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Ann Pearlman’s The Christmas Cookie Club enthralled readers everywhere with a heartwarming and touching story about the power of female friendship.


Now, in A Gift for My Sister, she once again explores the depth of the human heart, and this time it’s through the eyes of two sisters. Tara and Sky share a mother, but aside from that they seem to differ in almost every way. When a series of tragedies strikes, they must somehow come together in the face of heartbreak, dashed hopes, and demons of the past. The journey they embark on forces each woman to take a walk in the other’s shoes and examine what sisterhood really means to them. It’s a long road to understanding, and everyone who knows them hopes these two sisters can find a way back to each other.
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For my family. All of our time together is a gift.




A Gift for My Sister




CHAPTER ONE


On the Verge


Sky


EVERY DAY WE walk a razor-thin line between the ordinary and the tragic.


That thought bolts me awake.


3:42. The green numbers on my clock blare. The rest of the room is dark. The numbers are a beacon in the black. Why do I wake at the same exact time every morning? 3:42. As though Mia’s death had implanted an internal alarm.


Troy is curled around his folded hands.


No sounds come from Rachel’s room.


The air-conditioning snaps on.


Some of us tiptoe, anxious about chasms on either side of the path we walk, and some of us skip along, ignoring them. And me? I thought if I walked a direct line with a firm destination in view, fulfilling each goal along the way, I’d be safe. Having a safety net was my plan to thwart lurking misfortune.


I felt as though it were my father’s fault for dying. What else does a child think when parents seem all-powerful?


My father’s death came at me from out of the blue like a peculiar and deadly snap of the fingers. One day he pulled me high on the swing, his arms stretched so I was above his head, singing “Fly, Sky. Fly,” and pushed hard so I could reach for a cloud with my toes. I saw the glint of the sun on his hair, the flash of red and yellow leaves in trees blurred by my speed. Or have I nourished the image so much, this last memory of my still-healthy father, that I added the trees I know so well from the park when all there was, really, was the sight of the sky and the feel of the wind licking me as I soared?


The next day, he entered the hospital.


A week later, he was dead.


I was seven.


He was thirty-four.


Mom tried to explain that he was still around me, and loving me. I watched her tongue tap her teeth and her lips move, but it didn’t make sense then.


It still doesn’t.


I was the only child in my class whose father was dead. The other kids ignored me as though it were contagious. I was the only kid I knew with a dead father until my freshman year of high school. Then, a kid’s dad died from a heart attack. He was absent from my algebra class for a week, which had the other kids whispering, and when he returned, he laughed at a joke as though things were ordinary. I knew that game, because even as a seven-year-old I had played it. If you pretend things are ordinary, maybe for a few minutes they will be. And sometimes, sometimes—and this is both scary and exhilarating—it works.


And for a few minutes you forget you have a dead father.


3:45.


Anyway, I digress. I don’t know why I think about him every morning. I guess because his death was a startling change that twirled my life so fast it skipped to another path. Some things happen suddenly, and some you know are coming. Like death from cancer after a long battle. But I didn’t even get to prepare myself, I didn’t have the time to be scared. It just happened.


Bang.


I wonder how my life would have been different if my father had lived.


Number one way: Tara wouldn’t be my sister.


I’d probably have a different sister. Or a brother.


Tara was an embarrassing kid and then a rebellious teenager. She was so different from me. I guess that partly comes from having different fathers.


But what I really wonder about is Troy. I met Troy in eighth grade and we’ve been inseparable ever since. I read somewhere that girls without fathers are often sexual early and are promiscuous to fill a yearning for a man in their lives. I guess I was sexual early, but I’ve only been with one man. Troy. My best friend, soul mate, husband, and finally, at last, father of my baby.


I say “at last” because Troy and I, so perfect for each other, actually carry the same genetic flaw. As a result, each conception has a fifty percent chance of a deadly genetic disease, which led to three miscarriages and a stillbirth. A lot of deaths. I would have traded everything for a healthy baby. Just please, God, give me a healthy baby. Please. I begged as if you could make bargains with the future. I imagined parts of me I’d exchange, aspects of my life I’d cast away.


My pleas were answered. And I hadn’t lost anything. Because then, finally, there was Rachel in spite of it all. Rachel with my father’s gray eyes, as though a piece of him were a part of her. I look in her eyes and see him loving and watching me. Just like Mom promised. His eyes and the rasp of his beard are my most vivid memories, and sometimes, just sometimes, Troy’s face feels almost the same, but more gentle.


4:15.


Count your blessings. Troy turns toward me, pulling me to him, spooning me. I turn to him and, in the vague light from the window, I see his eyes shift and know he’s dreaming. Soon, I’ll hear the creak of Rachel’s crib springs as she stands up, holds on to the rails, and begins bouncing and calling, “Mommymommymommymommy. Daddydaddydaddydaddy.”


Since Mia died, I wake up early and try to make sense of it. The digital green lights flash on the clock. The house is quiet, as though I can figure out the answer to some question I haven’t asked in Troy and Rachel’s systematic breathing.


I’m okay. Troy’s okay. Rachel’s okay. I’m sad. That’s all. Life is unfair. So unfair.


But everyone knows that.


Lawyers especially. That’s what we try to counter, that’s our mission. To make life fair. To even the playing field. To redress grievances.


This is what happened: Mia was my closest girl friend, my BFF. We met in a tort study group at law school. She tried to get pregnant and I tried not to have dead babies. We struggled over case law and fertility and trained for a breast cancer marathon together. Troy and I and she and Marc, her husband, went camping in the Rocky Mountains and gambling in Las Vegas. We talked about opening up a law firm. Then she took drugs to stimulate ovulation and developed a cyst. While they were removing the cyst, she had a reaction to the anesthetic and went into a coma. She was brain dead. We watched appliances force air into her lungs, and drip fluids and nutrients into her arms.


Four days later, Marc unplugged her equipment. We held each other’s hands and cried.


There was an eerie silence when the machines stopped their breathing.


A lazy echo in the room. Then Mia was no more.


Twenty-six and dead.


That’s worse than thirty-four.


That was two and a half weeks ago.


Since then, I wake up with a bolt and try to figure it all out.


4:30.


Why does my life revolve around tragedy when I have so many blessings? Rachel. Troy. A job that I love. A boss who allows me to work part-time until Rachel is in preschool full-time.


When genetic testing results on Rachel were okay, I asked Mia, “You’re not going to be so sad about this for yourself that we won’t be friends anymore, are you?”


We had just finished running five miles on the beach. I was already slow from the extra weight of the pregnancy, and we were both breathless. She said, “I wish it were me, but if not me, I’m glad it’s you.” It was California winter. Not quite so many flowers. The impatiens sparse and pale. We had run along the beach, the breeze keeping us cool, and now we were walking through a marina that reflected the cloudless sky and a few palm trees.


“We can share her. You can come over anytime for a baby fix.”


“I’ll catch up to you. In a few months, these new drugs will work and we’ll be pushing strollers while we run.” I thought, Tara’s baby is six months older than Rachel, Mia’s might be six months younger. I like symmetry. That was more than two years ago.


It didn’t work out that way.


A week ago, Rachel jumped in a swimming pool for the first time and I reached for the phone to call Mia.


Then I remembered she was dead, and my arm fell limply to my side. I saw a woman in Nordstrom with hair streaked like hers and I called, “Mia!” And then blushed, embarrassed.


I miss her selfishly. I miss that she’s not here for me.


But, mostly, I just miss her. It’s as though I’m her missing her life. I try to explain it, but even Troy looks at me blankly. I feel sad, the way Mia would feel at not getting to live the rest of her own life. But she doesn’t know. She doesn’t even know she died. I mourn Mia as though I’m Mia mourning her own life. There. Does that say it? I mourn the loss of her years with Marc, the unborn babies, the fascinating cases she’ll never try, the great books she never read, the glorious food she didn’t get to eat, the places she never visited, the love not made. All of it.


My thoughts ramble and always come back to this point. How unfair it is for her.


4:45.


And then I fall asleep.


“Mommymommymommymommy,” Rachel calls.


6:01.


Rachel’s arms are stretched for me to pick her up. She jumps up and down in her crib, her mouth open, laughing at the sight of me. I feel the sweetness of baby warmth as I inhale her aroma. Her hair, so silky and fine, tickles my cheek.


I hug her tight to me, so tight, as though I can squeeze extra life into her and protect her from all harm.


“I love you, Mommy,” she says. “Eat granola?”


“Sure. With cherries and walnuts in it.”


“Yipppeeee.”


I stand her on her changing table and unbutton the crotch of her PJs. “Think you’re old enough for big-girl panties? Like Mommy wears? Want to try them?”


“Like Mommy?”


“Just like Mommy.” We’ve been preparing for this day, and she’s gone in her potty a few times.


“Yeah.” Her eyes widen and I reach down to the shelf and grab the pull-ups that have been waiting for her. I put them on her and lift her from the changing table.


“Okay. Let’s see you pull them down.” I know she can do this and she does.


“See, Mommy, no problem.”


“Okay, so when you have to go, tell Mommy and I’ll help you. Or just go on your own.”


“Eat now?”


She always wakes up starved. I carry her potty to the dining room with us. She walks down the stairs meeting the right foot with the left before proceeding to the next step. Rachel thinks about each step before she makes it. Jumping into the swimming pool into my waiting arms was uncharacteristic of her, as she is usually so cautious.


“You’re my little mermaid,” I’d said, laughing.


I make my own granola, roasting oatmeal with flaxseed, wheat germ, sunflower seeds drizzled with honey or maple syrup, and cinnamon, mixed with water. Sometimes I add almond extract. Sometimes I add vanilla. I stir it every ten minutes for forty minutes while it roasts at 300 degrees. Before I eat it, I toss in fruits and nuts. I add chopped walnuts and cherries to Rachel’s bowl and then milk. On mine, I sprinkle slivered crystallized ginger and almonds.


I’m almost out of cherries and almonds. I add them to the grocery list in my iPhone notes. The note says: dish detergent, eggs, coffee, fabric softener, olive oil, cherries, almonds.


I hear Troy taking a shower.


Rachel delicately picks out the cherries and walnuts, one at a time. She places one in her mouth, concentrating as she consumes the flavor.


I take the opportunity to run upstairs and steal a few minutes with Troy. He’s just out of the shower, drying off. He looks up, surprised to see me.


I grab another towel from the rack and begin dabbing his back, slicked with water coursing around the bumps in his spine. When his back is dry, I stand on my tiptoes to kiss his shoulder. He turns me around and holds me close, his body warm and moist against me. The steamed mirror exposes a foggy image of us pressed together. Me in blue shorts and a yellow T-shirt, and his pinkish-beige length, the brown of his hair, like Rachel’s, fragments of colors blurred by condensation. He’s all one beautiful length and I fill with warmth every time I see him.


He gives me a kiss, slow and serious, enjoying the texture of my tongue and my lips. “I’ll be home early tonight,” he promises.


“I’ll be here,” I laugh.


I pull back to look at him, his face as dear and familiar as my own, as though he’s my mirror, another version of me. I kiss his nose. One of his ears is missing a piece at the tip, and his other ear has it. As though each ear is a puzzle of pieces that have been split. Rachel has that, too. I touch his ears and circle the shell of each of them, like a nautilus. I shake my head slowly, aware that having him in my life has been a miracle.


“Ah, darling,” he says, and his eyes close. “Maybe tonight you could get a babysitter and we can just check into a motel. We can have the whole evening together.”


“On this short notice?” I laugh.


“You’ve been so sad and preoccupied since Mia’s death.” He wraps his arms tightly around me.


“Still can’t sleep.” And then I notice a pimple, swollen and red, on his shoulder. “Hey. That looks painful.” I point at it with my index finger.


He turns his head to see it. “It is. Been putting cortisone on it, but . . .” He shakes his head and shrugs.


“Might be turning into a boil. You want me to lance it?”


“Done that twice. I’ve had it for about two weeks.” He turns his head toward the shoulder and glances at it in the mirror.


I lean closer. It’s red with a pale yellowish top. Smaller bumps cluster around the edges, and the flesh around it is almost purple. “Since Mia’s death?” I guess I haven’t been paying attention. “Looks like a rash. Is it itchy?”


He shakes his head. “It used to look like a spider bite before I lanced it.”


“How ’bout some antibiotic cream and a Band-Aid?”


“Tried that. And hydrogen peroxide, and iodine, and Mercurochrome.”


I pull out a tube of triple antibiotic cream, twist off the lid. I wonder why he didn’t say anything. I guess he hasn’t wanted to bother me.


“It’s not a big deal. Just a pimple or insect bite.” He shrugs. “When’s everyone coming?”


“Next week. Mom and Allie arrive on Wednesday.” I wash my hands.


“And when’s the concert?”


“Saturday. Aaron’s mom, Sissy, is coming Friday. Don’t know when exactly Aaron and Tara and the rest of the band arrive.”


“Crew. Rap bands are crews.” He shakes his head, watching as I peel the paper protecting the bandage. “Imagine skinny, hyper Tara a rap star.”


“You still think of her as five. You’re not fourteen anymore, either. But they’re not stars. This is just their first national tour.” I smooth down the adhesive strips and rub the Band-Aid flat.


He winces.


“At least the pimple–boil–insect bite is covered,” I say.


“Larry says they’re on their way.” Larry is the entertainment attorney Troy and I introduced to Aaron. “That number-seven single makes them practically stars. It’s amazing that Tara and Aaron have pulled this off. Who’d have thought they’d still be together?”


The tenderness in his voice and his thrill at her success bothers me. “She used to have a crush on you.”


“She helped me woo you.” He rubs the mist from the mirror and combs his hair.


“Woo me? She wouldn’t get off your lap whenever you came over. You were the only thing that distracted her from her obsession with music.”


He pats the top of his head to get the few strands of his cowlick to lie flat. “That was because she wanted everything her older sister had. Besides, I didn’t have the guts to ask you to sit on my lap. I hoped you might follow her lead. And eventually you did.” He laughs.


Troy has forgotten what a difficult teenager Tara was, or maybe he’s simply forgiven her. Troy and I were just starting law school when Mom called late one night. It was 3 a.m. in Ann Arbor. “I don’t know where your sister is,” she said, without even saying hello or asking how I was. “I’ve been frantic. I’ve called her cell a hundred times and it goes to voice mail. I’m standing by the front door, looking out the window at every car that passes, hoping it’ll stop and she’ll get out.”


“She’s probably just at a party, hanging out with her friends.”


“Probably getting high or drunk.” Mom finished my thought. “I tell myself that but I can’t stop thinking about all the terrible things that could happen: She could have run away, or be in a car accident, in some hospital. Or worse. Dead. She could be drunk at a fraternity party. What if she gets gang raped?”


“You know Tara. This is just Tara being Tara.” I heard Mom’s quick intake of air.


“She does what she wants with no concern for anyone but herself. Just like her father. Like he’s come back to haunt me.”


I didn’t know what to say. But part of me was smugly pleased when Mom criticized Tara or her father.


“She’s never been out this late without calling, even if it’s with some lame excuse.”


“Mom. She’s probably just partying.”


But Mom couldn’t stop. “I tell her, ‘Call and let me know where you are, that you’re okay. You have a cell phone,’ but she doesn’t even do that.”


And then Tara walked in the door. “Mom. What are you doing up?” I heard her ask.


“Where the hell were you?”


“With friends!”


“I was worried.” Mom stretched out the word worried so that Tara could sense her anxiety.


“I was fine.” I could almost see Tara shrug.


“Why didn’t you call?”


“I’m out of minutes, Mom. Why didn’t you pay attention to my bill?”


Tara’s voice was crisp. She wasn’t screaming or angry. She was indifferent. That was it. A chilling, cold indifference.


“I’m tired. Think I’ll go to bed,” Tara’s voice got softer as she walked away from Mom.


“Well, she’s home,” Mom said to me.


“I heard.”


“I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


“She’s just being a kid,” Troy said that night, learning against the headboard reading a syllabus. “Tara works hard on her music. A nerd with a wild streak. She’ll be okay. You watch.”


By the time Tara was seventeen, she was pregnant. Piled on top of that was her boyfriend’s prison time, for dealing drugs, their crazy dreams of rap stardom, and her refusal to get married. Now, four and a half years later, Aaron, Levy, and Sissy are part of our family. Mom and Sissy are friends. And in an ironic twist of fate, my wayward sister is on the road to being famous.


“Your T-shirt seam may be irritating that pimple. The Band-Aid should help.”


“Hey. You want to play doctor with me?” Troy jokes, his cowlick stuck down for now.


“Mooooommmyyyyyyy,” Rachel yells. “All gone!”


“Tonight.” I wink and then take off down the stairs, to find Rachel’s cereal bowl tipped over on the tray and the milk dribbling to the floor.


“Okay. Help me mop this up.” I pull her from the high chair and hand her a paper towel. She squeezes milk and bits of granola on the floor and tries to make finger paintings in the glop. I quickly wipe away the mess and hand her some spray cleaner, which she spritzes joyfully. Everything is fun to her.


Troy comes down soon after. “There’s some granola,” I offer.


“No time.” He pours coffee and milk in a commuter cup and smears peanut butter and jelly on bread. “Gotta hit the traffic.” He checks his watch, grabs his laptop, and kisses Rachel and me. At the door he turns, points a finger at me, and says, “Tonight.” Then turns to Rachel and says, “I’ll see both of my beautiful ladies tonight.”


The door kisses the jamb as it swings shut.


The sun slants in through a window and throws a rectangle on Rachel’s hair, turning it into blazing spun gold.


I pick her up and swing her around. “The floor is clean and it’s a beautiful day made just for us.”


I can get through each day. It’s the nights and early mornings that are hard. Maybe I’ve turned a corner. Maybe I’ve figured something out, but I don’t know exactly what. The answers I look for each morning at 3:42 flicker in my head as if I know them, but can’t recognize them.


“Hey. You wanna go to the potty?” I carry Rachel to her potty, and watch while she pulls down her pants and sits down.


I hand her a book and turn on the faucet. I don’t know why, but Mom always did that and it seemed to encourage me to go.


Rachel’s eyes get big. “I did it. I pee-peed in the potty!”


She laughs, her little white teeth shining like pearls.


She stands up and points, her pull-ups sliding to her ankles. “I did it.”


“You sure did,” I say with disbelief. I take out the container to pour the urine down the toilet.


“You’re going to throw it away? Throw my pee-pee away?” Rachel’s eyes are wide, her mouth open in bald horror. How could I throw her amazing achievement away when just a moment ago we’d been so happy with it?


“We’ll save it and show Daddy. Then you can put it in the toilet—how’s that?”


Her smile returns.


Later that afternoon, before Troy gets home, before we have a chance to eat dinner and talk about our day over a glass of wine, or sit on our balcony and watch the sea lap the sand, or finish the flirting that we started that morning, the telephone rings. It’s Stuart, my mentor and one of the partners at my firm.


“Hey, I went over that case law for the Hanson case. Got decisions that’ll buoy up our arguments,” I tell him before he even says hello.


“Sky.” His patient voice carries that tinge of bad news. My mind skitters to what it could be. We’re being sued for malpractice? On one of the cases I worked on? Another member of the firm died?


“Sky, I have some, ah, unfortunate news.”


“What?” I start pacing with the phone pressed to my ear. Sesame Street is on the TV and Rachel sits on the floor, teaching a line of stuffed animals.


“As you know, our billable hours have decreased and, really, I guess, we were able to let you work part time because we didn’t have much work, and now, well, we have even less. So we have to let you go.” He pauses.


I know that they—the partners—are billing those hours for themselves, even though my fees are lower than theirs.


“Please be reassured . . .”


I resent his formality, selfishly creating distance so that firing me is less painful for him.


“When things change we’ll contact you, and if you’re still available we would love to have you back. I’ll help you find a position with another firm, though I wouldn’t relish you being our competition.” He forces a chuckle. “We’re going to miss you.” And then his voice warms as he adds, “I will miss you.”


His words seem to echo. I replay them in my mind as soon as he says them. We have to let you go. Please be reassured. Another position. I’m trying to integrate them. “I loved the work. And I love working with you.” I shouldn’t have said that.


He sighs. “This is difficult for me, for all of us.”


For a minute there’s silence on the phone while I consider my options. Maybe I should start my own firm. If Mia were still alive, I would. Maybe Troy and I could start a firm, but we need the consistent paycheck and benefits that come with his job.


“When do you think you could clear out your desk? We’d all like to take you out to lunch, too.”


I don’t know if that would feel nice or like rubbing salt in my wound. “I don’t know. I’ll have to get back to you.” Maybe I’ll go get my things tonight, while everyone is asleep. I know they will have already changed the passwords on my computer and made sure their client list is unavailable to me.


If I can’t trust Stuart, who can I trust?


“Well. Let me know. And I’ll help you any way I can, Sky. You’ve been invaluable to the firm.”


Not so invaluable, I think. Even if you do a great job, and work weekends and evenings to meet deadlines, you’re expendable. Even though Stuart gave me wonderful ratings on work evaluations. And accompanied that A+ rating with maximum merit salary increases. But I guess at the end of the day, I wasn’t all that important.


Now what? Another thing in my life just ended, out of the blue.


I’m walking along an abyss that threatens tragedy every day.




CHAPTER ONE


On the Verge


Tara


I WATCH AARON as he stands before the stove. He’s not wearing a shirt and the muscles of his chest are outlined, his six-pack moving as he twists slightly and reaches for the tarragon and garlic powder, sprinkles them over the eggs, and then picks up a spatula. He lifts the cooked eggs and tilts the pan so raw egg flows under them. He does this gently, this movement at the edge, and it reminds me how he kisses the rim of my bra and panties, respecting the margins of my modesty.


Even though I’m in no way modest with him. He can do whatever he can imagine with me. I’m his. Every ounce, every speck of skin, every dollop of breath and fluid. I’ve even given him my music. But this scares me, and I hide from him, even from myself sometimes.


I wish it were simple for me, and uncomplicated. I wish I could give myself to him with complete trust and security, and wrap myself in the love that he offers me, but I feel my billowing love for him and get scared. How do I know he’ll stay loyal when temptation hits?


Aaron has the same expression on his face now as when he writes lyrics. He raps under the name of Special Intent. When he is Special Intent, writing, rapping, performing, he’s focused, no, enveloped in concentration. As though nothing exists but this word, this line, this moment.


He takes my breath away standing there, just being him. And he’s not even aware I’m here. How can I completely trust him when we’re each separated by our own skin and unaware of what’s in the other’s mind? What if as soon as I give myself to him completely, he leaves? I have to keep a piece of me hidden. I feel safe that way. He wants me because he can’t completely have me. I dangle myself before him so I don’t get hurt. Emotionally, I keep my distance, and he knows it.


Levy is on my hip, snuggling into my shoulder, warm and close. He reaches out his arm. “Daaaaddddy.”


Aaron puts down the spatula, turns off the burner, and wraps his arms around both of us, kissing each of our foreheads. “Breakfast almost done,” he says as he pulls Levy from me, slides him in his high chair—“Here you go, Smidgen”—and then proceeds to sprinkle parmesan on top of the omelet while I pour orange juice in Levy’s sucky cup.


Ah, such sweet domesticity. These moments are like the space between notes when the hum of one still hangs in the air before the next perfect sound develops. But he has no idea what’s going on in my mind.


And here it is. The bubbling-brook sound of Levy laughing at a silly face his father makes.


“We gotta finish packing our clothes today,” Aaron says as he sits. “Get that done early. Rehearsal today at five. And then we pack the instruments. And we’re gone again.”


“Don’t know if you’re reminding yourself or me,” I say.


He laughs.


“Are we gonna take my truck?” Levy asks.


“Sure,” Aaron says, “but just one.”


“We’ll pack your toys, some books, your blankee, don’t worry.”


“Hiawatha.” Levy puts down his cup and quotes, “By the shores of Gitche Gumee, by the shining Big-Sea-Water—gotta have him.”


“Should put him on stage and we’ll do his backup,” Aaron jokes.


I’ve read that poem to Levy every night for the last year. Now we recite it together and turn the pages to see the pictures. “Sissy’s coming at, like, four to pick him up,” I say. Sissy will be the best mother-in-law in the world. Now, she’s not just my boyfriend’s mom. She’s my friend.


“She book her air for the L.A. concert?”


“Yep. Everyone will be there.” It will be the first time my family has seen us perform. “Sky, Troy, and Rachel, my mom, Sissy. Oh, and Mom’s bringing her friend, Allie.”


“Allie?” He frowns.


“Yeah, Allie’s visiting a friend and then they’re going to a spa or something. I’m glad we have a few extra days in L.A. before Vegas.” I have the dates and the map for our tour firmly in my mind. We’ll be home two months after L.A., before Halloween, Thanksgiving, Christmas, and Levy’s third birthday. Levy, born on Christmas day, was a gift to the world. But every baby is a gift.


I look around the apartment where we’ve lived for the last three and a half years. The Indian bedspread over the couch, the silk flowers Mom gave me after my first recital when I was six, the prism hanging in the window that I used as a focus point during labor. I haven’t even had a chance to redecorate; since Levy was born, we’ve been so busy.


“Can we go to the Grand Canyon? I’ve always wanted to see it and we’ll be so close in Vegas.”


“The dudes want to go, too. Our dream’s almost here, babe,” Aaron says. “We’re on the verge.” He places Levy’s plastic plate on his tray and divides the omelet.


“You and Levy are my dreams come true.” As soon as I voice the words, I want to snatch them out of the air.


He laughs the bass version of Levy’s gurgle. “And you’re my angel. None of this means nothing without you. We’re a team. A team on the verge of a dream.”


We don’t have mushy conversations much, but we tell each other I love you whenever we leave each other instead of saying goodbye. A lot of people must do that, but to us, it’s a reminder of our special connection.


“You think this will change us?” I know his answer, but I need to hear it.


“Don’t want it to. Just think, we won’t have to worry about money anymore. We can buy a house when we get back. We’ll have some time.”


“We’ll worry about money differently.” I pick up my fork and begin eating. Buying a house together feels like a big commitment.


“Have more fun.” He dots his eggs with Red Hot sauce.


“Be able to help people.”


“Shit. We’re doin’ that already. Supporting the whole crew. My homies. Right now it’s mostly expenses and promises.” His eggs are on his fork. “Before we were in that comfortable place of struggle and hope, wondering when it was going to happen. ’Member when we wrote lyrics and music without any expectation, just for the way it made us feel?” He eats the eggs on his fork. “Now we’ll be creating with certainty instead of hope, because our hard work will be paying off.” He nods. “Babe, it’s happening. We should enjoy the hell out of the blessing.”


Sometimes he says what I think, before I even know I’m thinking it. I wondered about our luck since our demo CD started getting attention, and “Prohibitions of Prison” made it to number seven on the rap charts, and then this tour was booked. At first I was thrilled, but then there was that question of why me, why are we so lucky? There are others as talented, maybe even as hard-working, so how come we get to hit it big?


Destiny?


Karma?


Blind luck?


His cell phone rings. “Hey, Red, you there already?”


Levy smashes his eggs with his fork and then picks up the bits with his fingers.


“Use your fork, Levy.”


Levy squints at me. I wipe his hands and then he picks up his fork. He hates to have his hands or mouth wiped.


“The crew there?”


“You’re pretty good with that fork.” I try to encourage Levy.


“Give me about thirty.” Aaron says into the phone.


And so our day begins.


Our last day before the whirlwind. Or maybe we’re already in it. Maybe I’ve been in it since I met him.


That was five and a half years ago. Seems like forever. Seems like just yesterday. Even though I fought against it, I sense that our lives have been bound since before we were born.


I was fifteen when I met Aaron, and he was seventeen. He was singing. Well, not singing, but making weird noises that accompanied the sticky swish of his roller against the wall as he painted. The wet kiss of the white paint, the slight sucking noise on the smooth wall. He was scat singing, and then I was ushered into the room.


“You do the woodwork and edges,” the Habitat for Humanity staffer told me. “Oh, this is Aaron. Aaron, this is Tara.”


He nodded at me.


“Hey,” I said. That was it.


I was handed a pail of white paint, a brush, and a small foam roller. He stopped singing and we worked silently. Him on one wall and me on window molding. All I could hear was the sticky paint, the whirl of his roller, the slurpy slap of the brush, the sweep of our clothes against our skin as we worked. The house was empty and each sound was exaggerated.


It seemed as if we stood like that, each in our own corner of the room doing our own thing, for hours. I wanted to say something, but I’m not too good with small talk.


So, I started humming a melody and he went back to making his louder, more bass sounds, and we made a weird music together. Music is always easier than talking.


Then we started being silly, and I started making up lyrics.


He added the exaggerated sound of his roller, dupwa dupwa. The tune rolled like the words that came to me from the brush slap-dashing paint on the wood. Then he started freestyling instead of doing the percussion.


He put his roller down, turned me around, and said, “Who are you?”


I shrugged and said, “Tara.”


His eyes were so intensely black that they ricocheted from heaven to hell and pinned me against the wall I was painting.


And then we started talking. Him, the black dude from Detroit on some special work-release program from kiddie jail, and me, the white nerdy girl from bougieville. But we were way beyond all that from the beginning.


Luck. See what good luck I have?


Sometimes it feels I have all the bad luck in the world, too.


But I don’t care about what a lot of people care about. I don’t care much about clothes, for example. Or popularity. Or scads of money. I don’t even care about being careful, or if I fit in. My family is all divorced and my sister is only my half sister, and when I was growing up, all the other families seemed so perfect and intact. I knew from third grade there was no way I could fit in. Sky, my way-too-straight-edged sister, always tried to fit in and somehow managed to accomplish that. But me, I was weird and geeky and angry at all the stupid rules from the beginning. I was always thinking about sounds and music. Always in my own head thinking my thoughts.


I almost didn’t volunteer for Habitat for Humanity that day. I would have preferred to lounge in bed under my warm covers, daydreaming about finding some black nail polish to go with my freshly dyed black hair. Then I thought, shit, I’m late. So I grabbed the bus.


Why not.


Just like that. Just like the surprise of a warm day in the middle of winter, I met Aaron, completely out of the blue.


So he says, “You tryin’ to be some Goth babe?”


I shrug. “I just did it last week. Called Black Pearl. Think I’ll get some more hoops in my ears and my nose pierced. Whaddya think?”


He tilts his head. “If you want. But you beautiful without all that. You probably beautiful with your real-color hair. What color was it?”


“Reddish blond.”


He frowns then. “You dyed away red hair? Red hair is hot.”


Maybe I didn’t want to be hot. I didn’t tell him why I dyed my hair, not then. I told him long after that, just before I dyed it back to my natural color.


Here’s the reason. My dad and my mom are divorced because he fooled around on her. He betrayed and humiliated her.


My first memory is Mom screaming her throat raw at him for being with another woman. A door slammed. She cried. I was alone in my crib, holding on to the top bar and wailing, and no one came. I used to think there was something she did that couldn’t keep him faithful. Like she wasn’t pretty enough. Or good enough in bed. Or nice enough. He was gone by the time I have any other memories and then, by the time I was eleven or twelve, he started living with another woman, Joanne. Joanne had blond hair and blue eyes. Skinny. Always made-up and dressed like she was in an advertisement. She tried hard to be good to me, buying me presents, taking me to concerts and shopping. I liked her, and sometimes she even felt like family.


Then, one day, I was walking down Main Street, anticipating buying a bunch of tiny plastic snakes to sew onto my jean jacket, and there was my dad. He was holding hands with a woman who had long black hair. Long black hair almost down to her waist. You know, that beautiful hair that so many Asian women have. Long, straight, and heavy with the essence of hairness. Hair to coil or to let blow free in the wind. Black like the night, and the keys on a keyboard.


My father met my eyes. And looked right through me as if I weren’t there.


He didn’t drop her hand, that woman with the beautiful black hair.


He didn’t stop and introduce me.


He didn’t smile at me.


He didn’t say hello to me.


He saw me.


Ignored me.


As though I didn’t exist.


My smile froze for a second as they walked past me.


I crossed the street and bought black dye.


Men want something different.




And then I did the worst thing I’ve ever done. I’ve never told anyone before and no one ever caught me, although I think I wanted to be caught. Sometimes I don’t know what I’m going to do until I do it. This time I did know. A couple of years before I saw him with the other woman, my father showed me the bank statement with both our names and over ten thousand dollars. “It’s for your college education,” he said.


That next Monday, I walked into the bank, my heart pounding but determined. I had my school ID. I walked up to the teller with frosted long red nails and eyelashes sticking straight up and so much mascara I wondered if her lids felt them when she blinked. I don’t know how I did it, but I turned my nervousness into acting friendly.


“I need to withdraw some money from my account.”


“You have to fill out this withdrawal slip, honey,” she said.


“But I don’t know the number. Here’s my ID.” I handed her my high school ID with my picture and signature. “The account’s in my dad’s and my name.” I told her his name and address.


She frowned at me.


My heart started pounding in my chest. Sweat rolled down my sides. “He wants me to withdraw four hundred dollars because it’s my birthday next week and we’re going on a shopping spree. Today.”


“Well. He should really come in with you.”


I frowned. “That’s what I told him.” I rolled my eyes. “But he said he had to work, and then next week he’s going out of town, and this is the only day.” My story made me feel so sad, all the feelings of all the times my father disappointed me welled into my eyes. I was the little girl who never got a present from her father. Never once. Joanne picked them out when I got one. Or he handed me money. “Buy yourself something.” But mostly he forgot.


Her mouth turned down.


She picked up my ID and looked at it, looked at me, looked at my name on her computer screen. Filled out the number on the withdrawal slip, passed it under the window, and said, “Sign it. Put in your name and address.”


She took the slip and pushed it in a machine. “How do you want it?” she asked.


I didn’t know what she meant.


“Twenties, fifties?”


“Fifties, I guess.”


She took some bills from her drawer, and counted them and slid them to me. I folded them in half and stuffed them in my jean pocket. “Thanks,” I called as I left the bank.


I knew just where I was going.


I went to the piano store and it was still there. There was even a red sign saying Clearance. I’d dreamt about it since I first saw it when I came to pick up some sheet music months before. I walked by the store and peered in the window to make sure it hadn’t been sold. A keyboard. On sale. Slightly used. It had everything: sixty-one full-sized keys that felt like ivory, 128 instrument voices. Imagine that. Over 180 rhythm styles, five-song memory with sixteen tracks for each song. I could be my own orchestra. I could be my own rock band. I could mix and remix any sound I ever heard or imagined. And it was on sale, for $350.


The man recognized me. “So you’ve come back, huh? Better get it fast. Someone else is interested. Might be coming by to get it today.”


I was just a teenager, but I knew bullshit when I heard it. Even so, I pulled the wad of fifties out of my pocket, counted out seven, and handed them to him.


“And do you want the stand? That’s another hundred.”


“Maybe later.”


He put the instruction booklet on top as he boxed it up.


On the bus home, I placed it in the seat beside me like it was another person, keeping one hand on it.


My father never said a thing to me. Probably never even noticed.


Mom wasn’t home when I got there. I unpacked my new possession and started playing. It had an earphone jack, so Mom couldn’t hear me practice. I had figured out how to be a teenager. Play my music, then I could block out what was going on around me. The keyboard with the sound world at my fingertips and earphones so I heard nothing but what I played. My perfect escape.




Mom saw it in my room, frowned, and asked, “Where’d you get that?”


“Dad gave it to me for my birthday.”


“When? Your birthday was half a year ago.”


“Last month.” I shrugged and looked away. “You know Dad. He’s always late. Or forgets. It was on clearance.” I knew she’d never ask him. She can’t bear talking to him. And then I asked if she wanted to hear my latest song, and she listened, but soon her eyes started shifting with preoccupation.


“That sounds great, honey.”


It was the automatic praise that parents assign their child when they’re not really paying attention.


She stood up, and left to do all the things she had to do.


I didn’t tell Aaron any of this that first day. The month before Levy was born, I dyed my hair back to my natural color and told Aaron everything. I was still haunted by my dad’s philandering. Since then I’ve put platinum and bright red streaks in my hair—makes me look better on stage. And that’s what matters now.
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