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Praise for The Adults

“This cri de coeur carries a freshness and charm—honorable, too, for its cutting accuracy.”

—San Francisco Chronicle

“[An] outstanding coming-of-age novel . . . one of the funniest books I’ve read in a long time. Ms. Espach’s coup is to chart Emily’s growth through her maturing sense of humor.”

—The Wall Street Journal

“It’s hard to be a teenager, but it’s even harder for a writer to capture a teen’s voice in fiction . . . . [Alison Espach] masters her teen’s voice exceptionally well.”

—The Washington Post

“Wry rather than out-loud funny, laced with melancholy and angst, this book is an enviable first effort.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“[A] smart first novel.”

—People magazine

“[A] razor-sharp debut novel . . . a wry, devastatingly funny coming-of-age tale.”

—Marie Claire

“Teeming with clever insights, witty acerbic dialogue, and a helplessly loving acknowledgment of family quirkiness.”

—School Library Journal

“Espach is a gifted writer, making Emily brave, bold, and timid all at once.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“Sharp and witty.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“With shining prose and razor-sharp wit, Alison Espach writes about the murky landscape between childhood and adulthood, the mistakes and misunderstandings, the betrayals and the beauty. The Adults is a piercing and authentic journey through adolescence, filled with squeamish missteps and laugh-out-loud insights, wrenching heartache, and characters so rich and tenderly drawn that one can’t help but love them through all their flaws and failures. I absolutely adored this book.”

—Aryn Kyle, author of The God of Animals and Boys and Girls Like You and Me

“Alison Espach has written her debut novel in one of the most authentic and memorable voices I have ever read. Finding myself on every page of this heartbreaking and hysterically funny book, I began to have the same strange suspicion I had the first time I read Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye, Yates’s Revolutionary Road, and Eugenides’s The Virgin Suicides: the impossible belief that the author might have written this book specifically for me. Like those classics, The Adults is wholly original, astonishingly true, and absolutely vital.” 

—Stefan Merrill Block, author of The Story of Forgetting and The Storm at the Door

“In her impossible-to-put-down debut novel, Alison Espach manages to marry youthful exuberance with deep adult sorrow, quicksilver wit with trenchant observation. The world of The Adults is a familiar one, but the voice and the brain at work here are anything but, sparkling and unexpectable and irresistibly wise.”

—Kathryn Davis, author of The Thin Place
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For my mother, my father,
and my brothers Gregg and Michael





Everything Was Like My Mother Said






1


They arrived in bulk, in Black Tie Preferred, in one large clump behind our wooden fence, peering over each other’s shoulders and into our backyard like people at the zoo who wanted a better view of the animals.


My father’s fiftieth birthday party had just begun.


It’s true that I was expecting something. I was fourteen, my hair still sticky with lemon from the beach, my lips maroon and pulpy and full like a woman’s, red and smothered like “a giant wound,” my mother said earlier that day. She disapproved of the getup, of my yellow fit-and-flare dress that cradled my hips and pointed my breasts due north, but I didn’t care; I disapproved of this party, this whole at-home affair that would mark the last of its kind.


The women walked through the gate in black and blue and gray and brown pumps, the party already proving unsuccessful at the grass level. The men wore sharp dark ties like swords and said predictable things like, “Hello.”


“Welcome to our lawn,” I said back, with a goofy grin, and none of them looked me in the eye because it was rude or something. I was too yellow, too embarrassing for everyone involved, and I inched closer to Mark Resnick, my neighbor, my maybe-one-day-boyfriend.


I stood up straighter and overemphasized my consonants. There were certain ways you had to position and prepare your body for high school, and I was slowly catching on, but not fast enough. Every day, it seemed, I had to say good-bye to some part of myself; like last week at the beach, my best friend, Janice, in her new shoestring bikini, had looked down at my Adidas one-piece and said, “Emily, you don’t need a one-piece anymore. This isn’t a sporting event.” But it sort of was. You could win or lose at anything when you were fourteen, and Janice was keeping track of this. First person to say “cunt” in two different languages (Richard Trenton, girls’ bathroom, cunnus, kunta), an achievement that Ernest Bingley decried as invalid since “Old Norse doesn’t count as a language!” (Ernest Bingley, first person ever to cry while reading a poem aloud in English class, “Dulce et Decorum Est”). There were other competitions as well, competitions that had only losers, like who’s got the fattest ass (Annie Lars), the most cartoonish face (Kenneth Bentley), the most pubes (Janice Nicks).


“As a child, I shaved the hair off my Barbies to feel prettier,” Janice had confessed earlier that morning at the beach.


She sighed and wiped her brow as though it was the August heat that made her too honest, but Connecticut heat was disappointingly civil. So were our confessions.


“That’s nothing,” I said. “As a child, I thought my breasts were tumors.” I whispered, afraid the adults could hear us.


Janice wasn’t impressed.


“Okay, as a child, I sat out in the sun and waited for my blood to evaporate,” I said. I admitted that, sometimes, I still believed blood could vanish like boiling water or a puddle in the middle of summer. But Janice was already halfway into her next confession, admitting that last night, she touched herself and thought of our middle school teacher Mr. Heller despite everything, even his mustache. “Which we can’t blame him for,” Janice said. “I thought of Mr. Heller’s hands and then waited, and then nothing. No orgasm.”


“What’d you expect?” I said, shoving a peanut in my mouth. “He’s so old.”


At the beach, the adults always sat ten feet behind our towels. We carefully measured the distance in footsteps. My mother and her friends wore floppy straw hats and reclined in chairs patterned with Rod Stewart’s face and neon ice cream cones and shouted, “Don’t stick your head under!” as Janice and I ran to the water’s edge to cool our feet. My mother said sticking your head in the Long Island Sound was like dipping your head in a bowl of cancer, to which I said, “You shouldn’t say ‘cancer’ so casually like that.” A woman who volunteered with my mother at Stamford Hospital, the only woman there who had not gotten a nose job from my neighbor Dr. Trenton, held her nose whenever she said “Long Island Sound” or “sewage,” as if there was no difference between the two things. But the more everybody talked about the contamination, the less I could see it; the farther I buried my body in the water, the more the adults seemed to be wrong about everything. It was water, more and more like water every time I tested it with my tongue.


Our backyard was so full of tiger lilies, nearly every guest at the party got their own patch to stand near. Mark ran his hands over the orange flower heads, while my mother opened her arms to greet his mother, Mrs. Resnick.


My mother and Mrs. Resnick had not spoken in months for no other reason than they were neighbors who did not realize they had not spoken in months.


“Italians hug,” my mother said.


“We’re Russian Jewish,” Mrs. Resnick said.


“Oh, that’s dear,” my mother said, and looked at me. “Say hello, Emily.”


“Hello,” I said.


It was unknown how long it had been since they borrowed an egg from each other, but it didn’t even matter because my mother noticed how tall Mark had become. “Very tall,” my mother said.


“Yes, isn’t he tall?” Mrs. Resnick asked.


“How tall are you, Mark?” my mother asked.


Everybody suspected he was taller than he used to be, but shorter than our town councilwoman, Mrs. Trenton, who was so tall she looked like King Kong in a belted pink party dress observing a mushroom garlic cream tart for the first time. She was so tall it only made sense she was granted a position of authority in our town, my mother said once. And Mark was a little bit shorter than that, in a very small, unnoticeable way.


Most of the adults stood at the bar. Some reported flying in from Prague, Geneva, Moscow, and couldn’t believe the absurdity of international travel—it took so long to get from here to there, especially when all you were doing over the Atlantic was worrying about blood clots, feeling everything clumping and slowing and coming to an end. Some needed to use the bathroom. Some couldn’t believe how the roads were so wide here in Connecticut and, honestly, what did we need all that space for?


“It’s presumptuous,” said Mrs. Resnick. She took a sip of her martini while a horsefly flew out of her armpit. “So much space and nothing to do but take care of it.”


I looked around at the vastness of my yard. It was the size of two pools, and yet, we didn’t even have one. My mother had joked all summer long that if my father wanted to turn fifty, he would have to do the damn thing outside on the grass. We had all laughed around the dinner table, and with a knife in my fist, I shouted out, “Like the dog!”


“If we had one . . . ,” my father said, correcting me.


“It’s the nineties,” my mother added. “Backyards in Connecticut are just starting to come back in style.”


But soon, it turned out it wasn’t a joke at all, and at any given moment my mother could be caught with a straight face saying things like, “We’ll need to get your father a tent in case of rain,” and after I hung up on Timmy’s Tent Rental, she started saying things like, “We’ll need three hundred and fifty forks,” and my father and I started exchanging secret glances, and when my mother saw him scribble THAT’S A LOT OF FORKS to me on a Post-it, she started looking at us blankly, like my father was the fridge and I was the microwave, saying, “We’ll need a theme.”


“Man, aging dramatically!” I shouted at them across the marble kitchen counter.


“And a cake designed to look like an investment banker.” She wrote it down on a list, her quick cursive more legible than my print.


“No! A map of Europe!” I said. “And everybody has to eat their own country!”


“No, Emily,” my mother said. “That’s not right either.”


Everybody was invited. Was Alfred available? Alfred was our neighbor who always gave the comical speech about my father’s deep-seated character flaws at every social event that was primarily devoted to my father, which was every event my mother attended.


“Like how he questions my choice of hat at seven thirty in the morning,” my mother said, as though my father wasn’t there pouring himself some cereal. “It’s just that the brim is so notably wide, he says. Well, that’s the point, Victor!”


Or how he called the Prague office with a mouthful of Cocoa Puffs every morning and my mother said, Victor, you’re a millionaire, that’s gross, and my father chomped louder, said, it’s puffed rice. He just doesn’t get it, my mother said. He walks out to the car every morning and comes back in asking me how is it that a car can get so dirty!


At some point, they always turned to me, the third party. “Emily, would you explain to your father?” my mother asked.


“Well, Jesus, Victor! We drive it!” I shouted. I never considered the possibility that we weren’t joking.


“Isn’t Emily so beautiful?” my mother asked Mrs. Resnick, twisting her gold tennis bracelet around her wrist.


My mother asked this question everywhere we went. The grocery store. The mall. The dentist. Nobody had yet disagreed, though the opinion of the dentist was still pending.


“Don’t you think that if the dentist really thinks I am beautiful he can notice it on his own?” I had asked my mother once, fed up with the prompt. “Don’t you think pointing it out to the dentist just points out how not beautiful I must be?”


“It’s just a point of emphasis,” my mother had said. “It has nothing to do with you, Emily. Just a way into conversation.”


“Adults need things like that,” my father sometimes added.


But Mrs. Resnick hesitated, while Mark scratched a freckle on his arm like a scratch-n-sniff.


“Mother,” I said, and rolled my eyes so Mrs. Resnick and Mark understood that I too thought this question was unacceptable.


Mrs. Resnick had a bad habit of never looking at me, so she tried to size up my entire existence using only her peripheral vision. Medium height. Dirty blondish brownish hair. Scraggly, mousy, darling little thing that apparently had no access to an iron or a bathtub.


Hours before the party, my mother tugged at her panty hose, wiped her fingers across my cheeks, and said, “Go take a bath. You’ll come out smelling like the beach.” This was strange, since I just got home from the beach. And I never knew why smelling like the beach was always considered a good thing, especially when the closest beach was the Long Island Sound, and I wasn’t even allowed to stick my head under.


“I don’t want to take a bath,” I said. “I don’t like baths.”


“Everybody likes baths,” my mother said.


I did not like baths. I understood the warm water felt nice against my skin, but after five minutes of sitting in the tub, it became painfully apparent that there wasn’t much to do in there. I would pass the time by shaving every inch of my skin, including my elbows, and reciting jingles I heard on the television—“Stanleyyy Steemmmmer,” and “Coca-Cola Classic, you’re the one!” When I would be older, one of my boyfriends would work as a flavor scientist for 7Up and would be addicted to bathing with me, his body on mine nearly every night, spilling water and secrets about the beverage industry, explaining that New Coke was an elaborate marketing scheme, designed to taste bad, predicted to fail, so they could reintroduce Coke as Coca-Cola Classic and make everyone want it more. “It worked,” he would say, filling my belly button with water as I sang. “Look at you, giving them free advertising in the tub.”


“I’ve thought about it,” I had told my mother in the kitchen, “and I don’t want to smell like the beach. I’d much rather smell like something else, like a wildflower or a nest of honeybees.”


“Emily,” my mother had said. “I don’t even know what that is supposed to mean.”


I had explained that Mark, who was a junior lifeguard at Fairfield Beach, had found a box of dead kittens floating at the edge of the shore when he combed the sand before his shift was over. Mark said they were the saddest things he had ever seen, floating by a broken buoy, curled up like they were sleeping. “But they weren’t sleeping,” he had whispered in my ear. “I mean, they were dead.” I explained to my mother that smelling like the beach meant smelling like a place where tiny animals could not survive, where cardboard boxes contained not presents but sad corpses of beautiful things that were now impossible to love. My mother sighed and blended the garlic.


*   *   *


“Yes, very beautiful,” Mrs. Resnick finally said, and this settled all of us into a strange sort of ease. Mrs. Resnick straightened out the hem of her lime green dress, and my mother pointed out that my father had recently planted tiger lilies in our backyard. Did they go with the neighborhood décor?


“This neighborhood has a very specific floral nature,” my mother said.


Mark and his mother nodded. They already knew this.


“Well, you kids be good,” my mother said, and stuck her fingers to my lips in a not very covert attempt to remove the Revlon. “And take some pictures, please.”


That morning my mother had shoved a Polaroid camera in my face and said, “We need a party photographer! It could be you!” like it was a career move she might make me interview for. I snapped a picture of the two women walking away from us, our mothers, mine tall and alive in a coral party dress that was cut low enough to suggest breasts, and Mrs. Resnick walking next to her, rounder at the hips, in a lime green fabric with pearl embroidery so high on her chest it suggested that once upon a time, in a faraway land, there were these breasts. The skirt was cut at the calf, making her ankles look fatter than they should have. “Cankles,” Mark said in my ear. “Calves and ankles that are the same width.”


My mother picked up two empty beer bottles and a dish of shrimp tails off the ground before making a full waltz back into the center of the party, Mrs. Resnick wiped her glasses clean with a napkin, and I thought, Those poor adults. Doomed to a life of filth, finding it everywhere they went. At the beach, the only thing my mother could see was the empty Fanta bottles, sandwich wrappers, Popsicle sticks littering the sea, and when the sun set over the water, Janice’s mother said it looked just like when she sorted through the garbage can with a flashlight after Janice threw out her retainer. My mother and Janice’s mother shared a big laugh and quickly grew hot in their chairs, dried out from Saltines and peanut butter and talking. They walked to the water but never went in, moving away from the waves like the mess was nothing but an accidental oil spill that would turn their toes black. Janice and I sat on the wet sand and rubbed the water up and down our newly shaved shins, while our mothers looked on, nervous about the way we were already abusing our bodies. They held up sunscreen bottles, rubbed cream on our noses. We fussed, squirmed, accused them of horrible crimes, threatened to wipe it all off in the water, stare straight into the sun until our corneas burned and our flesh flaked off, until we had taken in the worst of the Sound with our mouths. They sighed, tugged at our faces, threatened to bring us home, to end our lives right there! But I was never scared. I knew our lives were just beginning and that their lives were ending, and how strange it seems to me now that this was a form of leverage.
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I like the feeling of Belgian endive against my upper lip,” I said to Mark an hour later at the vegetable table, running a piece of it against my mouth. My mother thought it was best we served vegetables with names nobody felt comfortable pronouncing. Stuffed Belgian endive for the Americans! she had shouted, and witloof chicory salad for the Europeans! And if anybody is to say, Where’s the pâté de foie gras? tell them the God’s honest truth, Emily: ’tis not the season for ridiculous meat spreads.


“I like foods based on their textures,” I continued.


“You’re weird,” Mark said.


“Shut up,” I said. When Mark insulted me, it felt like praise.


I looked around for my father but instead saw his two brothers, Uncle Vince and Uncle Vito. Our last name was Vidal, so their names always seemed like a joke to me—Vince and Victor and Vito Vidal—but my grandmother believed names that invoked alliteration produced successful people. Galileo Galilei. Harry Houdini. Graham Greene. And my grandmother would have continued the list if she were still alive.


My uncles were talking to Dr. Trenton. Dr. Trenton’s son Richard was in my class at school and had told everybody that his father gave Mrs. Trenton a brand-new nose (and removed our senator’s jowls). “Mr. Trenton was literally redesigning his wife the way he wanted to!” I had told my parents at dinner, my rage calculated and ultimately irrelevant.


“Where’s your father?” I asked. Mark’s father hadn’t attended a neighborhood function in over two years now, and I wondered how he got away with that. I could barely remember what he looked like, even though he was one of the few adults who had always made it a point to talk to me at these patio things, probably because the other adults wouldn’t talk to him. He wasn’t a crowd favorite, my mother had said once, as though people should be ranked like sports teams. She said Mr. Resnick asked too many questions. “He was always like, ‘Quick, what’s the only river that goes north and south on the equator!’ Honestly? This isn’t school. It’s a party!”


“The Congo,” I had said.


“Don’t be absurd, Emily.”


It had been years since anybody had seen him. I missed Mr. Resnick, how he would walk by me, put a hand on my shoulder, point to his forehead, and say, “Quick! A widow’s peak, or a man’s peak?”


“He’s at home,” Mark said. “Where’s your father?”


“Whereabouts unknown.”


We laughed. Mark and I liked the adults most when they were gathered together at parties. Alone they were boring—boring and powerful—saying any boring thing and getting away with it. At dinner, all my mother wanted to know was, “Have we estimated our summer expenditures?” even though there were a million other good things to be discussed, and my father looked at the pot on the stove and all my father wanted to know was, “Is this actual seaweed?” And when I stabbed my fork into the kale before my father properly sat down (his arms had to be fully rested on the table so we knew he was almost relaxed), they both said, “Emily, have you no manners?” Or rather, where did I last leave them? And I said, “In my locker at school,” because sincerity was a form of weakness at the dinner table. My father looked down at his plate of kale and said, “And thus the carnivores went extinct.”


My mother narrowed her eyes and said, “Well, who needs them anyway?”


But when they were all together at my father’s fiftieth birthday party, when I lifted the aluminum foil covering the food trays to sneak a shrimp in front of all the adults, my mother smiled and said, “Oh, children.” Just like that, the differences between us were darling.


The birthday party was so much like a corporate networking event, some of the adults introduced themselves with name, title, business; Henry Lipson, vice president, Stratton and Stratton. My father was one of the more successful investment bankers with Lehman Brothers. Everybody knew this. That was why he was leaving the New York branch soon, to bring his talents overseas. Everybody knew this too. Alfred announced it by the vegetable table.


“He’s leaving,” Alfred said. “Even though nobody will talk about it. But it’s final. He’s moving to Prague.”


“I know,” Mrs. Resnick said. “I heard.”


My mother approached gravely with a tray of dead shellfish. “Alfred,” was all my mother had to say to end the conversation and make Alfred eat some shrimp. Mrs. Resnick walked away, claiming shellfish allergy. “Everybody is so allergic these days,” said my mother. “Don’t you think it’s getting a bit pretentious?”


Whatever their title, the adults all had the same question. Where in the hell are the napkins, Emily, if not right on the table?


“I don’t know,” I said to Alfred. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of this.”


I took a picture of the empty spot on the table where the napkins should have been. I was a fourteen-year-old girl documenting the invisible failures of our party and Alfred thought that was the funniest thing he had seen so far that night. He puffed on a cigar and the white smoke curled out his nostrils and some seemed to get caught in his nose hairs. Sometimes, when he smiled, he looked as though he couldn’t even breathe and that this was hardly relevant.


“Mom,” I said. “We have a problem.”


“Photograph the guests,” she said, without even turning around.


My mother pointed to the napkins and sent me to light the candles that had gone out. I meandered through the white chairs with white lace tied around the backs and watched Mark by himself at the vegetable table appraising the squash. I wanted to return to him, but as soon as the party started, I had acquired all these chores from my mother, whose lipstick was starting to crack at the corners of her mouth, something that happened to her when she was talking and drinking too much, which was something that happened to her when she was nervous, wiping her mouth with a napkin after every sip. I lit the candles and listened to the adults around me, the way their words sounded coming out of their mouths.


“Get this,” said Mr. Bulwark. “My wife counted up all the deaths in the Old Testament. Took her two years.”


“Good fucking God,” Mr. Lipson said.


“Fish babies,” Mr. Lipson said. I lit the candle on their table and held up the camera. Mr. Lipson opened his mouth to put in the caviar and stopped midbite as though I had caught him red-handed, eating my peers. I took the picture.


“Anyway,” Mr. Bulwark said. “It’s a stupid project. But a project nonetheless.”


Mr. Lipson agreed; wives should always have their projects.


I wiped crumbs off their table like a waiter and walked over to the Trentons.


“The mother and child aren’t going with him,” Mr. Trenton said as I approached from behind.


The mother and child. I didn’t like the sound of that. In the entire canon of Western literature, nothing good ever happened to the mother and child, and Mrs. Trenton could see I understood that.


“Edward,” Mrs. Trenton said. “Have a carrot.”


Mr. Trenton looked up and saw me. “Such a wonderful party,” he said to me. I nodded because I knew that was something everybody at this party was forced to agree with.


I lit their candle. “Thank you, sweetheart,” Mrs. Trenton said, suddenly sweet over her drink. “Richard will be coming by shortly, to say hello.” Mr. Trenton turned the carrot in his mouth like a lollipop.


I returned to Mark, my stomach sour.


“Mrs. Bulwark self-published a book. Called God: A Murderer,” I said. “Mr. Bulwark thinks it’s a ridiculous idea, to count up all the deaths in the Old Testament and write a book about it. Embarrassing, frankly.”


“Alfred thinks Bob should get a shingles vaccine,” Mark said, leaning closer. “But Bob already had chicken pox. Alfred doesn’t understand why that matters.”


“Mrs. Hanley is going to spend the night testing the predictability of vodka,” I said. “It’s an experiment.”


“Just this morning, Mr. Smith said he was considering his mortality,” Mark said, and we couldn’t bear it. We fell into giggles. “He said it just like this. ‘Ladies! This morning! When I was considering my mortality!’”


It was the first time I laughed all day.


“Your father and I are getting a divorce,” my mother had shouted at my back that morning as I went upstairs to bathe for the party. My mother believed there were certain ways of delivering bad news that were better than others, that bad news felt better when it came at you fast, from behind, like a bullet. That way, there was a chance it could exit before you even felt it inside you. I turned around to see her in yellow control-top underwear that was pushing her love handles farther up her torso. It got so hot there in Fairfield, Connecticut, during the summer my mother said there was nothing more suitable to wear besides your underwear. Plus, she had added, being pantless was only a phase.


“Gloria, can’t you put on some pants?” my father had asked walking through the kitchen. “You’re running around like a goddamned Viking.”


Turning fifty had put my father in a mood.


“Vikings wore pants, Victor,” my mother said.


“Vikings did not wear pants. That was the whole point of being a Viking, Gloria.”


“This is how I relax,” she said.


“By taking off your clothes?”


That was my father’s way of calling her a whore.


I picked off the top of a blueberry muffin sitting on the counter. I waited for my mother to yell at me, to say Emily, are you that narcissistic to think you are the only one in the house who enjoys the tops of muffins, for Christ’s sake, nobody likes the bottom, we only eat it out of obligation to the rest of the muffin! But she didn’t.


“Anyway, you can see why your father and I are getting a divorce,” she said again.


“You told her?” my father asked. The vein in his forehead had emerged.


My history teacher Mrs. Farbes had told us in class last year that in the early Arab world when a man wanted to divorce his wife, all he had to do was stand up straight and say, “I divorce you, I divorce you, I divorce you!”


“That’s stupid,” Richard Trenton said at the time, and I agreed. “That solves nothing.”


“It was enough to make it real,” Mrs. Farbes said. She said it was important for the man to hear out loud what he was doing to the woman.


“Your mother and I are no longer going to live together,” my father said. “We’re no longer going to be married.”


When I was younger, my father told me you had to hear something seven times before you internalized it. “What do you mean, internalize?” I had asked.


“Bring it inward,” he said, pointing to his stomach.


“Like all the way to your liver?”


“Doesn’t have to be the liver. Could be the spleen. Maybe even the kidney,” he said, and I had mistaken the point of this conversation to be that the kidney was a lesser kind of organ.


But when my father came home a few weeks ago and told my mother that he was being offered a position in the Prague office, that he would move after the New Year, that it was a great opportunity, I said, “Can you feel it in your liver?” and he looked at me and said, “Huh?”


“The thing is, Emily, we’re getting a divorce,” my mother said.


I mashed a piece of the muffin between my fingers, rolled it into a ball. My mother leaned against the counter, wrote SWISS CHARD on the list and said, “Anyway, Emily. Your father and I have been thinking,” and then stopped. I waited. I rolled the ball of muffin and I waited and after my mother said, “That you should really take a multivitamin,” my father threw up his hands in disgust, and I was positive I had no family at all, certain it was not my mother but the solar wind that carried me into this universe.


It was ten when Dr. Trenton cornered me and Mark in the side lawn and blamed everything on the vodka. Dr. Trenton blamed most things on the vodka. His son was rude (his wife got drunk off Belvedere in her sixth month), and his wife was rude (drinking a martini right now), and he even ate caviar earlier (he only did that when he was drunk).


Dr. Trenton sneezed. It was wildly messy. He excused himself to get a tissue. Mark and I stood side by side and watched adults smoke cigarettes and lean against my house. Mark drew a correlation between someone’s age and the messiness of their sneeze. I laughed. I wondered how Mark always said exactly what I wanted to say.


“At an exponential rate,” he said.


“That’s something to look forward to,” I said.


“I’m going to be a smoker soon,” he said. “I love the smell. Don’t you?”


“Oh, yes,” I said, trying to show him how many cigarette smokers I knew: my mother, my grandmother, my great-grandmother. Generations of women in my family had regularly been inhaling smoke like it was better than air.


“Mr. Jackson ate fifteen wontons,” I said. “I saw the whole tragedy myself.”


“Mrs. Miller has a herniated back,” Mark said.


“What a weird word.”


“‘Herniated.’”


“Can you imagine what it’d sound like if people used the word ‘herniated’ instead of ‘beautiful’?” I asked.


“The herniated princess,” Mark said.


“Hello, this is my herniated wife.”


“You’re so herniated.”


“Oh, why, thank you, I get it from my mother.”


I heard my mother call for me, asking me to pass out pieces of the cake, which ended up looking more like Bill Clinton than my father. I saw Richard Trenton coming out of his house across the street, headed toward the party. I wanted nothing to do with either of them. “Let’s get out of here,” I said, before Mark could get stolen away by Richard. Mark and I ran into the woods behind my house. The trees were tall and thin and webbed. The twigs cracked under our feet with an unsteady beat.


Before I knew it, Mark was ahead of me.


“Alfred thinks I’m cuter than a bug’s ear,” I said behind him.


“Have you ever even seen a bug’s ear?”


“No.”


“I have. They aren’t very cute.”


And everything truly was like my mother said: of course men think they know everything, but you know, Victor doesn’t even realize how much of his happiness is based off the fact that he has such a lovely living environment, one I created for him. With Italian vases and miniature ivory elephants sitting on his desk. It’s like he thinks they’re just for pretend or something, like they came with the house and so did we, like a man is always entitled to be around beautiful things! It’s like he doesn’t realize an elephant was murdered for him, the tusks ripped from the mouth, carved into a string of tinier elephants, it’s like he doesn’t realize I bought them at a store where they were shipped in a box from somewhere very far away, like Italy! It’s like men don’t even realize how far away that is!


I wondered what Mark realized. Did he realize what I had done to prepare for this moment? I practiced articulating my t’s, a letter my mother said I didn’t emphasize enough in conversation. I put lemon juice in my hair, which according to my mother was the equivalent of rubbing my head against the frying pan after breakfast. “I’ll do that too,” I had warned her. I stood in front of the mirror, dripping with lemon, reciting, “Button, mutton, glutton.”


I wondered if Mark could see me like I saw him, a body in the dark, a distinct member of the opposite sex.


“The penis,” my health teacher Mr. Heller had said last year, “is an organ of the mammals and the reptiles.” With no shame, he drew a human penis on the board. It looked like a long carrot wearing shoes. “I have kidney stones,” Mr. Heller said, “and I can’t pass them. So when that happens,” he said as he moved his finger across the diagram of the urethra toward the stomach, “they put a rod up your urethra to break them up.”


“That’s the problem with these things,” he said, “these penes, plural.”


The boys groaned. Ernest Bingley grabbed his crotch. Janice was intrigued. “Wouldn’t you die from that?” she asked, determined to love him forever.


“No,” he said. And he was right. He didn’t die. He limped for a week, while everyone made fun of him behind his back. “Mr. Heller is gay,” Richard said in the lunchroom. “So gay he put a rod up his own dick.”


I had watched Mark squirm in his seat. I watched Mark every day really, whether he realized it or not. He was always next door, pulling weeds in his yard and stuffing them into black plastic garbage cans. His father had a bad back. That was what my mother said at least.


“It explains a lot,” she said, and opened her mouth wider for rigatoni.


It was why we hadn’t seen Mr. Resnick in years, or why sweat soaked Mark’s neck instead of his father’s while Mark trimmed the hedges. Mr. Resnick had been outside only once this year. It was last winter, and the yard was full of snow. I saw him standing on the sidewalk with a shovel. He was wobbling like he was going to fall over. He couldn’t quite grip the shovel, and it hung lazily in his hands like a spoon, and then just as the shovel fell to the ground so did Mr. Resnick. Mark ran out the front door, saying, “Dad! What are you doing outside!” Mark helped his father stand up and led him back into the house as though nothing had happened, as though his father had dropped the mail.


My mother said his bad back was why Mrs. Resnick was always around town toting shopping bags by herself. It was why Mr. Resnick never took out the recycling bin and why there was never the sound of four feet and a basketball in their driveway. It was why they were all so unhappy. My mother said the constant silence around their house made everybody in the Resnick family seem older than they were.


I agreed. Mark was fourteen going on twenty. I knew this better than anyone. I tracked his growth daily. His arms were thicker by the month. His legs became logs instead of sticks. He had cut the sleeves off most of his shirts, started to read books by Tom Wolfe, books his father read, Lonesome Dove, Ulysses. Mark was entering the world in a way I was not, strong and informed, armed with a vocabulary and questions—did I know that James Joyce wrote the word “cunt” in his novel? Did I know that in Japan poisonous fish was a delicacy? Did I know that if I rubbed chili peppers on his balls the pain could actually kill him?


“Did you know I have BO?” Mark asked one hot day, sniffing his armpit.


There were so many amazing new developments.


His hands were opening jars for me weekly. I watched with fascination, or maybe it was frustration, not sure my weakness was good or bad. Either way, I was slowly devoting myself to him, adopting his speech patterns, dropping the g’s off all my gerunds, devising ways in which Mark might have to touch me even though every time he brushed against me, I felt my whole body empty, all of the heat leaving my body for his. By August, I was nearly empty inside, and I began to understand what my father meant when he whispered quietly and harshly to my mother in the stairwell when they both thought I was out, “Gloria, I have lost myself in this marriage.”


Mark took my hand. “Let’s sit here,” he said with some enthusiasm, like he was picking out a home for us.


I took a stick and drew lines in the dirt. Around Mark, I acted aimless. There was no reason why I looked up at the trees, or scratched my knee, or cleared my throat, or stood up and put my hair behind my ears when I offered to comb his leg hair for five dollars a minute.


“Joke,” I added.


“Do you know what I realized today?” Mark asked.


“No.”


“None of the statues in our house have pubic hair. But they are all naked.”


Mark was staring at me, looking at the way my bottom lip was too large for my top lip.


“Maybe your mother had them shaved.”


He rolled a cigarette in his hand and put it to his mouth. He pretended to eat it. I smiled.


“Don’t eat that,” I said.


Something incredible was about to happen and yet, neither of us could stomach the idea of it. We couldn’t even look at each other. I stared back at the party, which was either dying out or at its peak. It was hard to be sure. Adults always had a different idea of what a good time was. When my parents and I went to Disney World, we rode the teacups, spun around in a thousand circles until we couldn’t remember our names. I was exhilarated. I laughed until I peed a little. My father’s sunglasses flew off his head, Ray-Bans lost forever. “Let’s never do that again, huh?” my father said, and straightened out his shirt. My mother fussed over her bangs. My father squinted the rest of the day. At night, we went to Epcot and sampled breads, and both of them got a perverted satisfaction out of agreeing with each other—the Irish soda bread had the perfect ratio of raisin to dough, why go to France when their bread is here, and isn’t Emily being rude? I laid my body on a stone wall nearby, so bored I threatened to harden into rock, swim to Cuba, sell my body to Donald Duck, if he would even have me. They ignored this, continued nodding at the vendor.


Adults, I was learning, were not a people of dramatic gestures. When they approved of something, they gently nodded, and when they wanted something, they gently nodded, and when they were upset by something, they gently nodded and then shifted their body weight to indicate a significant change of attitude. Everything they wanted was within reach, or at least one nod away, so mostly, the adults stood upright, their arms stuck to their sides, like manikins unaware of the night dimming around them. They were getting blinder, more immobile every day, and I felt it was my duty to warn them, to shout through the trees with a megaphone: Do you adults see how old you are getting? My father was getting so old. Every day, I noticed new ways his body was failing us. Last night, he’d gotten a piece of chicken stuck in his esophagus at dinner. He put one finger in the air, which signified to my mother and me to wait, and then put one hand around the bottom of his throat. Then, he swallowed slowly. When the food passed, he said, “This happens from time to time.” When it wouldn’t pass, he went to the bathroom, where he forced himself to throw up. Either way, he continued eating, and I was heartbroken by the simplicity of it, my father’s body broken.


“You’re very herniated,” Mark said.


I forgot what I had planned to say. Mark reached out and touched my hair. I couldn’t believe it. The thought of reaching out to touch him felt as criminal as reaching out to trace the lines of a Picasso painting at the MoMa. But Mark seemed confident in his action, as though touching each other was becoming the right thing to do.


“You have knots,” he said, his fingers stuck at the end of my ponytail. The dried lemon juice was coarse in my hair.


“So?” I said. “All girls have knots.”


“So?”


“I’m just saying,” I said.


He leaned closer, took me in.


“You look a lot like Michael Bolton with that greasy ponytail.”


My stomach sank. Nobody ever knew how to talk about anything. It was all so disappointing. After my mother told me about the divorce that morning, I stormed upstairs, stood in the bathtub, and refused to bathe. Why bathe? I shaved my legs without soap or water and cut my knee. I stuck my nose to the coconut shampoo and tried to imagine my mother’s reaction if I stormed down to the kitchen and said, “Mother, are you sure you know what beach smells like? I don’t think you understand what kind of beach I go to.” But I didn’t because she would have said, “Since when do you call me ‘Mother’? That makes me feel so old.” I just did not understand her sometimes, though I had always tried, a project bigger than I realized at the time. I studied her face over her cereal bowl, her skin tight against her cheekbones, while my father’s sagged toward the milk like a man who was so so tired of everything, especially cereal made 100 percent out of fiber, a breakfast that made him “shit all the goddamned time,” he told my mother. “I’m a working man,” he said, holding up the box. “And I can’t be shitting between calls.”


My mother had laughed in his face. My mother was thirty-seven, thirteen years younger than my father, and she often used her youth as leverage to win arguments, something I didn’t realize was even possible since it was youth that was always my handicap. But my mother was always successful in her attack, walking around the house in her underwear to show my father how smooth her legs were; she was only thirty-seven and still happy in her skin. She had only about three visible varicose veins and they were on the backs of her knees. My father refused to look at her when they fought. He would sit down, stroke his chin, and look out a window like he couldn’t believe the world was ending in this particular way. My mother would stare at him across the room in disgust, squint her eyes as though she was counting his wrinkles. Every day she denied my father the peace he had hoped would come with age and in response my father always shouted some variation of, “You knew that when I married you, Gloria!”


You knew my pants would shrink! You knew I would move less, hum more, analyze important American revolutionaries at dinner!


“A pretty Michael Bolton,” Mark said.


“That’s still mean.”


Mark moved his head toward mine. As I leaned in, and felt only the air against my lips, I realized that I was accepting a kiss that was not being proposed. I opened my eyes. Mark was looking at something behind me.


“Who’s over there?” he asked.


I turned around to see two figures in the dark, holding each other.


“Let’s go find out,” I said.


We crept over to get a better view of the adults. We leaned against the tree and watched them kiss deeply.


“I bet it’s Mr. Bulwark and Mrs. Trenton,” I said. “She was leaning into his large ear earlier.”


“Nah, Mrs. Trenton’s a wolf.”


“Like, good wolf or bad wolf?”


“Bad wolf.”


“Is that like, a wolf you wouldn’t sleep with?”


“Shh. Get your camera.”


I got my camera, steadied it against my eye. I focused on the two adults, centering them. I pressed down on the button.


The flash illuminated my father’s face. But my father didn’t even notice, didn’t even budge. His arms were steady around Mrs. Resnick’s waist. He was burying his face in her neck. His mouth was on her throat, and the rest of her neck looked raw under the moonlight. Mark and I stood by our tree, watching my father’s mouth pull away from Mrs. Resnick’s neck while her skin remained so covered in him.


I was going to be sick.


A caterpillar crawled away from my hand like he was fleeing the scene. For one moment, I thought about picking it up, holding the caterpillar in my hand like a friend who needed to see the animals too but wasn’t tall enough. I thought about putting my hand on Mark’s back, pretending that was all I needed to keep me from falling over from the sight of our parents. But balance was what the tree was for and Mark probably would have looked at me and said, “Emily, then what is the tree for?” and I would have had to respond, “Oh,” or “Yeah,” or something equivalent as though I had never stopped to consider that things had another function separate from being all around us.


Mrs. Resnick laughed. Apparently, my father was being incredibly funny.


“Baby, shhh,” my father said. “You’re going to wake up the party.”


Mark turned away from the sight, but I kept staring. We stood quietly and then suddenly I remembered everything I wanted to say earlier. Uncle Vito hated carrots, especially the baby ones, and Mrs. Trenton didn’t think it was right for someone to hate baby anything. Alfred groped his wife’s butt by the rutabaga dip and Mr. Hemley thought this was absolutely an inappropriate thing to do.


“I guess my father thinks your mother is very herniated,” I whispered.


“Shut up,” he said, quietly and in my ear. “Don’t make stupid jokes. Don’t make your voice all high-pitched like that, all curious and interested and stupid and shit.”


“Don’t tell me to shut up,” I said.


“Your father’s a shithead.”


“Your mother’s so old!”


Mrs. Resnick was thirty-nine, two years older than my mother.


“Your father’s a fuck face.”


“Shut up.”


He came closer. For a second, I still thought he might kiss me.


“A giant bloody cunt,” he whispered in my ear.


The word felt wrong coming out of his mouth, uncomfortable, like a new pair of jeans still stiff around your body. He was staring at me like he could kill me, while I felt certain that I loved him, that I would have sat back down on the log and pretended nothing had happened if he would; even in that moment when his cruelty was desperate and barbaric, clinging to my face, I would have asked him to reach out for me. But I stood there, so deeply openmouthed, a bird could have flown in.


“Do you know what he does for a living?” Mark asked.


“Of course I know what he does for a living,” I said. “He’s my father.”


Though I didn’t actually know what my father did for a living because every time I asked, he said, “I’m an investment banker,” and I’d say, “What’s that?” and he’d sit me down all serious, as though I was on the brink of learning something incomprehensible. With a hand on his knee, he’d say, “Well . . .”


I’d beg him to stop. “No more! No more! I can’t take any more!” I’d shout, and we’d laugh.


“He fucking steals money from companies,” Mark said. It felt typical for some reason that Mark would know my father better than I did. Sometimes I got the distinct feeling that everybody knew my father better than I did, even our mailman, whom he chatted with at the end of our driveway. “And everybody hates him. My father hates him. He said that nobody at the golf course liked to play with him because he tried to make bets with money that nobody had.”


“My father is a good golfer,” was all I thought to say.


“Your father is a bastard. I should kill him.”


“You can’t kill him,” I said. “He’s my father.”


“Fathers get killed all the time,” he said.


I could almost feel my mother looking around on the deck with an empty drink, sucking on the green olive, grimacing with bitterness but only because she had nothing else to do. My father was not dancing with her, not dipping her until the bobby pins fell from her bun and between the cracks of the Brazilian wood.


“I’m out of here,” Mark said.


“Oh my God,” Richard said, pointing at my father. Richard had followed us in the woods and stood between two oaks gaping at us. My father and Mrs. Resnick were still oblivious, huddled together, two bodies sharing a mouth. Mark pushed by Richard and left.


“Your dad’s in serious trouble,” Richard said to me, seeming somewhat pleased about this.


“Fuck you, Trenton,” I said, and ran after Mark. “I’m going to vomit,” I said to Mark when I caught up, the Polaroid developing in my hand.


“Don’t be such a child,” he said. “Vomiting would change nothing.”


When we got to my side yard, my lawn became his. I stopped and watched him go. He opened his front door and walked inside. He did not even say good night. He did not even turn around. I stood like this, in between our lawns, until I had to sit, until I started running my hands up and down my legs. Everything was moving too fast. The hair on my legs had grown back into stubble. The cut on my knee had crusted into a scab. It was already brown. I was already picking at it with a nail and the blood was already at my shoe. Dr. Trenton was already sober. Mrs. Bulwark’s eyes were already clumped in mascara like it was the next morning. Mrs. Hanley was asleep on the deck. The Polaroid in my hand was already fully formed, a picture of people who were already unidentifiable, my father and Mrs. Resnick, dark blurry figures among the trees as though they were a people before my time, their customs outdated, already myths.


My mother was at my back with her hand on my shoulder, telling me the bad news: some of the adults were tired; they were getting their purses and hats and into their cars, and even though their departure was penciled into the invitation from the start, I felt their absence in my gut like abandonment, a wide and expansive bullet through my stomach, carving a path for the wind.


“What do you have there?” my mother said, looking at the picture.


“See for yourself.” I handed it to her.


“Emily,” my mother said. “You were supposed to take pictures of the guests. Not the trees. We already know what our backyard looks like.”


“Then maybe you should have hired a professional,” I said. “For Christ’s sake, Mother, I am only a child!”


She flinched as though this was a terrible secret I had been keeping from her.


And everything was always intolerably like my mother said: your father’s birthday was such a fiscal success. Mr. Lipson got your father to invest in an expanding branch of Bubble, International. Which, you know, means good things for your father. I don’t want you thinking that just because we’re getting divorced we won’t benefit from his wealth. We will. And that still makes us a family, right? You don’t just stop being a family because of a stupid piece of paper. It’s not like today we are a family, and tomorrow, there is a piece of paper, and we’re not a family. That’s not how it works.


My mother sat down on the white chairs and sipped the last of her martini and sighed.


“Really,” she said. “I don’t know why Mrs. Resnick just doesn’t hire a gardener. That poor boy Mark. Did you see that look she gave me when I mentioned your father planted lilies, like I was rubbing it in, like I was trying to brag about how I have a husband who is concerned about the vegetative state of our yard? And her dress, I mean, right?”


Right. I understood. “It was a terrible dress,” I said. “Too wide on the shoulders. She looked like a really excited cardboard box. And can a cardboard box even be excited? She defies all logic. And her hair. It’s like she went to the hairdresser and said, ‘Francois! Make me look more like a gerbil than a gerbil!’”


My mother looked at me. “You’re funny,” she said. “I’m not very funny. How did you get so funny?”


“I used to watch a lot of television,” I said.


My mother did not laugh like people normally do when they discover someone who makes them laugh. Instead, she reached out and touched my arm and said gravely like it was the last time she would ever recognize the comedy of the situation, “Thank you for making me laugh.”


My mother picked up her drink. I watched her move through the crowd, her crowd, the crowd she built on a pad with a pen three months ago in our living room when she said, “Victor, how about a giant party?” And my father had said, “What’s the occasion?”


“Your turning fifty!” she said.


My father pointed to his bald head and explained what it meant to be fifty.


“Being fifty means you finally have enough money to throw a decent party for a change,” my mother said. “We’ll invite everybody and it’s perfect timing, we have the new deck. We’ll invite the neighbors and your coworkers and good cheer.”


“And what do we do if the cheer does not RSVP?” my father said. “What shall we do then, Gloria?” They laughed. I know I heard them laugh. I know this because I laughed too, and thought, This is exactly how I will talk to the people that I love when I get older.


I sat back on my chair and watched my mother keep her head up and smile, her hair tightly wound in a bun. She was so thin and restrained in her movement. She was sticking out her hand, saying thank you so much for attending our party, we’ll see you soon. It was like she always said: there are better ways of saying good-bye than others. Don’t just stand there, with your mouth all agape, Emily, it’s unbecoming. Be an adult. There’s nothing more impressive than a child who is really an adult and vice versa. Stick out your hand, keep a firm grasp, no, no, not a limp noodle, Emily, not like that, do you want people to think you are just a noodle? Do you want them to say, “You throw a good party,” for a noodle? No. Stand tall, look people in the eye, and say, “Good-bye and thank you so much for attending our party.”
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At first, it was intuitive. You could spot an Unfuckable the same way you could identify a bird sitting outside a window. This was what the Other Girls told me as soon as we sat at our desks in the back of biology. One of them pointed a finger and proclaimed, “Unfuckable.” Debate followed. Consensus reached. Annie Lars, an Unfuckable indeed. It was an archaic system of justice; we passed judgment with only suspicions of Unfuckability, and all the while, our teacher Ms. Nailer stood in the front of the room trying to teach us how to be grateful for things we never knew we had to be grateful for.


“Eskimo women chewed on their husband’s shoes when they got back from hunting,” Ms. Nailer said between sips of her coffee. “Their teeth would wear down over time. I want you all to rub your teeth and feel grateful.”


We did as such.


These were the things we learned freshman year: Even Eskimo women (who did not like to be called Eskimo women) needed to get married in order to survive (one person couldn’t tend to the igloo and also hunt all day for the seals); it took fifteen days for a peeled banana enclosed in a jar to be fully infested by tiny maggots, and it took another fifteen days after that for all the maggots to consume the banana, and this whole affair was called decomposition (something that would happen to us one day, said Ms. Nailer). We learned that most records were not necessarily achievements: Janice’s ancestors were responsible for executing hundreds of “witches” in seventeenth-century Germany; Brittany Stone’s parents had been divorced and remarried three times; soda cans have nine teaspoons of sugar (which makes you fat); William Taft, heaviest president of all time, was so fat he couldn’t get out of his tub, which wasn’t supposed to be funny, Ms. Nailer said. It was wrong to make fun of fat people (Taft couldn’t help it), or the mentally challenged (extra chromosome), or the Unfuckables (they’ll never get fucked), or girls wearing their mothers’ gold jewelry (their mothers were usually dead), and we knew all of this, even though none of us could recognize the difference between “discreet” and “discrete,” Missouri or Mississippi, good people or bad people (but I was pretty positive reptile eggs had tough outer coverings and amphibian eggs lacked outer coverings, which was why they were laid in water, water that contained over nineteen species of box jellyfish, the most venomous animal in the world, a bite that nearly no one ever survived, unless you were smart and had on your panty hose).
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