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			PRAISE FOR KRIS D’AGOSTINO’S

			The
 
		Antiques

			“D’Agostino’s sparklingly funny novel is about love, power, money, and adult siblings finding the beating heart of what matters most: one another.”

			—People

			“There’s not a sluggish moment in Kris D’Agostino’s second novel . . . with sharp, funny dialogue that never seems formulaic. More impressively, he conveys the disorienting and ever-shifting effects of grief.”

			—The New York Times

			“Spend a week with the Westfalls, the feisty clan at the center of Kris D’Agostino’s second novel, The Antiques, and you may feel better about your own family. . . . Very funny.”

			—Newsday

			“If you love Emma Straub’s novels, pick up The Antiques by Kris D’Agostino as quickly as you can.”

			—Literary Hub

			“Sharp as a mean older sister’s comeback and witty as the brother who always gets under your skin, The Antiques is dark humor delivered lightly, and at a quick clip that makes it hard to put down.”

			—The Rumpus

			“Fast-paced, dark, and funny.”

			—Largehearted Boy

			“A perfect drama for readers who liked Herman Koch’s The Dinner and Meg Wolitzer’s The Interestings.”

			—Library Journal

			“A darkly humorous portrait of the American family under duress . . . D’Agostino balances scathing and humorous commentary on the foibles of family with keen insight into his characters.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“[A] humorous novel . . . with funny, crisp dialogue. . . . Will indubitably appeal to fans of funny family-dysfunction novels like Jonathan Tropper’s This Is Where I Leave You . . . and Cynthia D’Aprix Sweeney’s The Nest.”

			—Booklist

			“A funny, perceptive story about the surprisingly strong bonds holding together a disparate family that gathers after the death of its patriarch.”

			—Shelf Awareness

			“The Antiques is a literary hurricane of hilarity, heartbreak, and familial redemption. Kris D’Agostino juggles a stolen model rocket, a patriarchal funeral, a runaway movie actress, and a potentially priceless painting all the way to the novel’s very satisfying ending. The Westfall family could be the Tenenbaums of upstate New York.”

			—Nickolas Butler, internationally bestselling author of Shotgun Lovesongs, The Hearts of Men, and Beneath the Bonfire

			“Kris D’Agostino presents a fun-house mirror in The Antiques, delivering a cast of characters at once utterly familiar and completely absurd. But the real magic here is the fact that these people are still so dear. D’Agostino elevates this novel from a funny story about a dysfunctional family to a bright examination of the American man and woman. The Antiques is witty, charming, and delightful, but in critiquing the choices we make as moderns, it packs a firm punch.”

			—Lydia Netzer, author of Shine Shine Shine

			“Kris D’Agostino’s The Antiques is about family and how—no, wait, it’s not one of those treacly, warmed-over novels about family. It’s witty and trenchant and dark and stylish, the black sheep of the family-novel genre, the one who’s not invited to Thanksgiving but crashes it anyway to the delight of the younger relatives and the horror of the elders.”

			—Teddy Wayne, author of Loner and The Love Song of Jonny Valentine

			“The death of a family patriarch and an impending hurricane create a perfect literary storm in this wonderfully wise and darkly comic novel. I love this story of family, friendship, loss, and redemption. Most of all, despite their sometimes hilarious flaws, I love the Westfalls.”

			—Ann Leary, New York Times bestselling author of The Good House

			“In The Antiques, Kris D’Agostino introduces us to a messy, delinquent, outrageous family plunged into mourning when the patriarch dies. While other writers might see this as an opportunity to throw ashes of grief on their characters’ heads, D’Agostino comes at us briskly, shaking our hand with a joy buzzer. This book also reminds us that life and laughter still continue even after our loved ones have left us. The Antiques is an exuberant, lusty novel that had me laughing in the most inappropriate places. I loved it!”

			—David Abrams, author of the New York Times Notable Book Fobbit

			“The Antiques is a keenly observed, eminently readable, all-kinds-of-funny ride, and I urge you to take it.”

			—Jonathan Evison, New York Times bestselling author of West of Here and The Revised Fundamentals of Caregiving
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for JD




All the world’s not round without you.


—TOM WAITS





- MONDAY -



They bought the house on Warren Street in 1980. Josef was six and Charlie two, and with Armie on the way, their Jane Street two-bedroom no longer cut it and so upstate they went. He joked that with three kids it was acceptable to give up. Yet it hadn’t felt like giving up. It had felt like the next good thing. It meant a larger retail floor for George & Ana Westfall Antiques. More room for Ettore Sottsass and Memphis-Milano and everything else the aesthetically elite wanted to buy. And George was good at business. He always had been. Ana, too, give the woman credit.


When they arrived in Hudson they were the only antique shop on the block. With business a shadow of what it had been in Greenwich Village, those early years were a struggle. They questioned the wisdom of relocating. They’d crammed the kids into the car and traveled to shows, and George and Ana had drummed up private collector business and bought pieces and sold pieces, and together they grew. The ’80s became the ’90s and then it was a new century. The baby boomers and the gays and the growing ranks migrated upriver and brought with them shops, wine bars, restaurants, cafés, business. Now Hudson had a bookstore, a gourmet grocery, a place that sold overpriced custom wood furniture (where Armie, despite his background, refused even to inquire about a job), a restored hotel-turned-theater “showcasing” local “acting” (Josef’s assessment), twenty-four-hour pharmacies. A well-known chef from Manhattan had just relocated his restaurant to Warren Street.


From the window in the living room George glared at streetside patrons of a bistro, saw directly into an artisanal butcher shop, a Belgian beer merchant, and a pet supplier whose signage read Unique Gourmet Pet Accoutrements. And there were more shops coming every year.


But he wouldn’t live to see most of it. They had quantified his life in a word. Months. The diagnoses were bad. He was diminishing rapidly. The initial treatments had been promising—twenty-five feet of intestines and two-thirds resected. Which apparently left enough crevices for a slew of seeds to hide out. Three years in peaceful remission and all the while, unknown to the doctors and not picked up on the scans, they grew. Metastasized. Blood when he coughed, appetite dwindling, weight coming off, appearance of the second mass. They said another word. Inoperable.


No matter how much he thought about it, he could not get his mind around the concept of death. The more he thought about floating in some black consciousless infinity, the more anxious he got. Perhaps Ana was right. Maybe if he believed he would go to heaven he’d find some comfort. No. He couldn’t do it. He had nothing in the way of faith. He’d stopped shaving.


He patted his sweater pocket and found the cluster of Ativan. He popped two tablets and swallowed. He would die in this town house. Less than a quarter mile from the banks of the Hudson River, surrounded by all the furniture, all the stark wood, all of Ana’s baubles and trinkets.


And the hammering. That would be Armie in the basement, tinkering away on God knows what. A table, he remembered the youngest and most thoroughly lost of his three children telling him. “It’s a table, Dad. It’s like you pretend you’ve never seen furniture before.”


Armie spent most waking hours cloistered over a hobby bench sawing or working a drill press, or at church, or wandering the streets like a true local weirdo. George’s daughter, Charlie, fared no better, 2,700 miles away, catering to vapid movie stars, married to a French expat whom George suspected of being, much like the “city” they called home, made of plastic. In all likelihood his daughter would not be there when he died. His main hope was that at least Josef would come. At the breakneck pace his firstborn lived, George was doubtful even this could be accomplished.


George turned his back to the window and shuffled to the middle of the study and peered into the living room. He looked at the painting. He wondered how much it would fetch. He hoped two million. He’d been told by its previous owner—his friend the painter Chuck Partridge—that it was a “lesser” Magritte. Two suited figures viewed from behind, floating in a blue, cloud-speckled sky high above a green field. He’d had it since 1965. Chuck had a heart attack right at his easel and to George’s surprise bequeathed him the Magritte. It was called Conversation in the Sky, and when they moved to Hudson he hung it over the couch and there it stayed, the centerpiece of what he felt was an impeccable and well-decorated living room.


When he’d purchased homeowners insurance with the house, the painting was appraised at $500K. He’d know in a few days how much it had appreciated. He wanted his wife and children not to squabble over details or get sentimental. They would sell the painting and split the profits between them. Let them find whatever it was they were looking for in this life. Let them be happy.


The wind plied the windows of the study. He felt its pulse and pressure. The skies darkened and on the television in the kitchen, which he’d left on, the throbbing awful weather system was almost there. It wouldn’t be much longer now.


*  *  *


Give me money and give me a woman with a great ass. Give me fixed variables and market fluctuation. Give me what I need. Get me away from these useless assholes hiding from water. God, this town is full of pussies. It’s just water! And wind! Water and wind and the whole city—the whole Eastern Seaboard—acted like the fucking apocalypse was landing. Give me all your bad weather. I’ll come out on top. I will be just fine.


The weekend = dismal. Lines at the health food store up and down three aisles; they closed the fucking subway so he couldn’t get to Brooklyn to see Nora, and he needed to see Nora; he couldn’t hail a taxi to save his life (there were no taxis to hail); the gym was empty, so no women to stare at; his ex-wife had left him three voice mails “thanking” him for all the “help” he’d given her and his daughters preparing for the storm; his lawyer had yet to return his calls re: visitation rescheduling; he planned to take the girls on a vacation to Hawaii.


His father had called twice and he’d not answered either time. His mother had sent text after text. Now it was Monday. The storm had hit. It was hitting. The airports were closed. The bridges would soon be closed, which he could give two fucks about except it meant Marc Crawford (and his money) had postponed the meeting. Again. And he gave a fuck about that.


His assistant, Ariel, called at 8 a.m. He clicked over, anxious for news about Crawford’s company, BellWeather Capital, and instead found himself contending with indecipherable gibberish as she cried her twenty-two-year-old eyes out. He cut her short because he was on hold on the other line with his real estate broker re: the sale of his Upper East Side two-bedroom.


He stood in windswept rain on Park and Seventy-sixth. There were no cars. There were no people. He’d sooner hail a supermodel than a taxi and he was pretty wet despite his best efforts to pretend the weather wasn’t getting really bad. He wore a long black raincoat ($450) over a dark suit ($2,500) and a pair of duck boots ($109). He had his hair combed over to the side and back, as he always did. He had sharp features, his father’s green eyes.


He made a point of going about his morning with business-as-usual aplomb. He got up at six and swam a hundred laps in his building’s pool, followed by some moderate weight training (because there is such a thing as too much exercise). On normal Mondays he played squash with Stephen Jansom, who was in-house counsel for PlaxoBurnsPine. Stephen called at 7:30 to say, “My wife won’t let me leave the apartment.”


“That’s a match forfeit, pussy.” Josef hung up.


Everyone—Stephen and his wife and the whole of NYC—had shuttered themselves up in their apartments to eat junk food and snuggle and watch movies until the power (maybe) went out. At which point they would light candles and play board games and talk about “what an adventure” it all was.


Not that it mattered. What mattered was the goddamned meeting with BellWeather Capital. Crawford’s people emailed to say he couldn’t get into the city until after the bridges reopened, which wasn’t going to happen for days. I’ll be fucking bankrupt by then, Josef told himself. Roger and Ellis would walk. Both of them came to him separately to express their concerns about the delinquent paychecks. Josef brushed it all off as a “cash-flow hiccup” that would soon be corrected.


He’d poached Roger from Google and Ellis from an assistant art director position at PlaxoBurnsPine, the multinational Big Pharma that made Josef a lot of money not long ago. It also made (then lost) a lot of money for Josef’s younger brother (but that was another story). He assured Roger and Ellis time-and-a-half payouts once the deal went through. But the deal kept getting delayed. Unforeseen hitches and technicalities, round after round of contract vetting and reviews of financial documents and applications as his initial capital dwindled under the growing laundry list of business (and personal) expenses, e.g., general office upkeep, payroll for three employees, development, hardware, tech support, two (!) mortgages, alimony, tuition for the girls (Isobel, thirteen, and Florence, eleven) at their chichi downtown private school, phone bills, Internet bills, insurance premiums, market research, publicity strategies (wishful forward thinking), and all those times he took Marc fucking Crawford to dinner, coaxing that bald turd. And he hated waiting. In this he was like his father. All the day-to-day bullshit, and now he owed Roger and Ellis for a month of programming. Ariel he kept paying because he paid her so little it was laughable. And naturally he’d made the mistake of fucking her. Twice. It was beyond his abilities not to fuck her and now the transgression was yielding some complicated payoffs. He would have to let her go unless she pulled herself together and stopped crying every time they spoke.


He stepped in a puddle, enjoying a childlike imperiousness. He checked his Hamilton ($1,845). Did it even matter what time it was? What was the rush? What was the likelihood that Dr. Hammerstein, his therapist, would be in her office waiting for him? He might as well just go back up to the apartment, jerk off to some Internet porn, soak in the tub, and spend the afternoon trolling the “casual encounters” section on craigslist for women seeking “NSA Storm FWBs.” (This was the actual title of the post he’d made the night before, which so far had received nothing but spam responses.)


He initially planned to skip his biweekly therapy session, but after the news that Crawford wasn’t coming, it suddenly became paramount that he see Dr. Hammerstein. The further he spiraled away from everyone else, the quicker she evolved into the most consistent thing in his life. And today he knew what he wanted to explore. He’d start off the session talking about how badly he felt he needed Nora. How antsy and squirmy he got thinking about her. How he wasn’t sure how he’d live without her. Or maybe it was Natalie he felt that way about. Then he wanted to segue into how, once the BellWeather Capital deal fell apart (and he knew it would, he just fucking knew it), he’d be in Armie’s shoes. Well, not that drastic but certainly back schlepping around some soul-draining hedge fund (if he was lucky). He’d sell his apartment (this was already in the works, it had been on the market one week already, with an open house attended by sixty interested parties) and use the profits to settle some debts. That would float him only so long. He’d have to return to the workforce. The worst part of which was: he’d have a boss again. And on top of all this, he hadn’t had sex in two days. The storm was fucking everything up.


*  *  *


Prickling, scavenging panic. George needed something tangible. He reached a shaky, limpid hand to the red curtain. To feel the delicate, soft fabric upon his fingers. His body had dwindled; his arms stalk-thin at the wrist now. With his other hand he took his cell phone from the pocket of his sweater, next to the Ativan.


“Call Josef,” he told the phone. The phone did not respond. “Call. Josef.”


His children had given him the thing for his birthday and in almost a year’s time his increasingly palsied fingers had begun failing to navigate the swipe mechanics with any accuracy. His texts were a notorious mess of goofy autocorrects and lapsed punctuation for which those same children chided him. Charlie insisted everything about the phone was “intuitive as can be!” but even his simplest attempts to send emails and the brief failed experiment of using it (at Josef’s business-minded behest) to replace the credit card machine at the shop all met disastrous ends. An early misadventure found him sending a not-complete email to a customer, quoting the price on a set of Paul McCobb chairs at almost $1,000 less than intended, followed by a frantic correction email from the laptop. The virtual world eluded him, but this was not some great revelation. His life belonged to tangible things. Stained wood, bent metal, reupholstered, refinished, resold. Paper receipts and a ledger you knew inside and out because you wrote it with your own hand.


He gave up on the voice recognition and with a huff tapped up his recent calls. One of the few tasks he had mastered. It went straight to voice mail. George recalled a crucial meeting of some kind, to take place later that afternoon. Surely it had been canceled with the weather? Everything had been canceled, or so said the TV. If he knew his son, though, the boy would make it work. Somehow he always made it work. He imagined Josef dashing around Manhattan in the middle of all the wind and rain, cutting a striking figure in one of his close-tailored suits costing God-knows-what. He’d reconciled long ago to the idea that Josef was his favorite child, yet he rarely spoke to or saw his eldest and remained uncertain as to whether the feeling was mutual. Most of the emotional connection resided in his mind. For every ten messages one would be returned.


“Hey, big boy,” he began. Outside the trees shook and the sky was a flat gray wash. “I’m in the study, bored out of my mind. Thought I’d try to catch you. It’s eerie out there. All this anticipation! Your mother is going to meet Carl to put sandbags down at the shop. That building has character. I’m sure it won’t do any good. Oops! I hear your mother leaving now. Ha. Okay. Well. Oh, yes, the big meeting, right. My mind is going. Either way give us a call and let us know how everything pans out. If you’re a millionaire or not. Ha! I love you, my boy.”


Here George paused. He wanted to go on but wasn’t sure there was anything to add to what already felt like a rambling, semicoherent message. He dropped the curtain and scratched at the curling gray hairs left scattered over his scalp. His whole body itched, plus the constant stabbing gut pain and the wafting nausea. He hadn’t shit in four days thanks to the chemo. Nothing new. A few leaves tumbled over the bricks out back. The ficus bent in its pot.


Like everyone along the coast, he and Ana had spent the weekend watching the green-yellow-red vortex as it spun up the meteorologist’s screen, twirling and moving and resetting and twirling and moving. They’d stocked up on rice and water and flashlight batteries but hadn’t been sure what else to do. Filling the tub seemed drastic.


He realized he was still on the phone with Josef’s voice mail.


“What was I saying? Oh, yes. I’m fucked if anything goes wrong during the storm. I’ve got chemo tomorrow, assuming there’s power. Your mother’s been trying to get me to go down to the hospital just in case, but I don’t think so. Okay. Well. That’s enough. I’m sure you stopped listening a while ago. I love you. Your mother loves you. Your brother is crazy and we need him out of here. Help him. Talk to him. Don’t loan him money, I’m not saying that, just, talk to him. Okay! I might be dead by the time you call back, haha! But call anyway.”


He hung up and turned and saw Ana in the foyer, putting on her boots and raincoat, looking at him. She’d recently cut her dirty-blond hair to shoulder length, high in the back, and though he had not told her, it suited her greatly. Her neck was tanned and long, with its graceful creases.


“What are you bothering him about now?”


“Voice mail!” George said as an explanation.


“Dr. Karnam told you not to stand too long in one place.”


“I was going to paint.”


“All you do is paint the backyard. The river’s four blocks away!”


“I don’t feel well.”


“You never feel well. Where’s Shadow’s leash? Audrey’s on her way to take him for a walk, since you refuse!”


“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? Me waltzing down there in the middle of a hurricane and the wind knocks me right in.”


“Yes, George, that’s my master plan. You figured me out!”


*  *  *


She was in a dead zone. The hills did that to you. Down around Sunset was no problem, but ascending Beverly Glen Boulevard, skirting the reservoir to avoid the 405, service shrank to one bar. Calls got dropped. Sometimes Melody was on the other end, smack dab in the middle of another full-on emotional breakdown, or it was her mother lodging further complaints against her father, or Abbott’s preschool reporting another outburst. Less frequently it was Rey telling her how one more time he’d be “grading papers” late and why didn’t they just go ahead and eat dinner without him. And always the caller’s voice beamed from her phone through the Volvo’s stereo: disembodied, ominous, inescapable. None of these calls was ever welcome or enjoyable, but she remained diligent and fielded them because she felt guilty and because she thought it was her job and because she wanted to be a good daughter, mother, wife, publicist.


A disconnected call always tipped Melody into panic mode, and no matter how many times Charlie explained the bad reception in the hills, Melody never failed to get indignant. “I’m gonna lose you,” Charlie would say in anticipation as Melody plodded on and the call fell out mid-sentence, and when she got back in range and the bars popped up, the phone would ding ding ding with a voice mail and/or several frantic texts from P.Le.A.Se. Publicity LLC’s most needy and lucrative client. Nine times out of ten when she lost one of Melody’s calls she was already en route to the Chalet—Melody’s name for her mansion—to handle yet another “emergency.” That was Melody’s MO: as needy as a child, requiring constant reassurance, constant affirmation of her beauty, her talent, and her place in the world of stardom. It wore Charlie out, and it paid like this: pretty well but not well enough.


Charlie had become Melody’s de facto personal assistant/nanny/food-fetcher/tantrum-queller/stand-in BFF after the starlet publicly—as in expletive-laced tweets, cover of Us Weekly, lampooned on The Tonight Show Starring Jimmy Fallon—fired her entire support staff en masse. Cook, stylist, assistants, driver, trainers, maids, life coach, masseuse, gardeners, pool guy—everyone. Gone. “They’re sucking me dry,” she claimed. Since then Melody had refused to let any new employees enter the Chalet.


Leilani Costello, the “Le” in P.Le.A.Se., felt that, given Melody’s profile and status, she was one of, if not the, number one client and therefore worthy of a lot of special attention. And worse, Melody didn’t appear to want to work with anyone except Charlie. In the beginning she called and asked for her by name. That was how it started. Till one day Leilani had come into Charlie’s office and closed the door and told her she’d now be handling Melody Montrose exclusively.


“But I don’t want to,” Charlie had said.


“Just get her through the days,” Leilani had said. “Get her to set on time. Keep her together. I promise it won’t be long. Get her to the end of Thornglow and we’ll all be happy.”


“What do you want me to do?”


“Whatever she wants you to do.”


“She wants me to drive Zankou Chicken to her fucking mansion every goddamned day!”


Leilani pumped her manicured eyebrows. “She likes you.”


That was four months ago.


Charlie put on her blinker, waited for a pair of luxury SUVs to pass, and turned onto Mulholland.


“Was that Mommy?” Dustin asked from the backseat.


Charlie looked in the rearview and watched Dustin’s little feet dangling. Dustin was three and a half and already she felt like his chauffeur.


“Yup, that was your mom.”


“She sick this morning.”


“You spoke with her?”


“Daddy did. Them yelled.”


“They yelled.”


“Mommy is hung up as usual!”


In the mirror, Dustin’s eyes were a deep green, sparkling off his emerald T-shirt. He wrinkled his nose and dug something out of it.


“Don’t pick your nose.”


Was he that different from Abbott? Barring the fact that Dustin had sprung from the sacred union of two movie stars and Abbott was merely the product of a cinema studies professor and a publicist–turned–ad hoc personal assistant, were the two really so far removed? Charlie slumped in her seat. Yeah, they were. One and a half years younger than her son, Dustin possessed about quadruple the functioning vocabulary and an innate ability to articulate his thoughts. But Dustin wasn’t some anomaly. She knew this. The anomaly was Abbott. Her special little guy. Her cracked, beautiful dumpling. Splattered all over the spectrum like a Jackson Pollock. Abbott was at home in Silver Lake with Manuela, the Salvadorean lady who served as both nanny and housekeeper. Soon Manuela would take him to the Horizon School of Echo Park. Charlie herself was due there shortly for a meeting about Abbott’s most recent biting transgression. Eight thousand a year in tuition, and the humor inherent in the ritual of her own child being taken to school most mornings by Manuela while she crested the hills to drive another woman’s child to a different, more expensive—read better—school did not escape her. And if she didn’t hurry she was going to be late for this crucial meeting, and she did not want to be late, even though she had a good idea this crucial meeting would consist of little more than the Horizon School of Echo Park telling her and Rey that Abbott George Perrin was no longer welcome to attend the Horizon School of Echo Park.


It was already 8:15 and Melody hadn’t sounded good on the phone, so Charlie would have to go there first and assess the damage. Melody could not afford to miss the Nylon magazine shoot later that morning. Not with the way she’d been plastered all over the tabloids with this Patrick Kuggle thing. The public crying. The multiple nightclub breakdowns. The shoplifting. The judge had put her on probation, and this after an endless back-and-forth between Melody’s lawyers and the chain store’s lawyers. Charlie sensed, despite how much she drew at the box office, a great foreboding in the trajectory of Melody Montrose’s career arc. Hence the need for maximum focus. She had to get the girl back on track. Charlie stuck out her lower lip and chuffed a flyaway.


The Balmont Hall School, which Melody paid $21,500 a year for Dustin to attend, lay in the Santa Monica Mountains, just west of the 405. Charlie loved being in the hills. The feeling of getting away from it all, even though she wasn’t that far from anything. The windy roads yielded the same sensation as her jogs through Runyon Canyon: temporary escape.


Dustin name-checked cars they passed.


“Jaguar!”


“Bentley!”


“Hummer!”


Just like Abbott calling out street names. See! Maybe they weren’t so different? Though she doubted Dustin ever threw his own shit at anyone. Abbott had done this. Twice. The first time his target had been a school wall, the second time Rey himself, who at the moment of launch/impact sat grading papers at the kitchen table. That had not been a pleasant evening. She cringed at the thought of it and tried to focus instead on how beautifully the weather was shaping up. To think back east a hurricane was stomping through everyone’s lives.


*  *  *


Did she need another problem? No, she didn’t. The rain was a problem, or would be if it got as bad as they were saying. The foundation near the rear of the building had a crack. It leaked. She’d known about it for a while, but with George being sick and the hospital visits and the chemo and the mental breakdowns, she’d been putting off the work and now the storm was hitting. She wasn’t worried about the house. They’d waterproofed the basement years ago and it seemed to be holding up. But this crack in the concrete at the store was something relatively new, and the past couple brutal winters had only exacerbated the problem. And here she was, cursing herself for not having done anything sooner. God forbid anything happened to the store. She was the only one doing anything proactive about it, about anything. George = a million miles away. Like he’d already left. He didn’t want to get better. “I’m dying,” he said. Sometimes it was all he said. “You don’t want to listen to them,” them being the doctors, “but I’m dying.” And he was. But did he have to stop living? And had it been any different when he was well? When they thought he would be well? No, Ana concluded, it had not. It had been the same for years, and she wasn’t foolish enough to think he’d change. The best she could do was keep her head down and pray. Go to church and pray and light a candle and do it all as quietly as possible to avoid his ridicule. God would make it right. He would help her endure. No, not endure. That was not the word. He would make it better. It had to get better.


At her back, George & Ana Westfall Antiques was lit up bright before the gathering gloom. The gold-leaf lettering of their names, his and hers, was vibrant in the half-light. It was an old building. It had been around. Ana was, decades later, still proud of how hard they’d worked to get the place where it was. And how hard she’d worked in recent years to keep it there.


Audrey Tan arrived with Shadow loping beside her. “He’s a little sluggish today.”


“How so?”


“I don’t know, just not himself. We had a good time, though. We went to the water.”


Ana knelt to Shadow’s level and her bare knee settled against the cold, wet concrete. Shadow was an eighteen-year-old border collie whom Ana was petrified had, like her husband, reached the end of his life span. And then they’d be gone. When George and the dog were gone, what would she have? Nothing. No one. She didn’t even have the comfort of her children. No, she told herself, that wasn’t fair or true. She had Armie, and Armie didn’t appear to be going anywhere. But where was he? He’d told her he would meet her to help with the sandbags but he hadn’t shown up and now Carl was almost done.


The rain made noises like the patter of tiny feet. She and Audrey were all decked out in rubber and hoods and boots. They stood under the store awning.


Audrey taught kindergarten, and ever since George got sick, she’d made a point of stopping by in the evenings on her way home to help Ana out by taking Shadow for a walk. Ana suspected the girl had a crush on Armie and that the feeling was mutual, and yet for reasons beyond her, the two of them managed to dance around each other like frightened embers, never meeting. She didn’t want to push Armie too hard. Not yet.


Carl came up the alley. He pulled his worker’s gloves off with his teeth and stuffed them into a poncho pocket. His poncho was speckled with fat drops of water. “That’s the last of them. If you can get Armie—”


“Oh, is Armie here?” Audrey asked. Shadow took a seat on the sidewalk and blinked at the three of them. He yawned and his tongue rolled out of his mouth, wide and pink.


“I’m sure he’s at the house,” Ana said. “Would you like to come over for some tea?”


Audrey frowned. “I need to get home to make sure my grandmother isn’t freaking out.”


Carl rubbed his neck. “We’re looking good here. I don’t think anything too crazy’s gonna happen.”


Carl and George were the same age, but to Ana, Carl looked at least ten years younger. Here he was, lifting sandbags and glistening with sweat, while George could no longer put on pants without her help.


“I can’t tell you how much I owe you,” Ana said.


“You don’t owe me anything.”


“I think it’s starting to get bad,” Audrey said, holding out her hand and letting rain collect in her palm.


“We should get home.” Ana looked at her phone and tried to resist the urge to send Charlie another text message but sent one anyway. Shadow let out a long, low whimper. “It’s going to be all right old boy. We’re going home.”


“We should probably board up the windows,” Carl said.


Ana looked at the building and nodded. “I think you’re right,” she said. “But you’ve done enough, Carl. I’ll get Armie to help me. Let’s go back. What do you say, Shadow?”


Shadow didn’t say anything.


*  *  *


They wound up and around the hilltop. Past Warren Beatty’s house, past Pamela Anderson’s house, past Paul Hogan’s house, past the house where Errol Flynn once lived. They crossed the highway, clogged in both directions. They rounded the Skirball Cultural Center and went left through the Balmont Hall gate. Dustin hummed the Wonder Pets! theme. Abbott also loved this show, but Charlie had grown to fear the way her son mimicked, with startling accuracy, the voices of Linny the Guinea Pig, Turtle Tuck, and Ming-Ming Duckling. Like his brain wouldn’t stop replaying the dialogue on a creepy David Lynch–type loop. He repeated the same lines over and over, and she sensed something sinister about the cadence with which he proclaimed their catchphrase slogan: “What’s going to work? Teamwork!” And yet, on a normal developmental level, he spoke hardly at all to her or Rey or anyone residing in the real world. TV characters, imaginary ponies, and Ernest the Donkey Puppet were the things he “conversed” with. This was the kind of stuff she tried to point out to Rey as evidence of just how different Abbott was. Somehow Rey was never around to witness any of it. And if he was, he just looked at her like she was crazy.


“He’s just going through a phase,” she said aloud in Rey’s French-tinged English.


Dustin’s head shot up. “Who?”


“What?”


She parked the Volvo just as her phone sprang back to full bars and dinged five times:


Melody Montrose: Where are U? I need help.


Rey: I think I’m going to be late.


Mom: STRM GETTNG BAD


Mom: UR FATHER BEHVING BADLY


Melody Montrose: I took pills.


She prioritized the texts. Was her father in the hospital again? “Behaving badly” meant yelling at nurses. She stuck out her lower lip and chuffed again and sent another stray hair out of her eyes. Pills? What the fuck did that mean? She held the phone to her ear with her shoulder, opened the back door, unbuckled Dustin, and hoisted him into her arms. He laid his head on her shoulder and kept humming. Melody’s phone went to voice mail.


“Hey, this is Melody! Leave a message!”


“Fuck. Oh, crud, sorry, Dusty.”


“Bad-word alert.”


“Yeah, that’s a bad word. Don’t say it. Hey, Melody, uh, got your texts, not sure what you mean by p-i-l-l-s. I’m a little concerned. Call me back, please. Like, now. I’m at Dustin’s school so I’ve got service again. Call. Please.” At the doors she put Dustin down and squatted in front of him and placed her hands on his shoulders. She straightened his backpack. He wore dark shorts with sailboats on them. His brown hair curled in all directions. “You said Mommy was sick?” He shrugged. “Did she call Daddy when you were at Daddy’s house?” Nothing.


Three years ago, when Melody was twenty-one and Charlie had just started working at P.Le.A.Se. Publicity LLC, Melody, riding the success of a coming-of-age high school romcom, was offered the starring role in a time-travel-vampire-teen-fantasy saga based on a cycle of YA bestsellers called Thornglow. The first film in the trilogy was Thornglow: Children of the Night. Melody played the vampire heiress Serena Thornglow. She had a brief, torrid, and highly publicized romance-followed-by-impulse-marriage-followed-by-divorce with her costar Patrick Kuggle, an already divorced twenty-eight-year-old heartthrob with chiseled facial structuring and perma-spiked hair who also happened to be the lead singer of a Top 40 power-pop band called Blast! The result of their yearlong union was Dustin, who now spent half the week at Kuggle’s Bel Air mansion and the other half at Melody’s Beverly Hills mansion. The child had access to two pools, both of which, Charlie liked to remind herself, were larger in square footage than the ground floor of her house. Thank God Kuggle’s character died in the first film and they didn’t have to endure each other’s presence on set.


Charlie didn’t think her face belied any worry about Melody’s “took some pills” text, but Dustin looked like he was about to cry.


“Is Mommy sick?”


“Mommy’s fine.” Charlie was still in her running attire: blue-and-white sneakers fitted to counter her overpronation, yoga pants, a sky-blue T-shirt and sports bra and her hair was pulled back. It was a source of pride for her that she never wore makeup. She was thirty-four but knew she looked twenty-eight. She had her mother’s hair—dirty blond and wavy to her shoulder blades. She was aware that most of the hands-on dads, of which there were many, were staring at her ass as they streamed around her and Dustin. This was cool by her. She liked the attention. “Let’s get you to class.”


She put out her hand and Dustin high-fived it and together they went in. She was back in the car at 8:45. She needed to be in Echo Park by 9:45. She called the school and pushed Abbott’s meeting back an hour. She felt an obligation to respond to her mother and inquire as to her father’s status, but that seemed the least pressing issue on the table. Her father had been sick forever, dying forever. The news was always bad, and so her logic was, it could wait. The director, a skittish woman named Melinda McCarthy, was annoyed.


“This is a serious matter, Mrs. Perrin. Abbott needs our attention.”


“Westfall.”


“Excuse me?”


“I use my maiden name. And we’re—my husband and I—we’re taking it seriously. Believe me. I’ll be there as soon as I can. Something came up with work and my father is sick. I just need an hour.” Charlie started the car.


“Please get here as soon as you can.”


“Copy that.”


Back over the clogged 405 and through the dead zone, but not before her phone dinged. A quick glance:


Mom: TRYING TO GET DAD IN FOR CHEMO SPOKE TO KARNAM CONCRNED ABOUT POWR OUTAGES


Nothing from Melody. She crested the first hill and started down Beverly Glen. She didn’t break down often but now she was crying. Inching behind a line of slow-creeping cars and crying. They were going to kick Abbott out of school. She knew this. And could you blame them? This time he bit one of the teachers. On the neck! And this wasn’t the first biting, it was the third. “Not the first, Mrs. Perrin, the third.” And with the infamous poop-throwing incident lingering. Was she the kind of mother who failed her child? Was she a failure? She didn’t want to think like this, but the evidence in opposition was mounting. And what kind of daughter was she? Her father was dying. He was going to die and she wouldn’t even be there because she lived on the other side of the fucking country. She was positive her husband was cheating on her. Her proof? A pair of black Victoria’s Secret panties, with lacy aquamarine bordering, size M—she was an S since college—that definitely did not belong to her. She found them in her underwear drawer, which really creeped her out. Manuela probably scooped them up and washed them with the laundry and folded them away. What kind of adulterer left their underwear in the adulteree’s home? It was a direct slap in the face. Her entire existence felt transformed into a tapestry, and someone had located a crucial thread, the one holding it all together, and they were pulling it out, slowly and with savage efficiency.


At 9:20 she pulled up outside the Chalet. Slender palm trees curled along the curb. It didn’t look like much from the street—a closed wooden gate and enormous green hedgerows on either side. The only visible things were the curved terra-cotta roof tiles of the main house.


She turned in to the driveway and stopped at the keypad and leaned out to flash her card over the scanner. A loud beep and the gate slid open. She parked in the circular drive. The guesthouse was on one side and paths led through a garden to the grotto pool on the other. She let herself in. “Melody!”


The foyer echoed back her voice. The piano caught and reflected the morning light glinting through the oversize windows. It hurt her eyes. She put her sunglasses back on. Melody wasn’t in the kitchen or in the den or in the living room or the gym or the screening room. She wasn’t out back in any of the lounge chairs around the pool. She wasn’t under the waterfall, where sometimes she went to be alone. There were no cars in the garage, but that wasn’t unusual because Melody didn’t know how to drive. Melody wasn’t in the garage either. She wasn’t in the second gym attached to the garage, where sometimes she went to be alone. Charlie went back to the house.


“Please don’t be dead,” ascending to the second floor. “Please don’t be dead. Please don’t be dead.”


She was preoccupied with Abbott’s school meeting, she knew this, but seriously, somewhere in that very, very, very large house, a young starlet might lie expired via a “pills” overdose. She hoped Melody was alive. Please just be sleeping one off.


The bedroom door was locked. Charlie knocked. She turned the knob, pushed, and waited. Nothing. She pounded on the door. “Melody! Are you in there? What the fuck? Come on, open up.”


She pounded again, and again turned the knob and pushed. Why was she surprised to find it locked? And then it opened and she was staring at a shaggy-haired dude with a puckered face like that of a constantly annoyed runway model. He wore baggy, many-pocketed cargo shorts and his hair looked as if it was about to just say “fuck it” and become full-on dreadlocks. He smelled of peat moss. Standard-issue California surfer-mimbo if ever there was one.


“Hey, man, you got the breakfast?”


This question caught Charlie off guard. “What? Is she alive? Did you call 911?”


“What are you talking about, man?”


“Why do you keep calling me ‘man’? She said pills. How many pills? What pills? What the fuck is going on? Just tell me now, I’m not a cop or a narc or anything.”


“Chill, man. There are no pills.”


“Why’d she text me she’d taken pills?”


“We did have a pretty good time.” He frowned and shook his head. “No pills, though. Nope. Just”—he threw up his arms—“booze. And some weed, I think.”


Charlie’s shoulders slumped with relief. “Where is she?”


The guy gestured limply behind him to a crumpled mass of black hair, black clothing, black sheets. “Sleeping.”


“Who are you?”


“I’m Charlie. Who are you?”


“I’m Charlie!”


His head jerked back like a frightened bird’s. “You’re freaking me out.”


“Get out of my way.” Charlie stepped around him into the bedroom. Melody was facedown, her hair spread out like a black fan. Surfer Charlie stood slack-jawed, scratching his stomach.


“Come right in,” he said to the air around him, stifling a yawn with the back of his hand.


Charlie rolled Melody over, stretching a goopy blob of spit from the sheet to her mouth. Melody coughed and opened her eyes.


“I’m sleeping,” she mumbled.


“You have to get up.”


“Maybe we should throw cold water on her?” Surfer Charlie ventured. Charlie looked at him. “I’m not saying we have to.”


She’d roused Melody like this three times in the past month. It had been two years since Patrick Kuggle had cut her out of his life. She was drawing the breakup out to indefinite lengths. In Melody’s mind the trauma was occurring in real time, constant and anew. Everything turned into an uphill battle. The bulk of Charlie’s daily efforts was spent keeping Melody on task: getting her to the set on time, shepherding her through interviews, prepping her for appearances, making sure she showed up at photo shoots and parties and often literally holding her hand at these functions to assure everything went smoothly. Plus the constant, mind-numbing management of the deluge of Internet activity that came with 900K Twitter followers and a trail of paparazzi like a wedding gown train. Policing YouTube videos. Reading gossip magazines. Making sure Melody always wore panties when she went out, lest we have another “vag shot” on TMZ. Charlie also spent a great deal of time fielding Melody’s drunken texts and quelling emotional meltdowns. Just this past Friday night, Charlie had received a series of increasingly perplexing and misspelled texts from her client, who found herself, through no fault of her own, of course, getting thrown out of a West Hollywood nightclub after learning that Patrick Kuggle was there, along with the bulk of his self-proclaimed Vagina Squad. Melody had stormed over to their table and hurled a full drink in his lap, then allegedly pushed one of Kuggle’s top VS lieutenants, Adam Cartwell—guitarist for Blast!—with whom she’d also briefly been involved, though thankfully no children resulted. Kuggle’s bodyguard, the towering ex–Secret Service fruitcake Bernard Havilland, was now claiming to have injured his wrist in the melee. Leilani had called Charlie and asked her to get down there ASAP and calm everyone down. This included the nightclub owner, Kuggle, Cartwell, and Havilland. Luckily no one wanted to take it any further. They just wanted Melody out of there. She’d made quite a scene, by all reports.
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