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    What was extraordinary about my brother’s face was it was our father’s face, all the angles and shadows the very same, asleep against faded linen, the pale sinewy quality of his skin; drawn but shiny from the warmth of the steamed radiator heat. I had slipped into his room on tiptoe to hide from my family downstairs and spent the rest of the morning sitting in a dark corner, my hands clasped around my knees, sleeping Sam’s sleep, breathing his breath. His hands were folded over his chest like a corpse, and for the longest time, I watched him, still like a stone, as the strange bruised light of a spring storm spun outside the windows.


    The night before I had waited up for him, had greeted him at the door. I made him hot chocolate in April at 3:00 in the morning.


    “You should be asleep,” he told me.


    I had grown since he had gone. I sensed he knew this; I could feel his discomfort. Little sister had tits! and fingernails! and big hair and a pout! By then, I had already been kissed and smoked cigarettes, learned how to touch myself and be coy.


    That morning, a Saturday, had been all about rain. I was kneeling on the couch in the far sitting room, my chin resting on the sofa’s round, full back, gazing out the bay windows to a slice of Boston Harbor. In the upper corner of the window, the sea formed a triangle where I saw no boats but rolling white wave tops, and below that, a line of trees, a meadow, and the broken brick on the patios, the grass not yet strong enough to poke through the cracks.


    From there I heard the front door open and close, the splash of rain growing louder between the claps of the door, and then, the sounds of footsteps carrying the swish of water, the rustling of coats. “New York was chaos,” my sister Sara said to no one in particular. “Good God, the rain—all the way from Virginia. It is fucking eternal.”


    On the sill, Mother’s orchids were all dead, as were the gardenias, though I had saved the few healthy leaves with the idea that they would multiply. I reached out a hand and touched one shiny gardenia leaf and thought of Sara’s hair, the way it folded around the top of her head like upside-down petals. “Anybody home?” she called, and then a cacophony of more sounds: the slapping of umbrellas and suitcases, the slip and squish of sling-back shoes, the knock of a loafer heel, and the rustling of bags of mint condiments and ingredients for apricot glazes.


    “Oh, the rain,” my grandmother Noonoo singsonged through the house, her yoo-hoo tone underscored by a frightening pop and click of her thin-button Parisian shoes, a busy, boisterous step moving from a whine and thump of a butler door, click click click over the creaking boards in the dining room and into the hall. “Horrible, my goodness, dear, so horrible, but we’re all dry here and Samuel’s home. Thank goodness Sam is home.”


    There was a slipping and shaking of coats and kisses. “Thank goodness we’re all home,” she said again.


    “Where’s Lulu?” Sara asked.


    “Here.” I raised my hand in hello. I had just reached the doorway and stopped as my grandmother shot a disgusted look at my uncombed hair and what I was wearing: my lost father’s underwear, ski socks, and a holey sweater.


    “How ’bout some breakfast?” Noonoo asked. She turned toward the others, smiling graciously, the enormous lumps of her breasts balancing the old lady hump in her upper back. Her right hand absently reached for a button on the top of her blouse, the bones of her wrist acting like the tongue of a bell for the countless George Jensen bangles and bracelets. “You must be ravished. You’ve been on the road since dawn.”


    “You mean famished, Grandmother,” Sara said, smirking. She took her hand and smoothed the skirt of her boiled wool salmon-colored “car” suit. “F o r e v e r. We’ve been on the road fucking f o r e v e r!”


    I recklessly moved into the clot of them, wrapping my arms around Sara and her husband, Bish, together. Sara took my hand and squeezed it as if sending Morse code, while Bish, baby-faced and clean-cut, smiled and rolled his eyes impatiently, wiggling his fingers, the tips shaped like spatulas.


    “Hi, Mom,” Sara called up the stairs.


    “And hello to you,” Mother said. She stood at the top of the banister. She posed dramatically, holding one hand above her head; the other poked from her side like a wing. “Sadly, this is all that is left of what used to be your mother.”


    She laughed and slowly began her descent of the stairway. I watched her negotiate the steps one by one. Mother was truly beautiful. She had enormous blue eyes the color of swimming pools and almost perfect skin. True, she was still too thin, but today she had dressed up, put on some lipstick, and weaved her blonde hair into a French twist. “Hey Bishdims,” she said, turning to Bish. “C’est bien ca pour toi?”


    “Who wants breakfast?” Sara asked.


    “Oh, yes,” Noonoo said. She quickly turned to lead everyone down the hall to the kitchen but stopped for a moment to wait for Mother. “Breakfast sounds good, doesn’t it, Mimi? Let us scramble up some bacon and eggs.”


    “Yes, sounds terrific, thanks, Moth-errrr,” Amelia said. “Lulu, darling…,” she began, but I didn’t hear the rest. I was already halfway down the hall, running through the kitchen and up the back stairs where I quietly snuck into Sam’s room and spent the rest of the morning watching him, searching for any indication that he would soon cease to exist, that, like our father, he, too, might slip into the sea without a trace.
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    Later, Sam sat smoking at the end of the bed, me wearing his Marine cap, much too big.


    Keep a low profile, he whispered.


    Be unpredictable.


    Remain vigilant.


    “This is how to survive Easter dinner.” He laughed. He was messing with something in between his fingers, studying it and rolling it around in his hands, and it took me a moment to figure out what it was. A watch? It turned. A statue of a bird? An old coin.


    And then I gave him the rundown. “Noonoo’s cooking Christmas dinner for Easter because Mother transposed the holidays as a joke and Noonoo doesn’t dare say anything.” I stopped and turned the hat around backward, and whispered. “Sara has invited all the dead men’s wives. Noonoo had Mother hire a new housekeeper, Catherine, and she is retarded. Mother told Catherine I might be retarded, too, and now Catherine and I are best friends. Retard friends. Hurrah! Al, her husband, is a veteran and he has emphysema but smokes Pall Malls—one after the other. He has an oxygen tank, and Noonoo is afraid he will blow up the house. Did you know anything about that, I mean, about the fact I am retarded?”
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