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Praise for Becoming Carly Klein


“In Becoming Carly Klein, Elizabeth Harlan has given us a heartwarming adventure of a young girl coming of age in 1980s New York City. Not only Carly but her mom and dad as well grow up through this lively and engaging tale of family strife, first love, youthful rebellion, deception, heartbreak, and healing.”


—SENATOR CONNIE MACK, United States Senate 1989–2001, author of Citizen Mack: Politics, an Honorable Calling


“As I reflected upon this beautiful, hilarious, heartrending, truthful, and captivating work, two words finally came to me: a marvel.”


—J. L. LOGAN, Literature Bibliographer, Princeton University


“In Becoming Carly Klein, Elizabeth Harlan vividly portrays the gripping and emotionally charged coming-of-age journey of an Upper East Side teenage girl in 1980s New York. As Carly forges her path to self-discovery, she is captivated by love, only to face a betrayal that tests her resolve. Through the trials of heartbreak and the struggle for reconciliation, she unearths her inner strength and resilience, proving that even in the face of adversity, the human spirit has the power to heal and rise anew.”


—MARYAM BANIKARIM, cofounder of NYCNext and one of Fast Company’s “Top 10 Disrupters”


“Under Harlan’s brilliant and deft touch, Becoming Carly Klein is a fearless exploration of how stepping in the wrong direction can help us step into ourselves. Perceptive and engrossing, this coming-of-age story is an anthem for an under-parented generation, and a reminder that growing up can happen at any age . . . in all its funny, heartbreaking, and messy glory! A deeply satisfying read and one not to miss.”


—MARY PASCUAL, author of The Byways and Walk the Web Lightly


“As much as her plot and characters, it’s Elizabeth Harlan’s spare, elegant way with words that gives Carly’s story its power to engage a reader of any age, gender, or station.”


—BROOKE KROEGER, author of Undaunted


“I just adored this book for its psychological depth, its moral complexity, and Harlan’s writing skill. It’s full of pep but so much more sophisticated and insightful than the usual YA. Harlan is brilliant at showing us the geography of the mother-daughter relationship. A profoundly interesting coming-of-age story. This is your next great read!”


—NEROLI LACEY, author of The Perfumer’s Secret


“If Holden Caulfield had a great-grandchild, it might be Carly Klein. J. D. Salinger used Holden as narrator to animate his novel; Elizabeth Harlan uses her powers of vivid observation. This will be a riveting read for many teenagers—and a meaningful cautionary tale for their parents.”


—GLENN KRAMON, former assistant managing editor at The New York Times
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Chapter ONE
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Carly sneaks into her mother’s office and lies down on the couch. With her head on one of those paper towel things Gwen leaves on the pillow wedge, she pretends she’s a patient revealing her problems. The bump from her ponytail is uncomfortable, so Carly pulls off the scrunchie and spreads out her bushy red hair before settling down again. Her mother teaches at the hospital on Wednesday afternoons and won’t be home for another few hours.


Carly is a sophomore at Baxter, a girls school on Seventy- Ninth Street at the East River. Her mother believes girls develop more self-confidence in school in the absence of male competition, but Carly has serious doubts. The kids in her class are snobby and cliquish and, to use her best friend Lauren’s expression, “vapid.”


Even though Jodie Killingsworth is supposed to be her friend, she told her what Harper Phyffe thinks. That Carly is neurotic and having problems in school because “shrinks’ kids are all fucked up.” Jodie put air quotes around it to show these were Harper’s words, not hers, but why is Jodie hanging out with Harper in the first place?


When Carly lies on the couch, she never knows where the thoughts that pop into her mind come from. It’s like a write-your-own adventure in which the wildest ideas are the best. Later she’ll catch up on the notebooks Gwen keeps in a filing cabinet—one for each patient—where she records what goes on in the sessions.


Katherine, the Irish housekeeper, is ironing clothes in the kitchen and watching the soaps—her favorite is Search for Tomorrow and its saga of the McCleary brothers—in between news flashes on the Iran hostage crisis, which she blames on Jimmy Carter. Unlike the Kleins, who are liberal Democrats, Katherine thinks Ronald Reagan walks on water. She’s enormous, gets breathless climbing stairs, and almost never comes up to the office, which is at the back of the Kleins’ duplex on East Ninety-Sixth Street. So Carly knows she can lie on the patients’ couch without being found out.


The routine started during a snowstorm when Carly was thirteen and snuck into her mother’s office and discovered the notebooks. Gwen was at Mount Sinai Hospital, where she’s on staff, and called home to say she was covering for a colleague and would be home a few hours late.


Carly’s father’s office is in Midtown, and when he’s not traveling for his work directing advertising campaigns for clients like Folgers coffee and Wisk laundry detergent, he rarely gets home before late at night. Carly sees more of Joel’s ads on television than she does of him in person.


At first, Carly would skim her mother’s notes for superficial information like patients’ names and ages and, of course, any juicy parts where sex was mentioned, but now Carly reads every word. She has practically memorized the case histories of most of the patients. She thinks of the snooping as her own private soap opera and looks forward to each new installment.


Because her mother never discusses her work, Carly has learned not to ask questions. She must be extremely careful not to let on that she has any interest in these people who come and go. Nor that she catches glimpses of them in the crack of the hall door to the office.


Carly’s favorite is Daniel, the blind junior at Columbia College who majors in music and plays jazz saxophone. Because he can’t see her, sometimes she trails him to the bus stop on Madison Avenue and watches through the window of the pizza shop as he waits with his seeing-eye dog for the bus. No one ever says anything about her not buying pizza, because in her school uniform—plaid skirt, white blouse, blue blazer—she blends in with the usual bunch of kids who hang out there from Nightingale on Ninety-Second Street and the French Lycée on Ninety-Fifth.


Daniel’s by far the handsomest, sexiest-looking guy she has ever seen. There’s Matt Dillon in the movies, and Carly has a serious daddy crush on Michael Landon from Little House on the Prairie on TV, but close-up in real life Daniel’s amazingly gorgeous.


Lying on the couch, her eyes still closed, Carly reaches back through time to a memory of being young. The tile is bright white all around, across the floor, and up and down the walls of her parents’ bathroom. Carly is tracing the light gray grout lines with her toe while sneaking glances at her mother’s naked body in the tub. From the window behind where she sits on the closed toilet, early morning sunlight seeps through the blinds, casting striped shadows across the floor.


Carly is pretending she’s an explorer and that Gwen is a lush landscape, an island rising from the sea. Carly watches her limbs lying long and splendid in the soapy foam. Gwen drizzles water from a white washcloth over her soft, shapely breasts and tummy and then covers her grassy mound with the square of wet cloth, like a blanket of fresh snow. A smile plays over her mouth. Her body is near, but her spirit is a speck on the horizon, a million miles away. Her breasts, spongy white buoys with dark pinky-purple centers, bob up and down in the sudsy sea.


Carly asks shyly how come she has so much “nipple part,” and Gwen tells her the “areola” gets larger after childbirth. Carly wants to know if hers will, too, but a wave of so many questions wells up within her that she can’t speak. Through the telescope of her imagination, she sees her mother dreaming of her father and of last night and their lovemaking. Gwen is washing away the sticky stuff of sex while bathing her beautiful body in the languor of their love.


Carly’s thoughts wander back to the present. Her eyes open back on the ceiling’s cracks and swirls where paint and plaster have parted ways. An image of Annelies, a tall, skinny patient with long black wavy hair, wafts like the wind through Carly’s mind. Annelies, a freshman at Hunter College who makes herself vomit after every meal, also dances with the junior company of the New York City Ballet. She wants to drop out of school and join a ballet company full-time, but her parents want her to stay in college.


It especially rankles Carly that in Annelies’s last session she and Gwen discussed Annelies’s upcoming birthday. Her parents wanted her to come home to celebrate together as a family, but Annelies decided to stay in New York instead. Carly’s sixteenth birthday is coming up this Sunday, and Gwen and Joel are so obsessed with their jobs, they haven’t said a word about it.


Carly knows from reading the notebook that Gwen thinks Annelies’s making herself vomit is her way of getting back at her controlling mother. Annelies says she does it because she’s a dancer and has to stay thin. Carly’s not exactly fat but what people call “chubby.” She envies Annelies’s figure and sometimes imagines what it would be like to trade bodies with her. Carly would love to lose weight, but when she tries to make herself vomit after eating, nothing happens. She figures she wasn’t born with anorexic genes.


At the sound of Gwen’s footsteps on the stairs, Carly jumps up and rushes to put away the patient records. Well practiced in her routine, she quietly closes the office door and returns to her bedroom just in time to settle down at her desk as though she’s doing homework.


“Hi, Carly,” Gwen calls from the top of the stairs. “How was your day?”


Before Carly gets a chance to answer, Gwen appears at the door to her bedroom, addressing Carly’s back. “Hadn’t you better collect your books from the kitchen and get started on some homework?”


When Carly doesn’t respond, Gwen pushes the door open far enough to position herself where Carly has to see her.


“By the way, do you know why Ms. Harrington wanted to reach me before?”


“How would I know Ms. Harrington’s motives? I’m not her shrink.”


“Is there a problem at school, Carly?”


“This is not a therapy session, and I am not one of your patients.”


A buzzer sounds in another part of the apartment, and Gwen turns to leave. Carly knows Daniel is her mother’s four o’clock patient and that he’ll be followed by an older woman named Doris, whose husband died last year in a car accident, and then by a training psychologist from Mount Sinai named Kirsten. That gives Carly three hours before dinner at seven thirty, plenty of time to change out of her school uniform and to follow Daniel to the bus stop when his session ends.















Chapter TWO
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Even though it’s sixty-five degrees, Carly changes into a heavy black wool sweater layered over a black turtleneck, black tights, and work boots with thick wool socks sticking over the tops. Timing her departure for the end of Daniel’s session, she goes downstairs to the kitchen and finds Katherine at the stove preparing dinner. Turning a knob, she lights a match to one of the burners, which makes the sudden implosion of a gas range igniting.


“The blue’s the hottest part of the flame,” Katherine says without looking up. “If you put a finger there, even near, it’ll melt right down.”


“I’ll be sure to stay out of its way,” Carly tells her.


She’s accustomed to Katherine’s unceasing vigilance about all things dangerous and threatening. Not that she’d ever admit it, but Carly enjoys the age-warped way Katherine relates to her, as though Carly were still the little girl of eight who was so often left in her care. Carly helps herself to a handful of Oreo cookies and some milk and hoists herself up onto the washing machine next to the counter where Katherine is working. While Katherine scrapes carrots, Carly dangles her legs and rhythmically kicks her heels into the front of the machine.


When the carrots are scraped, Katherine begins chopping them. “I’ve just heard about a lady who died last year in New Jersey who’s being elected to sainthood. The lady took care of feeding the poor in an entire neighborhood for some twenty-five years, never asking and never receiving one penny in return.”


“How’d she support herself?” Carly asks.


“The Lord knows,” Katherine tells her, unperturbed by the dilemma that Carly’s question poses. “Where there’s a will, there’s a way.” She gathers handfuls of carrot pennies and places them in a saucepan.


“I bet she’s on welfare,” Carly says. “Maybe the taxpayers should be elected to sainthood instead.” She swings her feet against the machine again, this time a little harder to punctuate the point she’s making.


“You just watch them clodhoppers of yours, my lass.”


Carly knows Katherine’s really more upset by her idealistic bubble about the sainted lady from New Jersey being burst than about her boots knocking against the washing machine.


Even though the Kleins are Jewish, Katherine has always assumed it’s her duty to instruct Carly on the fundamentals of Catholicism. Carly separates an Oreo and eats away the white filling before consuming the chocolate wafers.


“Mind you don’t eat too many of them cookies, Carly. You don’t want to get stout like me. But I’d rather see you with a little flesh on them young bones than skinny as a plucked chicken, like that one that sees your mother.”


Carly knows Katherine’s talking about Annelies and imagines Gwen greeting her with a plate full of Oreo cookies and a glass of whole milk. This leads to a disconnected thought. Is Annelies’s long, dark hair naturally wavy, or does she get it permed?


“Of course, that’s not as bad as the young ’uns today that have no shame,” Katherine is saying, and Carly can tell from the way she blushes that she’s about to tell one of her good stories.


“Take my granddaughter Colleen’s friend. Not yet seventeen, and this here friend goes and gets herself with child. And when she comes home to her mother, you know what she tells her about how it happened? The boyfriend and her, they went and used Saran Wrap, your plain old plastic household wrap. Can you imagine? I tell you, there ain’t no shame left in the world.”


“So? What happened to her?” Carly asks. “What’d she do?”


“Well, I reason she hit the roof, which is what any self-respecting mother in her place would do!”


“No, I mean the girl,” Carly persists. “What’d the girl do? Did she have the baby, or what?”


“What else could she do?” Katherine says as she pops a tray of muffins in the oven. “Seems like the damage was already done.”


Carly wants desperately to know if the wrap had holes in it or if it just didn’t stick in the right places, but she can’t bring herself to ask. Then she sees the time on her orange-and-green Swatch and hops down off the washing machine.


“Gotta go,” she tells Katherine. “See ya later.”


“Not today,” Katherine says. “I’m off in a little bit. The chicken’s all prepared, and yer mother asked me to post this note on the fridge when I go.”


Carly recognizes her mother’s no-nonsense block print writing on the paper Katherine takes out of her apron pocket: CARLY, SET OVEN TO 375 AND START CHICKEN ROASTING AT 6:30.


Katherine tapes the note on the refrigerator, opens the door, and shows Carly the Pyrex pan with a chicken sprinkled with seasoning. “This should cook up in an hour. Mind you don’t be late about preheating the oven to give it time.”


The shiny place on the wing that looks like goose bumps of yellow grizzle makes Carly gag. She ignores the knapsack with her schoolbooks, still lying on the floor where she left it an hour ago, calls out, “See ya,” to Katherine, and goes out the back door.


Checking her Swatch, Carly settles herself against the lobby wall facing the elevator and waits. It’s only 4:40, so she knows she has a few minutes before Daniel and the dog come down.


As soon as Carly sees the red light go on, indicating that the elevator has stopped at the twelfth floor, her heart starts banging in her chest. Not until they’re out on the street does Carly feel her heart begin to slow down. Daniel, in blue jeans and a light blue shirt rolled up at the sleeves, is walking slowly, holding his dog’s harness, heading east on Ninety-Sixth Street toward Madison Avenue. Carly hangs back, pulls out a cigarette, and even though there’s no breeze at all, cups her hands reflexively as she lights up.


Once they reach the curb at Madison Avenue, the dog stops with Daniel and waits for the light to change to green. Carly is closer now, but she halts a few paces behind where they’re waiting. When the light changes, they step off the curb and cross the street in front of the row of stopped cars and taxis. Carly wonders how Daniel and the dog know where to go and when the light turns from red to green. Are there special signals Daniel sends the dog? And can dogs tell the difference between colors?


When they reach the uptown bus stop on the southeast corner, Daniel and the dog stand waiting. Today Carly decides that instead of going into the pizza shop, she’ll wait out on the street. She stares at Daniel’s head and imagines him combing his hair, his thick straight golden hair, and wonders if he knows by touch when it falls just right.


A little girl with iridescent pink plastic barrettes in her hair says, “Look, Mommy, a blind dog. Can I pet him?”


Her mother vigorously shakes her head no, crosses her index finger over her lips, and mouths “shhh” at the little girl, who goes over and pets the dog anyway.


“Nice doggy,” she says twice, holding her hand out to him before she actually pats his head.


Daniel smiles and tells the girl, “He won’t bite. Don’t worry.”


“Does he have a name?” the girl asks, still patting the dog and looking up at Daniel now.


“Beacon’s his name,” Daniel tells her.


The girl calls to her mother, “The blind dog’s name is Beacon, Mommy, and he doesn’t bite.”


When the number 4 bus comes, everyone waits while Beacon and Daniel climb on first and walk to a seat in back. While the others board, Carly makes a sudden decision. She drops her cigarette and grinds out the stub on the sidewalk with the toe of her boot, roots around in her pocket for a token, and boards the bus. She walks past the mother and the little girl, who have taken seats at the front, goes to the rear, and sits diagonally across from Daniel and the dog.


Carly can barely believe she’s doing this. Suddenly, she feels very free and powerful. She can stare and stare as much as she wants and knows he can’t see her staring. She inspects his rosy complexion and his clear, smooth skin, unlike guys her age whose faces are covered with zits. Jared Goldfarb, who lives across the hall in l2C, even has pimples on his neck and ears. She wonders if Daniel reads braille or if someone comes and reads to him—the way her great-aunt Mildred had a reader come when she got that eye disease and couldn’t see anymore.


But Daniel’s situation is different, Carly knows, because she read in Gwen’s notebook that his blindness is “congenital,” which means he was born with it. When he first became Gwen’s patient, back in his first semester at Columbia, Daniel told a story about when he was a boy of four or five. He was visiting his grandparents and staying overnight for the first time at their home on Lake George. His mother and father had driven him and his older sister Rachel all the way from where they lived in Chicago and left them with their grandparents while the parents took a trip to Montreal and Quebec City.


Daniel got confused during the night, woke to go the bathroom, and forgot where he was. He went in the wrong direction and fell down the stairs. His left arm was broken and his head was bruised, but otherwise he was all right, except for the terror of tumbling down an entire flight of stairs and the fear he was left with of strange, unfamiliar places. Anxiety and sleeplessness when he first moved to New York were what brought him to see Gwen in the first place.


Carly has noticed that Gwen writes about Daniel in a much more personal tone than when she writes about her other patients. Lots of times she adds poetic descriptions of how the sky looks or how the sunlight slants across the room and makes his hair look more golden. She has a theory that Gwen’s actually in love with Daniel, even though Carly knows psychiatrists aren’t supposed to do that with their patients.


At ll0th Street the bus turns west and begins to cross town. The north end of Central Park lays out on the left, just south of Harlem, the dangerous part of the park Carly is never supposed to go into by herself. As she passes Lasker Pool, which has been cleared of ice and is waiting for summer to become a swimming pool instead of a skating rink, Carly thinks that maybe sometime when she has nothing better to do, she’ll take a walk around up here and see what it’s like.


The mother and daughter with the pink barrettes get off at Broadway, two stops before the bus turns north onto Riverside Drive. Only a few people are left on the bus now, some college student types and an old Black man who keeps cutting his eyes at Beacon, as though he’s expecting the dog to make a threatening move.


At ll6th Street and Riverside, Daniel and Beacon get off, and Carly gets off behind them. She pauses to cup her hands and light up a cigarette before following them up the hill to Broadway, through the main gates, and across the Columbia campus. When they reach an archway outside the bookstore, Daniel digs into his pocket for a slip of paper and tacks it to a board with lots of other notices. Carly takes note that it’s a green piece of paper and continues following him across campus.


Carly has never been to Columbia before, and she’s amazed at the existence within New York City of such a great and formal courtyard, of the perfectly straight hedgerows that line the well-ordered maze of pathways that lead to imposing buildings with oxidized green copper roofs that form the enclosure that separates this other world, almost like a magical kingdom in a storybook, from the messy, dirty streets outside.


When they exit the gates at the other side of campus, Daniel turns north on Amsterdam Avenue. At 119th Street, he makes a right turn and goes to the end of the block to a building with Butler Hall carved in the stone over the doorway. Carly recognizes from references in Gwen’s notebook that this is where Daniel lives. Most Columbia students live in the dorms, but because of Daniel’s special situation, living in a residential apartment building has been a better arrangement for him and Beacon.


Instead of heading inside, Daniel and Beacon walk back a few paces in her direction, where Carly leans up against a tree. As Daniel approaches, she feels herself go prickly with panic, but then she remembers that not only does Daniel not know who she is, he couldn’t see her standing here dragging nervously on a cigarette, watching his every move, even if he did.


Just before reaching the spot where Carly is standing, Daniel lets go of Beacon’s harness. The dog sniffs around, lifts a leg, and pees on a car tire. After a few more sniffs, the dog squats in the gutter, and Carly sees his tail twitch as he takes a dump.


Daniel is standing no more than four feet away from Carly. Now that she sees him at such close range, he looks even handsomer than she realized. His clear skin has an outdoorsy glow, and she takes in how tall and muscular he is. Standing safely invisible, barely breathing, Carly looks him up and down. She examines his broad shoulders, his narrow hips, the firm, rounded thigh muscles that press gently against the fabric of his jeans. She notices his strong forearms, which hang bare below the rolled sleeves of his light blue shirt, and imagines him lifting weights.


Carly wonders if he goes out with girls and what it would be like to do stuff with him. She knows Gwen’s patients lie on the couch when they talk to her, and even though Carly thinks it’s ridiculous and far-fetched, she can’t help wondering if Gwen ever has horny thoughts like the ones Carly’s having right now.


Suddenly, she’s overcome by shame. She feels like a voyeur or a Peeping Tom, staring at this man who has no way of knowing he’s being watched. She suddenly wants to leave, to pull away and make silent amends for taking advantage of a disadvantaged person, but she doesn’t dare move.


As soon as the dog finishes squatting and twitching his tail, he trots right over to Daniel, who takes up the harness and walks back to the entrance of Butler Hall. Carly hears herself let out her long-held breath.


Daniel and Beacon disappear inside, and Carly walks back toward Broadway. When she gets to the bookstore, she stops and checks the note Daniel posted on the board. Reader wanted for blind student. $6/hr. Flexible hours. She digs around for a pen and paper but realizes she doesn’t have any. Impulsively, she tears Daniel’s message off the board and tucks it in her pocket.


Checking her Swatch, she sees that it’s after six o’clock. Overhead is almost dark, a deep purple shot with fading light. You could make a tie-dyed T-shirt, Carly thinks, with the turquoise and fuchsia that streak across the sky.















Chapter THREE
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When Carly lets herself into the apartment, this time through the front door, she hears running water and clonking pots and realizes her mother’s rushing around to fix the dinner that Carly should have remembered to put up. Her mother’s first evening session begins at seven thirty, so there’s not much time to get food cooked and eaten and cleared away if nothing’s ready ahead of time.


“Hi there,” Carly hears her mother call out, “where’ve you been?” It’s not exactly anger that she detects in her mother’s voice. It’s that other something, the tone of silent warfare that gets layered over the anger to disguise it so Carly will think her mother doesn’t mind that she never does anything she’s asked to do. The one who shows the least emotion wins the war. Carly learned this long ago, the hard way, by losing control of herself. It has happened over and over again.


“I forgot a book and had to go back to school to get it,” Carly calls out, and then rushes upstairs to her bedroom so her mother won’t catch her empty-handed.


The unmade bed and piles of clothes strewn all about feel familiar and comforting as Carly enters her room and shuts the door tight behind her. She pulls the black wool sweater over her head and tosses it across the room, where it falls on a magazine with Mick Jagger’s face on the cover. Throwing herself on her bed, she dangles an arm down over the side of the mattress and feels around under the tangle of blankets and sheets that have spilled onto the floor until she finds a worn gray flannel squirrel, which she stuffs into the crook of her arm. “Squirrelkin” is the nickname her father has always called her. Now that she’s older, even though it’s still comforting, Carly sometimes feels self-conscious cuddling a stuffed animal.


It’s scary, and very powerful, to think about what she has just done. If her mother knew where she really had been, what would she say? A thought flickers across Carly’s mind, and even though it’s too wild for her to believe this could happen, Carly imagines talking to Daniel as though they were close friends and his telling her about the therapist he goes to see.


The issue of appearance doesn’t come up, of course, because Daniel can’t see that Gwen’s tall and slim with short, straight blonde hair tucked behind her ears or pulled back in a clump with a thick tortoiseshell barrette. Daniel can’t think in terms of whether Gwen looks better in skirts or slacks or wearing clingy sweaters or silk blouses rolled casually at the cuff with a couple buttons open at the top the way she does. But Carly wonders how he feels with Gwen and how they get along. She tries to imagine what Gwen sounds like talking to Daniel, which of her many tones of voice she uses to draw him out and make him feel at ease talking about himself and telling his most personal secrets.


It’s hard for Carly, who’s so closed and reserved, to imagine what her mother could do to make a person open up to her. Does she have a special voice, different from any Carly has heard, which she saves just for patients and packs away, like the notebooks, when the patients leave? And is the voice the same for each one, or does she invent a new one, like an actor creating a new character role?


“She’s really very nice and very sympathetic,” Carly imagines Daniel telling her, over coffee in some student café somewhere near Columbia. “I can talk to her about anything, and she always understands.”


Carly knows from reading the notes that Daniel misses Gwen when he’s away from her, thinks about her longingly, even has dreams about her that he relates in the sessions. Was he sad, Carly wonders, when he left this afternoon? She thinks back and remembers the quiet, calm expression on his face as he stood waiting for the bus, before the little girl came up and asked about the dog. And yes, come to think of it, he did look a little sad.


With a knock on Carly’s door, Gwen announces that dinner’s ready. Carly’s suddenly aware of being exhausted and can’t find the energy to rouse herself from the bed. Her arms and legs feel leaden and won’t propel themselves into action. She’s still lying on her stomach, and now she tries to force herself into motion. Carly concentrates very hard, visualizing the little cells called neurons moving around and sending messages. She can actually feel a buzzing in her brain, like a key turning in a car ignition, but the motor won’t turn over.


With a tremendous surge of will, Carly kicks one leg over the side of the bed and lurches to her feet. A dizzy feeling makes the room feel like it’s spinning slowly around her, and she waits before attempting a first step toward the door.


The image of the yellow grizzle on the raw chicken nauseates her, and she remembers that she has had nothing but a few Oreos to eat all day. She’d like to tell her mother that she’s tired or that she isn’t feeling well, but she knows that Gwen has gone back downstairs to put dinner on and that she wouldn’t be particularly sympathetic if she heard Carly’s excuses.


The butcher-block table in the kitchen is laid out with three place settings, one at either end and one in the middle, facing out from the wall. A ceramic bowl filled with chartreuse apples that look waxed they’re so perfectly smooth. Three knives to the right of each place and three forks to the left set on three paper napkins folded corner to corner in points that remind Carly of the way she used to draw a boat when she was little: an upside-down triangle with a line up the center for the mast, and then two more triangles for the sails. Salad plates bordered with blue and yellow bands to the left and an empty glass to the right of three matching dinner plates. It would make a perfect setting, Carly thinks, for one of her father’s ads: a mother making dinner for a daughter who feels sick and exhausted but gets her appetite back when the magical meal is served.


His latest ad shows a yuppie couple getting ready for work. They sit side by side over clear glass coffee cups, and the wife’s coffee is darker and, supposedly (since you can’t smell TV ads), more aromatic than the husband’s. He gets jealous, tastes hers, and announces he’s a convert to the stronger, better brand. The wife gives him a perky little kiss, and in a know-it-all voice that Carly finds annoying, she tells him that now he can make the best blend for both of them. You just know she’s got the upper hand in everything, kind of like Carly’s mom.


“Where’s Dad?” Carly asks.


Gwen is pouring water. “Late, as usual. And by the way, Ms. Harrington called to set up a meeting in her office tomorrow after school. She wants you and me both to be there, Carly.”


“I’m surprised Ms. Harrington even knows who I am,” Carly says as her dad comes through the front door and calls out, “I’m home, everyone.”


“Dinner’s on,” Gwen calls from the kitchen as Joel shucks off his jacket on the chair in the foyer, the way he always does. He comes into the kitchen with that hangdog look Carly knows he gets when he’s feeling guilty. She hates this scenario, which plays itself out more and more, over and over again.


Carly knows her dad’s trying to sound chipper as he says, “Hey, Squirrelkin, what’s up? How was your day?”


“You’re already in deep shit for being late,” Carly tells him as he hugs her hello.


“Yeah, well, there’s this thing called work, you know . . .” Her dad’s saying this more for her mom, Carly knows, than for her.


“Food’s getting cold,” Gwen calls. The image of the couple drinking coffee in Joel’s ad pops into Carly’s mind, and she wishes her dad would just say something nice and go up to her mom and give her a hug.


Instead, he sits down at his place at the table, unfolds the paper napkin, and tucks it in the space between his neck and the second button of his shirt. Carly knows he does this when he has something to do after dinner and doesn’t want to get his shirt dirty, but she hates the way it makes her father look, like a little kid with a bib around his neck.


“Going back to the office after dinner?” Carly asks him.


“We’re putting to bed the campaign for Victoria’s Secret.”


“Are there discounts on bras and panties in it for me?” Carly asks.


“Their ads of women in scanty underwear are so tasteless and retro,” Gwen says as she hands Joel and Carly their plates with chicken, carrot pennies, and a pile of white rice.


Carly catches Joel’s look of dejection out of the corner of her eye. She wishes he’d retaliate, shoot back with a clever reply, but he just sits there looking like an animal that got struck. Gwen’s back is turned as she serves out a portion for herself.


To change the subject, and even though it’s not true but as a kind of test, Carly announces, “By the way, Lauren’s mom invited me to dinner on Sunday.”


Gwen whirls around from the stove. “But that’s your birthday, Carly. You never told me.”


“And when exactly between being at the hospital and seeing patients all day and night was there a chance to tell you?”


“Carly! Don’t be rude to your mother.”


With her back still turned to the stove, Gwen asks, “You don’t think it’s rude being late all the time for dinner?”


Joel ignores the question and applies himself to cutting up his chicken.


Gwen sits down with her plate and shifts into a softer tone of voice. “I thought the three of us would go to dinner and the movies for your birthday the way we always do.”


“Well, no one said anything about it, so I made other plans.”


“I really feel badly about this,” Joel says, rousing himself from his chicken cutting. “But it winds up we have an ad campaign in California, and I’ll have to leave on the weekend to be there on time for Monday’s meeting.”


Carly’s heart sinks when she realizes that both her parents have completely blown off her birthday, but she wants to keep it light, so she tells her dad, “It’s no big deal. If you have to work, you have to work.”


“It is a big deal, a sixteenth birthday,” Gwen says, “and I was hoping we could do something special to celebrate together.”


“Which is why we were just gonna do dinner and a movie like we do every other year?”


Gwen looks caught off guard but comes back with, “We could still make plans for Saturday to do something special together, the three of us.”


Joel’s face is getting red the way it does when he gets flustered. “But I’m leaving on Saturday.”


Carly sees her mom react with surprise. “Like it takes forty-eight hours to fly to California,” Gwen sneers.


“Look, I feel awful about this, but Edwin didn’t realize it was Carly’s birthday. He went and scheduled the shooting for next week, and it can’t be changed now.”


“And why on earth would your swooshy assistant have a clue about when my birthday is?”


Carly has never liked Edwin. Whenever she calls her dad and Edwin answers, he acts as if he doesn’t recognize her, even though they’ve met when Carly has gone to Joel’s office on the way to a movie or dinner after work. “Mr. Klein’s in a meeting,” Edwin always tells her in his obnoxious, nasal voice. “May I know who’s calling?” “No message,” Carly always says, and hangs up. She’s not about to stoop to his level.


Joel abruptly stands up and carries his plate over to the stove. “Seconds, anyone?” Even though it’s almost as full as when Gwen handed it to him, he adds a scoop of carrots and holds out the pot with the serving spoon toward the table.


“For goodness’ sake, Joel, just sit down so we can eat.”


Joel notices that Carly hasn’t touched her dinner. He gazes into her face with squinty eyes, the way he looks when he’s concentrating on something difficult to figure out. “You look thinner, Squirrelkin. Have you been eating right?”


“For Chrissake, Dad. I’m almost sixteen years old, and my name’s Carly!”


“Joel!” Gwen glares at him with a don’t-go-there look meant to warn him off the topic of Carly’s weight.


Carly starts moving carrots from one side of her plate to the other. To change the subject, she asks her father about the California ad campaign. “So what’s the new shoot about?”
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