ha.” I sighed. “But how can I get mad, when he’s working on a death-row case?”




“He is? That’s so cool.” She took a tiny bite, chewing at least fifty times before she swallowed. “I didn’t realize his firm did cases like that,” she said. “I thought it was a typical corporate law firm.”




“It is. And they usually don’t. They took this one on pro bono. Paul asked to be involved. It’s an amazing case. Some guy in Arkansas accused of murder during an armed robbery and sentenced to death, all for a crime that took place when he was probably five states away, visiting his grandmother on her birthday.”




“Get out. Really?”




I nodded. “The case was appealed, of course, in Arkansas, and they lost the appeal. So now Paul’s firm is stepping in. And he and his friend Mark are the litigators. It’s very exciting, but the work is endless.”




She nodded and took another bite. “So I guess you haven’t seen much of him lately.”




I shook my head.




“And you’re okay with that?”




I shrugged. “As I said, it’s for a good reason. And anyway…” I glanced out the window. “I like being alone. And alone with Hazel too. It’s good for us.”




“But not all the time,” Cindi prompted.




I sighed. Ever since she’d discovered therapy last year, Cindi was everyone’s shrink. “No, of course not all the time.” Then, before she could launch into some long soliloquy about denial, I said, “So let’s see, what else is new—Oh! I met a new neighbor today.”




“Really?” Her eyes darted around the kitchen, like, if I was going to bore her with new-neighbor stories, at least she might find something half decent to look at.




“Yeah,” I said. “Cute. Young. His dog pooped on my lawn, and I told him off.” I laughed. “He came back later to borrow sugar, though, so I guess he forgave me.”




She looked at me again. “How young?”




“Fifteen.” I laughed again. “No, maybe twenty-two, twenty-three? Just a kid. So no, alas, he’s not the husband you’ve been searching for.”




“I’m notsearching, Elayna. I’m perfectly happy without some man in my life that I have to wait on hand and foot and then deal with his dick hanging in my face every time I walk in my bedroom, thank you.” She put down her fork. “Really, though, that’sso unfair. Ifhe was thirty-nine andI was twenty-three, society would smile at me for dating him.”




I tried not to smile at her myself. My role as her younger sister was and always had been to placate and soothe her, even when I thought her ridiculous. Which seemed to be more and more these days. “Well, yeah,” I said. “Or, you know. Not.”




“Why not?” she snapped. “I mean, look at Dad. He’s, what, sixty now? And his new girlfriend is twenty-three? Or did he move on from her to one who hasn’t hit puberty yet?” She sniffed. “My point is, no one thinks it’s a problem, because he’s the man. Plus, it’s all part of hisart, or whatever, for him to fuck the women he shoots. Ugh. Excuse me while I go regurgitate.” She got up and went back to the counter. “What’s this?” she said, opening a white bakery bag.




“Muffins,” I said, glancing over. “Paul brought them last night.”




She opened the bag and took out all three muffins, setting them side by side on the counter. Examining them from all angles, she plucked out the one in the middle. “Can I have this one? Is it oat bran? If I don’t start my day with something fibrous, I don’t poop all week, and this morning, I actually didn’t get—”




“Have whatever you want, Cindi. Help yourself.”




“It’sCynthia, Elayna, don’t forget, okay? It would mean a lot to me if you’d at least attempt to embrace this change in my life. But listen, are yousure about the muffin? Because I don’t want to take it if it’s, like, the last one, or if Paul—”




“It’s fine. They’re just getting stale anyway.”




“Thanks.” She grinned, returning to the table. “So what were we talking about?” She snapped. “Oh yeah. Dad.”




“Oh yeah,” I said, unenthusiastically.




She looked at me. “How come you never want to talk about Dad?”




“How come you always do?” But I knew the answer even before she launched, with all the zeal of the converted, into the details about Judith, her shrink—some new age Freudian Buddhist a friend of hers had hooked her up with. “And frankly, it boggles my mind,” she was saying, “how rampant the dysfunction was and basically still is in our family.” She waited, and when I didn’t respond, she continued. “Screwed up does not begin to describe, Elayna, I’m telling you. First of all, Dad was completely inappropriate. Especially with you, of course, since you were the quote-unquote pretty one, but really with all of us. And the way Mom was so utterly passive about it the whole time they were together? I mean, almost despondently so. Don’t you think?” She broke the muffin in two. I watched her mentally compare the two halves, then reach into one and pluck out a fraction of a walnut. She popped it in her mouth. “Oh. These muffins arefabulous. Where did Paul get them?”




I shrugged. “New York, I’m sure. Want me to ask?”




“Oh, that’s okay, don’t bother, I’m sure they’re absolutely loaded with fat.”




“So?” I said. “You could use a little fat.” Cindi weighed all of ninety pounds, a fact she accentuated by dressing in tight black clothes much of the time. She spent every waking hour she wasn’t at work, on a date, or at home (ostensibly with Zach, though no doubt also sawing away at her StairMaster) at the gym, furiously working off any semblance of flesh that might have dared to stick to her skeleton.




“Elayna,” she said, patiently, “I’m just trying to stay healthy.” She looked at me. “You don’t have to worry as much. You’re not a single parent. Plus, you’re tall.” She plucked out another nut and ate it slowly. “Mm. Dee-licious.”




There was a crash from upstairs. I looked at Cindi, but she was absorbed in her muffin. I got up and went to the bottom of the stairs. “Hazel?” I called up.




She appeared at the top. “It’s okay, Mom, that was just the dress-up basket falling over. With Zachie inside it. Ha!” She giggled, and then Zach appeared next to her, wearing only a diaper and a feather boa, the latter tied around his head Indian style. “Hi, Aunt Layna,” he said, smiling, melting my heart.




“Hi, sweetheart. Are you okay?”




He nodded.




“Are you having fun up there?”




He nodded again. “Hazo dessing me up.”




“That’s good.” I smiled. “Want me to come up and play with you guys?”




“No!” Hazel shrieked. “Mom, donot come up! It’s supposed to be asurprise !”




“All right! But be careful, please.” I went back to the kitchen. Cindi looked at me guiltily as I came in. “I took half of another muffin and put the first one back,” she said. “It wasn’t actually that good after all.”




“What?” I looked at her.




“The muffin. I took—”




“Oh. Fine.” I sat down. “Cin, did you talk to your new shrink yet about why you’re like this about food?”




“Like what?” She stiffened. “Listen, if you were gonna get all pissy about the muffins, you should have just told me from the start. That’s why I kept asking. God, Elayna! You’re such a bitch.”




“I’mnot all pissy—” I stopped. What was the use? “Forget it,” I said. I got up and turned on the kettle, just to do something.




“Just so you know,” she said, “Iam working on my food issues. And Judith says it’s because I feel unworthy. Like I don’t deserve to eat a whole muffin.” As if to prove it, she pinched off a crumb and popped it into her mouth. “I have low self-esteem, in case you never noticed. Thanks to Dad.” Another crumb. “Just be glad you don’t. And why should you anyway, when you were always his favorite? But whatever, you have other problems.” Another crumb. “For example, you’re highly sexualized. I’m anhedonic.”




I raised my eyebrows. “Twin sons of a different mother,” I said, trying to lighten things up. “Or maybe I should say twin daughters of a different father.”




Cindi stared at me, holding a crumb in midair. “No,” she said finally. “Nottwins. That’s the whole point. And thesame father.” She gobbled the crumb. “Anyway, my point is, Dad was highly inappropriate with you—”




“You already said that. Maybe I should make an appointment with Judith too, and she can—”




“I’m serious, Elayna. The way he watched pornography in front of us? The way he talked about other women’s bodies all the time?”




“He’s a fashion photographer,” I said. “Women’s bodies are his job—”




“Oh, and so is watching pornography? In front of his children?”




I thought for a moment. “Well,” I said, “I have to confess, I don’t really remember him watching anything that was so incredibly—”




“Of course not,” she said soothingly. “Because you’re in denial, Elayna. Hello?Denial? You always have been. You’ve never been a good feminist, either, or any kind of feminist, really. Barnard or not. And that’s okay, not everyone has to be political, but…” I started to protest, but she cut me off. “Listen, who’s the first one who told me I was fat when I came home from college freshman year?”




I sighed. “Dad?”




“Exactly.” She stared at me self-righteously.




“Well,” I said, after a second, “you have to admit you had put on a few—”




“Of course I had. I was a goddamned tank, okay? I needed an entire new wardrobe, right down to the shoes, and frankly, if you’d stuck me with a pin I’d probably have popped. But did I need Dad to point that out? I mean, did he really think I didn’t notice myself?” She shook her head. “If anything, he could have been a tiny bit supportive. But no. God forbid he should have been a grown-up for once in his life.”




“Well, you lost all forty-five pounds, plus twenty more, so—I guess you win.”




“That’s right.” She grinned. “He was such a dickhead. Still is.”




“Is that what Judith says?”




“No. It’s whatI say. Judith just helps me find the clarity to recognize it. First she meditates me—”




“Meditatesyou?” I smiled.




She rolled her eyes. “Sorry, Elayna, but not everyone can be an English major like you. Anyway, that’s half of the session, like twenty minutes, and then—”




“Is she in there while you do it?” I asked. “I thought meditation was solitary.”




“Not necessarily. At Buddhist retreats, people meditate in groups. I may actually go to one, if I ever get a vacation again.” Cindi was a higher-up on the sales and management chain of a Jersey-based cosmetics company, a job she considered on a par with being, say, surgeon general or a Nobel laureate. “Anyway, no, she’s not in there while I meditate. She’s out preparing for our energy work.”




I started to ask, then thought better of it.




“After the energy work, I’m incredibly lucid,” she continued. “It’s like I can feel the blood flow into every part of my being. I can actuallyfeel my brain cells revitalizing. Some of my biggest breakthroughs come then. You should try it, Elayna. You’d be astounded.” She stood up, sat back down, recrossed her legs. “What about the photos?”




“What photos?”




“The ones of you in that red slip of Mom’s. That Dad took.”




I sighed once more. “Are we really back to Dad? I thought we’d finished with him.”




“I’m telling you, Elayna, you shouldwant to talk about this. This is foryou, not me.” The kettle whistled, and she jumped up and turned it off. “’Right back, gotta pee.”




I watched her leave the room. As with Pansy, her philosophizing, annoying or not, left a tiny thread of doubt inside me. Reluctantly, I thought—for the first time in years—about the photos she was talking about. My father had shot them when I was eight or nine, but I still remembered it well. I’d been wearing a nightie of my mother’s I’d taken out of her closet—cherry red silk, low cut—and posing with my neck thrown back, then splayed in the splits, then bending down, leaning forward. My father was encouraging me, shooting away. I remembered the thrill I felt, doing what I’d seen the models do, and seeing his camera on me as if I were grown up. When the dress started to slip down my chest on one side, my flat round Band-Aid of a nipple peeking out, he didn’t say anything, just kept clicking and shooting. Even later, when I saw the photos—black-and-white, sepia toned—the nipple seemed like less of a problem than an interesting phenomenon, something subtly there and vaguely thrilling, until Cindi yelled, “Oh my god, Mom, her boob is showing!” and my mother’s face fell into an expression I couldn’t read, and a moment later, she whisked the photos away. That night when I went to look at them again, the nipple shots were gone from the pile.




And so what? Maybe they were inappropriate, maybe not; I still wasn’t sure. And maybe they contributed to my parents’ divorce the following year, but did it really matter, in the long run? They’d have gotten divorced anyway eventually. You could turn everything into something dysfunctional if you tried. You could spend your days dwelling on all the ways we all screw up, or you could accept life’s imperfections and move on to the good stuff. Couldn’t you? I was ready. I was sick of depression and dysfunction. It had been with me for too long.




Cindi breezed back into the room, sporting a fresh coat of lipstick and dark brown lip liner—something I’ve always thought someone must have invented as a joke. “Ugh,” she said, cheerfully. “I look like I’ve aged about a hundred years since last fall. Thank god it’s getting warmer, so I can lay out on weekends—if I don’t end up working every weekend from now until eternity. I’m so riddled with exhaustion these days, I don’t know my ass from my elb—”




A door slammed upstairs, and Hazel came clomping down. “Mom!” she yelled.




“What?” I stood up as she skidded into the room, still in her pink dress, now with gold glitter smeared on her arms and face. “Hi, Aunt Cindi,” she yelled.




“How are you, big girl?”




“Good. Did you bring me any perfume?”




“Hazel!” I reprimanded, but Cindi said, “I’m so tired right now, cupcake, I can’t even move to get up and check. If you remind me in a few minutes, though, I’ll see if I have some samples in my purse. Okay?”




Hazel clomped over to Cindi. “I love your hair,” she swooned, running her palms over it. “Mom, don’t you LOVE Aunt Cindi’s hair? Can I brush it?” Before Cindi could answer, Hazel yelled, “Oh my god, your boots areso cool! Can I try them on? Pleeese?”
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