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PROLOGUE
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My husband brought a date to our divorce.

To be fair, she didn’t come in the actual room. And according to Eric she wasn’t a date, she was a friend, but it was still bullshit. He knew it and I knew it and I don’t think either of us wanted it to be that way, but that’s where we were. He was defensive and hurt and mean, and needed to bring his friend along to say, See? You see? Someone loves me. You couldn’t, but someone does. And I was just there. Involuntary processes. Flesh taking up space. Even in that moment, I wanted to be better for him. Give him a better divorce. A satisfying fight, or at least one last burst of kindness to end what we both started with decent intentions. With hope, at least. We didn’t get married out of indifference.

His friend sat on a bench in the hallway and pressed at the screen of her phone with the pads of her fingers, long fake nails clicking against the glass. I swore I could hear her from the conference room while Eric’s attorney droned on.

“My client requests a divorce be granted on grounds of Irretrievable Breakdown . . .”

Click. Click. Click.

“. . . and maintains neither side is at fault . . .”

Click. Click. Click.

“. . . furthermore, we expect the fair and equitable division of assets . . .”

Clickity. Click. Click. Click.

I picked at the ragged edge of my thumbnail, bitten down too far, while my attorney, Arnold Troyer: Rochester’s Best Divorce Lawyer, responded in sonorous tones, beads of sweat collecting around his sad little horseshoe of brown hair.

I’d pictured Eric’s friend many times, imagining a better version of me. Someone more polished, less nervous, who liked listening to Eric curse through Buffalo Bills games on Sunday afternoons, but was otherwise fundamentally the same. I imagined her that way because I wanted to believe if I’d worked a little harder I could’ve fixed things. If what Eric and I had was close enough to almost work, that meant it had been reasonable to try.

The woman in the hall wasn’t a better version of me. She wasn’t the same species. Probably not the same phylum. Like there was a special kind of spinal column for women who were born to be trophy wives, and it was so much lighter and thinner than everyone else’s. Seeing her made me realize that even if I had worked harder to get better, to be better, to learn the difference between a checkdown and a backward pass, I still wouldn’t have been the right person for Eric, the same way he wasn’t ever going to be the right person for me.

When we were almost done dividing up assets, Eric’s attorney stated that Eric was seeking full custody of my dog.

“Wait! Time-out!” I said, jumping to my feet, making a T with my hands.

“There’s no time-out in divorce, Katie,” Eric said, turning his wrist to check a watch I’d never seen before: big and silver with an unmarked blue face.

“Whatever. Sidebar,” I said, tugging at Arnold Troyer’s sleeve.

Arnold grabbed his files and allowed me to drag him to the hallway. Once we were out of earshot from Eric’s bottle blond friend, I took a deep breath and said, “Bark is all I want.”

“What is Bark?”

“Barkimedes. My dog. I told you. Eric can have everything else, but I need my dog.”

“Let’s not be rash,” Arnold said, wiping his nose with a folded paper towel he’d pulled from his pocket. “Perhaps, if you’d be willing to share custody—”

“No! Eric hates Bark. He’s only doing this to pick at me. To prove a point he doesn’t have to prove. I get it. I know why he cheated. I know I was a shit wife. I just want my dog.”

Arnold thumbed through my file. “Is this dog a purebred? Show dog? Can we assign a cash value?”

“Does your best friend have a cash value?” I asked, my voice getting froggy as my throat tightened.

Arnold sighed, mopping at his head with the same paper towel. “I like to tell my clients not to lose sight of the forest for the trees.”

“I don’t want the forest,” I shouted, and then, surprised by the echo of my voice in the hall, I tried to take it down to a whisper, “or the house, or the stupid blender his mom gave us, or the baby clothes I bought too soon, or the ugly couch he probably screwed her on.” I pointed down the hall to the friend, who was still clicking away on her phone. “I want Bark and I want to start over. And I think it’s all he wants too; it’s just that this—this is the worst part of it.”

Eric needed to justify himself. The cheater doesn’t get to feel like they’ve been wronged, and that lack of acknowledgment was making him reckless, like a kid coloring on the walls in permanent ink. He cheated. I checked out. Neither of us was right, but I checked out long before he cheated. This was him, embarrassed, hurt, broken, saying, Look at what you made me do! Pay for what you made me do! React to me for fuck’s sake!

I wiped tears from my chin with my sleeve.

Arnold reached into his pocket and handed me another paper towel folded into four. I wondered if he sat around at night folding paper towels so he could have them at the ready. Why didn’t he carry tissues or a handkerchief like a normal person?

Arnold watched me while I blotted my eyes. His face softened. He leaned in close. “Is this really what you want?”

I nodded. Okay, Eric. I’m reacting. This is the end, and I’m fighting.

“Alright,” Arnold said, pulling his files to his chest. “Go to the ladies’ room, calm down, splash some water on your face. I’ll see what I can do.”

“Thank you.” I blew my nose. It echoed.

“If I can get you more, I’ll get you more, but if all else fails we take the dog and call it a win.”

I ran down the hall, the high heels I almost never wore punctuating my retreat. In the bathroom, I ran cold water on my wrists and tried not to picture what it would feel like to hand Bark’s leash over to Eric.

I loved that dog from the second I saw him on the shelter website. He had a face like a German Shepherd, the bat ears of a Boston Terrier, and fluffy Chow fur that was spotted and dappled like a Border Collie. One of his eyes was the richest caramel brown, and the other was a clear bright blue. I needed desperately to save someone, and there he was—Dog 2357—waiting for rescue.

I made Eric drive us all the way to Syracuse to adopt him. We got there just in time. Bark was scheduled to be put down the next day.

Because he was from Syracuse, I thought naming him Barkimedes was hysterical. Eric didn’t get it. He wanted to name him Jeter. Plus, Bark ate the back of the passenger seat in Eric’s brand new BMW when we made a pit stop at a gas station on the way home, so right off the bat, Eric was not a Bark fan. It went downhill from there.

For all intents and purposes, Bark was my dog. Every morning I sat on the floor next to his bowl of kibble and drank my coffee with his ribs pressed against mine because it was the only way he’d eat his breakfast. I was the one who knew which patches of floor he was afraid of, and that you couldn’t use the stove without first closing him safely in the bedroom with three toys and his favorite blanket, and that when we went to work, he needed the radio tuned to NPR so he could listen to All Things Considered and feel less alone.

Eric didn’t know these things. He didn’t bother to learn. He didn’t take me seriously when I told him how Bark needed us to act around him. So the one time I left them alone to go to Florida for a funeral, I came back to find shirts shredded, a section of the rug chewed away, and a dog who probably hadn’t eaten in four days, cowering in a corner while a basketball game blared on the radio.

I had to believe that Eric was only posturing and he wasn’t really going to take my dog. And I had to believe that Arnold Troyer: Rochester’s Best Divorce Lawyer was at least slightly competent.

I dried my hands and smoothed my hair.

My phone buzzed.

A text from my grandmother: Over yet?

I wrote back: Almost.

Hallelujah!

I smiled and typed: Nan! So smug!

Grab freedom by the balls!

I laughed and looked in the mirror and stood up straight as if Nan had told me to. My cheeks were flushed and my eyes were starting to swell, but when I walked back down the hallway, I clacked my high heels against the marble floor like a statement.

Eric’s friend was still sitting on the bench outside the conference room. She had begun to wilt, eyeliner pooling under her eyes.

Suddenly, I felt sorry for her. If Arnold Troyer did his job, I would walk away with Bark, but she’d still be stuck with a cheater who clipped his toenails at the kitchen table and talked to his mother on the phone every single day.

“I’m Katie, Eric’s ex,” I said, reaching out my hand to shake hers.

She didn’t introduce herself, only mumbled hello in a voice that was softer than I expected. Her hand was cold and boney. There were rhinestones glued to her nails.

“He should be done soon,” I said, and then blurted out, “Nice to meet you.”

Nice to meet you. And it played in my head when I sat next to Arnold and signed by the X’s. Nice to meet you, woman who facilitated my husband’s escape from what I’d previously thought was a lifelong thing. Woman who left your hair clip in my living room like you were marking your territory. Woman who gave me the push I needed to start over. It’s nice to meet you.



CHAPTER ONE
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“That’s the coffee shop I like,” I said, pointing out the window as I drove. “And that’s where I went to high school.” I turned onto Nan’s palm-tree-lined street of Florida ranch houses, each with a postage stamp yard and a kidney-shaped pool. “Ooh, Mrs. Cohen lost her flamingos!” The healthy flock of plastic birds had dwindled to three, and only one of them wore sunglasses now. “Times have changed, my friend.”

I looked behind me. Barkimedes had jammed all eighty pounds of himself into the tiny bit of backseat floor space, shoving his head as far as he could under the passenger seat.

“You’re going to like Nan.” My voice was raw and throaty from narrating the entire trip from Rochester, New York, to Port St. Lucie, Florida, in a futile attempt to keep Bark calm. I’d done some crying too. “Or maybe you won’t like Nan, because it’s you. But I think you should try. Please, Bark?”

We rounded the bend and there was Nan’s house. The crown of thorns I’d planted by the front path was tall and unwieldy. Dandelions dotted the lawn. I worried these were signs of Nan’s bursitis acting up again. She hadn’t mentioned it on the phone. But that was Nan. She didn’t complain. She tsked and moved on.

I caught a flash of motion across the picture window in the living room, and slowed the car to get a better look.

There was a man in Nan’s living room. Not one of her ancient, shrinking neighbors. A large man. Hulking. Standing close enough to the window that I could see the outline of his enormous shoulders through the sheer curtains. And then I couldn’t see him at all. A nervous rabbit heartbeat took over my chest.

I threw the car into park at the curb, leaving it running for the AC. “I’ll be right back, Bark,” I whispered, ducking out of the driver’s seat, pushing the door closed quietly behind me. The air was too thick, too warm. Crouching low, I tiptoed toward the house. I thought about banging on the window or yelling at the top of my lungs so that man would know I was aware of him. Maybe he would stop, afraid. Run out the back door, leaving Nan safe. But what if my yelling turned things? What if he was peacefully stealing Nan’s valuables, and my yelling pushed him into a hostage situation? Did he have a knife? A gun? I used my sleeve to push the thorny plants out of the way so I could peek in the window.

He was on top of Nan, pinning her to the floor. I fought the urge to scream. My eyes watered. Thorns snagged my bare legs as I ran to the front door. I wanted to kill him, and in my rage, it felt possible, like those women who lift cars to save their babies.

I slowly turned the knob and pushed the door open, stepping out of my flip-flops so they wouldn’t smack against the tile. That man was so much bigger than me. I needed the element of surprise. Adrenaline spiked in my veins, blood dripped from one of the scratches on my leg. I grabbed the knockoff Ming Dynasty vase of dried flowers by the door, raising it over my head slowly so he wouldn’t catch movement from the corner of his eye. Holding my breath, I snuck toward them.

When my toes hit the living room carpet, I heard Nan giggle. The man wasn’t forcing himself on her. She wrapped her bare arm around his bulging bicep, her naked knee pressed to his chest.

I backed from the room, still holding the vase in the air, dried flowers falling to the floor. My heart stuck in nervous rabbit time.

“Kaitlyn!” Nan called. “What in the world?”

“Oh, no,” I said, closing my eyes. “I’m going to go . . . I’m not judging—Good for you, Nan . . . Ooh, vitality and wow . . .”

“Oh, lord, sweetie! What is wrong with you?”

I opened my eyes. The muscled man had moved aside. Nan was sitting on the floor dressed in running shorts and a tank top. Instead of her comforting, pillowy folds of flesh, she was lean and wiry. She’d abandoned her yellowed bubbles of permed hair for a short white pixie cut that made her blue eyes shocking and sprightly.

“Wow,” I said, trying to make sense of this new version of Nan. “You look—”

“I owe it to this fellow.” She patted the bicep. “Billy, this is my granddaughter, Katie.”

“I’ve heard so much about you,” Billy said, grinning.

I tucked the vase in my armpit so I could shake his hand.

“Nice to—I’m sorry, I thought—I thought that . . .”

“Katie, we were stretching,” Nan said flatly. She jumped up from the floor with a surprising amount of vigor, took the vase from me, returning it to its place, and gave me a bear hug.

“It was like a piece of me was missing,” she said, kissing my cheek. She picked a dried strawflower from my hair and pointed to my leg. “Let’s get that cleaned up before you make a mess of everything.”

I nodded.

“Thank you, Billy!” Nan said. “Same Bat-time?”

“Same Bat-channel,” Billy said, smiling as he let himself out.

Nan led me to the bathroom. I sat on the lid of the toilet and she cleaned my leg with a cotton ball soaked in witch hazel, blowing on it to dull the sting.

Now that I knew she was okay, my heartbeat steadied, and my eyes filled with tears. Every bad thing that could have happened cycled through my brain in vivid detail. Billy the Intruder, with a sneer on his lips, gun in hand. Nan crying in a heap on the floor, her face battered and bruised. Worse. It could have been worse than that. Even though I knew there had never been any danger, I couldn’t stop the movie in my head.

“Still such a baby,” Nan said, smiling. “You always cried over cuts and scrapes.”

I tried to focus on Nan’s not-broken nose, her bruise-free cheeks. “I thought he was hurting you,” I said, stifling a sob.

“I know, sweetie.” Nan brushed hair from my face and kissed my forehead, saying the words she’d said to me a million times when I was a child: “It’s not always the worst-case scenario.”

It could be, was my constant reply, but now I kept it to myself. I didn’t want her to know that I wasn’t any better. That maybe I was worse.

Nan returned the witch hazel back to the medicine cabinet and threw the band-aid papers in the trash. Her arms were strong and sinewy. No signs of bursitis.

“Did you have a good drive?” she asked.

“Crap! My car is running! I have to get Bark!”

Nan followed me outside.

As we approached the car, I couldn’t see Bark through the window. “Maybe I should do this myself?”

“Well, let me help you with your bags, at least,” Nan said.

“We can get them later,” I whispered, hoping Nan would bring her volume down.

“Nonsense. I’ll help you now.”

“With Bark, things need to be a certain way.”

“He’s a dog. You tell him how things are. He’ll deal with it.” Nan reached for the door handle. Bark sprung from his hiding place, growling and gnashing his teeth.

“Holy crow!” Nan said, stepping back. “Pop the trunk, I’ll grab your suitcase.” She tried to act like she wasn’t rattled, but as I climbed in the car to calm Bark, I saw her press her hand to her heart and take a deep breath.

Bark wouldn’t ever bite her. At least I didn’t think he would. He wasn’t mean, just scared. I scratched his chest until he settled to a grumbling growl. Then I climbed into the driver’s seat to grab the butter knife from the door pocket.

My ancient Honda Civic had served me nobly for a hundred and seventy thousand miles, but these days, it needed sweet-talking.

“Right back, Barky. Promise.” I hit the trunk release and ran around to jimmy the latch with the knife. Nan watched silently. In the trunk there were two laundry baskets of clothes and an array of odds and ends shoved in plastic grocery bags from Wegmans.

“Eric got the suitcases,” I said, slipping the butter knife into my back pocket.

“Goodness,” Nan said. “When will the rest of your stuff get here?”

“You’re looking at it.” I could have taken more from the house when I left. I should have. But Eric hovered as I packed, ready to argue over what was his and what was mine. The resolve I’d mustered to get through our divorce proceedings was crumbling, and I needed out before I broke in front of him. He couldn’t argue over my ratty old sweaters, or the endless collection of t-shirts from shows at the Rochester Regional Theatre, where I’d been assistant costume designer. He had no claim on the small stack of my father’s books, or the lap quilt Nan’s friend Bunny made me when I left for college. Almost everything else felt like set dressing for a life that didn’t belong to me.

I knew it was rash to leave so much. Stupid. Heartbreaking, when I realized my sewing machine was in the mix of what I left behind. Bark and I were already in Pennsylvania when that loss dawned on me. Too late to turn around.

Nan stared, mouth slack.

“It’s no big deal,” I said, wiping sweat from my upper lip. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Are you at least getting a nice fat alimony check?” Nan asked, reaching for one of my green plastic laundry baskets.

“It’s not like that.”

Nan rested the basket on the bumper. The plastic was cracked at the handle. “Kaitlyn, what the hell? Eric was the one cheating, but he gets the house? His fancy car? Everything?”

“Allegedly cheating. He never admitted to it. I never caught him in any act,” I said. And it was true. I hadn’t seen anything other than circumstantial evidence. I found the infamous hair clip in the cushions of our couch. He came home smelling like perfume I didn’t wear. It was cliché. Embarrassing. I didn’t want to talk about it.

The car sputtered and stalled.

“I’m out of gas,” I said. “Can you go inside so I can get Bark out of the car before it gets hot? I’ll grab the rest later.”

“Kaitlyn.” Nan lifted the laundry basket again. It wasn’t even full. “How did Eric get everything? What did you get?”

“Bark,” I said, blinking to keep tears at bay.

Nan nodded solemnly and carried the basket to the house, but I knew she’d insist on having a talk about it later.

I climbed in the car with Bark.

“Okay, baby,” I whispered. “I need you to do something for me.”

He licked my chin.

“We’re going to leave the car now.”

I wrapped his ThunderShirt around his belly to help him feel safe, and reached, slowly, to the front seat to grab his leash, letting him smell it before clipping it to his collar. When I opened the door and got out of the car, Bark inched to the edge of the seat, legs shaking, fighting to be brave.

“Come on, Barky,” I said, crouching. “You can do this!” I wished I had someone coaxing me into the world the way I did for Bark. Sometimes, I wished I had a ThunderShirt.

Bark stepped out of the car, and we made the trek to the house, a few steps at a time, so he could sniff things and gather courage. When we got inside, Nan walked into the foyer a little too fast and said, “What is he wearing?” a little too loud.

Bark flashed me a pained look and darted away, yanking his leash from my hand. He ran down the hallway, feet skittering on the tile like a cartoon dog.

“It’s a compression garment!” I called, running after Bark.

Nan followed. I wished she wouldn’t, but she was kind enough to take us in. I couldn’t tell her what to do.

Bark ran to my old room and hid under the bed, his feathery tail and fluffy butt sticking out from under the ruffled bed skirt. Maybe it still smelled like me on that microscopic level only dogs can detect.

When Nan drove me to college freshman year, she promised my room would be waiting for me whenever I needed to come home. She said the same thing when Eric and I got married, which was possibly a heavy-handed hint, but I was five years younger and thought she was merely trying extra hard to say parental things because no one else would.

She’d made good on her promise. All my childhood belongings were right where I’d left them: unicorn bookends on the old pine desk, petal pink comforter smoothed across the whitewashed wicker bed, a Lisa Frank poster of a panda wearing overalls tacked to the wall above the headboard.

“Compression garment?” Nan said. “Does he think he’s fat?”

“He’s not fat,” I said. “It puts pressure on certain points to make him feel secure.”

“Mmm-hmm.” Nan raised an eyebrow, trying and failing to hide her amusement. “He’s beautiful, Kay. At least the bit of him I can see.”

“He’s a good boy. He’s just had a rough time of it.” I knelt on the floor and stuck my head under the bed skirt. Bark pressed his nose to my nose. His caramel-colored eye looked sad and soulful. The blue one looked scared. I scratched behind his ear. “You’ll be fine,” I said, breathing his warm doggy breath, feeling the clench in my chest let go.

“This is a sight,” Nan said, laughing. “Two butts. Where’s the camera? It’s a Christmas card picture!”

“No pictures, please.” I wriggled out from under the bed and dialed the purple clock radio to NPR. “He’ll be okay. We should let him get acclimated.”

“And how about you?” Nan asked, putting her arm around me while we walked to the kitchen. “How can we get you acclimated? A stroll to stretch your legs? A shower? I made cookies.” She pulled the head off the blue pelican cookie jar we painted together when I was nine, offering me his hollow belly filled with her famous double chocolate macadamia nut cookies.

They were still warm. I grabbed two. I hadn’t eaten much more than potato chips and peanut M&M’s since Bark and I left Rochester. Bark was afraid of drive-thru windows and I didn’t want to leave him in the car a second longer than necessary.

I shoved a cookie in my mouth. It had the texture of shredded cardboard, and something tasted off, like maybe the butter had spoiled. I avoided chewing while I inspected the other one. It looked normal: chocolaty brown, flecked with macadamia nuts.

“What is this?” I asked, with my mouth full, trying to decide if I should spit it out.

“Double carob macadamia nut,” Nan said. “I used soy flour instead of wheat, and applesauce instead of butter. High protein, low fat, and you can barely taste the difference!”

My saliva was turning the cookie to paste. I gagged.

“Are you alright, Kay?”

“Milk?” I said. “Please.”

Nan poured me a glass. I took a gulp to wash the cookie down. It tasted like pureed grass clippings.

“It’s hemp milk,” Nan said.

“Sure is.” I tried to smile.

“Well, you enjoy. I need to shower.” She did a move that was half jog, half cha-cha as she made her way across the kitchen. “Billy and I really worked it today.”

As soon as I heard the shower running, I threw the extra cookie down the garbage disposal, dumped the hemp milk, and tipped my head under the faucet to wash the remnants of horror from my mouth.

The fridge was no better. The old white Pyrex container that was always a reliable source of lasagna or mashed potatoes held grilled tofu and steamed asparagus. Even the blue roosters on the front looked disappointed. There was no Cool Whip, no peppermint patties hidden in the door rack, no rocky road ice cream in the freezer. I wanted fried chicken and real cookies and a squishy hug from Nan. I wanted things to be the way they’d always been, so I could forget I’d ever left. I settled on a tiny tub of chocolate soy yogurt and sat on the kitchen floor to mourn my failed marriage and the death of comfort food.

Staring at Nan’s fridge magnets, I spooned yogurt into my mouth. It wasn’t good, but at least it was chocolate.

One of the magnets had a picture of Betty Boop in pink leg warmers saying, “Nothing tastes as good as fit feels!”

“You lie,” I yelled, pointing my spoon at her. “Lasagna is better.” Betty stared back at me with fishbowl eyes. I chased the yogurt with half a dozen martini olives and hoped their presence in the fridge meant Nan hadn’t nixed real drinks in favor of wheat grass shooters.

“Helloooo,” a squeaky soprano voice called from the foyer. It was Ruth, Nan’s next-door neighbor.

There hadn’t been a knock. No ring of the doorbell. There never was. “Anybody hooooome?” Ruth called.

I raced toward my room.

“Helloooo,” Nan sang back, rushing down the hallway to dump her soggy towel in the laundry room. “Make yourself comfortable. Be right theeerrre.” Her hair was still wet, dripping on the collar of her neon pink t-shirt, but she’d applied a fresh coat of Persian Melon lipstick and given her cheeks a good pinch.

“What did you do?” I whispered.

“Everyone wants to see you,” she said, winking.

“I just got here!”

“That’s how welcome home parties work, Kay.”

“I’m not even settled,” I hissed, panic tightening my throat. I loved Nan’s friends. It was like having an enclave of grandparents in the most wonderful way, but also in the awkward-personal-question, not-so-gentle-nagging kinds of ways. No one in their right mind wants to walk into a room full of Grammys and Pop Pops heavy with the news that since the last visit she’s struggled with infertility, gotten divorced, moved back home, and isn’t game for being set up with that nice young doctor they see for their trick knee.

“Settle!” Nan said, giving me a gentle shove toward my room. “We’re not stopping you. Everyone will be here for hours.”

I tried to keep the groan inside my head, but I think Nan heard it anyway, and when I marched down the hall, it felt like teenager déjà vu.

*  *  *

Bark was curled up on the bed next to my old teddy bear. He raised his eyebrows when I walked in the room, guilty.

“It’s alright, buddy. You can have Mr. Waffles.” I sat on the bed and picked up the bear. It was already soaking wet.

Bark licked things when he got nervous. It drove Eric crazy. Admittedly, it was gross to sit on a cold damp spot on the couch or step on a patch of rug Bark had carefully groomed, but I understood the impulse. I’d been a thumbsucker and a nailbiter as a kid. When anyone shamed me about my self-soothing behaviors, it made me need them more, so I didn’t see the point in scolding Bark.

I moved the bear to the foot of the bed, away from my pillows.

Bark gave me a longing look.

“You can have it,” I said. “Just down here, okay?”

Bark inched toward the end of the bed, but I was sure soggy Mr. Waffles would be back on my pillow as soon as I looked away.

I flopped next to him and stared at the smiley face sticker Nan stuck to the ceiling to cheer me up on my first day in this room.

Two years after my dad died, when my mom was bored of being my mom and wanted to move both of us to Costa Rica to live with a man she met on a wine tasting tour, Nan flew up from Florida to make an issue of it. “You can do whatever you want with yourself, but you’ll have to fight me for the kid,” she said, making tight fists with her hands. I wasn’t sure if she was proposing a legal battle or a brawl. I don’t know about court, but Nan would have beaten my mom to a pulp if they took it to the backyard.

In the end they let me choose. I was terrified picking Nan would crush my mother, but I only knew the Spanish I’d learned from Sesame Street, and I felt better around Nan. My mother made me nervous before my dad died. After, it was worse. She either paid me too much attention, or looked past me, like I didn’t exist. I never knew what to steel myself for. Nan was the same all the time, and she always tried to be nice, even when she didn’t understand me.

So I moved to Florida, to the bright little bedroom Nan decorated with flowers and ruffles. I drank Shirley Temples while Nan and her neighbors had “martoonis.” I learned to play canasta, macramé plant hangers from nylon rope, and identify popular songs in Muzak form.

I shouldn’t have worried about my mother. She seemed relieved to walk away from the constant reminder she’d picked the almost expired fruit at the market. She’d tell me I had my father’s eyes, and it was an accusation, not a compliment. After Nan took on the burden of me, my mother was finally free to be with the mustachioed wine tour man, and then to follow her next great love to an ecovillage in Nicaragua, then move to Morocco with some guy she met at a beach volleyball tournament. At first, she called every Sunday. All she wanted to hear was that I was happy, healthy, and doing well in school. I tried to be the girl she wanted me to be, but then Nan would get on the phone, spilling beans about the bronchitis I couldn’t shake, or my problems with long division. She’d beg my mom to plan visits that never happened. Eventually, the phone calls stopped coming, letters turned to postcards, and then the postcards stopped too. For the most part, it was easier. One less person I had to pretend for.

To be fair, it must have been really hard to lose your husband at the ripe old age of thirty-one, left with a nine-year-old kid to raise by yourself, without the luxury of being able to blame some trashy friend in a courtroom hallway for the whole mess.

*  *  *

I lay on the bed next to Bark while he sucked on Mr. Waffles’s ear. Someone fired up the stereo in the living room and the shouts of helloooo grew louder as more neighbors arrived. Bark hadn’t peed since we’d trekked into the woods behind a gas station in Midway, Georgia, to find him adequate privacy. I knew if I didn’t take him out immediately, there wouldn’t be another chance until well after midnight.

My room had a sliding glass door to the screened-in patio. I peeked from behind the curtain to make sure no one was there. The sun had set, and the pool lights were on, casting creepy webs of light across the water. The plan was to go from my room to the nearby screen door and out into the darkness of the backyard before anyone saw us. But as soon as we got to the patio, I smelled cigar smoke and knew Nan’s friend Lester Sam was already wandering around the yard, like he always did at her parties. There was no way Bark would do his business with an audience.

The patio had another screen door, leading to a small patch of grass on the other side, but we’d have to go past the pool to get there. I grabbed Bark’s collar and tried to walk toward the other door, but looking at the water gave me the same kind of wobbly-kneed feeling I got at the top of a Ferris wheel. I started thinking about Bark falling in. Bark sinking below the surface. Tendrils of dappled fur at the bottom of the pool, waving like seagrass. I wanted to hug the ground to make sure it wasn’t moving, like it could tilt at any moment and send us careening into the water. I told myself if I took one step, the next would be easier, but I couldn’t move my legs at all. My toes felt numb, like the blood in my veins had stopped flowing and my nerves were no longer connected to my brain.

Bark whined and nudged my arm.

“Okay,” I whispered, “we’re okay,” and the spell I was under started to crack. I looked away from the pool and took a deep breath. The patio had inset garden beds along the edge where I’d planted bromeliads and miniature palms during my last summer home from college. I led Bark toward them, away from the pool. My legs still felt like rubber, but they moved.

“Do you have to pee?” I asked, and waited while he paced in the dirt until he found an acceptable spot behind a concrete mermaid statue. He still squatted like a puppy, even though he was over a year old. The mermaid was new. The red canistropsis he desecrated was not.

When he was done, we ran to my room like the ground was hot lava and there were monsters lurking in the dark. I slid the glass door closed and shut the curtains. Bark jumped on the bed, burrowing under the comforter. I wanted to climb under the covers with him and be done with the world for the night, but I knew eventually Nan would come find me, and she’d be disappointed if she thought I didn’t want to go to her party at all.

“Are you going to be okay in here, Barky?” I asked, and saw his tail wag under the blanket. “I won’t be gone long. Promise.”

On my way out, I caught a glimpse of myself in the pink-framed princess mirror on the back of my bedroom door. I didn’t look like a child pretending to be an adult anymore. I looked like an actual adult, and what troubled me was that the new lines on my face were all carved into my forehead. No crow’s feet, no laugh lines. Worry was all I had to show for the last five years. Worry and Bark.



CHAPTER TWO
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I snuck to the edge of the living room and sat on the floor in the shadows of the hallway, like I had so many times as a child, sneaking around in my nightgown to watch everyone after I’d been sent to bed. Happy chatter. Ice cubes clinking in the good rocks glasses. Dean Martin on the record player. The warm yellow glow of the dimmed lights creating a barrier against the night. I’d watched Nan and her friends to learn how to be a person, trying to absorb all of it: the way to hold a martini glass, how to touch someone’s arm when they said something funny. It made me an anachronism. Manners and gestures from another era, figures of speech that didn’t make sense to other kids, who spent their free time playing soccer or going to Girl Scout meetings. I don’t know if I would have been a wallflower anyway; if I watched because that’s who I already was, or if watching made it so.

I spotted Nan’s next-door neighbor Ruth as she handed a drink to her behind-the-fence neighbor, Marta. They were both wearing the same hot pink t-shirt as Nan. In the hallway, I’d only noticed the front of Nan’s shirt, but now I could see that on the back was the silhouette of a mermaid posed like the figure on a trucker’s mud flap. There were at least a dozen women wearing the same shirt. They all looked so fit and fabulous that I wondered if some of the ladies who weren’t familiar were actually old friends in new shape, but I didn’t want to stare and risk someone noticing me. I felt like all the words I’d ever learned were stuck in a small dark place in my chest. The idea of polite conversation was painful.

Marta chatted up Althea, who lived one street over, and taught me how to change the oil in my car before I left for college, “because there are things a woman needs to know, Kay, and it’s our job to teach each other!” Althea was the director of the Port St. Lucie library, and everyone always teased her about being young. She was sixty-four.

The men, as always, were few and far between. Lester would probably stay on the lawn smoking his cigar for most of the night. Jack “Call me Uncle Jackie” Mitchell, in his half-buttoned Hawaiian shirt, was laughing too loud at one of Ruth’s jokes, slapping her on the back hard enough to throw her off balance.

Isaac Birnbaum sat in the blue wing chair at the far corner of the living room, scotch in hand, bewildered. He was still wearing his blue windbreaker and it was close enough to the color of the chair to look like an attempt at camouflage. Isaac showed up to all of Nan’s parties, but his wife had been such a talker that he’d never had to get comfortable with party chatter. In high school, I worked for him at his tailor shop during summers and after school. I loved the comfortable silence he allowed. Once, we spent an entire Saturday sewing hems without ever exchanging more than a smile.

The ottoman next to Isaac was open. If I cut through the kitchen and went in the other entrance to the living room, I might be able to sit next to him without fanfare. We could be invisible together, and later, when Nan nagged me about being antisocial, I could honestly say, “I was there the whole time!”

I started to make my move. A shriek came from the crowd.

“Oh my god!” A tiny woman charged at me, her shock of dyed auburn hair was short and spiky. The sea of pink shirts parted to make way. “I thought I saw a pretty little face over there!”

It wasn’t until she leaned in to kiss my cheek that I realized it was Bitsie. It was the scent of Bitsie I recognized. Jean Nate and baby powder. Her flabby underarm “angel wings,” as she called them, were gone. She was sleek and toned, except for a charming little pouch under her chin.

“You look amazing!” I said.

“Billy!” she said breathlessly. “But I’m not having an affair with him either.” Bitsie laughed and her face sunk into the folds of her neck like a turtle. I’d always loved the way she didn’t care how laughter made her look. She laughed with her whole self in a way I wished I could. She’d been a pediatric intensive care nurse until she retired at sixty-five, and she’d seen so many sad things that when there was joy to be had, she was all in.

I wondered if it was Nan or Billy who told her about my grand entrance.

“I never seem to get used to you all grown up,” Bitsie said, reaching up to mess my hair. “I still can’t believe you didn’t invite me to your wedding!”

Eric and I were married at city hall on a Wednesday.

“Sorry,” I whispered. “No one was invited.” I’d assumed Nan told her friends why I was back. I didn’t want to have to say the words: I am divorced.

“I’m going to be at your next one,” Bitsie said, like it was fact. “With bells on. No excuses. And if you pick a dud, I will shout my objections.” She winked at me.

“Where were you last time?” I asked, slipping into the old rhythm of our banter. “I could have used a warning.”

“You only get warnings the second time. You have to make mistakes on your own first.” Bitsie leaned in close. “I was married once before, you know. To a man,” she whispered. “Us divorcées have to stick together.” She looped her arm into mine and called out, “Somebody get this girl a martooni!”

Suddenly, I felt settled. I could handle a party if Bitsie was my wingman. I watched her pour gin and vermouth into Nan’s old silver shaker.

“Dirty?”

I nodded, and she added a dash of olive juice to the mix, before giving it the briefest of jiggles. Her freckled hands were steady when she poured. She passed me a too-full glass and ushered me to the loveseat for a chat.

“Seriously, how are ya, kiddo?” she asked. “I barely saw you last time you were here.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, “I should have spent more time—”

“It meant a lot that you came home for the funeral.” Bitsie patted my back the way you might comfort a baby. “I know how hard that was for you.”

“How are you?” I asked, embarrassed I’d made any of it about me. She was the one mourning the most. I came home for her wife’s funeral with every intention of being a person she could lean on, the kind who sets out platters of cold cuts and does the dishes at the end of the night. But the smell of embalming fluid at the wake got to me in the worst way, and I never even made it to the funeral. I never made it past the lobby of the funeral home. I told Nan it was a stomach flu, but she knew it wasn’t that kind of sick. I walked six miles home in stiff, sweaty ballet flats to get away from that smell. The blister holes in my heels took weeks to mend and left scars.

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “I’m so sorry she’s gone.”

“I still wake up every day thinking Bunny is going to be there.” Bitsie’s smile was sad and sweet. “I’m scared someday I’ll wake up and already know she isn’t, and that’s when she’ll really be gone.”

I set my martini on the coffee table and grabbed her hand. She squeezed mine back.

“If that happens,” I said, “I’ll come over early and bang pans in the kitchen and sing the ‘Good Morning’ song so you can lie in bed and pretend.”

Bitsie laughed. “She loved you so much, you know.”

The tears happened fast, splashing on my shirt. Bitsie pressed her forehead to mine.

“I loved her,” I whispered. I couldn’t even find words for the extent. Bitsie was Nan’s best friend from all the way back when they were teenagers. Bunny always made me feel like I was her friend, like Nan was over to visit Bitsie and I was there to visit her. She kept me from being a kid in tow. She made me feel important.

“Bun always wanted you to have her sewing machine.”

“I couldn’t . . .”

“Why don’t you take her whole sewing room? You still have a key, right? Come over tomorrow. I have a project for you.”

“What are you old biddies carrying on about?” Nan called from across the room, dancing over to us. “Get up! Get up! It’s a party, for Christ’s sake!” I used my leg muscles to stand while Nan went through the motions of pulling me to my feet. She gave a little shimmy and bumped her hip to mine. She was at least two drinks in. “Isn’t my granddaughter gorgeous?” she said to Bitsie as she squeezed my cheeks, forcing a fish face.

“Gorgeous!” Bitsie said. “You know, Billy is single!”

“I do know!” Nan said.

“Oh, what a beautiful couple!” Bitsie shouted, giving me an exaggerated wink.

“You’re both the worst!” I said, smiling. “The absolute worst. And I love you.” My glass was almost empty, and it had been a long time since I’d had anything stiffer than chardonnay. I kissed them both and went to the kitchen for a glass of water before anyone could hand me another martooni.



CHAPTER THREE
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It was almost one o’clock when the last of Nan’s friends filed out the front door, leaving lipstick marks on our cheeks.

“What’s with all the pink t-shirts?” I asked as I helped Nan hand wash martini glasses.

Nan took the next clean glass from me, drying it with a dishcloth. “Bitsie and I started an exercise group. We decided it was about time we were mermaids again, so we’re teaching the others.”

“You were dancers, right?” I asked, remembering a yellowed black-and-white photo I’d seen when I was little: Nan and Bitsie, young and glamorous, in matching seashell tops, applying lipstick side by side at a dressing room mirror.

“No, Kay, we were mermaids. Underwater.” She put down the glass and walked out of the room.

I froze, remembering how Homer Lampert used to come for drinks on Fridays and tell us crazy tales about his days at sea. At first they were old sailor stories. A girl in every port. An epic bender in Bora-Bora. But over time, his tales grew more fanciful. Sirens and sea creatures. A fierce battle with an octopus I was fairly certain came from 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea. One time he asked me what a girl like me was doing in a place like this, as if he were still a twenty-year-old boy in a sailor suit.

We all took care of Homer as long as we could, trading shifts watching war movies with him on his tiny old Zenith. The first time I drove without Nan in the car was to take Homer to his doctor’s appointment.

I liked when it was my turn. I’d bring my homework with me, but I always ended up doing it on the bus the next morning so I could listen to Homer’s stories. The way he lived in his mind and shared it with us, the way he got to be young again even though his bones were old and brittle, was sad and awful and beautiful at the same time.

I cried the day Nan called Homer’s daughter in Oklahoma City, after he slipped out on Bitsie’s watch and tried to swim in the water trap at the golf course. I helped Nan pack up Homer’s things and finally got to see pictures of him as a sailor: young, smiling, strong enough to wrestle an octopus.

When his daughter came, tight-lipped and unamused by Homer’s new penchant for racy jokes, we moved martooni night to Tuesday so he could join us one last time. We toasted to Homer and Homer toasted to the sea, and then he left with his daughter the next morning. Landlocked for the rest of his life.

A few weeks later his daughter called Nan to say that Homer had a stroke and passed away. We all felt awful. We could have kept taking care of him until the end. He would have been happier with the family he had with us than the one in Oklahoma.

I placed the martini glass in the sink and held on to the counter to steady myself. Bitsie and I would make a list of who to ask for help watching Nan. Maybe Billy could continue her training so she could keep her body fit even if her mind . . . I gasped for air.

Nan walked in carrying a big black photo album and dropped it on the kitchen table with a smack, sending dust from the pages. She flipped the cover open. “Look!” she said. I joined her at the table, hands at my sides so she wouldn’t see them shake. There she was: a mermaid. Smiling wide, bubbles escaping from her nose, her long blond hair curling around her face in weightless tendrils.

I sat across from her, trying to catch my breath. I didn’t understand, but at least it was a real memory, not made-up. She had a fin.

Nan turned the book to face me and flipped the page. “And here’s Bitsie, and remember my friend Bernadette?” She pointed to a photo of two identically dressed brunettes underwater, their arms around a man in an old-fashioned diver’s suit. She turned the page again and pointed to more mermaids. “Audrey, and Hannah, and Woo Woo.”

“Woo Woo?” My hands stopped shaking.

“Her name was LouEllen, but underwater it sounded like ‘Woo Woo.’ ”

“Nan, what is all this?” I asked, pointing to LouEllen’s picture. I’d never even seen the album before.

“It was a mermaid show at a roadside attraction shack off Highway One, and we were the stars. The Caloosahatchee Mermaids.”

“Mermaid show?”

Nan grinned, nodding. “There were dozens in Florida back then. Entertainment on the way to someplace else. Mermaid shows, alligator wrestlers, fortune-tellers, mystics. There was something at almost every exit.” She turned the page and touched a picture of her young face. “Mr. Crozier, the owner, built a huge tank with windows for a dolphin show. But then he couldn’t get dolphins, so he got us girls instead.” She laughed. “We weren’t the only mermaid show, and we certainly weren’t the biggest. But I like to think we were the best.”

She flipped the page to another picture: Nan and Bitsie, arms around each other, blowing bubble kisses toward the camera.

“Why did you stop?”

She shook her head. “Your grandfather was embarrassed. Like he’d started dating a gypsy or a burlesque star. Swimming around and breathing from tubes, having people see me in a shell bra . . . He convinced me it was something to be ashamed of. But now”—she smiled and her blue eyes sparkled—“now I look back and I’m amazed at myself. At all us girls. We were strong. It took guts for us to do what we did. It took skill and practice.”

“Where did they all end up?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Nan said. “Bernadette was in West Palm Beach until she passed away, but the others . . . they got married and moved on. We used to send Christmas cards, but eventually they came back without forwarding addresses.” She sighed, and I realized how close she was to crying. “I still miss Woo Woo. Me and Bitsie and Woo, we were a team. The three of us rented a teeny-tiny studio apartment and slept on camping cots. We were so broke. But it was the most fun I’ve ever had.” She touched a photo of Bitsie pulling off a bathing cap to shake out her hair. “I miss swimming like that. Mermaid class isn’t quite the same.”
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