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for Julie Tracy Belnap, my big sis


You taught me the important stuff, like how to wear belts properly and put on mascara. And, for the record, you are the most noncriminal person I know, exceedingly virtuous in every way. (Sooner or later, I know your kids will read this.)
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And yet, as there is no retreating from the moment, the only art left to me is understanding how I can accept the consequence.


—Louise Erdrich, The Bingo Palace


Chapter 1


Just like mayonnaise, Raisinets, and milk, every criminal has a shelf life. Either you get caught or you evolve. Much like the amoeba, the other Sarahs and I plan on evolving. Of course, since we’re in the middle of a job right now, we’re obviously not there yet.


“Should I go?” Sarah B asks.


I view this as a rhetorical question. I’m not the leader. That’s Sarah A’s position, but she’s already inside the store. Sometimes, because I’m the driver, when Sarah A is absent, the other two Sarahs defer to me. Though I don’t know why. Among the four of us, I’m the least alpha. I’m not headstrong or decisive or anything. As far as the pecking order, I’m the shortest Sarah. Plus, I struggle with anxiety.


“Give her a few more minutes,” Sarah C calls from the backseat.


Had I said something, that would’ve been my answer too. I always favor inaction over action. Sarah B leans back into the passenger seat and smacks her gum. Then she blows a bubble so big that its circumference eclipses her face. Pop. She peels off the pink film and pushes the gum wad back inside her mouth. Bubbles never stick to Sarah B’s face, because every minute of her life, her T-zone is aglow with oil. It’s what I call a Teflon complexion. Except I don’t say that to her actual face. Pop.


A fact that sucks: Sarah B breaks out more than any other Sarah. Another fact that sucks: Her oily skin will age better than my dry skin. When she’s eighty, her skin will be the least wrinkly of all the Sarahs. That is, if we all live long enough to reach that geriatric benchmark.


“Now?” Sarah B asks.


I shake my head. It’s not just that I favor inaction; in the beginning, we learned quickly that it was best to enter our targeted stores one at a time. It’s blatantly unfair, but salesclerks absolutely stereotype teenagers. Even a group of presumably innocent, Caucasian-looking, female teens browsing the aisles of a bookstore on a Sunday afternoon can send up a red flag. Agism is alive and well, even here in Kalamazoo.


“Now?” Sarah B asks me again. “I feel like it’s time.”


I nod. I don’t know if it’s time, but there’s so much tension and perfume overload in the car that I’m getting a headache and it would improve the atmosphere immensely if the apple-scented Sarah B left.


“Remember, take the clerk to the board-book display beneath the huge toad cutout. Ask a lot of questions about Sarah Stewart and David Small. Keep the clerk in one area,” Sarah C says. She’s leaning forward, wedging herself into the rectangle of open space between the driver’s and passenger’s seat. Her shiny red hair is so close to my mouth that I think I can taste her conditioner.


Sarah B opens the car and slings her purse strap over her neck. For as long as I can remember, Sarah B has feared being mugged. I guess being a thief lowers your threshold for trust.


“I thought it was a cutout of a lizard,” Sarah B says.


“He’s a toad,” Sarah C says.


“How do you know it’s a guy? Is it anatomically correct? Did you inspect its crotch?” She blows another bubble and sucks it back inside her mouth.


“First, he’s wearing pants. Second, he’s a character from The Wind in the Willows. It’s a guy toad. Trust us.”


Sarah C kicks the back of my seat.


“Yeah, The Wind in the Willows is about a male toad,” I say.


Sarah B tilts her head and squints at us, like she’s thinking really hard. Her soft lips turn downward, which usually means that she’s confused.


“I bet some cultures consider lizards to be a form of toads,” Sarah B says. “They both have reptile brains.” Not everything Sarah B says makes perfect sense.


She slams the car door and enthusiastically walks through the strip mall parking lot, her brown hair bouncing around her tan, bare shoulders. Until last week, Sarah B always wore a Detroit Tigers baseball cap. But after she almost got caught shoving a box of Oreos down her pants at a Sunoco station, Sarah A was adamant that the cap had to go. She claimed that the bill shaded Sarah B’s eyes, making her look boyish and deceptive.


Sarah A was the only Sarah who saw it this way. Sarah B has very big boobs. There’s nothing boyish going on with that rack. But immediately following the Oreo incident, while we sat around Sarah A’s bedroom indulging in our looted booty, Sarah A grabbed the cap right off of Sarah B’s head and doused it with lighter fluid. I was really surprised that an incoming high school senior kept lighter fluid in her bedroom. Then, Sarah A ran to her bathroom and torched the hat in the tub. At that point, the cap became a moot point.


But we’ve all moved on from the flaming cap episode. That’s clear as I watch Sarah B bounce right through the front doors of the Barnes & Noble. But what else would I expect? She’s a resilient Sarah. We’re all resilient Sarahs. So while it may be true that we’ve reached a criminal level of boredom with our city, to the point where we’ve considered committing much more serious crimes with actual weapons, we’re still a very plucky bunch.


“I’ll go in ten,” Sarah C calls from the backseat.


She’s the only Sarah among us who had to legally change her name. It wasn’t the easiest thing to do. She and her parents had to petition the family division of the circuit court and pay almost two hundred dollars. Sarah A made Sarah C bring the paperwork to prove she’d done it. Because if you’re going to become part of an elite club, there’s got to be some standards. Sarah A was very clear about that. So, our freshman year, Lisa Sarah Cody became Sarah Lisa Cody. A bona fide Sarah. For the most part, she doesn’t seem to regret it. But who wouldn’t want to be one of us? The benefits are stellar. The Sarahs are popular, crafty, goal-oriented, and have loads of unsupervised time. My parents aren’t expecting me home for hours. And when I do show up, it’s not like they’ll pepper me with probing questions about my afternoon. A few years ago, after I joined the school choir, they assumed I was on a good path in life. I look like a good girl, and around them, I act like a good girl. Which is cool. I may be passive, but I do care what people, especially blood relatives, think about me.


“Hey, don’t you ever worry that we’ll get caught?” Sarah C asks.


She finger flicks the back of my head. I rub the area and keep my hand there to shield myself from a second flick.


“Are you speaking hypothetically?” I ask.


“No, like right now. Don’t you worry some hyperaware clerk will spot us?” Sarah C asks.


“That’s not what I was thinking about at all,” I say.


“Even if we do get caught, I guess it’s not a huge deal because we’re minors. We’d probably be sentenced to make restitution and pick up roadside trash. But after we turn eighteen, we might want to rethink this lifestyle.”


“Lifestyle?” I try to glance at her in the rearview mirror, but her head is tucked down. “This is more than a lifestyle. It’s who we are. We’re the Sarahs.”


“Yeah, I know, but once we’re eighteen, once we’re in college, we should probably rethink it. I mean, theft is kind of immature. We want. We take. Is it really worth it?”


“Of course it’s worth it. Look around. We’ve got a close circle of friends and a ton of free crap.”


Sarah C leans forward again. This time she angles her body so she can face me. I don’t look at her.


“But doesn’t all the free crap ever weigh on your conscience?” she asks.


“My what?”


Sarah C lowers her voice to a whisper.


“Sometimes, I picture myself handcuffed. Actually, I imagine all four of us in handcuffs, being trotted out to a squad car, the lights flashing, broadcasting our guilt to everybody driving by.”


Sarah C mimics a siren by emitting a wha wha sound. Then she puts her hand over her mouth to dim the noise.


I’m so shaken up her pessimistic outpouring that my jaw drops open. A light breeze blows into the pocket of my mouth.


She stops the siren sound.


“It’s not about the theft,” I say. At least that’s what Sarah A always says. “It’s about the bond. The sisterhood.”


“We could get tattoos.”


This idea makes me frown. I’m not sure that I want a tattoo. And because Sarah C has the highest GPA out of all the Sarahs and also scored 2300 on the SAT, sometimes her suggestions carry weight.


“Why would we want to put identifying markers on our bodies?” I ask.


“Good point,” Sarah C says. “In a lineup we’d be so screwed.”


“A lineup?” I ask.


“Yeah, don’t you watch cop shows?” Sarah C asks.


“You have time to watch cop shows?” I ask.


I’m surprised to hear this because being a Sarah takes up all my free time.


“This probably isn’t the best time to ponder cop shows,” Sarah C say. “The criminals usually get locked up.”


“Yeah,” I say. “Let’s ponder something positive.”


There’s a long silence.


“Can’t you think of anything positive?” I ask.


“Stealing stuff all the time is a lot like driving a race car,” Sarah C says. “Drivers are warned not to look at the wall when they’re losing control, because you tend to steer yourself toward what you’re looking at. For criminals that’s a very appropriate life metaphor: In order to avoid colliding with the cops, don’t think about them.”


“I never think about the police,” I say. Neither the topic of law enforcement or car crashes strike me as positive pondering.


“Besides the Sarahs, what do you think about?” Sarah C asks. I don’t like her tone; it’s accusatory. Or her question; it’s a little too insightful.


“I think about life,” I say.


Sarah C leans into the backseat again, but this time threads her long legs through the center console. Her sandals reach the gearshift. I get the feeling that she doesn’t believe me. She crosses her ankles and I watch her toes curl incredulously against the brown suede pad of her shoes. I feel goaded into elaboration.


“I think about life all the time,” I say. “It’s like a hallway.”


“A hallway?”


“Yeah,” I say.


“Like at school?” Sarah C asks.


“Okay, but there’s no lockers,” I say. “It’s just a hallway and there’s all these doors. But they’re closed. So you’ve got to decide which ones to open and which ones to walk past. But you never know what you’re missing or what you’re getting until you’ve already gotten it,” I say.


Sarah C doesn’t say anything right away.


“That’s a very interior metaphor. I spend a lot of time outdoors. That comparison doesn’t really work for me,” Sarah C says.


“My life is like a hallway,” I say.


“That’s tragic. I really dig trees,” Sarah C says.


I turn and look at Sarah C in the backseat. She’s twisting a small section of her red hair around her pointer finger.


“Didn’t Sarah A tell you to keep your hair pulled back into a ponytail?” I ask.


“She did, but it makes my neck look so long.”


“Aren’t swan necks considered attractive?” I ask.


“Maybe. But I like my hair down.”


“Sarah C, remember the Oreos,” I say.


I turn back to face the front and look out the windshield. I’m thirsty. But I never consume any fluid for at least four hours before a hit. Too much anxiety triggers my pee reflex. I can hear the sound of an elastic band snapping itself into place. Sarah A thinks ponytails look wholesome. She thinks it’s the right message to send.


“You’ve got two more minutes,” I say.


“I know. I’m going to ask for help in the magazine section. I’m interested in buying a Spanish copy of People.”


“But you’re not going to buy it,” I say.


“I know. I’m going to act extremely disappointed by the cover and pretend that I wanted the issue containing los cincuenta mas bellos.”


“I thought Sarah A said to trill your R’s,” I say.


“There aren’t any R’s in the phrase los cincuenta mas bellos,” she says.


She makes a valid point.


“Maybe you should follow up by saying muchas gracias and trill that R.”


“I’m not trying to sound like I’m an actual Spaniard. I’m supposedly buying it for a summer school report. Overdone inflection might make a clerk suspicious.”


“Don’t get mad at me. These are Sarah A’s instructions,” I say.


She doesn’t respond. We sit in uncomfortable silence. Sometimes I think Sarah C misses the bigger picture about being a Sarah. It’s as if she mixes up the idea that we’re good people who sometimes do bad things with the idea that we’re deeply flawed people driven to commit deplorable acts on a daily basis. I might have to talk with Sarah A about this again. Last time I brought up Sarah C’s negative attitude with Sarah A, I was left with the impression that Sarah A was growing concerned about our group of four.


I got this impression when she ended the conversation by saying, “Sarah T, I’m concerned about our group of four.” I don’t know exactly what she meant, but it wouldn’t surprise me if Sarah A decided to purge one of the remaining three Sarahs from the group. That’s the sort of power she totes around. She’s a real decider. She even makes decisions for other people. She makes mine all the time. And you never want to cross her.


That’s how we lost our fifth Sarah, Sarah Dancer, during the middle of our junior year. But it’s not like she was wheelchair-bound forever. Just like three months. And they flew by. And she’s totally fine now. Mostly.


Sarah A, our ballsy blonde leader, our thievery guru, our governing Sarah, aka Sarah Aberdeen, has been in the targeted bookstore for roughly ten minutes. It’s the job of the remaining Sarahs to keep the clerks away from the Self Help section while Sarah A finds the title she’s looking for, What Color Is Your Parachute?, and takes it from the store. A typical Sunday afternoon.


Sarah A has the money to pay for the book, even if forced to buy a hardback edition. But if an item she desires is smaller than a toaster, Sarah A prefers utilizing the five-finger discount. It’s much more exciting than making a legitimate purchase.


After a few more quiet moments, Sarah C squeaks open her back door and says something haughty under her breath. I can’t hear exactly what it is, but it’s probably related to her ponytail. Sometimes, her attitude is the worst. Who brings up the possibility of getting caught in the middle of a job? Talk about a fatalist. And what’s so hard about wearing a ponytail? Does she have an overly sensitive scalp?


I watch her long bare legs stride to the store. When Sarah A doesn’t wear heels, Sarah C is the tallest Sarah. She also looks the best in shorts. Before us, she played on the volleyball team. She might’ve been the setter. I can’t remember. Now she does Pilates and jogs. Being a Sarah is the only team sport of which she’s currently a member. It takes up more time than you’d think.


Being a Sarah is pretty much a sixty-hour work week. We’re not running around Kalamazoo willy-nilly, ripping off fashion magazines from Walgreens. Of course, we do rip off fashion magazines from Walgreens. Usually the one at the corner of Kilgore and Westnedge. But we’re not spontaneous criminals.


“Impulsive thieves are incarcerated thieves,” Sarah A likes to say.


We plan our crimes carefully. And we sit around and rehash them a lot too. And we do noncriminal stuff in order to bond. Since it’s summer, we drive out to Lake Michigan at least once a week. And we visit Saugatuck. It’s an artist community near the lake that’s crammed with boutiques. We’ve stolen a variety of cookie cutters, jars of cheese spread, and Michigan-shaped oven mitts from an understaffed kitchen store there.


And we like to hike around the Kalamazoo Nature Center and watch the injured owls stare powerfully at us from behind their wire mesh cages. And we volunteer at the animal shelter where we mainly focus on the dogs. And we work on our college applications, mostly by discussing the great things we’ll say about ourselves in our personal statements. And we bake cookies (using the aforementioned cutters) that we don’t eat, because none of us want to be chunky seniors sucking our guts in while back fat ripples beneath our ridiculously priced and somewhat slutty prom dresses. And sometimes we read. We’re huge Sue Grafton fans.


Sarah A thinks that the reason criminals get caught has nothing to do with shelf life and everything to do with having a lack of other interests. She insists that criminals need to be well-rounded. It’s the only way to stay ahead of the law. She’s firm about this. So we’ve all developed other interests. Except, they’re identical and we do them together. Sarah A doesn’t think that’s a problem.


“So what if we live identical lives?” Sarah A says. “As long as they’re balanced.”


She makes being criminals sound like a circus act, like we’re all traipsing across the high wire, one after the other. Heights make me anxious. I try not to think of our lives this way. That’s why I developed my hallway metaphor. Sarah C calls being a thief-at-large a numbers game. She likens our fates to a bad lottery or draft. She’s always worried that our number may be coming up. I’m not really sure what Sarah B thinks.


But I doubt the Kalamazoo Police Department wants to lock up college-bound teens who volunteer at their local animal shelter and are willing to clean out the dirtiest dog cages. And I bet none of our Michigan judges want to throw the book at four honor students who also happen to be outstanding altos. We’re the backbone of Kalamazoo Central High School’s award-winning choir. Why should the law be interested in us? We barely commit any serious crimes at all. At least for the moment.


It’s almost time for me to go. I watch the store’s glass windows and stare at the people milling around behind them. There are many interesting ways to style a head of hair. Wait, I think I see a familiar head. I do. It’s Sarah C. She’s pressed up right against the glass. What is she doing? She’s jerking her arm up and down. If I can see her, so can other people. She’s going to draw a ton of attention.


I open my door. She’s still jerking. Is she having a seizure? Did she suddenly develop epilepsy? Are epileptics not supposed to wear ponytails? She’s in the café. Why is she in the café? Oh my God. I get it. She’s flashing me the peace sign. She does it again. And a third time. That’s the distress signal.


Three peace signs in quick succession means that something’s gone horribly wrong. But what could have gone horribly wrong? Nobody’s stolen anything yet. It’s not against the law to consider stealing a book. It’s not even against the law to consider killing the president. Of course, you can never voice that consideration, because that is against the law.


I climb out of the car. All this stress makes me feel dizzy. But I don’t have time to catch my emotional balance. I better get in there. My Sarah sisters need me.




Chapter 2


I make sure all of my car doors are locked. Even though it’s not a crime-ridden town, I do keep a lot of dimes in my ashtray. And my ashtray, like anyone’s, is sort of in plain view.


I need to act normal. While I walk toward the store, I bounce the big jingly wad of keys back and forth between my hands.


I open the first wooden door and smile at the mustached man in mustard-yellow pants exiting the store. Wait. I’ve seen him before. Suddenly, I know why Sarah C flashed me the peace sign three times. We know this guy. It’s Mr. Trego, our former boss. Last year, he ran a fudge shop in town. But then we all quit on him. Sarah A, Sarah B, and Sarah C self-terminated their employment with him in person and returned their uniforms. I stopped showing up. I hate confrontation. And I also liked my uniform. I’m wearing it right now. Khaki pants and a light blue T-shirt that says FRESH IS BEST.


After we quit, it didn’t take long for his business to tank. It probably would have happened regardless of our departures. But, in a random act of malice, Sarah A did spread some vicious untruths about his fudge-cooling process. None of us have seen him since his demise. But he’s here now. With his distinctive swagger. And smell. And lazy eye. Last fall, he vanished and we thought that was the end of him. But now, just like those Canada geese, Mr. Trego is back.


I try to veer to the other door, but it’s locked. Our paths are destined to meet. I try not to look him in the eye. Especially his lazy one. I glance down at my own sandals and my pink-polished toenails. He’s holding open the second wooden door for me. I don’t know what to do. I try to calm myself by asking, What’s the worst thing that could happen, he demands my pants? But then I imagine all these awful things he could say to me about dodging responsibility and leaving him high and dry. I don’t want to get within earshot of such accurate character assassination.


But the Sarahs are inside and I’m supposed to be inside, too. I wrestle with my options. Then I do the easiest and most polite thing. I walk through the open door. After I pass beneath the arch of his arm, I turn my head to keep on eye on him. I notice two things: First, his armpit smells like barbecued hot wings. Second, he’s boldly looking at my butt. I mean, he’s staring right at it. What is Mr. Trego doing? Trying to determine whether or not I’m wearing my fudge-shop pants?


His motives don’t really matter. I feel like I’m being dissected, and that always makes me uncomfortable. I’m several feet inside the store, but I can still feel him looking at me. I turn my whole body to face him, and to take my butt out of his view. Clearly, he can discern that this is his fudge-shop shirt. That’s when I notice my nipples. This is too much drama for them. Frightened into rigidity, they’re projecting right out of my T-shirt.


“Sarah Trestle?” he asks.


In a defensive move, I look him in the eye and shrug. He frowns at me and shakes his head. Then he reaches his hand toward me, like he’s going to touch me. Before I can do anything useful, like leave, I’m clobbered by my own anxiety. I have an uncontrollable urge to pee and there’s nothing I can do.


I mean, it’s right here. And so is Sarah C. She’s shaking her head back and forth. Her red ponytail wags behind her as her mouth forms a perfect O. She mouths the word no, trying to encourage me to hold it, but it’s too late. I can feel the sea of pee inside of me, and there’s no stopping it. Mr. Trego is watching too. The door has fallen closed, but he’s still there, behind the panes of glass. I look around for Sarah A. She needs to know that I’m aborting the plan. But I can’t see her. The Self Help section is buried too far into the belly of the store. I should run. I have time.


Instead, I let loose a puddle of my own urine on the welcome mat. There’s so much liquid that it flows onto the ceramic-tiled floor. There’s an actual sound. People turn and look. A wet spot has bloomed on my crotch and down my leg. The cotton absorbs what it can. I throw my hands down to cover the area. But it’s too big. Sarah C hands me a copy of People. It’s the Spanish edition.


“I’ll buy it,” she tells the clerk standing next to her. “I’m heading to the counter right now.”


The clerk nods.


“Take it,” she tells me. “Vamanos!”


I unfold the magazine and hold the glossy pages over the large pee mark as I run for my car. I have to hurry past Mr. Trego. As we pass in the alcove, our arms brush against each other.


“Why don’t you go ahead and keep that outfit,” he says.


But I’m not thinking about my pilfered uniform anymore. Or the heavily populated Barnes & Noble where I just wet myself. I’m worried about Sarah A. She’s going to kill me. She’s been looking forward to reading What Color Is Your Parachute? all week. I think she’s on the brink of making an important life decision, maybe even choosing her college major. And that choice could really affect the rest of the Sarahs too.


Once in my car, I sit atop the magazine and wait for the other Sarahs. Sarah C comes out first. Sarah B follows about a minute later. But Sarah A doesn’t come until the established meeting time. We wait almost twenty minutes for her.


She saunters out of the store like nothing has happened. Her blonde hair spills around her neck and she’s smiling. But it’s her fake smile. Her pink lips force themselves to show a crescent of white teeth. She opens the passenger door and climbs inside. She smells like a cross between a blueberry muffin and a vanilla bean. After she closes the door, her whole demeanor shifts. Her mouth turns cold and expressionless.


“That was really stupid,” she tells me.


“It was Mr. Trego,” Sarah C explains. “Sarah T has been avoiding him ever since we quit.”


“Big deal,” Sarah A says. “The pay for that job was a joke.”


“But I hadn’t returned my uniform,” I say. I jerk my thumb toward my shirt.


“I doubt he wants it back now,” Sarah A says. “And if he does, he’s a serious pervert.”


“Good point,” I say. My throat feels tight. I sound squeaky.


“We all make mistakes,” Sarah C says.


“Yeah, but not the kind that involve our own bodily fluids,” Sarah A says.


I start the car.


“Sarah C, I have some awful news,” Sarah A says.


“What is it?” Sarah C asks.


“Benny Stowe was inside the store. He saw everything,” Sarah A says.


“He did not,” Sarah C says.


“Well, he didn’t see it,” Sarah A says. “But I told him about it.”


“Why?” Sarah C asks. “If he didn’t see one of my best friends pee her pants, why tell him that one of my best friends peed her pants?”


Benny Stowe is Sarah C’s longtime crush. He’s cute and one of the most popular guys in school. She’s always trying to look good in front of him.


“One of the clerks brought out a mop and one of those yellow plastic buckets on wheels,” Sarah A says. “I had to tell Benny something. It’s not like I’m going to lie for no good reason.”


I pull the car onto Milham.


“Did Benny seem grossed out?” I ask. I’m mortified to learn that Benny Stowe knows about my pee issues. But there’s not much I can do about it now. Except hope that in the near future a minor head injury resulting in short-term memory loss befalls Benny Stowe.


“Totally,” Sarah A says. “Even after it got mopped up, he wouldn’t step in that area. He took a long stride over the damp spot to get to the magazines.”


“Maybe he thought the wet tile would be slippery,” I say.


“He was probably more worried about getting pee on his shoes,” Sarah A says. She flips the visor down to shade her face from the sun. “How can we grow as thieves, and move on to the next phase, if we can’t count on one another to steal a simple book?”


“But we didn’t get caught either,” Sarah C says.


“You made a purchase. We spent money in there. And that dumb rag wasn’t even on sale. The only crime we’re guilty of is stupidity.”


“Actually, it’s against the law to urinate in public,” Sarah B says. “I saw a guy get arrested for it at a Tigers game. I think it’s a misdemeanor.” Pop.


I glance at Sarah A’s face. It’s bright red. What is Sarah B doing? I want this incident to blow over. I roll my window down to increase the ventilation in the car.


“Real crimes have victims,” Sarah A says. “Remember what I said when we broke out the windows of Davis Garlobo’s Mustang?”


“I remember. After three swings of your baseball bat, you said, ‘Davis Garlobo is a pizza-faced asshole who never should have laughed at me because I didn’t know how to pronounce Hispaniola,’” Sarah B says. “Then you spat on the hood of his car and called him captain crap-ass.”


Sarah A sucks in an angry breath and slowly releases it.


“I meant what I said on the ride home.”


None of us answer. If you can’t remember Sarah A’s words verbatim, it’s best to wait and let her restate them.


“I said that trespassing isn’t a true crime. Neither is criminal mischief or vagrancy, because there’s no real loss. Nobody suffers. Nobody grieves. But vandalism, that’s a crime. Real crimes have victims. Is it that hard to remember?”


I stop us with a jerk at a red light.


“Do you know what helps me remember things?” Sarah C says. “Acronyms. Like scuba for self-contained underwater breathing apparatus or NASA for National Aeronautics and Space Administration.”


“Real crimes have victims doesn’t make an acronym,” Sarah B says. “It’s RCHV. It doesn’t have a vowel.”


“You’re right,” Sarah C says. “We need an acrostic. Like Kings Play Chess On Fine Grain Sand for the taxonomy of organisms: kingdom, phylum, class, order, family, genus, species.”


“I know. Rod Carew Hates Vaseline,” Sarah B says.


“Rod Carew?” Sarah A asks.


“He’s one of the greatest baseball players of all time. He had over three thousand hits,” Sarah B says.


“Vaseline?” Sarah A asks.


“Vaseline or any balm,” Sarah B says, “is used by some pitchers to juice the ball. There’s all sorts of variations: spitball, scuffball, mudball—”


“Who cares? Am I surrounded by idiots?” Sarah A asks. She turns around to glare at the backseat Sarahs. “No wonder this town had the largest psychiatric hospital in the state of Michigan. Clearly, mental problems still abound.”


Nobody says anything else as I drive us back toward our Winchell neighborhood.


“Drop me off first,” Sarah A say. “It’s starting to smell.”


I shift my weight on top of the magazine and the moist pages rub against each other releasing a noise that sounds like a wet kiss. I’m nearly to Sarah C’s house, but I pull into a driveway and turn around. What Sarah A wants, Sarah A gets.


At speeds topping forty miles per hour, I proceed to the Marlborough Building. It’s a hoity-toity place where a lot of professional-type people live. It has a slate roof and stained-glass windows and decorative tiles and a swanky recessed entranceway. A lot of really old people live there, too. Mostly the kind who have already started to die.


I think the building is totally overrated. I mean, fix the elevator. Every time we come to visit we’ve got to ascend five whole flights of stairs. Sarah A thinks it’s the best place to live in Kalamazoo. She likes having rich hall neighbors. Sometimes she steals their mail. She takes pride in the fact that she’s the only Sarah who’s committed a federal offense.


“The air is so balmy,” Sarah C says, sticking her arm out the window.


Nobody responds. She pulls her long arm back inside the car.


I speed down Oakland. It used to be a tulip-lined street. Sadly, the tulips lost their heads during a thunderstorm the last week of May. Now, with June in full swing, most of our streets are flanked by rows of decapitated, wilting stems. I turn down South Street and decide not to comment on the condition of our local flora. When I pull up to the Marlborough Building, I slam my car into PARK. I try smiling at Sarah A, but she’s already climbing out.


“I’ll call you later,” Sarah A says. “I’m disappointed in everyone. Especially you,” she says, aiming a perfectly manicured index finger at me.


“I understand it wasn’t my best moment,” I say.


“That’s an understatement,” Sarah A says. She flips her hair and licks her lips. “You’re not going crazy, are you? I think this is about the same time your brother started losing it. The summer before his senior year. Liam read that book about Tonto and became a totally different person.”


Liam is my brother. I never knew that Sarah A thought he went crazy. But I do remember him reading a book about Tonto. Our mother is one-half Potawatomi. Liam thinks this is a big deal. In high school, he went on a serious Native American literary jag. But I’m not like him. I’m not interested in myself in a genealogical or political sense. When it comes to my ancestry, it’s not something I think about.


“Liam read The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven,” Sarah C says. “It’s a movie now called Smoke Signals. Sherman Alexie wrote both.”


“I didn’t know that,” Sarah B says. Pop.


“Well, Sherman whoever’s book made Liam go crazy and become a totally political psycho person. Seriously. Look where he ended up … Stanford,” Sarah A says with disgust.


“Oh, I didn’t wet myself as a political statement,” I say. “I probably have some kind of disorder. A treatable one,” I add.


Sarah A rolls her eyes.


“I don’t think Liam went crazy,” Sarah C says. “And even if he did, Liam is way less crazy than your brother.”


Sarah A shuts the door with a thud.


“Vance is on very effective medication now,” Sarah A says. “And nobody is allowed to call my brother crazy except for me and his therapist. Do not disparage my family.”


“Sorry,” Sarah C says. “I didn’t mean to do that.”


Sarah A raises her eyebrows. “Sing group is off tonight,” she says. “And tomorrow.”


We all watch her practically skip up the carpeted, covered walkway to the building’s front doors. This relieves me. Already, she’s bouncing back from the day’s disappointment.


“We could have sing group at my house,” Sarah C offers. “Midway though ‘Bridge over Troubled Water’ we get a little pitchy.”


I’m still stopped in front of the Marlborough. An elderly man waiting behind me in a Cadillac honks.


“I think I’d rather rest my throat,” I say.


The man honks again and I swing onto the road. Couldn’t he wait one minute? What’s with the elderly? Vehicularly speaking, they have no patience and consistently overuse their horns.


I pull into Sarah C’s driveway and she climbs out without saying another word about sing group or the balmy air. Sometimes, she acts like she belongs in a musical. Like The Sound of Music. She’s totally the kind of person who would persist against the Nazis, make outfits out of curtains, and then belt out a song about it. A problem-solving personality can be so nauseating. As a Sarah, she should know that.


Sarah B pops her gum at four-second intervals, but doesn’t say anything either. She waits until I pull in front of her house and then she’s gone, taking her tart scent with her. Maybe I should muster some sort of good-bye. Or make a joke out of what happened so I can lighten the mood. But I drive away. There’s no denying it. Right now, sitting atop this magazine, I feel like a substandard, spineless, pee-stained fool. I accelerate into the dusk. This isn’t the first time I’ve failed somebody. And because life is long, I doubt it’ll be the last.


I turn onto Taliesin and drive on automatic pilot toward my driveway. I don’t see the possum until it’s too late. He scampers in front of me and I’m so disconnected from the present moment, thinking about the Sarahs, that I smack him dead. I slam on the brakes. His white body glows pink in my taillights.


There’s no way that he’s merely injured. I can see a tread mark running down his center. I pull into the carport and look back at the flattened marsupial. Besides a few ants, and a low-flying sparrow in driver’s ed, this is the first animal I’ve ever killed. My first mammal.


“I’m so sorry,” I say.


I walk to it. The possum’s eyes are closed, but its mouth is turned up in surprise. Like maybe it was expecting to have a future. But then it encountered my all-weather radials.


“I won’t let this happen again,” I say, tugging my form-fitting wet pants out of my crotch.


I walk away. I don’t enjoy confronting death either. As soon as my dad gets home, I’ll tell him about the possum. Sooner or later, he’ll dispose of it properly. There’s way too many of these ratlike marsupials in the neighborhood anyway. I think one of them murdered my neighbor’s puffy Pomeranian, Pom-Pom. It was either eaten or stolen. Because one day, that yapping fuzzball was gone. And I doubt anyone in our neighborhood would steal an elderly blind woman’s dog. Even the Sarahs have limits.


Once inside, I head toward my bedroom. My parents are at the movies. They’re watching a documentary about global warming. Apparently, there’s some startling shots of glaciers melting. I can’t even believe that they’re showing that in a movie theater. Documentaries aren’t movies. Everybody knows that.


I tug at my pants again. They’re clinging to me in a way that emphasizes my female anatomy. I need a shower. I feel filthy.


Standing beneath the shower’s warm flood, I let out a deep breath. I’m filled with this doomed feeling and I can’t shake it. It’s not about what happened at the Barnes & Noble. Or the possum. It’s about the Sarahs. What if Sarah A is planning to dump one of us and downsize our group to three? Am I a dumpee? Shouldn’t there be a vote? Wouldn’t it make more sense to dump Sarah C?


Sarah T, I’m concerned about our group of four.


I turn off the water and step out of the shower. Looking at myself in my most natural state makes me feel so insignificant. Steam hangs in the air, fogging the mirror’s glass. Slowly, it erases my short, naked body: brown hair, small boobs, pudgy stomach, thick thighs, and my ungroomed patch of hair down there. Soon, I’m barely visible at all. It’s like I’m looking at my own ghosthood.


I grab a towel and wrap it around me. I can feel myself begin to cry. I lift my damp hands and wipe away the tears. I want to be more than who I am, more than just Sarah Trestle. I want to be a part of something bigger than myself. Without the Sarahs, how would I do that?


I’m teetering on the brink of really losing it, of being swallowed by a wave of absolute sadness. I force myself to stop crying, and make the fragile and soft parts of myself, if only for a moment, turn hard. I look back into the mirror hoping to see some of this new resolve, but the glass doesn’t return my reflection. All it gives me is a thick, empty cloud.




Chapter 3


“It’s finally time for the next thing. We’re entering the guy phase,” Sarah A says.


Because it’s six o’clock in the morning, everything feels very dreamlike. I know I’m talking on the phone, because my mother just handed me the receiver and said, “You’ve got a phone call.” And I’m aware that the person on the other end is Sarah A, because the first thing out of Sarah A’s mouth was, “It’s me.” And telephonically speaking, that’s what Sarah A always says. But, being the crack of dawn, I feel fuzzy and surprised.


“Are we entering the guy phase right now?” I ask. “Because I haven’t brushed my teeth yet.”


Sarah A sighs dramatically.


“Not right now, right now. But everything is lined up. Come over to my house at four,” Sarah A says.


I roll over onto my back and stare up at my ceiling.


“In the morning?” I ask.


“No. That’s stupid. Come over at four in the afternoon like a normal person.”


“And will guys be at your place?” I ask.


“No,” Sarah A says. “I said that we’re entering the guy phase. We need to ease into it. Each step we take will be carefully chosen.”


“You sound very full of energy,” I say, yawning.


“It’s been quite a night,” Sarah A says.


She doesn’t elaborate and I don’t press.
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