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SO LONG AS I PERCEIVE THE WORLD AS HOSTILE,


I REMAIN LINKED TO IT: I AM NOT CRAZY.


—ROLAND BARTHES, A LOVER’S DISCOURSE





CHAPTER ONE



CHERYL


WHEN JEFFREY’S FIRST WIFE told me he had a voracious appetite for women, I assumed she was just trying to be vindictive. Now, as I walked up and down the beach on my insomnia prowl, I tried not to think about all the things he had loved about her. The list seemed short to me, but it was always long to him. Why couldn’t you love her like that when she was around? I had asked once. He had no idea where the love had gone then, but it was revived after she died. Perhaps that was when I should have left, but I kept hoping we could get back to the before-time—when we felt lucky to be near each other. On mornings like this the sunrise would come up over the Long Island Sound and the neighborhood streets would be quiet and empty. Each beach house had an incredible view of the winding Connecticut shoreline, and if you squinted, you could see Long Island in the distance. Four a.m. would hit and I would find myself walking by windows trying to see what everyone was up to, hoping to see a blue wash of TV screens and peering around for something indecent. But the houses would be dark and quiet, everyone long asleep. It was the kind of neighborhood that was full of children, their soccer balls and plastic bats lingering in the streets, toy trucks lost in the manicured lawns of American flag-adorned clapboard homes. I looked down at a dirt-caked Barbie doll with kite string wrapped around her plastic arms and wondered if all these children were destined to become troubled teenagers who were shipped off to college with a sigh of relief, as we had done with Jeffrey’s son, Teddy, three years before.


Without people, Little Neck Cove was one of the most breathtaking places I’d ever seen. I’d ignore the No Trespassing signs and climb down neighbors’ stairs onto their beaches to walk and unwind before Jeffrey woke up. I’d pace the rocks and the beach, looking for shells, mating horseshoe crabs, or seagulls floating through the dawn sky. The beach was covered in smooth, flat stones, hidden quartz and oddly shaped bloodstones. I’d pick them up and inspect the strangest ones, dropping them into my pocket one by one. There was always snapped pieces of seashells and kaleidoscope sea glass all for the taking. These small objects that flipped and swirled along the ribbed floor of the sea would outlast us all. The soft, small waves made a hypnotic sound that would relax me into bliss. The sky would turn gray first, then light blue and finally explode with oranges and yellows. There was nothing to obscure my view here, just sky as far as I could see. I could sit on the beach for hours, listening with my eyes closed, sometimes falling asleep completely. It was the only place I didn’t feel shut in, claustrophobic, unwelcome.


Hours before the humidity became unbearable, I would watch the fishermen out on the jagged rocks that jutted out into the sound, their lines glistening in the early morning glow. I knew they had been there all night, drinking and fishing as the waves lapped around them. One, an old man with a shaggy terrier, had come every summer since I met Jeffrey. He drove a beat-up truck with a raccoon tail on the antenna. Seeing him always meant the start of the summer for me. Lately, though, there were more men wandering around than usual. There was talk that we had made some online list for the best place to clam and fish. People were angry at the intrusion.


We were far away enough from New York to feel like we were in a different world, but close enough to have successful commuter husbands. In the evenings, I’d see a row of pursed-lipped wives idling their cars in the parking lot of the commuter rail station, watching their bar-car-riding husbands stagger off the train. The Connecticut shoreline was full of small towns like ours, each with an old Congregational church and a large town green at its center. Homes with plaques stating their Revolutionary age stood next to tasteful shops and cafés along Main Street. And along the water were hidden coves and snug blocks of beachside cottages. People from New York would grab them as soon as they came on the market, trying to turn this swath of Connecticut into the Vineyard or the Cape.


I passed the anchor of our little neighborhood, the Little Neck Cove Yacht & Country Club, just as the grinding daily cacophony of lawn mowers began. The decorations from last night’s Gatsby party were still up. Jeffrey and I had always gone when we first got together—looking silly in a seersucker suit and a flapper dress, but it was fun. We hadn’t gone in years. That’s what happens: tiny adjustments and contractions to your needs because things are fun and you believe they will never stop being that way. We used to go to all the themed parties and find ourselves making out on the beach, my dress all sparkly in the moonlight. We didn’t care who saw us then. We had always been the last couple dancing, full of life, our hands all over each other, sweat beading everywhere. Now I had to stanch the flow of happy memories to survive our current state of indifference toward each other. If I brushed against him, he seemed startled. I had taken the laughing and groping and desire that seemed endless for granted.


After I watched the sun rise this particular morning, I didn’t feel like sneaking back into my bed, pretending I was waking up alongside Jeffrey. He didn’t appreciate my attempts at normalcy and never asked where I had been when he woke up to an empty bed anyway. It was as if he was somehow grateful for my absence.


I decided to keep walking to the neighborhood’s nature trail. Built into the saltwater marshland of tall cattails, the trail traversed inlets and thick labyrinthine channels connected to the next hidden cove of homes. It was Connecticut postcard-perfect here, full of painted turtles and tiny crabs and unexpected sprays of beach roses. Whenever the tall grass was flattened back after a storm, I could see the teenager-forged trails into the hidden parts of the marsh. I’d follow the trails until they led me into a small grove with beer cans and burned-out wood piles. I’d collect the cans and clean off the wax from tree stumps, trying to erase the damage created by the late-night parties. I wanted to find them in midswing during one of my walks, see who was lusting after whom, feel what it was like to be young again, nervous and hopeful, but I only ever found the remnants of their drunken joy.


•  •  •


I was enjoying the bright sparkle of the water, training my binoculars on the hatching birds’ nest beds staked high above the sea grass. The hiss of locusts and summer beetles filled the air, a clucking that I missed all winter long. As the sun rose, the humidity felt like a bath and I was already soaked through my shirt. I had a thin, small bird book that Jeffrey had given me in my back pocket. Now was the time when the plover birthings were in full swing and it was exhilarating. Their call notes, plaintive, bell-like whistles, filled the air around me. It was a sound unlike any other and I preferred it to humans talking. The whistles flitting around me made me feel calm yet alive. These birds were unencumbered. They just lived and flew, and most of all, they didn’t betray. I tried to follow their calls and considered going off the bridge to walk along the shore, a no-no in the bird-sanctuary rule book. I wanted a closer look, so I looped one leg over the rope of the boardwalk and looked around to make sure no one was watching. Then I heard a moan, almost a groan really, and looked down. Three feet below me were two legs with sneakers and an arm feverishly moving. I pulled my leg up and backed away from the edge of the boardwalk, not wanting to disturb anything. I didn’t want to be caught watching. I didn’t want a confrontation.


As I hurried down the path, away from the legs, I kept turning around to make sure he wasn’t following me. Who was it? A teenager? Someone’s husband who liked to get off on the rocks? Finally something had happened to wake up my summer.


I looked at my watch and realized I wouldn’t be able to go home and change before the club’s summer fashion show. As I ran down the trail, fluffing my hair and hoping the bags under my eyes weren’t too drawn, I stopped once more to see if the legs were still splayed out in the sand and rocks. They were gone. As I saw wide bird wings fill the sky, I knew the man under the boardwalk was coming. He was somewhere I couldn’t see, so I ran.


•  •  •


At the club, I eyed the women. Could it have been one of their husbands under the bridge? Hadn’t he been worried a kayaker might paddle by? I looked around, wondering what everyone’s secret could be. I knew it hadn’t been Jeffrey; the ankles hadn’t been delicate like his. I looked at the ladies and they were all in some form of undress. We were all exposing ourselves to one another as we got ready for the runway, some more shy about it than others. Jeffrey and I hadn’t had sex in two hundred and twenty-five days, but I wasn’t sure if that was a lot to anyone else because it wasn’t something any of us talked about. We said things like “Oh, we don’t do that anymore, ha ha.” But then you looked around at one another suspiciously to see who had the downcast eyes, the ones who also didn’t do it anymore. At all. I wanted to know which of these women were still having sex with their husbands. I wanted to know if I was pathetic or if this was just how it turned out for everybody.


When I was a teenager, my mother used to say, “Men only love you when you’re fertile, even if they don’t want you to have their child.” She’d looked at me, sixteen and glowing, and said, “They only want you. They want to suck out your youth. I don’t have any more to give.” I’d told her that it wasn’t true, that men came around for her all the time, but she’d just said, “That isn’t love.” I’d had no view of the future, no idea she was wise.


I really shouldn’t be the one with the downcast eyes. In this club, I was young. At forty-four, I had floated through the young-mother years without cesarean scars or crumpled, crepe-paper-belly skin. I had retained my figure and it had to count for something. I was the new guard. It didn’t matter that Jeffrey was part of the old guard. His first wife had had to deal with key parties and rushing Teddy to bed before starting the arguments about strands of hair in the bed sheets that did not match her shade of dye. I was lucky to have missed all that. It must have troubled her, seeing Jeffrey saunter off with Johnson Picard’s wife from down the block, if the rumors were true. It’s one thing to hear about it and another to see it with your own eyes and not be able to do anything because you had agreed to it ahead of time. The women waddling around drinking Chardonnay with ice cubes, women with deep creases in the vees of their cleavage—he had slept with them first. In their white sneakers and print shirts and those . . . cotton short pants.


We were now transitioning between desirable and undesirable—that sad moment when a woman realizes that absolutely no man is looking at her, not even a passing glance. It made us all paralyzed with fear.


We battled the decline with bright, exotic colors and bold prints—anything to draw that attention back to the curves of our bodies. Even if various parts had begun to hang or droop, at least men were still looking. Men were easy after all, weren’t they? Quick glances at erect nipples under the smooth cotton of a pale pink golf shirt or at the hem of a too-short pleated tennis skirt that seemed to elongate even the stubbiest of lady legs. It had to cause some kind of stirring in them. We all hoped, at least. The Shop Till You Drop fashion show had been organized by Mary Ann to highlight the fashions from the Main Street shops. Bring the fashion to us, we begged. And they did. Sales reps from each boutique sat in the back row and were set to take note on who leaned in when.


There were women of all ages going through the racks of clothes, looking for their names, and changing into the first string of outfits for the runway. Mary Ann had picked the models from dozens of members. Young or old, it didn’t matter; they just had to be pretty and slim, their beauty something to aspire to. I looked at the daughters of friends shimmying out of short shorts and then at the older women who were watching them, forlorn, and I realized we weren’t ever going to be the ones men were looking at again. They were looking at the daughters, the ones with taut upper arms, smooth legs, and tiny bikini bodies who flipped from stomach to back on pool loungers all day long. I stared at them and craved their youth and their bodies. Their youth! I would never be that young again. It was too painful to linger on and it wasn’t something we could say out loud to one another. I wanted to go up to each young thing and tell her, This isn’t infinite for you. Women have an expiration date. But those things hadn’t registered to my youth-dumb ears, so why should it for them? I wondered who we were allowed to steal our youth from.


I felt a tap on my shoulder as I moved through the bodies looking for my name and turned around to see a smiling Mary Ann.


“Oh, Cheryl, there’s been a mistake.”


“Did my clothes get lost?” I asked, laughing.


“Well, it’s just that we don’t need you. We have enough people,” she said.


“Oh.”


“I overbooked, thinking some people would say no. Stage fright or vacations. I guess this year everyone wants to play Victoria’s Secret angel,” Mary Ann said.


“Mary Ann, it’s fine. I hadn’t prepared my signature move anyway,” I said. I wondered if she ever felt left out. If anyone ever made her feel like deadweight. Perhaps being on top for so long made her forget that it felt terrible. I smiled through it, though. If I told anyone, it would just get back to her and I’d fall even further down her golden list. I wondered if Mary Ann had the same hierarchy for her friends who wintered in retirement homes in Florida or if it was a free-for-all. We had never been invited, but I knew they all bought near one another. I shuddered at the thought of spending a retired eternity with them, but Jeffrey jokingly referred to his retirement as his “me” time and made no mention of a second home.


“I’m doing you a favor. Do you really want to be up there and judged?” she said, smiling.


I leaned in conspiratorially and said, “These ladies are vicious, aren’t they?”


Mary Ann was taken aback and I knew I had said the wrong thing. “No, of course not, they’re good friends,” she said.


I slid behind the curtain and saw a few open spots at the round tables. Everyone looked sharp and I felt terribly underdressed in my walking clothes. I took a seat next to Christine to wait for the show to start. Christine had chopped off her sandy blond hair a few years ago. The bowl cut was favored by the older women, but she wasn’t one of them yet, so it just made her look unfeminine. She really had been beautiful once, but after child number three her waist disappeared. A waiter brought me a mimosa and I asked him to stay close. The waiters were clearing plates when I realized I was starving.


“You got the boot, huh?” Christine asked.


“Oh no, they had too many girls this year.”


“Sometimes I think they just do that to put people in their place. Give them hope and take it away.” She motioned with her hands, nearly spilling her sweating white wineglass on me.


“I did it a few years ago,” I said, trying to save face. I had been chosen once, right before Jeffrey’s first wife had died and they wanted to give me a go. See if I could be one of the girls. This was just the latest attempt at putting me in my place. It had started suddenly and passively when Mary Ann had forgotten to add me to the ticket list for Jersey Boys a few years ago. I wandered Times Square for hours waiting for the show to finish, fingering I Love NY and Statue of Liberty snow globes and wondering if anyone I knew would appreciate one. Afterward, they wanted to have a drink and dinner to talk about the performances. Debbie Picard told me I hadn’t missed much, she would have preferred shopping, but when I showed her what I had bought, the pewter-finish Statue of Liberty for me and the I Love NY T-shirt for Jeffrey, the girls all laughed. Didn’t I know about Madison Avenue? they asked. The shops around Times Square were the only ones I could find. They said it was marvelous that I had never been to New York before. They really thought it was cute. I found the most inexpensive item on the menu since I had spent so much money just walking around: a fancy grilled cheese sandwich with arugula and purple tomatoes, while they all got duck and rabbit and different things I would never think to eat. They ordered wine by the bottle while I stuck with tap water.


When the bill came, Lori said, “Split it down the middle!” And we did. I didn’t want to be the one shoving twenty dollars at them, saying that it was for my portion and looking cheap or, worse, poor. Jeffrey later lectured me about spending one hundred and fifty dollars on a sandwich, and that had been my first and last visit to the city. I threw the gifts away before he could see how foolish I had been.


“I did it last year and it was a disaster. My clothes were two sizes too small and I could feel everyone’s eyes on me. I still had to walk, though. They don’t choose you again if you run into trouble,” Christine said.


“It just seemed like a scheduling thing, that’s all.”


“Of course. It’s not you,” Christine said, patting my leg.


The models started down the makeshift runway and all the women started oohing and aahing at their friends, daughters of members, bridge partners, and golf-foursome girls. The fashion was coming to us, even if it was just from the downtown shops and featured the usual gauzy linen capris with hidden elastic waists, the tropical-colored knit separates accessorized with chunky necklaces, and the latest golf trends. They were starting with the golf fashions with breathable fabrics and I watched the models spinning and twirling in sherbet skorts. Some of them were really hamming it up.


“ ‘Look at Karen in her divine melon skort and athletic shell. Ladies, throw a cardigan over this look and you’ll be ready to go from golf course to main course in minutes,’ ” Mary Ann said, reading from a card.


There was clapping and laughter.


“Look at that gorgeous skirt,” Christine said. “Like I need another one.”


“I think Mary Ann said skort, but it’d look good on you,” I said. “Treat yourself.”


“Not with my hips. You, you have no hips, that would work on you.”


I looked at Karen as she took a fake swing with a tiny crook in her knees, illustrating the breathability of the fabric, and wondered if that shade of melon would make me look revived.


On their return, the parade of women raised their arms as if they were winners in some unspoken competition. They had been picked. They were models all of a sudden. The rest of us guzzled mimosas and fresh midmorning sangrias and filled out forms specifying what fashions we wanted to buy.


“These things really wear me out. All the fun. I need a nap and a benzo.”


“I don’t think they’re called that anymore,” I said.


“Whatever Larry calls them, I need one.”


“Maybe you shouldn’t mix alcohol with them,” I said.


“Oh, I do it all the time. They just have to say that. For the kids.”


Christine found what she was looking for at the bottom of her purse. Her husband was a doctor who medicated her so that she’d turn a blind eye to his side projects. We all knew it but didn’t say anything. No one took Christine’s hand and asked her if she was okay, we always just smiled politely and ignored her confused ramblings when we realized the dose for the day was too high. Although we were complicit in her humiliation, we were all very concerned with ignoring our own.


“Bunny, everybody!”


Bunny Fogherty, nearing seventy-five, walked with purpose, with long strides and an exaggerated head toss, as if she was born for this. Big chunky jewels glittered around her neck. The other models who came through all wore an enormous amount of dazzling costume jewelry, because they knew we needed to find a way to adorn ourselves while covering the crinkle of neck skin, the dotting of sun spots on our décolletage. They led with sparkle and the tables of women were awed. “I think Bunny’s found her new calling,” Mary Ann said. “ ‘This dress is straight from the Paris runways to you, ladies. Just because we live on the shoreline doesn’t mean we can’t be high fashion from time to time.’ ”


She smiled, looking up from her card.


I saw someone with scraggly hair wander through the bodies of waiting women and walk up to one of the waiters holding a tray of drinks. He peered around, confused, and I saw that it was Teddy and inhaled sharply. He was disheveled, glassy-eyed, and he was trying to get a drink off the tray as the waiter whooshed it away from him. I think I heard him say It’s for them. Teddy actually had the nerve to wink at a newer club member as she strutted by wearing a caftan poncho thing for rainy summer evenings.


“ ‘You never know when you’re going to get wet,’ ” Mary Ann breathed into the microphone.


What was he doing here? I waved to get his attention and instantly regretted it when I saw him barging his way through the pushed-together chairs to walk toward me.


“Yo, Cheryl. What the hell is this?”


All the other women turned around, and I thought I felt Christine grasp my hand in support. He sat down next to me and the women stared. He was wearing jeans.


“You guys are throwing fashion shows now?”


“It’s our own little Milan!” Christine said.


“You know you can’t wear jeans in the clubhouse,” I said.


“I’m locked out of the house.”


“Does your father know you’re home from school?” I asked.


Teddy laughed and said, “Nah. Who doesn’t like surprises?”


He leaned back in his chair and spread his legs wide as he watched the models go by. Everyone looked away and furiously scribbled their choices on the order forms.


“Is that Mrs. Picard?” Teddy whispered. I looked to where he was looking, which was at Debbie Picard, who was sending air kisses hurtling through the air. I was embarrassed for us all.


“That’s pretty good,” he continued.


We had paid the summer rent on his apartment in Dartmouth in full. What was he doing here?


“Are you just visiting?” I asked.


“I got kicked out. Do you have a key to the house?”


“What do you mean, kicked out?”


“Can you believe I don’t even have the key to my own house?” he asked Christine, smiling. I was mortified.


“It was a temporary thing,” I assured her.


“Revoked privileges,” he said.


We weren’t running a prison. He just could not be trusted at home when we weren’t there. I fumbled in my purse and then closed it. I started to tell him that the key was under the seashell near the front door and he got up before I could finish the rest.


Christine held my hand tightly and said, “It’s okay,” as if she knew what we were dealing with.


“See you at home, Cheryl. What’s for dinner?”


“The club, I guess. I hadn’t planned—”


“I’ll find pants,” he said and nearly knocked someone over trying to leave.


I looked around at the ladies and Christine said, “What a nice surprise!”


It wasn’t a nice surprise at all.


The models were standing around, waiting for their drinks as the sales reps from the various boutiques started infiltrating the crowd. Everyone was pulling out credit cards and eyeing each other’s selections. The whole process would take forever. I considered giving up on buying a new tennis skirt, but Christine said I absolutely could not leave without ordering one. It almost seemed like she was working on commission with the young, hungry girls.


I needed to go find Teddy.





CHAPTER TWO



TEDDY


LITTLE NECK COVE WAS an only-good-in-summer place. The streets were too narrow for cars, but drivers always tried it anyway and brought down tree branches as they passed. Everyone was playing at having old money here. Grandsons of presidents, cousins of senators, doctors and salesmen. Walking through this neighborhood made me want things suddenly—a reminder about success and what it got you. I didn’t have a family business to join, but there was a spot for me in a successful corporation that sold things to keep people alive. “All of this is for you if you want it,” my father always said. I didn’t have to be a doctor or a lawyer, too much school. But I could excel at selling. I didn’t really care if that pacemaker saved your ass; I just got off on getting people to listen to me and trust me.


Things had changed for me at school, though. They didn’t want me around at their parties anymore and I was suddenly known for having bad drugs—too cut with under-the-sink garbage. I was just aggressively pursuing my natural entrepreneurial skills for pre-MBA practice, I wanted to tell them. But I got the boot anyway, reasons kept quiet, thankfully. There was no need to add further stress on my poor father’s heart. They kept it simple—I had missed too many classes. It sucked to know that no one gave a shit that I was leaving. No one was crying at my door or begging me to stay in my apartment, to be with them, to pretend I was still enrolled in school to keep the party going. I mean, there were people I knew still needed me. They were just preoccupied when it came time for me to leave. No one was telling sentimental stories about sophomore-year bullshit or laughing about the time I convinced the freshman guys who followed us around like puppies to slap each other until they threw up Jager. They all did the same thing. Why was I the one getting forced out? Well, fuck them. I was moving on early. I didn’t need to be dwelling in a broken-down house with vomit and turds floating in the bathroom toilet. I didn’t have to scrounge for burrito money, either. I was coming back to being taken care of. Laundry done. Dinner set. Lounge chairs poolside.


I could live my future state now. Isn’t that what they taught you in sales? It was all about future states and stretch goals. I drove past the club and saw the last sailing group of the day pulling their boats into the water. I parked and walked along the seawall, ignoring the No Trespassing signs tacked to the concrete. Everyone around here used to make sure you knew you weren’t welcome in less obvious ways, but this was a nice touch. Let’s just be direct with it. You are not wanted. Stay the hell out. Especially against the punny names of the houses around here like Wander Inn or our house, Dew Drop Inn. Was Cheryl serious? No one ever came around.


I sat on the wall and watched the kids on the Sunfish boats amble around in the bay, trying to keep themselves steady and their masts from rocking right to left as they fought to catch the wind. They were already allowed to sail without a partner, the teacher nearby in a Whaler. Who was the guy they had teaching this year? He didn’t even seem to be making sure they were in control of their boats. I could do better, but they didn’t let club members work here. They had to keep the divisions clear and not confuse anyone about their place in the hierarchy.


Maybe that could be my career goal—sailing instructor for wealthy seven-year-olds. Somewhere else. I watched the boats shudder out of the bay and into the sound and knew they would make it through just fine. I turned and watched the older members cross the parking lot to the club and it scared me to think that these people might have had a clue once and then had just given up and started wearing khaki shorts.


This was my prodigal-son homecoming. Isn’t that how it always played out? Arms out and my father saying, “We knew you were having a rough time; we’re just happy to have you back.”


I laughed at the thought of it, almost begged myself to believe it.


Money wasted. I didn’t quite make it through. Last time they talked about final chances. I had worn them out. No one was going to say it though, they would begin acting out some family fantasy as soon as I walked through the door and they would talk about the things I would do instead—plans and goals. I was hoping for this outcome. I really, really was. I wanted to hear all the ways I could still be successful. I wanted to know that these things happen.


I walked toward our house and at the door the key was under the seashell just as Cheryl had said. The tail of metal was sticking out. Anyone could have seen it and walked right in. There was such a sense of trust in this neighborhood. I didn’t get it. A couple years ago we went rifling through summer houses in the middle of winter. We’d find the hidden keys and party all night long, wandering around strangers’ houses looking at their family photos, eating whatever snacks were leftover from their stay. We thought they were probably in Florida wearing visors, floating out into the ocean, and it’d be months before they found clogged toilets, puke-lined beds, and empty booze cabinets.


Cheryl was just asking to become a statistic. Not that they ever went anywhere and I had no idea when my dad was planning on retiring or if he’d even be taking Cheryl with him. But still. I didn’t want people going through their stuff.


Inside, the house was dead quiet. All the windows were closed like we didn’t live at the beach. I opened the refrigerator and found nothing but boxed salad and a couple tomatoes and a carton of half-and-half. Some questionable leftovers in Tupperware. She was really falling down on the job here. The freezer was even sadder. A wall of Tupperware filled with fucking chicken soup as if she was stockpiling for the apocalypse. I got a box of Triscuits from the cabinet and took my stuff upstairs. I don’t know why Cheryl insisted on showcasing shit from high school around my room. Old lacrosse sticks on the wall and yearbooks fanned out on my desk like it was a fucking coffee table. I was going to have to talk to her about coming into my room when I wasn’t home, again. I put my bags in the corner; I’d go back for the boxes in my trunk later. You know, start small, and ease into this. I looked through my stuff and couldn’t find any weed. This was unacceptable. I had put it in one of my bags last night and now it was gone. Someone must have gone through them while I was asleep to get their rent money or whatever. I went through my drawers because I knew I had a stash somewhere, even if it was super stale. Maybe I could talk Cheryl into letting me have space in the freezer for my unmentionables. I laughed just thinking about it. Put your frozen peas over here and I’ll put my eighths over there, Cheryl.


My room came up with nada. Now I was gonna have to stress about finding someone to get weed from. Who was even still around? Probably fucking Steven, and I hated doing business with him. I could do a trade—my bad shit for his twigs and sticks. Or Pauline. Pauline would give me anything I wanted.


I headed to my dad and Cheryl’s room. I was nervous about what I’d find in there. Spent K-Y Jelly squeeze tubes? I doubted it, actually. I hadn’t found one of those in a long time and I hadn’t even seen them even touch each other in years. I pulled open my dad’s bedside table and looked through the pill bottles to find something I could munch on. Heart medicine, arthritis medicine, blister pack of Viagra. I thought about grabbing some for later, because why not, but I checked the expiration date and they were dunzo two years ago. Damn, nothing more depressing than expired Viagra. I put it back where I found it and went through the rest of the bottles.


And there, like a beautiful light, was a half-full bottle of oxycodone. I opened it and my chalky white heaven poured out. Thank you, Dad. Thank you and your fucked-up arthritis. I love you so much. I took a few and figured I’d steal more as needed, or until he figured it out and hid them. All those low-voiced commercials of dread, commanding parents to keep their pills locked away from their children, hadn’t scared him into hiding them from me.


I took the pills back to my room and crushed one on my desk and snorted it real tight. It was just gonna be a little bit to tide me over because the Vicodin wasn’t doing shit. I went to take a shower because nothing feels better when you’re high than hot water. It’s like you can imagine standing under a warm waterfall and there’s a numb buzz in your head and maybe it’s like being inside something bigger than you. Maybe, like, I don’t know, a vat of warm honey. Just soft. I left my clothes in a pile, turned on the shower, and waited for the big mirrors to steam up.


I looked at myself and thought, This is you, Teddy. This is all about second chances, right, brother? You’re on a game show and this is you getting your shit together. I made fierce faces at myself in the mirror to show that I meant it. The numb buzzing was hitting hard and I went into the shower, closed the glass door, and stood under the water. I opened my mouth to let it all in. I wanted to drown in it.





CHAPTER THREE



CHERYL


I PASSED THE TENNIS COURTS and listened to the pop of tennis balls hitting racquets—percussive pop pop pops as tanned arms swung back and forth in perfect unison—and followed the one-way road back toward the water and my home. At the Hughes’ house—“Bay Hoovs Us”—Lori was bent over picking out weeds from around the Petite Lizette heirloom roses she had strategically placed all around the perimeter. I was surprised she wasn’t ordering her gardeners to do it.


“Oh, Cheryl!” Lori shouted.


I waved hello and took note of her new personalized license plate—LOVE 40. Her obsession with tennis was unparalleled in this neighborhood. Despite that, she was short and round and always seemed unhappy. Once she even confided in me that she was lonely. Who wasn’t? Her husband was a partner at a top New York law firm. What more could she want or need? I tried to extricate myself, worried about what Teddy was doing in the house, but she was not interested in letting me go.


“Why weren’t you at the fashion show?” I asked.


“I went to the VIP preorder.”


I didn’t even know about the VIP preorder.


“Hey, Mrs. Hughes, do you still need me to watch your dogs this weekend?”


We both turned around and saw Steven walking toward us. Lori seemed taken off guard. She said, “Didn’t your mother give you the message? We aren’t going away after all.”


I sometimes played doubles opposite his mother. He was handsome with deep-set eyes and thick dark hair. I lingered too long looking at his muscular arms and broad shoulders and he kept his eyes on me long enough for it to be noticeable. I blushed at the attention. He was a child, really, even if he didn’t look it.

OEBPS/images/9781941393918.jpg
NG LOOK AT PRIVILEGE.

“A GUT PUNCH OF A NOVEL—A SCATHI
WACLAWIAK IS A REMARKABLE WRITER."”

. —TowpeRROTE






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE |NVADERS

AROLINA
‘ WACLAWIAK

NNNNNNN











OEBPS/xhtml/cont.html


Contents



Chapter One: Cheryl



Chapter Two: Teddy



Chapter Three: Cheryl



Chapter Four: Teddy



Chapter Five: Cheryl



Chapter Six: Teddy



Chapter Seven: Cheryl



Chapter Eight: Teddy



Chapter Nine: Cheryl



Chapter Ten: Teddy



Chapter Eleven: Cheryl



Chapter Twelve: Teddy



Chapter Thirteen: Cheryl



Chapter Fourteen: Teddy



Chapter Fifteen: Cheryl



Chapter Sixteen: Teddy



Chapter Seventeen: Cheryl



Chapter Eighteen: Teddy



Chapter Nineteen: Cheryl



Chapter Twenty: Teddy



Chapter Twenty-One: Cheryl



Chapter Twenty-Two: Teddy



Chapter Twenty-Three: Cheryl



Chapter Twenty-Four: Teddy



Chapter Twenty-Five: Cheryl



Chapter Twenty-Six: Teddy



Chapter Twenty-Seven: Cheryl



Chapter Twenty-Eight: Teddy



Chapter Twenty-Nine: Cheryl



Acknowledgments



About Karolina Waclawiak





