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For my love, David


•


For my mother, Iris Stanton, who’s gone,


but whose life and adventures continue to make their way onto my pages




What spirit is so empty and blind that it cannot recognize the fact that the foot is more noble than the shoe, and skin more beautiful than the garment with which it is clothed?


—Michelangelo





PART 1
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HANNAH LIVED in a Southern California beach city without sidewalks, with lawns and flower beds that went right down to the curbs, and today, because it was Monday, trash day, those curbs were lined with fat green bags and reeking metal bins. And today, because her parents were fighting, Hannah snuck out the front door and attempted to walk to school alone.


She’d stood in the dining room, listening to them scream fuck this and fuck that and fuck you and oh no, mister, fuck you. She hid behind a tall chair and watched them from between the wood slats. Her father stood in the corner, shirtless in gray sweatpants and socks, his hairy chest puffing up. “This is no life,” he said. “Look at the three of us trapped here.”


“Trapped?” her mother said in a low whisper. “Who’s trapped?” She was only half dressed for work, cotton pajama bottoms and silk floral blouse, a gold hoop earring in one ear and nothing in the other. Her hair was sprayed stiff like a helmet and she had two perfectly rigid, solid curls twirling past each ear and down each cheek that bounced as she hollered. “Do you think I’ll let that shiksa make a fool of me?”


“Enough, Nina,” her father kept saying. “You’re going to make this worse.”


“Me?” she screamed. “Who’s the dog here? Tell me that,” she demanded. “Who behaves like an animal?”


Her father looked around the kitchen and shook his head. “How did we get here?”


Here was an A-frame cottage, a small three-bedroom house that her dad had always claimed to love.


Here was a home the two of them had picked out together with Hannah’s childhood in mind.


Here was the weather the two of them bragged about to their friends and family on the East Coast—so many sunny days in a row, even in the winter months.


Before she’d left for school, Hannah had surveyed the breakfast table where two full cups of coffee sat cooling, where spoons and forks and knives for three splayed out in a messy, optimistic bundle. A loaf of challah, twisted and sprinkled with sesame seeds. Paper napkins. A glass bottle of milk. A cardboard cylinder of oatmeal. An apple sliced in quarters.


She took one last look at them. Her mother held a tall glass above her head and aimed it at her father’s face.


“It’s not worth working on. You’ll see,” he said.


Hannah had seen enough.


She snatched her lunch from the dining room table—a brown bag, with her name on it in her mother’s messy cursive, that now bounced against her thigh—and headed toward the foyer and out the front door.


It was spring 1970. Her mother had told her last night while tucking her in that it was a whole new era. She talked about NASA’s Explorer 1, an unmanned satellite, reentering Earth’s atmosphere just a week earlier, after twelve years in orbit. “And soon, within days, men are going to soar into space. Imagine that, Hannah,” her mom said. “Anything is possible.” When Hannah grew up she could be a doctor or even an astronaut. “You could go to the moon one day.”


Hannah shook her head.


Her mom laughed. “I’m not much of a traveler either.”


Now, walking down the driveway, Hannah thought about that unmanned satellite, spinning around in space for a dozen years, launching before she was even born. She waved at the next-door neighbor, Mr. Perkins, who was coming down his porch steps, carrying a briefcase. His black hair was wet.


“You like my new car?” he asked her. “It’s a Gremlin,” he said proudly. “Tell your dad to come by after work to take a look.” He opened the door, tossed his briefcase into the backseat, and sat down behind the wheel.


After an awkward, wordless back-and-forth about who should go first, Mr. Perkins accepted her offer, pulling out and waving good-bye to Hannah behind the closed window.


She wished they lived on a street with sidewalks and that the neighbors’ lawns weren’t so neat and manicured. She walked on those lawns, tentatively, using stepping stones where she could find them. She waited a few minutes until the O’Briens’ sprinklers sputtered to an end, and then moved through their yard. Halfway down the second block, an old woman in a nightgown and fluffy slippers stood on her porch, shaking her head. Hands on her doughy hips, she screamed at Hannah to get the hell off her lawn. “Can you hear me? I’m talking to you, little girl!”


Across the street, a German shepherd, chained behind a wire fence, barked and growled and bared his teeth.


“Are you deaf? Something wrong with you?” the woman said. “Can’t you hear me? Are you deaf?” she repeated.


Hannah was many things, but deaf was not one of them.


She was shy.


She was bookish, in first grade but reading at a seventh-grade level.


She was nervous, prone to seriousness and hypochondriacal thoughts already.


She was worried about the new era her mom had mentioned.


She was quick to tears.


She was fearful, especially afraid of strangers and thunder, fog and the school nurse.


She was short, the second shortest in her class, only taller than Eddie Epstein, who had confided in her that he was taking special vitamins that were supposed to help him grow. Eddie was a nice boy, a boy who smiled when he talked to her and asked about her weekend, but still she was very afraid that those vitamins might work. When he’d returned from the nurse’s office and sat down in the adjacent desk, Hannah stared at him—his little shoes and jeans, his plaid shirt and delicate shoulders, the tiny denim jacket hanging over the back of his chair—and she imagined Eddie growing and growing, sprouting right out of his desk, taller and taller, passing huge and handsome Tommy Miller, passing pretty Janet Murray, passing Mr. Henderson and the top of the chalkboard too, until his head brushed the ceiling, until he left her behind.


She was timid. She didn’t shout out or complain when she should have. Like right now, that woman’s voice again. “Get off my goddamn lawn, little girl. You’re going to mess up everything.”


The air was sweet from the roses to the left of her and sour from the garbage on her right. She held back tears and imagined her destination, the school itself, all concrete and redbrick, looming at the end of the cul-de-sac she hadn’t yet reached. She imagined the hall monitor, a fifth-grade girl full of smarts and purpose with a whistle around her neck, standing at the front of the double glass doors. The last bell would be ringing in a matter of minutes, the intercom starting up, a crackling static, and then finally the principal’s voice would break through.


Hannah was almost there.


She was stepping off the curb.


She wanted to be someone else, a stronger, bolder girl—a girl who might have surprised the cranky woman on the porch with a fuck off or no fucking way—phrases she’d heard lately at home and during recess. She stepped into the street and heard those words in her head, trying to call them to her throat and mouth, but they wouldn’t come—her lips shut as if with paste.


And there in front of her, her two obedient feet, one black shoe stepping forward and the other one following.


“That’s right, there you go,” the woman said. She’d stopped shrieking, at least, but was now gloating. “Go on now.” A bad winner, puffed up and sure of herself, her hand rising from her belly to shoo Hannah away. The German shepherd snarled and ran toward the fence, but the chain yanked him back so that he was on two legs, dancing, fiercer than ever.


Hannah was aware of her heart and lungs, her own breaths—a white puff each time she exhaled. She was aware of the wind too, which had picked up—her face cold and damp with sweat.


When the woman’s front door slammed shut and she was finally gone, Hannah felt momentarily relieved. But there was a circular window on that door and the woman’s face appeared again from behind it. She’d pulled the curtain to one side, spying, making sure that Hannah didn’t change her mind and disobey, and she was mouthing something still.


Hannah didn’t disobey, even when she was past the woman’s house and the one next door and the one next door to that one.


She was careful, precise, curling around the trash cans—her body so close without actually touching them.


She heard the brakes.


She turned and caught a glimpse of the driver’s startled face behind the wheel, and understood the screech was coming for her.


And it was a collision, yes, but a convergence too, an unfortunate union: metal to skin, fender to plaid dress, and, finally, fat black tire to bare calf, to lacy sock and perfectly shiny shoe. It was a confrontation, the briefest coming-together and breaking-apart, which propelled Hannah into the sky so that she was as far away from her warring parents and the cranky woman as possible, in the air, turning over—her two feet not even sharing the earth with them.
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AFTER ASHER Teller hauled the three heavy, silver bins from the side yard out to the curb, he stood in the kitchen, looking out at the backyard and the dry grass he’d been neglecting lately, the pool he hadn’t cleaned in a week. Hannah’s pink bike stood in the corner, propped up against the fence, and he felt guilty just looking at it. He’d promised her a weekend, two afternoons of bike-riding lessons, and he’d promised her training wheels more than a month ago, and he hadn’t come through. Next to the hose he hadn’t uncoiled in weeks, the bike stood there, a two-wheeler with fringe hanging from the handlebars, with stickers and decals, with a bell and a wicker basket, all the unnecessary decorative accoutrements but no training wheels, and the weekends had come and gone, and he hadn’t taught her anything.


He drained his cranberry juice in one long pull and set the glass down on the kitchen counter. After he left Nina for good, he’d hire a gardener to come once a week to take care of things, he told himself. He’d get Hannah those training wheels and teach her to ride. He’d give her that weekend and every weekend that came after. He’d be a better dad once he was out of there. He’d be a better surfer. Hell, he’d be a better dentist, a better everything, once he got out. Without rinsing the glass, he left it in the sink, then went upstairs and pulled out the receipts.


He was a man with a plan, a man who wanted to be caught cheating on his wife, so he’d leave those receipts on top of the dresser, next to Nina’s jewelry box, wanting her to have proof before she even clasped her watch or put on her earrings. Usually the receipts hid in his wallet for months at a time and if he saw them again, they were faded, nearly illegible surprises he unfolded and held up to the light, squinting and trying to remember where he’d been with Christy Tucker, what they did and where they did it.


He knew that the circumstances of their meeting and six-year affair made him a cad, a cheat, a rotten man and father, but he was what he was and he’d done what he’d done, and worse, he had no intention of stopping or giving her up. What he wanted was to start a new, better life. He’d even been thinking lately about asking Jesus into his heart. Who better to forgive him?


He met Christy Tucker more than seven years ago. She was the young woman sitting behind the sliding window who handed Nina the clipboard and papers to fill out when they came in for his wife’s monthly checkups. Nina had been irritable since conception, it seemed to Asher, and when he thought about it now, more than a half dozen years later, she was irritable well before she became pregnant with Hannah. Nina had stopped liking him a year or two into their marriage, it seemed to him, and it was hard to like someone who didn’t like you, didn’t like the simplest things that came out of your mouth, comments about the weather or the coffee or the tie the newscaster was wearing. A man should be able to criticize the newscaster’s wardrobe without eliciting a hateful sneer from his wife.


Nina had made her ob-gyn appointments on Fridays and insisted that Asher make a new schedule for himself. He was head dentist. It was his practice. Driving her to and from the doctor’s office was the least he could do. So once a month he had accompanied Nina to her appointments. She’d wanted him only as far as the waiting room, though, and had insisted he stay on one of the plastic-covered couches when she went in to see the doctor. Asher noticed other husbands accompanying their pregnant wives inside and felt foolish and rejected waiting alone.


“I feel like a schmuck sitting there,” he told her in the car on the way home.


“I don’t know what to tell you, Asher. Maybe it’s me, maybe it’s hormones, or maybe it’s us.” She sighed and turned from him, looked out the passenger-side window until they reached their driveway.


Still, month after month, he accompanied his moody wife, her belly growing like his fascination with the pretty receptionist. Month after month, he kept up with Christy Tucker’s changes. She wore a new pale lipstick. A ponytail. A yellow T-shirt under her white jacket. She was sunburned. She was tan. Her pert, little nose was peeling, a patch of tender red skin exposed. She wore small hoop earrings and a gold cross around her neck.


At first he avoided sitting directly across from the window and instead sat on one of the couches to the left where he could still see Christy out of his peripheral vision but didn’t feel as obvious. He’d stand up and walk to the wall, where he’d pull a parenting magazine from the rack, then sit back down with a huff, glancing up at her. She shuffled papers. She typed something up. She discreetly ate noodles from a Styrofoam bowl. She answered the phone. She ran her fingers through her hair. She was polite and concerned, dealing with the other pregnant women and their husbands. Sometimes she reached through the window and touched a woman’s belly, but never Nina’s.


One day he looked up at Christy and was surprised to find her looking right at him. He smiled and she smiled back. The next time, he was bold, steering Nina to the couch directly in front of the window. When his wife’s name was called, he helped her up off the couch, but had to stop himself from giving Nina a little shove toward the door. As she walked away—struggling in her sixth month with swollen ankles and a hand against her back—he smiled and waved at Christy before his wife was even gone.


When Nina was seven months along, he knew he’d have to make a move, so he stood at that magazine rack an extra few minutes, causing Christy to look over and notice him. He smiled at her, waved and said hello.


At eight months, he added, How are you?


And at nine months, two days from his wife’s due date, Asher said, finally, It’s good to see you, Christy. It’s always so good to see you. I want to see you.


Now the receipts he pulled from his wallet were new, the information crisp and perfectly legible, black ink on yellow paper. Each one had a memory attached to it. Bentley’s Bright Eyes Café: French toast, hazelnut coffee, and Christy’s understandable insistence that he make up his mind. It’s been nearly seven years, Ash. I’m almost thirty, she had said. Market Seafood and Ale: clams and garlic butter, white wine, her foot on his foot under the table. The La Jolla Inn: Christy’s thin, tiny-breasted body reclining in the bathtub, the lemon soap he lathered on her back. Thinking about that bathtub and Christy in it made him hard and he adjusted himself before heading downstairs to start the coffee.


Asher believed he could go on forever like he’d been going on for all these years, with the fake business trips and long workdays, the nights out with the guys or other dentists in the office down the hall or those buddies from work who didn’t exist, but he was tired of his imaginary friends and it took effort describing cities he’d never seen. He’d told Nina and Hannah about Monterey and Sacramento and San Clemente, researching landmarks and restaurants, bringing home souvenirs, silly trinkets purchased from the pharmacy around the corner.


And more, he loved Christy and wanted to marry her—he wanted to spend days with her on the beach and improve his surfing, he wanted to keep the surfboard he’d been hiding in Christy’s garage in his own garage, right there next to the washer and dryer, and he wanted to wax the board on weekends or whenever he felt like it, and he wanted to wear a Hawaiian shirt out to a restaurant with a woman who wouldn’t ridicule his taste, but share it.


He wanted to switch gods, goddamn it, and move to Orange County.
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NINA TELLER was a woman who had known, on some level, that her husband had been stepping out on her from the beginning, but had been able to deny it—to her friends back East, who said they had a feeling; to her brother, who said he had a feeling too, repeatedly harping that Asher’s many business trips didn’t add up; to her mother, who had also said she had a feeling, and echoed Nina’s brother, saying, What dentist travels so much? Don’t people come to him? Don’t they bring their mouths and sit in a chair? Where does a man like that have to go? And Nina had denied it to all of them, especially her mother, who never liked Asher despite the fact that he was a Jewish boy from a good Jewish home.


Nina herself had all sorts of feelings but had been able to stuff them down inside of her until they were barely recognizable as feelings and surfaced instead as unjustified, irrational bad moods or minor physical ailments: headaches for which she swallowed double the recommended dosage of aspirin, stomachaches for which she sipped hot tea and nibbled on dry toast. There were long naps that she needed after teaching high school English all day, so that by the time she woke up from one of them, dusk would be making its way through the curtains and it was almost time to say a real good night.


The obvious clues had been warnings from women’s magazines and The Phil Donahue Show, the most common being a lack of interest in sex with one’s spouse combined with a new attention to grooming or getting in shape. With Asher, who’d always been in shape, there was the unexplained tan, manicured nails, and the many nights he yawned dramatically, loud and obvious, before turning off the light. The way he said I’m beat or Sleep well before Nina had a chance to even kiss his cheek.


Asher had been acquiring new clothes for years, but what struck her lately was a whole immature style, which had been evolving since Hannah’s birth, that Nina had mistakenly attributed to ambivalence about fatherhood or fear of aging. On his side of the closet was a mound of flip-flops on the floor that especially irked her, a rainbow mountain of rubber shoes. Hanging up, a ridiculous assortment of juvenile T-shirts with band names printed across the front and Hawaiian shirts—garish, bright-colored fabrics with flowers and palm trees and coconuts and hula girls in grass skirts that insulted her own sense of style.


One morning she’d found him at the closet taking his Beach Boys T-shirt from a hanger. “Maybe that shirt’s a little young,” she’d said.


“I’m thirty-four—I’m not ninety.” He scowled at her, pulled the shirt over his head. He popped his hands and arms through the short sleeves, smoothed the sides down with more force than was necessary, and avoided her eyes.


Occasionally she’d find a Surfer magazine on his nightstand or on the bathroom counter.


“Do you want new hobbies? Is that what this is about? I’ll go to the beach with you. Hannah and I will both go,” she said.


“I’m not going to the beach,” he said. “Who’s going to the beach?”


“You’re tan, Asher. How come you’re so tan?”


“This is California,” he said. “I sit outside on my lunch break and eat a sandwich. I point my face toward the sun—it’s a good feeling.”


“It’s your chest that’s tan,” she said.


He was adamant in his denial, claiming only a mild interest in what he called California culture. “It’s good to know what’s going on. We’re not in Philly anymore. We need to acclimate.”


He said that his interest had to do with work, that many of his young patients who needed fillings or root canals were surfers, and that he wanted to be able to talk to them, distract them from the pain he was about to inflict with his knowledge of waves and barrels and slabs, paddling out, taking off, and the ride. He said it was important that he know the difference between long boards and short boards, the waves that broke in Huntington Beach versus the waves that broke in Newport or Laguna, before he came at a nervous surfer with his needle or noisy drill.


But then there was sand, and sand was harder to deny, each bit a tiny but very tangible thing left behind. Grainy in their bed, in their sheets, visible in his hair, wet, gray puddles of sand in the shower, and, she was sure, itchy sand in the crack of his ass.


And now, just an hour before her unconscious daughter, Hannah, would ride in an ambulance to the nearest hospital emergency room, Nina’s denial smacked her in the face—there, on the dresser, the receipts Asher purposefully left out for her, among them one from a new restaurant in San Diego she had heard was good and told him she wanted to try, suggesting a weekend in La Jolla for the three of them, and another from a Huntington Beach Surf Shop, where he’d purchased for his girlfriend an expensive board, a year’s worth of surf wax, and a fancy pink leash. This was how Nina became a woman who knew, a woman reaching into the sink and snatching the glass streaked with cranberry juice and throwing it at a philanderer’s cheek—the gesture, the glass itself, as much about collision and breaking apart as the car that hit her daughter.
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BEHIND THE wheel of his now dented Chevy Nova, Martin Kettle hollered and sobbed. Too afraid to come out and see what had become of the girl, he frantically locked the car doors, as if she were capable of rising from the street to give him a beating, as if she were not an injured girl at all but a monster with great strength.


He leaned over the stick shift, the seatbelt cutting into him, and stretched his fingers to reach the passenger-side lock. Clumsily, he tried to unclasp the belt, unsuccessful the first time and then finally getting it, cursing himself, and then turned around, flopped between the two bucket seats like a man without bones, and stretched to the back locks. Finally he situated himself again in the front seat and pounded on the lock closest to him. He wanted to die. He wished he’d run into one of the fat trees that lined the street and only hurt himself. He put his hands over his ears, his face to the steering wheel, and made his decision.


A year ago, on this very street, Martin hit a cat. He remembered the smack, the animal in the air and then landing on its feet very much alive. He remembered the cat had hissed at the car before limping off. And six months later he’d hit a dog. It was after midnight and the dog was a big puppy, a lanky Great Dane. After Martin hit him, he pulled over to the curb while having a panic attack, which he believed to be an actual heart attack—and a young man dying inside a car had every excuse to stay right where he was, in the front seat, tearing at his shirt’s collar. There was little he could do for the puppy anyway, who probably would have taken a chunk out of his hand had Martin been a mentally healthier young man, a young man who might have been able to open the car door and soothe the animal during his last moments. Instead Martin sat in the car, wide-eyed and gasping. And the puppy barked and squealed and whimpered until he was quiet.


Unlike the cat, the dog and the girl felt similar at impact—something weighty pushing against something weightier, the shock of something where nothing should have been, a horrible resistance where just air and space and wind should have allowed the car through.


Martin thought that the girl he hit might be dead and if she was, he planned to kill himself when he got home. There were only so many accidental acts of violence a guy could commit before he committed one purposely on himself, he was thinking. He wondered about pills or blades or driving off a cliff and played out the gruesome scenarios in his head, the logistics, the pros and cons: sleep, the ease of access, stomachaches, blood, twisted metal, and the open blue sky.


He wondered if it was possible to get enough pills from his friend Tony Vancelli, whose dad was a pharmacist and whose medicine cabinet was always stocked with colorful capsules and tablets that he handed out like bubblegum.


Up until the point when he hit the girl, Martin had been drunk, and the hours right before the accident were lost to him. Still, the impact itself was more than clear: the punch, the blow, the pressure, the sound, a body in the air, then falling to the asphalt like a doll.


He remembered going for a taco run with Tony just after midnight and talking to his friend about quitting drinking and maybe starting junior college in the fall. He remembered Tony snickering and handing him a green and white capsule that Martin gratefully accepted and swallowed dry. He remembered Tony telling him that painting houses wasn’t so bad, that it wasn’t what he thought he’d be doing four years out of high school but it wasn’t jail either. “It’s not fucking prison. At least I’m outside,” Tony had said.


“I’m starting to feel that pill,” Martin said.


“My mom still thinks I’m going to be a pharmacist, but fuck that,” Tony said.


“Maybe you already are.”


Tony laughed.


“At least you’d have access.”


“I have access now.”


Martin remembered the pile of tacos wrapped in paper in his lap as he headed back to Tony’s place, the skill it took to unwrap and eat a taco one-handed while driving, the mushy meat and orange grease, how quickly they went down, how his lips tingled from the hot sauce. He remembered focusing, navigating the road, and Tony begging him to pull over so he could throw up in the gutter. When his friend stumbled back to the car and sat down, his stained shirt smelled sour. Martin was surprised when Tony leaned toward him, reached over the emergency brake, and snatched a taco from his crotch. “Hey man, that’s mine,” Martin said, but he let his buddy have it.


What Martin didn’t remember were the hours in between. He didn’t remember that Tony got a second wind and that the two of them listened to Janis Joplin and Jimi Hendrix and drank more beer—one bottle after another, until they were tripping over bottles. They smoked pot out of a bong Tony had fashioned out of a toilet paper roll. They played air guitar, air drums. Tony was dancing, having air sex with an air girl. Martin laughed until his stomach hurt and his eyes watered. Tony was singing into his fist one moment and then sleeping in a chair the next.


While his friend slept, Martin sat on the floor with his back against the couch and tried to read one of Tony’s girlfriends’ magazines, but he was too fucked up to focus; he looked at the pictures instead. Pages and pages of foxy chicks—one chick in a bikini, one in a red silky dress that might have been a nightgown, he wasn’t sure, one in bell-bottom jeans and just a black bra. Then he got to what they called instructional pages, and maybe it was one of those same girls getting her eyebrows plucked. It was weird to see a set of eyes that close up and the tweezers coming toward them—but not nearly as sexy as seeing her in that silky nightgown-thing.


He closed the magazine and put it aside.


He watched the dawn come, the sun rising just outside the window.


He had another beer.


Sometimes he was like this, unable to sleep, an insomniac on and off since seventh grade—and he found it was better not to fight it. He sipped his beer and thought about Tony. He thought it was good that the two of them had remained friends after high school and then again he thought it wasn’t so good—maybe Martin would be doing other things, impressive things, if he didn’t have Tony’s shit life to compare to his own shit life.


He missed his ex-girlfriend Margo, who’d left California for some college in Iowa, but he didn’t miss her enough to ask for her back or to fly off to the middle of the country for a visit. “Too much cheese in Iowa,” Martin had told her on the phone when she invited him out.


“It’s corn,” she had said—and he could have sworn he’d heard her eyes rolling.


“Too much of something, right?” he said, feeling stupid, holding the receiver away from his ear a second and giving it the finger.


He watched Tony sleep and decided that, yes, he’d register for fall classes at Manhattan Beach Junior College. He’d take a full load, in fact. He’d tell his parents that he could wait tables at one of their restaurants only on the weekends. If he went to college, even junior college, he’d damn well know which state was known for its cheese and which one was known for its corn. Margo wouldn’t roll her eyes. Maybe he’d go ahead and major in business management or restaurant science—it wouldn’t be so bad to go into his parents’ line of work. He was thinking that it might be cool to feed people, own his own place, be the boss, the one who goes from table to table making his father’s sort of small talk, when Tony farted in his sleep—a loud one. And smelly. Martin was surprised the bass of it didn’t wake Tony up. He picked up the pack of matches they’d used to light the bong and ignited one, waving the flame around, waving it toward Tony’s ass, which was pointed directly at him. He wished his friend would adjust himself so that his ass faced the wall.


You stink, man, Martin said. Fuck, you stink, Vancelli.


Tony thrashed around, opened his eyes, startled, and then closed them again.


Martin popped open another beer.


And another.


And then he got up from the floor and stumbled into the kitchen. On the counter sat a moldy loaf of bread and a fruit bowl with one lone apple. There was a line of busy ants on the counter, and a dense, red circle of them right in the middle of a sponge next to the sink. A perfect bull’s-eye. The sink’s paint was peeling and a horrible smell like old meat emanated from the drain. Martin thought he might vomit and stepped away from the sink, bumping into the fridge. He turned around and opened the freezer, where he found a nearly full bottle of vodka. That’s what he needed—a little vodka and Seven Up to settle his stomach, and he’d be on his way.


Martin didn’t remember leaving his friend’s house, but he remembered hitting the girl. Hitting the girl was like Tony thrashing around and waking up in the chair—it was being thrust into time and space, after being unconscious.


He wasn’t there and then he was.


She wasn’t there and then she was.


Now Martin wanted sleep and he wanted his bed and he wanted his sheets and blankets, and he wanted to bury himself there, he wanted to close the three little windows in his studio apartment, pull the shades, and block out the light, and he wanted to escape the car, the bucket seats, the seatbelt, the windshield, and the dusty dashboard, and he wanted out now, so he pressed his foot to the gas pedal and sped away.
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THE OXYGEN tent was a transparent canopy tucked under the mattress, a clear cube that went over Hannah’s face and shoulders and covered the top half of her chest. Asher and Nina stood by her bed in the ICU, both of them red-eyed and weepy. Every now and then one of them reached inside the tent and stroked Hannah’s cheek. When drops of water gathered on the tent’s walls, Nina reached inside and wiped them clear.


“It’s like fog. My baby hates fog,” she said to Asher before she remembered that she wasn’t talking to him.


He moved to touch her arm, but she stepped back, away from him. “Don’t,” she snapped.


Asher had bought Hannah a present at the gift shop downstairs, a ceramic lamb with fake flowers and plastic green leaves shooting out of its back, and now he held the gift out to her. It was a dumb gift—what kind of a freak lamb grows leaves out of its back? And even dumber was the gesture, holding the damn thing out, as if she could take it from his hands, hold it herself, and thank him. The leaves scratched at the oxygen tent and Hannah turned her face toward the sound, opened her eyes briefly, and then shut them.


“What’s she going to do with that?” Nina said angrily. She squeezed the tissue in her fist and barely looked at him.


Asher didn’t answer her. He couldn’t imagine a worse thing happening on a worse day. His daughter hit by a car on her way to school and the bastard who hit her not even sticking around to make sure she was alive, to take the slightest responsibility. It was all too much. He held the lamb tight at his side, trying to hide the dark oval spots of sweat he felt growing under his arms.


There was one oversized vinyl chair with puffy armrests sitting empty in the corner of the room. A couple that wasn’t on the verge of divorce might have squeezed into that chair together, shared the space, and comforted one another while their daughter slept. At the foot of the bed, a plastic rolling tray with cold metal legs held an orange plastic pitcher of ice water, fat drops of condensation slowly rolling downward.


Asher had a pair of deep cuts on his left cheek. The gashes, two distinct lines, were so red and thick and fresh that the young nurse wondered out loud if he was the one driving the car that hit Hannah. “No offense,” she said. “I was just wondering. He’s hurt and she’s hurt, that’s all.”


“He’s her father, her flesh and blood,” Nina said, annoyed. “How could you think such a thing? Do you think I’d let that monster stand by my daughter’s bed? What kind of mother would I be then? He’s her father,” she repeated.


“Oh,” the nurse said.


“It was a hit and run,” Nina said, her voice rising.


“That’s terrible.” The nurse arched her eyebrows, interested.


“He left her in the road like an animal,” Nina continued.


“When I find him—” Asher began, but Nina cut him off.


“You?” she said with a sad laugh.


“That’s right.” He stood up straight, nodding vigorously.


“Please,” she said.


“Bastard left her there,” he said.


“She could have died,” Nina said.


“When I find him,” Asher said again, seething.


The nurse leaned down and fiddled with the dial on the IV bag before pointing at Asher’s face. “What happened there? It looks like you might need stitches. You’re bleeding.”


“He’s fine,” Nina said dismissively.


The nurse looked at her, confused.


“I’m worried about my baby—that’s who I’m worried about.” Nina gestured at Hannah in the tent.


“I understand that,” the nurse said. “But he’s bleeding.”


“Asher would know if he were really hurt, is what I’m saying. He’d be the first one running to a doctor.” Nina looked at Asher and shook her head. She didn’t care whether he stood right there and bled to death. She imagined prying the damn lamb from his grip, backing up into the hall, and aiming the stupid thing at the opposite side of his face. She’d like to split him open one more time before the day was over.


It was strange to Asher that Nina and the nurse were talking about him like he wasn’t in the room. He felt like a big, dumb sweating child. He looked out the window and toward the parking lot, still holding Hannah’s gift at his side. Outside, an orderly helped a very tall middle-aged man out of a wheelchair and into the backseat of a car. Unsteady on his feet, the man swayed in the wind like a drunk, and the orderly held him around the waist, swaying too. Finally the man dipped into the car and disappeared. Asher wanted to disappear. He lifted a hand to his face and felt the blood. It was drying in raised bumps. He probably looked hideous, scary—maybe even insane, not giving a shit about such an obvious injury. He turned from the window and looked at his wife, who was now leaning toward the nurse, getting a look at her nametag.


“He ran into a door. Clumsy him. Silly him. Can’t see what’s right there in front of him, Penny,” Nina said.


The nurse turned to Asher. “You should really have your face looked at. At least get checked out. You don’t look so good. A wound like that could get infected. Maybe get a tetanus shot. Do you want some water?” she asked him.


“I’m fine,” Asher said.


“He’s said he’s fine,” Nina snapped. She’d had enough of Penny and her meddling. It was her marriage. He was her husband, at least until he wasn’t anymore. His face was their problem. Hannah was the one who needed attention, not her cheating asshole father.


“I’m a nurse,” Penny said, stating the obvious.


“I know what you are,” Nina said, wearily, but she wasn’t looking at Penny. She was looking at Asher, who was physically standing there, yes—he had just let go of Hannah’s hand and was now wiping the misty tent—but seemed to have mentally stepped away, out the door and down the hall and into the elevator and out to the parking lot and into the car and down the street and onto the freeway and to her house, whoever she was, and into her shiksa arms.


Asher sighed. He thought about putting the lamb down on the nightstand but couldn’t let go. He held on tighter. He had no idea why. With his free hand he reached for Hannah’s again.


Leaving Nina was something he’d been doing more and more often, leaving whatever room she was in, sometimes literally getting up and walking off, sometimes picking up a magazine or book or turning on the stereo, leaving that way, and sometimes doing what he was doing now: two feet planted firmly, but vanishing still.


Nina started to cry again. She reached into her purse and rummaged around for more tissues. Her nose was running; she could feel wetness above her lip.


Penny hurried over and opened the drawer by Hannah’s bed, pulling out a box of Kleenex. She popped it open, plucked out a few sheets, and handed them to Nina. “Here,” she said.


Nina gratefully took the tissue and blew her nose.


The nurse set the box of tissue on the nightstand, apparently putting their past behind them. “I’m sorry,” she said.


“I know. I know you are. It’s not your fault. Of course it’s not you,” Nina said sincerely.


Women never ceased to amaze and confuse Asher, the way they could hold one opinion of each other and then a gesture or a short, innocuous conversation could instantly change their assessment. He stared at Nina and the nurse, perplexed, imagining that soon they’d be greeting each other with overwrought hugs and cheek kisses.


“I’ll just leave the three of you alone.” Penny paused at the door. “Mostly she’ll just sleep now, but if she wakes up and wants anything, needs anything, ring that buzzer like I showed you,” she said before turning away.


“It’s so cold in here,” Nina stammered when the nurse was gone. “I don’t want my baby girl to be cold.”


Asher imagined what a better man would do in such a situation, or a man who still loved his wife, and then forced himself to do just that. He put the lamb down on the nightstand next to the box of tissue. “I’m sorry,” he said. He walked over and put his arm around Nina’s shoulder—and she let him.





6


MARTIN HAD been living in a studio apartment above his parents’ garage rent-free for the last four years. It was one room, but it was many rooms to him, his living room and den, his bedroom and kitchen. It had even been his guest room when Tony got too fucked up to drive home and stayed over, sleeping on the floor without a pillow, with a towel for a blanket, and when Margo had lived around the corner. It was where they played house, where they made coffee or mixed margaritas from a sugary powder and fumbled through drunken sex. Now, though, the studio was the place where he was always alone, where he hid with his secret, where, when he slept, he was exactly parallel with his Chevy Nova, which was beneath him in the garage and covered in a white sheet like a dead person.


Martin thought about other people who didn’t drive: blind people, people with muscular diseases who couldn’t control their limbs, really old people. Lots of people used public transportation, he told himself. He took the bus or rode his bike. No one had to convince Martin to stash his car key in a drawer and leave the piece of shit Nova in his garage; he just did it.


It sat there, a neglected secret. Sometimes he kicked the car. One time he spat on the corner of the hood not covered up by the sheet. He used a hammer and the fattest nail he could find to give it two flat back tires. The fucking thing just took up space. He wished it would disappear.


Pot was a secret too. He stopped buying it from Tony and instead took the bus downtown and walked the streets, 3rd and 4th, sometimes all the way to 7th, until he found someone haggard enough to approach. Most nights he couldn’t sleep, thoughts of the girl kept coming and coming, and he’d smoke the sweet joints until he passed out. Drinking was a secret now too, something he only did alone, like masturbating or picking his nose. “I don’t drink anymore. And I don’t smoke pot either,” he lied to Tony.


“What did you do, find God?” Tony said, laughing.


Martin tried to laugh with him, but what came out was a stilted chuckle that made both of them stiffen.


“Hope we can still hang out.”


“Yeah, sure,” Martin said.


“You don’t sound sure.”


“What do you want from me, a promise?”


Tony shrugged.


“Don’t be a pussy,” Martin said.


“You’re the pussy,” Tony said. “No drinking, no smoking. What else is there?”


Martin’s parents had owned two restaurants for the last decade and had just recently purchased a third. When Martin didn’t have a shift at one of them, he started drinking vodka as soon as he woke up. He’d stay in bed all day in a ratty T-shirt and pajama bottoms with a short glass balanced on his chest, trying to rewrite his own personal history. He’d close the windows so that day looked like night, and he’d smoke pot, joint after joint or bowl after bowl, until the room filled with a sweet, thick gray smoke that burned his eyes.


Since the accident he’d complained to his mother a couple times a week about a headache that didn’t exist so he could skip work and stay home. It seemed he couldn’t sleep enough—eleven, twelve hours a night, waking only to pee or drink water—and then there were naps, long, three-hour binges in the afternoons that he was thankful hurried the night up.


Martin tried not to think about the girl. He tried to forget. But he knew that trying to forget was really just remembering.


His secret followed him to the shower, where he used the hottest water, where he scrubbed so hard and with so much vigor that his skin turned pink, but only the dirt came off.


He brought his secret with him to his family’s breakfast table. He had decided against another bowl of cereal alone and come down from the studio because he wanted to see his parents smile at him and raise their coffee cups in hello. They knew nothing about the terrible act that now defined him; they thought he was just their son, the same morose young man he’d been since puberty.


His sister, Sandy, only played with her food. She folded the slices of bacon over so that they looked half-eaten. She spit her orange juice into her teacup when she thought no one was looking. What wouldn’t she do, he wondered, to escape a calorie?


Sandy was a cheerleader and knew everyone. She knew, in fact, someone who knew someone who knew the girl who was hit by a car, so while she wasn’t eating her breakfast—just changing the shape of her scrambled eggs by rearranging them on her plate, altering their mass with a quick press of her spoon that only Martin saw—she recounted the event as if she were there and saw the whole thing. She told her family that the girl’s name was Hannah Teller and informed them that she was six years old and on her way to school. First grade. Kennedy Elementary. “Too little to be walking alone,” she said.


“Terrible,” her mother said.


Sandy told them it was trash day and reminded them that the streets on that block didn’t have sidewalks. “I’m glad we live where we live. We’re lucky,” she said.


“It’s a safe block,” her mother agreed.


Sandy elaborated, telling them that the girl nearly died, that she still might die. Hannah Teller was really, really, really sick, her insides all messed up. “Organs had to be removed,” she said.


“We’re eating.” Martin glared at his sister. “Well, some of us.”


Sandy ignored him and went on. “Someone hit her and left her there. She’ll probably die. That’s what people are saying, anyway.”


Martin’s father reassured Sandy that medicine had come a long way. He reached over and patted his daughter’s hand. “If she didn’t die last week, she’ll most likely survive,” he said, confident. “Isn’t that right, Emily?”


His mom nodded energetically.


Martin shifted in his chair and felt like he might break apart. He imagined his body crumbling into pieces.


“Eat something, Marty.” His mother spooned scrambled eggs onto his plate. “Have some bacon,” she offered.


Martin accepted the eggs but shook his head no about the bacon.


“Who would hit a little girl and just leave her there?” Sandy said.


“Horrible thing,” his father said, spreading marmalade on a piece of wheat toast, dark crumbs flying.


“I overheard a couple of women at the supermarket talking, and apparently someone saw a very old man in a truck driving around erratically one block over,” his mother said.


“Figures,” Sandy said. “Some senile guy from Senior World snuck out with the car keys.”


“What kind of car?” Martin said, trying hard to sound normal.


“A truck, Marty. I said that,” his mother said. “One of those ridiculous trucks with the huge wheels. They said the man was very old, bald, wrinkled. One woman said he had a patch over one eye. Imagine, driving with such limited vision.”


“Whenever I see someone in one of those trucks,” his father interjected, “I think asshole. I think dickhead. I think—”


“It’s a little early for that kind of talk,” his mother said.


His dad shrugged, picked up his coffee cup, and took a sip.


“Anyone who drives with a patch over one eye is as bad as a drunk driver,” Sandy said. “We should lock people like that up.”


“We should,” his mom agreed.


Martin saw then how rumors flew, how bogus information was validated and confirmed. He took a bite of his eggs and considered his mother’s eyebrows—two thinly painted arcs. He considered the wrinkles above her top lip, how they gathered together when she was angry or irritated, as she was now, and how they relaxed again, like an accordion. He considered how his father’s vocabulary had been changing since he and Sandy had become teenagers, how the change seemed like a pathetic attempt to go backwards and become one of them. He thought his dad looked sort of fat and dopey, sitting at the table with bacon grease around his mouth. He considered how his dad could still be scolded like a little kid. He considered his sister’s clavicle, her pointy chin, and the straps of her yellow nightgown hanging from her knobby shoulders. He wondered if she’d eventually become one of those girls who was hospitalized and force-fed from a tube.


“What’s going on with you, buddy?” his dad wanted to know.
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