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“Lucien—” I start to talk, but he pulls me tight against him, so tight that all my words get stuck.


“I need you, Tess,” he whispers. “You don’t even know. You have no idea.”


“Lucien, I need you, too—”


“I need you in a different way. I need you so I can stay . . . intact.”


“Don’t say that, Lucien. You’re—”


“It’s only because of you.”


“Me?”


“Yes, you. You keep me good.”
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Tessa’s head over heels for Lucien, the son of a French diplomat. Sexy, artistic, and daring, he brings out a completely new side of her. With him, Tessa feels beautiful and exotic. So when Tessa’s strict father forbids her to see Lucien, she’s determined to continue their relationship in secret.


But as Tessa gets caught up in Lucien, he becomes increasingly volatile. What she once found alluring about him now feels alarming. Tessa must figure out how far she’ll go for Lucien before she risks losing not just him, but everything she loves.
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THE FIRST PART
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I tell it all to Lucien. He’s stretched to the max on the furry white couch in his mother’s red apartment, looking like something you’d want to paint. Low-slung jeans and the black-on-black kimono, open and almost falling off, so I see the whole smooth front of him all the way down to his poutylooking outie and the blue tattoo of the Algiz rune. He’s drawing in his sketchbook—scratch, scratch, scratch—but I know that he is listening as he murmurs “Nazi” under his breath in his French so-sexy accent, his nostrils flaring, wide and black.


“Dad’s not that bad,” I’m about to say, but Esme’s back, dangling a pair of shoes. She’s been foraging through Lucien’s mother’s closet again. “I’m going to borrow these,” she says. Silvery snakeskin. Four-inch heels.


Lucien yawns. Asks if she’s put the others back. “My mother noticed them gone, you know.”


“I didn’t take them. Mitra did.”


Not a likely story. Esme lies like others breathe. And Mitra’s more into boots.


“Well, somebody has to put them back. Also, Maman requests that you all stay out of her private realm. She’s going to put on a lock.”


“Blah, blah, blah,” says Esme. Her skirt’s so tight, the V of her thong shows through in back as she bends to put on the shoes. “Your mum just loves that we raid her stuff. It makes her feel very cool.”


Lucien twirls his pencil. “Tessa’s father—dad, I mean—says she can’t see me anymore. What do you think of that?”


Esme jumps like someone’s stuck her with a pin. The bangles clang on her bony wrists.


“I don’t get it. What do you mean?” She’s tall as a tree in the spiky heels.


“Tes . . . sa’s dad . . . does . . . not . . . want . . .” He drags it out as if Esme’s deaf and a hundred years old.


“Can someone really do that? I never heard of such a thing.”


Lucien laughs. “Isn’t she precious, Tess?” he says. “You’d think she was raised by wolves.”


“I don’t see your mummy here too much.” Esme’s English. Says “mummy” a lot. She rolls her eyes at Lucien. “She doesn’t even notice when the clothes in her closet disappear.”


“You take her clothes?” This is news to Lucien, who up till now thought it was only shoes. He goes back to the subject of my dad and tries to explain to Esme that certain parents in the world do, in fact, tell their kids who to see or not. This doesn’t compute in Esme’s brain. She sinks to the white alpaca next to my boyfriend’s feet. “Boyfriend,” I’ve just begun to say.


“Bizarre,” she comments, mystified, and fiddles with his toes. This I hate. Her bony fingers are limp with rings. Peridot and turquoise. Some great big diamond with a crack. Lucien’s toes are beautiful. The bottoms of his feet are smooth. Petal soft, the color of a flower tea. “Why don’t they like poor Lucien? He’s a sweet little boy. Wouldn’t hurt a fly.”


“That tickles, Esme. Get the hell off.”


“But why?” she coos. “Just tell me why.” It’s hard to look at Esme. Her beauty messes up my head. Her china-blue eyes don’t match the darkness of her skin. Her “mum’s” Malaysian, so she says. But no one’s ever seen her mum, so the story’s probably bogus too. Her height comes from her father (this part Lucien says is true), a red-faced Brit, thin as a flagpole and just as stiff. Esme’s hair is long and white. Cornsilk strands that fly in her face. I bought some bleach, but Lucien said Don’t touch your hair. He loves my looks, he tells me. So fresh and squeaky American-clean.


“Her father thinks I bring the marijuana.” “Marie Juan,” it sounds like, like the name of an exotic girl.


“So what. Who cares.”


“Well, it isn’t me. I wouldn’t share my stash like that.”


“Don’t put yourself down. You’re very kind.”


“Try to stay focused, Esme sweet.”


“Well, who made it up, this rumor, when everyone knows it’s Wid?”


“They talk on Sunday at the church.”


“What church?” says Esme, wide-eyed.


“All the Americans go to church. And when it’s over they have café—”


“And doughnuts?” says Esme brightly. “I had an American doughnut once—”


“Hopeless,” says Lucien close to my ear.


“You Americans always hate the French. And I know why,” says Esme. “You’re jealous because they speak so nice and they make soufflés and those chilly little aspic things.”


“What chilly little aspic things?”


“Those things with the tomatoes. Lucien knows the things I mean.” Esme stretches out her legs and stares at the snakeskin shoes. Then flashing back to me again:


“Can’t you just tell them it isn’t true? That the little Dutch boy sells the weed?”


“You really want her to rat on Wid?” Lucien intervenes for me. He’s stippling with his pencil now, putting angry eyebrows on my dad. Esme shrugs.


“Will your dad try to have him ganked, you think?”


“Vous êtes trēs drôle,” says Lucien, which means “you are very funny,” though Esme is not laughing, not even a smile on her spaced-out face.


“Doesn’t he work for the CIA?”


Lucien whispers, “FBI.” I’d asked him to keep this to himself. My dad doesn’t advertise that fact; people in the Bureau don’t. Not that it’s some big secret. For three months now, since we moved to Argentina, he’s been stationed at the embassy—the “legal attaché,” he’s called—with his weird little dweeb assistant, Jer, formally known as Jerry. We’re supposed to say he works for “Justice” if anyone asks. That’s Department of Justice, by the way, not the whole ideal.


Esme springs up. “Does he have a gun?”


“Go home,” said Lucien, waving her off.


“No, really, does he? I bet he does.” She clomps back and forth across the room, testing out the shoes. “Anyway, I guess I’ll go. I know you really want me to. Plus Gash is taking me out tonight.”


“How can you stand that scary old scag?” Gash is gross, but I’m glad we’ve stopped talking about my dad.


“Gash is an icon. An icon, love. He changed the world of rock.”


“He’s a dirty old man, is what he is.”


“He isn’t dirty. He bathes a lot. Sometimes several times a day and with soap that’s made by monks. Anyway, who cares. Gash and I have fun. We play this game—I call him ‘Daddy’ when we go out. At Christmastime, he’s taking me to Italy.”


“If you live to be twenty, Esme, it will be a miracle. Arrivederci. Blow a kiss.” Esme smiles, teetering slightly in the heels. She opens the door and tosses puffs of air at us.


“Find who has my mother’s clothes!” Lucien hollers after her. Her footsteps clatter in the hall. It sounds like she’s walking back and forth, breaking in the shoes. Seconds pass and we hear the elevator doors and the fading hum as the big brass cage lowers from the penthouse floor.


I turn to look at Lucien to ask him again not to mention my father’s job. But then I don’t, because he’s put down the pad and pencil with the portrait of my Nazi dad. He’s smiling too, thedimples dark at the ends of his mouth. That’s what I fell in love with first—those shady wounds at the corners there. He was standing in front of a painting by Michelangelo—a poster, that is, on the wall of the art room at our school. His full-lipped mouth looked just like the painted angel’s, and I knew I was going to kiss it soon. That was just two weeks ago—well, sixteen days and a couple of hours—yet I feel like I’ve always known that mouth, tilting now in the slow, faint smile that’s only meant for me.


“What are we going to do?” I ask.


“It’s so sexy when you’re serious. Everything dire and ter-ee-bul.”


“My dad isn’t kidding, Lucien. We really have to make a plan.”


“Tessa. Belle. Ma Tessa.” His voice is soft and sibilant. And already I feel the slow, hot dip just hearing the way he says my name with the belle in between, which in French, you know, means beautiful. “We’ll work it out. We’ll sneak around.”


“You don’t know my dad—”


“We’ll make up stories. Little lies. You’ll say that you’re at Esme’s house. Or Mitra’s place. Who cares? Your father can’t come to school with you or follow you around all day.”


“He knows when I’m lying. He has a gift.”


“Don’t worry, Tess. I’ll teach you how to do it. How to lie so good that nobody sees it in your eyes.” He reaches out and takes my hand. I forget about Dad as he draws me down on top of him. The silk kimono slips away, my face falling into the warm, dark slot beside his own. He talks in French against my hair as if what he needs to say to me can only be said in the language that came first to him.


So we make our plan: We’ll lie and fake. We’ll make up stories and sneak around. “It might be fun,” he whispers. Like Esme pretending she’s Gash’s daughter, calling him “Daddy” wherever they go, playing their game in the secret dark of clubs and bars. We could go to Alibi Alice too. She’s a girl at school who, for money, will fix up everything. “She’s an entrepreneur,” says Lucien. Before I leave we drink some port. I don’t really like the taste of it, but I love to hold the tiny cut-glass thimbles he takes from the Chinese cabinet. Solange, Lucien’s mother, is a cultural attaché and has things from all around the world. We sit on the floor on the Turkish rug.


He signs the drawing of my dad. He tears it out and I put it in my sketchbook, in between the pages, the way you’d press a flower.


“Drawings,” whispers Lucien, “are more intense than photographs. They’re the actual lines that the person has made. With the impulse of his nerves and touch.” When I look at this drawing years from now—when I’m old, he says, “an old, old girl in a red wool cap”—I’ll remember this afternoon.


The drawing doesn’t look like Dad. It doesn’t look like anyone. But already I know the other part’s true. The part about remembering.
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I leave Lucien’s and I walk so fast. I cross the twelve lanes of Avenida 9 de Julio in one spurt—not even a pause at the final curb. After being with Lucien, I can fly, even with my school books and the clunky sack of art supplies. In only minutes I’m at Plaza San Martín, the sprawling park with its ombu trees and the statue of the saint. He’s up on a horse, a warrior saint. People are strewn all over the grass in the last fast-fading spots of sun. It’s chilly still, but the Santa Rosa winds have come, and soon it will be summertime. Along the plaza’s shady edge, the old stone mansions—San Martín Palace, the Plaza Hotel—catch late-day light on their pale facades.


Tourists are streaming out of Calle Florida onto the streets and into the park. They move in groups, heavy with their shopping bags. You always know which ones they are. The real porteños, which is what they call the natives of Buenos Aires, are dark and sleek, gliding quickly through their world in clicking leather boots. Even the moms are totally hot. They’re thin and really elegant, nothing like the moms back home in Annandale. The breeze runs through their long black hair as they chatter away in small, tight groups, their smocked little kids in tow.


When I’m skimming across the plaza and I see these young and sexy moms, I pretend that I am one of them. It’s stupid, I know; I used to do the same with Mike—pretend I was old and married. But now it’s Lucien instead, and in my dream I’m dropping my kids at private school and heading off with the other moms to some chic and intimate café.


The fantasies follow me all the way home—on the train from Retiro Station to the leafy suburb where I live. Though the neighborhood is full of houses and lawns and trees, it isn’t like the suburb of Virginia where my family has always lived. The houses here are very close; the roofs of some of them even touch. They’re huge and tall and fortresslike, shaded with enormous trees—linden, plane, and the gomas with their polished leaves. The private spaces are in the back, sheltered from the world. On weekends the voices of the neighbors filter through the walls of hedge, soft and indistinct. The air is spiked with the scent of their asados, a smoky blend of fragrant wood and roasting meat that gets into your memory.


Along the way are the tiny booths where the vigilancia hang out. Every block has a private guard to watch for crooks and kidnappers. Kidnapping is a danger here. Or so they say at the embassy. I wave to our vigilancia. It’s Luis today with his sleepy dog.


Inside my house I notice right away that everything’s superclean. It’s always pretty clean, of course, now that we have a maid, but today I can smell the lemon wax hanging in the air. There are flowers too, and piles of little napkins with BIENVENIDOS scrawled on top. With a thud I remember it’s Chatter Night. That’s what they call their boring little parties when “the embassy folk,” as my dad likes to say, come over to “shoot the breeze.” It’s not a festive gathering—just a bunch of military guys and Immigration and that whole bunch who are stationed at the embassy. When Dad first proposed these Chatter Nights, I thought they might be interesting. But mostly they talk about office stuff and what’s on sale at the embassy store. I know what stuff they talk about because on Chatter Night Dad always makes me serve hors d’oeuvres. It’s only for half an hour, but I hate it like crazy anyway. He likes to show off his family—now that he’s in our midst again.


My mom’s in the kitchen with Nidia. I hardly recognize her these days. Since coming to Buenos Aires, she’s been totally transformed. She plays tennis with friends and goes out to lunch, and once a week some cutie guy from Rio gives her a massage. Her skin is tanned, which sets off the highlights in her hair. Next thing you know, she’ll be doing something to her face.


“Tessa, hi,” she greets me, glancing up from the pigs-in-a-blanket all ready to go. Nidia smiles and waves at me. She’s wiping glasses with a towel.


“Hi,” I say.


“So, where’ve you been?”


“Santa Fe. Looking at clothes.”


“Who with?”


“You know. The girls.”


“Was Cathy there?”


“No, not today.” My mom’s a fan of Cathy, who could win a prize for wholesomeness. Her father works for State. Mom starts to make her marinade—jam and Gulden’s mustard that she buys at the embassy store each week. Into this she drops the cut-up hot dogs yuck and sets it on the stove. The guests just love it, she always claims. It makes them think of home. When Lucien’s mom has parties, a Peruvian maid serves sauteéd oysters on a pick and marinated scallops that slide from a rippled seashell right into your mouth. I was there one night for a minute or two.


“Get anything nice?” my mom asks next. And I almost forget where I said I was. I’m not the best of liars yet.


“Nah,” I say. And reaching for a piece of cheese: “This thing tonight. Do I really have to stay and serve?”


“Oh, Tess, come on. It’s just for half an hour.” The marinade looks horrible. Queasy brown with little red franks.


“Nobody cares if I’m there or not.”


“Your father cares. It’s important to him.” She lets out a sigh as if I’m really wearing her out. As if all I do is sap her strength. “He doesn’t ask very much of you.”


This isn’t true. She knows it too. Since Dad’s been living with us again, he’s been asking quite a lot of me. In addition to asking for perfect grades and excellent “comportment” (since now we’re like ambassadors), he’s asked me not to see Lucien. He’s told me, that is. It was not a request.


But of course, I don’t get into that. Mom’s trying to deal with Dad herself. It can’t be easy having him in charge again after two whole years of running the show while he was stationed in Colombia. Mom didn’t want to move the family to Bogotá so we saw him on weekends twice a month. We got used to doing things our way.


I look at Mom and decide not to make a fuss tonight. All right already, I’ll serve hors d’oeuvres. I’ll get A’s in school and be a model citizen. I’ll do every stupid thing they want—except stop seeing Lucien.





[image: image] III [image: image]



Up in my room I flick on my computer. My phone buzzes from deep in my bag.


I can still taste u.


My fingers wobble on the screen.


Is it good? I ask. I kind of suck at talk like this.


Mmmmmm.


What u doin?


Thinking of u.


Me 2.


Of u?


No. U.


TB.—That means très bien. Sexy, right?


Going out?—I punch, though I know he is.


Meeting G. Sneak out w us.


Ha.


See u tomorrow. Kiss.


Kiss. B good.


I kiss my iPhone and put it down.


Still smiling, I walk into my closet. It’s almost as big as my room back home.


Sometimes I just hang out in here, drifting around or gazing up at the big, round skylight overhead, patterned with leaves and grayish jacaranda limbs. I grab my dress. It’s the coolest thing I’ve ever owned. Bought it last week with Mitra, Kai, and Esme. They’re Lucien’s friends and have been here for at least a year, and now I’m sort of in their clique. They took me to a store they know where all the kids from Europe shop. The price of the dress was my whole net worth. I didn’t care. I’ve never had a dress like this. It looks like a painting by Georgia O’Keeffe, gray with a giant purple rose. The bra-like straps are really thin and the cloth is so light it lifts in the air when I take a breath. I tried it on for Lucien, and he told me to walk around the room so he could draw me wearing it.


Across the room my computer lights up, all purple and blue with my Monet Water Lilies screen. On the surface of the lily pond is a message from Norah. Yay! She’s the only thing I miss about my former life. Norah—Noree—my bestest friend. We met in first grade while standing on the line for lunch. The rest is history, as they say.


 




Hey Tess,


I’m bored to death and I hate my life without you here. What’s happening with L? Why does your dad hate him so much? Also, when r u going to break it to Mike? I can hardly stand to look at his face. What else. I’m working on a story for the school paper called “Waste in the Cafeteria.” Exciting, right? And I cut my hair. I sort of have bangs like a manga chick.


Write back soon. I miss u!


Love ya,
Noreeeeeee


P.S. Pls. b careful whatever u do.





I flick off the computer without opening Mike’s email, which sits there in its little slot like an unexploded bomb. My eyes rove slowly over the desk and out the window into the yard. Everything is lush and green though it’s only early spring. Clumpy birds of paradise jab the air like long green knives; I can hardly wait for them to bloom, brilliant orange with streaks of blue. There’s a little chink in the foliage where our next-door neighbors’ house shows through. They’re embassy people too—Indians from India—and sometimes I see them in the yard. They hang their bright saris on the clothesline, and at night the smells of their cooking and sounds of their dreamy music come floating through the air.


I have to tell Norah what’s going on. The last time I wrote, my dad hadn’t yet banned Lucien. Wonder what she’ll say to that. Her own dad’s even worse than mine. An actual real-life general stationed at the Pentagon. Speaking of dads, I hear my own. He’s home from work, his big “hello” bouncing off the walls downstairs. It’s almost six. The guests will be here pretty soon.


I glance in the mirror. The dress looks really good on me. It changes my whole body—not that my body’s horrible; it’s just not special in any way, like Esme’s long, brown body is. The thin black straps make my collarbones stand out. Lucien says my collarbone is beautiful. I’d never noticed it before, but now I look at it all the time. I think I’m in love with my collarbone. Lucien likes to kiss it. He plants his mouth lightly on my shoulder, then glides along the edge of bone, nudging the neckline of my shirt, till his mouth slips into the center dip and I feel my pulse against his lips, a bird heartbeat that doesn’t stop even as he slides away.


One time he held a mirror and told me to watch as he kissed my throat. After that he gathered my hair and held it up on top of my head. “Keep looking,” he said, as he traced his fingers all around those underparts—the shadow behind my earlobe, the dent in the back just under the skull, where the wisps of hair seem like leftover strands from babyhood. It was never, ever like this with Mike.


I take a last look at my dress and me. I pull out the fabric, light as air, and watch it settle back into place. It reminds me of petals, falling, slow motion, out of a tree. Going down the stairs I feel like I am floating. Like I’m the rose on the front of my dress, mysterious and intricate, with secrets in the deepest parts.
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Downstairs my whole family is gathered in the living room. My mom’s in her Eva Perón apron, firing up the Sterno. My older brother, Bill, is eating a Triscuit, and nine-year-old Tyler is drooling over the pigs-in-a-blanket on the tray. My dad is at the cabinet taking out the Scotch, but when I come in, his head pops up and something happens to his face. It’s like someone’s just clobbered him with a stick.


“What the—” The words kind of sputter out of his mouth. My mom and Bill both check me out. Six big eyes are staring at my skinny straps. My dad completes his cut-off thought: “—heck have you got on?”


Seconds flip as I turn to find my mother’s eyes, which suddenly aren’t eyes at all but big, colossal olives, like the ones in the little boat-shaped bowls next to the cream-cheese roll-up things. (Everyone loves the “roll-ups” too. It makes them think of home.)


“It’s called a dress,” I tell him. “It’s a famous designer dress, in fact—”


“Well, it looks like underwear to me, and you can’t greet guests in your underwear.” The silence would be deafening if not for Tyler’s giggling at the out-loud mention of “underwear.” “Look at her, Nan.” My dad spins around to face my mom. “You can’t have approved—I know you never saw this dress.”


“Oh, Jim,” says Mom in that weary tone she’s taken to using nowadays. “It’s just the style. All the girls wear things like this.”


“The what—the style? You’re telling me this is Tessa’s style?” He turns to Bill. “Do you think this is Tessa’s style? Be honest, Bill; I want to know. To me it looks like underwear.”


My brother shrugs and looks away. As if to say, What do I know about Tessa’s style—or underwear or anything? He looks like dad’s twin, in his khaki pants, creased like a board by Nidia, and his navy Izod shirt. Tyler’s giggling again. Will they ever stop saying “underwear”?


Then Dad says in a serious voice, “We have people from Kuwait tonight.”


“I don’t even want to be here.” The words come snapping out of my mouth. “I’d rather serve drinks in a cocktail lounge. At least I’d get some tips.” Dad laughs at this. I mean laughs like it’s funny, ha, ha, ha. Then he says, in earnest, that I ought to be thrilled to mingle in a crowd like this. He acts as if the Chatter Nights are full of maharajas and exotic heads of state instead of mostly Americans (and, tonight, a lost Kuwaiti) who talk, like I said, about interoffice memos and why the chips from the embassy shop are always a little stale.


Then he says the craziest thing—the craziest thing my dad has ever said to me: “What about that yellow dress—the one we bought you in New York? You know, the one with the squiggly trim?”


Even my mom gives him a look like he’s lost his mind. “She was ten years old when we bought that dress.” I know by my father’s goofy face that he still sees me in that lemony dress and anklets, and it makes me want to scream.


“I’ll handle this, Jim,” Mom tells him next, and she motions for me to go with her. I’m burning up about my dad. I’m sixteen years old and completely in love, and my dad still thinks I’m the girl in a dress that went to Goodwill when I was twelve. It makes me so mad it’s hard to breathe. On top of that, I can’t believe he said “squiggly trim.”


“Come on,” says Mom in a gentle voice. She motions for me to go with her. I can hardly think, so I do what she wants and follow her up the stairs. I catch a glimpse of Tyler’s face. He’s relieved, I can tell, that I didn’t answer back to Dad. He hates when we fight. It makes him so nervous he starts to twitch.


Up in my room, my mom says she thinks my dress is nice, just not for tonight, and maybe not when Dad’s around. “It’s not a big deal. Just put on something else for now.”


“It is a big deal,” I start to explain. “Dad doesn’t know what’s going on. It’s like he’s missed the last two years.”


“He has,” says Mom. “Just give him some time.”


“At the rate he’s going, he’ll never catch up.”


Mom smiles as if she understands, but it’s clear she doesn’t want to talk. “What about that dress with those funky buttons?” She’s heading for my closet, and I move to cut her off.


“It’s all right. I’ll find a dress.” I don’t want to hurt her feelings, but if she won’t take a stand for me, she can’t go acting like my friend and rummage through my stuff. At times like this I remember how we were before, and wish my Dad had stayed away.
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In the next scene I’m walking around the living room in my funky-button dress with a tray of Triscuits and deviled ham. My mom was right; Americans love this crappy food. The army guys really wolf it down. So do the marine guys, who work as guards at the embassy. I like the marine named Carlos. He’s cute and kind of nice to me. The Kuwaiti guy is also cute. He’s skinny and young with a beautiful face, and is dressed in a long gray robe. He passes on Mom’s great hors d’oeuvres. I think he’s vegetarian. The rest of them—the State Department and consulate guys are wearing their “casual” uniform: polo shirts and khakis, with serious creases down the front. The kids at school hide their jeans from the crease-mad maids.


My dad’s assistant, dweeb of the world, is dressed like all the rest of them, except Jer doesn’t button his Izod shirt and his long black chest hair straggles out and tangles in golden chains. From one of the chains hangs a big old cross. Before Jer joined the FBI, he ran some kind of mission that rescued “at-risk youth.” He lives with his mother, if you can believe. He brought her to Argentina. She makes red velvet cake and cookies, which he brings into the embassy. After his mother, what Jer loves best is his little black gun. Even now, I can see it strapped around his shin, bulging underneath his pants. My dad doesn’t even carry a gun, but Jer, the missionary guy, can’t bear to give his up.


“Hey, Tess,” says Jer when I offer the tray. “What’s the scuttle-butt these days?” What do you say to a question like that? Then Jer asks if the “topping” has any mushrooms. Yeah. Deviled ham aux Champignons. He’s allergic, he says, and “that’s no joke.” Bill, on the other hand, takes two at a time and scarfs them down. He doesn’t have to serve hors d’oeuvres. He’s just required to hang around and make sure that everyone has a full glass or a beer bottle in his hand.


Bill actually wants to be here. Bill wants to grow up and become my dad—finish college, go to law school, and join the FBI—so he loves to hang around all night chewing the fat with the personnel from DOD (Department of Defense), DEA (Drug Enforcement Agency), and all the rest of that alphabet soup. He already sort of looks the part with his muscled physique and stubby hair. I like him anyway, I guess. He works for Volunteers for Peace and took six months off from college to help in Guatemala, which I think is really nice. (Though I wish he could have stuck up for my dress.)


My younger brother, Tyler, always has fun at Chatter Night. He likes it best when the military people show up in their uniforms. “Hi, sir (or ma’am),” he greets them, staring up at their decorated chests. “My name is Tyler.” He likes to salute, which drives the female militia wild.


Speaking of female militia, my dad’s secretary comes over and takes one of the delicacies from my tray. She’s skinny and old, but from what I’m told is a model of efficiency. “Hi there, Tessa. Pretty dress. I’ve been strolling around admiring your artwork.” She has steely hair that holds the shape of the circular curlers she wears at night. The ruffle of her starched white blouse goes halfway up her neck. “I really like that landscape there.” She points to a watercolor of George Washington’s big white house. I did it one time when Mike and I and Noree went to Mount Vernon for the day. I’m sort of embarrassed to look at it now, and I told my parents I wanted them to take it down, along with my other art class stuff—the vases of flowers, the apples and pears.


“Thanks, Mrs. McKnight,” I say.


“You can call me Mary,” she tells me next. Which I know I’ll never do. I’ll just call her nothing from here on in. “Have you done any paintings since coming to Buenos Aires?” She’s looking at a stupid picture of a tree on the wall above the couch.


“Not yet,” I say. Though I really have. One day Lucien and I filled five huge canvases with paint. No trite little scenes. Just pure, unmixed color. We used up tubes of oil paint. It was intense, it really was. It changed the way I see. I think I’d die if Lucien saw the crummy artwork I used to do. Though he never will, because Lucien’s never coming here. He’d probably find my house surreal. The curtains and lamps and the matching pillows on the chairs. I ease away from Mrs. McKnight. My tray needs a refill, if you can believe.
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