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You can tell a lot about people from what they order for breakfast. Take Nick Harrison, for example. People talk about him killing his wife after she fell down a flight of stairs two years ago, but I know it’s not true. Someone who killed his wife would order fried eggs, bacon, sausage—something strong and meaty. I’ve never served anyone who’s killed his wife for sure, so I don’t know this for a fact, but I can tell you they wouldn’t order oatmeal with raisins like Nick Harrison does. No way. I once heard someone say you can destroy a man with a suspicious glance, and I’m sure they’re right. Nick Harrison was cleared of any charges, and still he’s destroyed. Oatmeal with raisins every day means you’ve lost hope.


And Leroy Richie. Just because he has so many tattoos, you can’t think you know everything about him. Up his T-shirt sleeve snakes a dragon tail, and around his neck is a woman with her tongue that reaches out toward one of his ears. But he orders Grape-Nuts and wheat toast. He’s not just about tattoos when he cares so much about fiber in his diet.


We’ve got two regulars at Carrera’s who do the full breakfast—eggs, side meat, three dollar-size pancakes. That’s Joe Awful Coffee and Funny Coyote, and it’s just a coincidence that they both have strange names. Joe’s name, I guess, was given to him years ago—he can’t remember why, because he says his coffee was just fine. A big breakfast makes sense for him—he was a boxer about a thousand years ago, and he still feeds himself as if he’s preparing to get in the ring wearing one of those silky superhero capes (why they make tough guys wear silky Halloween costumes is another question altogether). And Funny Coyote. Can you imagine going through life with a name that sounds like you’re being chased by Bugs Bunny? She’s American Indian, about twenty-eight, twenty-nine, with short black spiky hair you get the urge to pat, same as a kid with a crew cut or those hedges in the shapes of animals. She eats everything on her plate, sweeps it clean of egg yolk with a swipe of pancake. Then again, she goes a thousand miles an hour when she’s manic, so she probably needs the calories. She calls what she has a “chemical imbalance” because it sounds more accidental and scientific than a “mental illness.” A “chemical imbalance” is no one’s fault. She comes in to write poetry, pages and pages of it, not that it’s ever quiet in Carrera’s.


Trina, she gets pie and coffee, which fits her, because she’s as rich as custard and chocolate cream and warm apples with a scoop of vanilla. She’s about Funny’s age, but she’s all long, blond hair, lace-up boots, fur down to her knees. She leaves lipstick marks on the rim of her cup, the kind of marks that make a life seem full of secrets. She has this white and red classic Thunderbird. Nick Harrison says it’s a ’55, but she says it’s a ’53. You don’t care what year it is when you see it parked by the curb. Jane, who is my boss and the owner of Carrera’s, says it attracts customers, so she likes it when Trina comes in.


I know about breakfast, mostly, because breakfast was always my regular shift. Usually, I worked several mornings before school, and then the early weekend hours, meaning that my own breakfast was reckless—anything I happened to grab on the way out. A handful of Cocoa Puffs, a granola bar, my brother’s beef jerky. I’d have been at the café all day, but right then, where this story starts (where I’m choosing to start—most everything before was nothing in comparison), I was at the end of my senior year. I still had to clock in what was left of my school hours, and Carrera’s isn’t open for dinner. After I graduated, though, I wanted to work full-time there while I decided “what to do with my life.” See, I loved being a waitress more than anything, but apparently, it’s okay to work as a waitress but not to be a waitress. To most people, saying you want to be a waitress is like saying your dream is to be a Walgreens clerk, ringing up spearmint gum and Halloween candy and condoms, which just proves that most people miss the point about most things most of the time. Waitressing is a talent—it’s about giving nourishment, creating relationships, not just about bringing the ketchup.


Anyway, before the Vespa guy, I could tell you very little about who wanted tuna salad and who wanted turkey on white and who wanted minestrone, but I could tell you about what people craved when they first woke up, what they lingered over before they got serious about making the day into something.


So, what did coffee say? Just coffee? Coffee served to you, a bill slipped under your saucer when you were finished? When anyone could whip into any Starbucks on any corner and get coffee in under five minutes, what did it mean when you decided to wait for a waitress to come to your table, to refill your cup, to ask if everything was all right?


That’s what I wondered the day I first saw him. Because, here comes this guy, right? He pulls up to the curb one day on his orange Vespa. He’s no one we’ve ever seen before, and not the type we usually get in Carrera’s. He’s wearing a soft, navy blue jacket, and underneath, a creamy white shirt open easily at the collar, nicely displaying his Adam’s apple. And jeans. But not jeans-jeans; these are not wear-around-the-house jeans, or go-to-the-store jeans or even work-at-Microsoft jeans. There’s something creative-but-wealthy about them, about him in general with his longish, tousled hair, and dark, soft leather shoes that are too elegantly simple to be inexpensive. All in all, sort of hot for an old guy in his thirties, which sounds freakishly Lolita, but still true. His face is narrow and clean-shaven. He smiles at me, lips closed, and says, “Just coffee.” He smells so good—showery. A musky cologne, or maybe one of those hunky bars of soap that are supposedly made out of oatmeal but probably aren’t made out of oatmeal.


Jane looks at me with raised eyebrows, and I raise one of my own, a trick I can do that neither my twin brother can, nor my little sister, ha. I’m the only one in my family, far as I know. It makes me look slightly evil, which I love. Jane’s eyebrows are asking, What’s the story? Mine are answering, Hmm, mystery and intrigue. We’ve never seen this guy before, and just so you know, when you go into a small café that mostly fills with regulars and you’re not one, you’ll likely get talked about after you leave. It’s part of what I really like about my job. Juicy gossip and lurid conjecture. Love it. Joe Awful Coffee raises his old eyebrows too, but Nick’s too busy sprinkling sugar onto his oatmeal to even notice the new arrival.


I bring the man his coffee. The glass cup clatters slightly against the saucer. “Thank you,” he says. Murmurs—it’s one of those soft, polite, well-dressed thank-you’s that legitimately qualify as a murmur. Who murmurs anymore? And then he just looks out the window. Stirs his coffee with a spoon. Tink, tink, tink against the edge of the cup. Smiles up at me when I pour a refill.




Just coffee. My guess is that he has things to think about. Things that are too deep for a double-tall-foam-no-foam-litemocha-hazelnut-vanilla-skinny-tripleshot-decaf-iced-extra-hot-Americano-espresso type place, where every person can demand and immediately get their combination of perfect in a cardboard cup. Where everyone only pretends to think deep thoughts and discuss important subjects but it’s all a piece of performance art. Maybe he needs to get past all that distraction of wants and desires and greedy-spoiled-American-hurried-up-insta-gratification and just sip coffee.


I don’t know. But he stays for a while. Almost to the end of my shift. I smile, he smiles. My tip is more than the coffee itself.


“Did you see his shoes?” Jane says. “Italian.” I’m pretty sure she knows nothing about this. Jane is a regular jeans and FRIENDS DON’T LET FRIENDS VOTE REPUBLICAN T-shirt wearer. Running shoes. I know she went to Italy a long time ago, and that’s how she got the idea for Carrera’s, but I hardly think it qualifies her as an expert on men’s shoes.


“Fast track,” Nick Harrison says. He’d been paying attention after all. He gets up, wipes his mouth with his napkin. Fast track—this is something Nick knows about. He used to be a big shot in some architectural engineering firm before his wife died and he used up all his money on lawyers. Now he works at True Value down the street, mixing paint and helping people pick out linoleum. When he reaches for change in his pants pocket, he always has one of those metal tools they give out free to pry up the paint lids. Now he wears nice-guy plaid. According-to-the-law plaid.


“Fucking beautiful Vespa,” Leroy Richie says. He’s sitting at a table by the window, the newspaper spread in front of him. He scratches a heart wrapped in vines, which is inked onto the underside of his wrist. “Anyone know what a ‘lowboy driver’ is?”


“If you don’t know what it is, I’m guessing you can’t do it,” Jane says. She frees a stack of one-dollar bills bound together with a rubber band.


“How about a ‘resolute trainer’?”


“Someone serious about training?” I take a guess.


“Hey!” Leroy says. “Pilates instructor! I could do that. I’ve got balls.”


Leroy works for the Darigold plant in town, which is why he’s up so early, but he’s always looking for a second job to make more money. For retirement, Leroy says, though he’s maybe only thirty. People aren’t too quick to hire him because of the tattoos. They think tattoos equal drug addict, he says. Like all needles are the same. Like even art has to have its designated places. Darigold hired him years ago, when all he had was a falcon on one shoulder. Now, he told us, the only place he didn’t have artwork was on his bald head, which is a picture you didn’t especially want to imagine, thank you.


“He’s getting on the Vespa,” Nick Harrison reports. “Starting it up. There he goes.”


I look out the window to watch too. I watch the back of his suit jacket disappear down the street, the flaps whipping softly against his back. It’s like we’ve been touched by something, but I’m not sure what. Maybe it’s just the twinge of thrill that comes with a stranger’s story, all the possibilities that might be there until you find out he works at a bank and plays golf. Or maybe it’s that down deep hope-knowledge that someone or something is bound to arrive to save you from your drab existence, that maybe this is it. We’re practically promised that, right? That our lives will at some point go Hollywood? That excitement will one day arrive, just like a package from the UPS driver? I don’t know, but I can just feel it—this static, popping energy buzz. The kind that comes when there’s been an epic shift in the tectonic plates of your personal universe.


 


After work I go to school (blah, blah, blah, nothing, something, more nothing), and after school, Trevor, my boyfriend, comes to pick me up and take me home, where he’ll have dinner with us. Trevor stops me right outside in the school parking lot; he kisses me and our tongues loll around together, like seals playing in water. I’m not into public displays of affection generally, but right then I’m just so happy to see him. My hands are on his shoulders, which I like to feel because, back then, Trevor delivered refrigerators and washing machines. He’s got these muscles that won’t quit. He’s still kissing away when he separates from me suddenly, his brain catching up to the rest of him. “You changed your hair,” he says.


He looks at me, and I put my hand up to my head. My hair was still short, but I’d gone from brown with yellow highlights to a rusty orange. My friend Melanie did it for me, and she’s good at it too, even though she never messes with her own color. She always says her dad would kill her, but personally, I don’t think her dad would even notice.


“It looks gorgeous,” Trevor says. You can see why I keep him around. I could turn it blue and he’d say the same thing. I have turned it blue and he’s said the same thing. He grabs a hold of the beads of my necklace, pulls me to him. He rubs the beard he’s trying to grow against my cheek and we kiss again. No offense to Trevor, but we all know he has reluctant facial hair. He just can’t grow a beard. My legs do better. We kiss a little more, which is something he can do, and then we walk over to his car and he starts it up. His car has the low, hungry rumble of a muffler barely hanging in. It’s an old Mustang convertible, and it’s kind of a piece of shit, but Trevor always says it’s a Mustang, which apparently means it can be a piece of shit and still be something great.


Trevor pulls up in front of my mom’s house. We walk up the porch steps and past the hanging flower baskets, the flowers already turning crunchy from spring sun. Mom’s gardening skills are less skills than good intentions. She’ll come home all happy from Johnson’s Nursery, carrying those low-sided cardboard boxes full of wet, bright flowers, and a week or so later, the plants will be as thirsty as Trevor after moving refrigerators on a hot August day. I squeak on the garden hose before we go in, tip it up into the baskets. The flowers are so dry, the water basically gushes out the hole in the bottom, but at least I like to think there’s maybe a few good karma points for effort here, and I don’t know about you, but I need all the good karma points I can get.


Inside, my little sister, Bex, is sitting cross-legged on the floor and watching TV. She had a little crush on Trevor then, and usually she’d have gotten carbonated at the sight of him, jumping up and jabbering away. But right then she’s focused on that screen.


“What’re you watching?” I ask.


“The news.” She plays with the ends of her long braids, crosses them under her chin.


Sure enough, CNN. More images of small huts and tiny villages washed away by flooding waters, concerned-voiced news anchors with the kind of perfect hair that has never actually been close to tragedy. The fourth day of nonstop disaster coverage. “Bex,” I say. “Look. It’s beautiful out. Go outside and play. Ride your bike, or something.”




“I can’t,” Bex says.


“She’s grounded!” Mom shouts from the kitchen.


“Still?” I say.


“Too long, you think?” Mom shouts again. Trevor and I go to the kitchen, where Mom has started dinner. She’s wearing jeans and a white T-shirt with hanger bumps on the shoulders. I smell onions, the bitter-sweet tang of them frying in butter. Her long hair is tied back, strands around her face frizzly from steam. “I don’t know about grounding. What do I know about grounding? Bomba and Bompa never grounded Mike or me. Hi, Trevor,” she says.


“Hey, Missus,” he says, which is what he calls her even though she’s not married. My Dad was living in Hawaii with Jennifer. Mom called Jennifer her “step wife.”


“That’s ’cause Uncle Mike was perfect and the only rebellious thing you did was marry Dad,” I say.


“Bomba loved your Dad,” Mom says. “Loves. So even that wasn’t so rebellious.” Bomba, my grandmother (who earned her name when I was a baby and couldn’t pronounce “Grandma”), lives in Arizona, where she and Bompa moved a while back to make their retirement money “stretch.” I like the idea of that, money stretching, the way you take a pinch of gum from your mouth and pull. Bompa died about seven years ago, when my parents were getting divorced. He said he got colon cancer from all the smoke my Dad blew up his ass, but really, he liked the joke so much, he’d use it with various people—insurance salesmen, his brother-in-law. I look at the picture of Bomba that’s on our fridge, stuck there with a magnet from a pizza delivery place. She’s sitting in a blow-up kiddie pool with her sunglasses on, her boobs all water-balloon saggy in her swimsuit, and she’s reading a magazine. She taped on one of those cartoon bubbles, and has herself saying, “Bomba, luxuriating in the pool.” I miss not seeing her. Without Bomba, we have all cookie and no chocolate chip.


“Why’s Bex grounded?” Trevor asks.


“She had to go to the principal’s office,” I say. “This girl at school—”


“Lindsey,” Mom interrupts.


“She hates Lindsey,” Trevor says. “Suck-up. Teacher’s pet.” Another reason Trevor is great. He keeps up with all that stuff. He pays attention.


“Yeah, that’s the one,” I say. “Lindsey told Bex that Bex couldn’t karate chop, so Bex proved her wrong. Knocked her on her butt.”


“Oh, man,” Trevor says.


“Oh, man,” Chico, our parrot, says from his cage in the corner. If you have any brains, you stay away from Chico. He’ll lure you to him with nice words, like Come here, Sweetie, or Give me a kiss and he’ll make smooching sounds. But then when you get close, snap! It gets the vet every time. Trevor snitches a baby carrot from the counter, and Mom gives him a look, shoves the knife over for him to chop some instead.


“She’s lucky she didn’t get expelled,” Mom says.


“Still, she’s been grounded for a week,” I say.


“I like being grounded!” Bex shouts from the other room. As you can tell, our house was pretty small. Privacy, forget it.


“That’s not the idea!” Mom shouts back. “See? What do I know about grounding,” she says.


Mom finishes browning beef and adds garlic, and the whole house gets rich with the blissful, hypnotic meld of butter and garlic and onions. She’s making a Joe’s Special, one of her top-three favorite meals at her favorite restaurant, Thirteen Coins, somewhere we go only for a special treat, since it’s pricey. Okay, actually we went there only once that I can remember, back when she and Dad were still married and she didn’t have to worry in the grocery store aisle over whether she should buy shower cleaner or not. In the old days, fabric-softener sheets you tossed into the dryer and already-made juice in bottles (versus the frozen kind you mix with three cans of water) were not considered luxury items. We could get the ice cream in a round container and not in a square one.


I hear Severin, my brother, come home. Severin, Indigo, Bex—my father had this thing for individuality in names, according to Mom, which basically means, If you don’t like it, blame him. Severin says hi to Bex, and then his bedroom door shuts. Mom adds the eggs and spinach, which may sound gross, but it’s not. It’s amazing. My mother is great in the kitchen, but if you really want to understand Naomi Skye, the person, you need to look at the complicated relationship she had with her old Datsun then. First of all, every smell on the road—a street being tarred, a fire, some tanker spilling exhaust—would elicit this panicky reaction along the lines of, What’s that? Do you smell that? Is that my car? She’d roll down her window, sniff, sniff, sniff, until you said, Mom, relax! See the flames coming out of that building? The fire trucks? The plumes of black smoke over there? And then she’d hold a hand to her chest and breathe a sigh of relief. Thank God, she’d say. I thought I was going to need a new engine or something.


Then, second, there was that pesky little red “engine” light that flickered on the dashboard. This was a sign of certain doom, which she completely ignored. If you pointed it out, she’d say, It’s fine. It always does that. It’ll go off. And then, finally, there were the windshield wipers. We’d be driving along, and her windshield wipers would be going even though it’d stopped raining twenty minutes ago, or maybe even the day before. Still, they’d be ke-shunk, ke-shunking and she wouldn’t notice until you said Mom! Your wipers are on! and she’d give this little surprised Oh, right! and shut them off. See, a triple threat existed in Mom; it’s still there, really (and will probably be there always, no matter what), some anxiety-denial-distraction combo that expressed itself most clearly as soon as she was behind the wheel of that old yellow car. That’s what happens when you’re a single mother and work full-time in a psychiatrist’s office and are raising three kids and trying to find the time to get the laundry done, she’d say as she sprayed Febreze on some shirt in lieu of actually using the washing machine. I don’t know about that, but I do know that even if she’s a bit scattered, she’s great with food. She knows how to feed us.


There in the kitchen, Trevor agrees. “Mmm.” He groans with smell-pleasure. His own mom runs a day care in their house, so he was lucky if he got hot dogs cut up into little pieces and Cheerios in a baggie.


“Tell your brother and sister that dinner’s ready,” Mom says.


“Bex! Sever-in!” I shout. “Dinner’s ready!”


“Indigo, God.” She sighs. “I could have done that.” Which is what she always says. “Go and tell them.”


“God!” Chico says.


In a few moments, we’re all around the table, pouring milk, passing rolls. Mom liked us to sit and have that meal together. We will not be one of those families that eat in the car on the way to somewhere else. Where sports practice and meetings and trips to the mall are more important than being together, she would say. I want us to share our day. Trevor was the one who really got off on this, since his mother didn’t hear a word he said unless he was dripping blood and had to go to the emergency room.


“Top of the line built-in model,” he says, “and they aren’t even gonna use it. It’s for the catering kitchen. The place the caterers go to make a mess in so guests don’t see.” Trevor had delivered a refrigerator earlier that day to some people on Meer Island.


“The Moores have a catering kitchen,” Severin says. “And this whole room where Mrs. Moore can practice her tennis swing in virtual reality. I saw it at the Christmas party.” Then, Severin worked after school for MuchMoore Industries, which I’m sure you’ve heard of, but if you haven’t, it’s this company that sells digital cameras and image transferring. They’ll print your name and photo on any object from greeting cards to wallpaper. Severin’s my twin, but you’d never know it. I got blessed with the part of Mom that’ll reach into her purse for a pen and will pull out a tampon, and I got blessed with the part of Dad that’s dissatisfied with social constraints, and that’s maybe just a little dissatisfied in general. The way most people feel on Sunday nights is how I think he feels a lot of the time. This led him to get fired from his job at an advertising firm, after he submitted a proposal for a major account, Peugeot, with the slogan, “Got Peu?” After that, Dad left advertising for good, moved to Hawaii, and opened a shop that rents surfboards.


Bomba, who loves me, claims I dance to my own drummer, and I’m sure she’s got this wrong, because it makes me sound like I’m flailing around in the focused psycho-ecstasy you see in groupies in the front row of any concert. But Severin, he doesn’t dance to his own drummer. He walks in a straight line. He got the parts of our parents that remember to buy stamps and that love books and that plan for the future. Severin’s one of those guys who have looks and height and brains and a sense of purpose. He worked for MuchMoore, hung out with the Skyview kids from our school, and he could fake his way through the truth that he didn’t fit in with them. The fact that girls like Kristin Densley and Heather Green called our house all the time and that he got good grades didn’t piss me off, though, because Severin’s this really nice person. He treated Trevor like an equal even if Trevor graduated from the alternative school. Severin, my brother, talked to me at school, even if no one seemed to grasp the idea that we were related. He’s the kind of guy that also does nice things for no reason, like once he replaced a broken string on my guitar as a surprise.


“Two kitchens to clean, is all I can think,” Mom says.


“They don’t clean them,” I remind.


“No, they just hire immigrants at less than minimum wage,” Mom says. She sounds like Jane, my boss.


Bex takes a swig of milk. “There are people without homes and food now, let alone refrigerators,” she says.


“Detention’s over, Bex,” Mom says.


“No, wait. Seriously,” Trevor says. His face does get serious. But serious in a way that makes you want to laugh. “What would you do if you had that kind of money?”


I know that Trevor is someone who asks a question because he’s dying to give you his own answer, and I am a good girlfriend, so I say, “What would you do?”


“I know what I’d do,” he says.


“Start your business,” I say.


“What’s that saying? ‘Give a man a lemon, he eats lemons for a day; teach him to make lemonade and he’ll always have something to drink’? I’d invest in myself,” Trevor says. You can see why I might be lacking a little faith in Trevor as a businessman.


“Nunderwear!” Bex shouts, raising a fist to the air. This is Trevor’s latest brilliant plan. He’d had other ideas before, but this time he’s serious. The last time, he was serious too, but he’s forgotten that. Nunderwear is based on those days-of-the-week underwear, only with Nunderwear, they’d all read SUNDAY. Trevor’s got this whole product line of gag gifts he wants to sell under the business name Lapsed Catholic Enterprises. He’s sure other lapsed Catholics would find them just as hilarious as he does, and he doesn’t even smoke anything (anymore). He wants to make those little packets of cheese and crackers using communion wafers, called My Body Snack Pak. Then he has the Pope’s Hat Coffee Filters, which he actually sketched out on a piece of notebook paper. Shaped like the pope’s hat, they’d come in a pack of fifty and fit any standard electric coffeepot, for using or wearing.


“You guys laugh, but you won’t be laughing when I’m rolling in the dough.”


“If I had that kind of money?” Bex says. “I’d give it away to the needy. To people whose houses have washed away, just like that.” She snaps her fingers.


“CNN isn’t good for kids,” I say.


“I mean it,” she says. Her blue eyes look directly at me. She’s eleven years old, so I suspect her submersion into disaster coverage will fade as soon as she’s in her sixth-grade class painting papier-mâché tribal masks they’ve made out of strips of the Seattle Times and Gold Medal flour and water. “I would.”


“Severin?” Trevor asks.


“Easy. College.”


“Like you’re not going to get scholarships,” I say.




“You have no idea. I get Bs! God. I’m up against these kids who’ve taken every SAT prep class, who’ve hired college counselors that have been working with them since they were zygotes, searching out scholarships and filling out applications…. It’s nuts. And they don’t even need the scholarships.”


“What’s a zygote?” Bex asks.


“I told you, we’ll work out something,” Mom says. But she doesn’t look too sure, honestly. She stares down into her plate when she says it, picks at her salad with her fork as if the solutions are hidden somewhere under the lettuce.


“What’s a zygote?” Bex asks again.


“When the egg and the sperm—”


“Oh gross, never mind,” Bex says.


“Can we ditch the sperm talk at dinner, please?” I say.


“What about you, Missus?” Trevor asks. His mind is still on rich people. “What would you do if you had lots of money? Lots and lots of money.”


“College. For Severin and Indigo and Bex.”


“I don’t want to go to college,” I say.


“So you claim,” Mom says. It’s an ongoing argument between us, and now when the subject comes up, Mom stops it cold with some statement that indicates her irrefutable superior knowledge about my real desires. She doesn’t get that I don’t know what I want to study, and that it therefore seems a waste of money. I’m not going to be one of those people who spend thousands of dollars getting an art history degree and then end up working in a dentist’s office.


“Okay, besides college,” Trevor says. “Don’t you people dream big? Swimming pools?”


“I’ll take a pool,” I say.




“Famous people, parties…” He’s trying to bait me.


“Hun-ter E-den,” Mom sings. Okay, so I had a little crush on Hunter Eden then. Who in their right mind didn’t? My friend Melanie actually went to one of his concerts and met him, because her dad’s PR firm handled Slow Change. Yeah, I’d have liked to handle Slow Change. I may not have wanted to dance to my own drummer, but I wouldn’t have minded dancing to my own guitar player. Not only did I find his playing to be amazing and inspirational, but he was sexy enough to melt ice, like he did on the body of that girl in the video for “Hot.”


“Okay, okay. Front row tickets, backstage pass, after-concert party. Then I’d die happy,” I say.


“I could sing you ‘Hot’,” Trevor offers. Everyone laughs. Even Chico does his eh, eh, eh laugh imitation. “It wasn’t that funny.”


“You still need something for yourself, Mom,” I say.


“College is for myself,” she says. “You can take care of me in my old age.”


“Diamonds!” I joke. Mom is a nonjewelry person. If she ever gets remarried (which was looking unlikely since she didn’t even date) she’d probably rather strap a hefty Barnes & Noble gift card to the third finger of her left hand than a ring.


“Dahling,” she says. “No, I like the blue ones. What are they? I always think topaz, but that’s not right.”


“Sapphires,” Severin says. “How about a trip somewhere?”


“Zygote City,” Bex says.


“A Jenn-Air built-in Euro-style stainless with precision temperature management system,” Trevor says.


“No, I know,” I say. Bex looks at me and smiles.


“I know too,” she says.


“Toilet seat!” we say together.




“Eh, eh, eh,” Chico says.


“Come on, guys, it is not that bad,” Mom says. She was wrong, though—it was. It had a thin, shifty crack in it, and you had to be careful how you sat down, or it’d snip you in the ass. If you stumbled to the bathroom in the middle of the night and didn’t stay alert, you’d get a zesty wake-up pinch.


“We’ve got the only toilet seat in all of Zygote City that bites,” Bex says.


“I promise, I’ll get it fixed,” Mom says. “Add it to the list.” Microwave oven: out of commission since Bex put a foil-wrapped Ho Ho in there. Why she wanted to warm it up is still a mystery. Vacuum: worked if you only used the hose attachment and didn’t mind spending about twelve hours hunched over the carpet like you’d lost a contact lens. Iron: black on the bottom and leaking water.


“Gold toilet seat,” Trevor says, as if it’s decided.


“Or one of those padded ones,” Severin says, and grins.


“Those give me the creeps,” I say.


“Me too, but I don’t exactly know why,” Mom says.


Freud, our cat, saunters in from the living room, stretches his hind legs behind him. Bex dangles her fingers toward the floor and Freud nudges them with his triangle nose.


“Here, kitty, kitty,” Chico says evilly. He makes smooching sounds.


That was what my life was like, before I got rich.
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I might have been the only one in the world who didn’t have a cell phone, but I didn’t care. Or maybe I cared a little. One time Trevor and I were driving around downtown Seattle, and we saw this guy sitting on the curb with his bottle of Thunderbird in a brown bag, and a cardboard sign that read WILL WORK FOR FOOD, and he was talking on a cell phone. I’m not kidding. Unless he was on some Friends and Family plan, that’s just whacked. But it did make me wonder if maybe I should spend my hard-earned money on one. I decided no, though, because I really needed a car right then, and that’s what I was saving for.


Mom always said that in the real world, not everyone has cell phones and TVs in their rooms and drives their dad’s BMW. She was referring to the Skyview kids that went to my school. Nine Mile Falls (the suburb just east of Seattle) has its sections, like those parfaits at Carrera’s with the layers of pudding and whipped cream. There’s the downtown, where we live, which sits in the valley between three mountains, Mount Solitude being the largest. The town is all small Christmas-card charm and lies along a winding river that runs with salmon in October. There’s another hill, though, at the edge of town, called the Midlands, where new housing developments are continually springing up; not-there, and then there, like those toy sponges that are paper flat until you put them in water. And finally there’s another part of the Midlands, the highest part of the hill, a neighborhood called Skyview. Skyview is where all the kids live whose parents make a ton of money at Microsoft. The land of SUVs, of big headlights bearing into your back windshield with crazy-eyed caffeinated aggression. The super rich, the only-on-television rich, MuchMoore rich, don’t live in Nine Mile Falls at all, but a few miles north, on Meer Island.


And I guess there are parfaits within parfaits, layers within layers. Downtown, you’ve got the apartments, you’ve got people who rent small houses like we did from Mrs. Jesus-Freak-Homophobe Olson, and people who own their homes, like a lot of our neighbors. And then in the other places, you’ve got the people who have the huge house but no furniture inside, the prestigious job versus just a fat check, Meer Island waterfront or just a Meer Island address. At my school, you had the downtowners under the same roof as the Midlanders and the Skyviewers, the kid whose mom waits in the food-bank line by the library in the same PE class with the kid whose mom waits in line at Nordstrom.


Apparently, there are a lot of “real worlds.”


Anyway, I didn’t have a cell phone, so when Jane called my house at six a.m. to ask me to come in to work on my rare Sunday off because Nikki has to stay home with her kid who has strep throat, and God, let’s hope she didn’t give it to Nikki and all of us while she was at it, the ringing phone wakes up Mom. By the time I get dressed, she’s making coffee, standing at the sink in her frizzled, high-voltage morning hair and the chenille robe she’d had forever. Its fuzz was worn down in spots, just like an old mule.


“Morning,” I say.


“Here, kitty, kitty,” Chico says. The cover of his cage is still on, making his tiny clown voice slightly muffled. I feel bad for him under there, just waiting to start his evil little day. I lift the fabric so he can join us. Freud walks toward Chico in his slinky fashion, sits under his cage and just stares. We have satanic pets, and I’m not sure why. I mean, we’re nice people, but our pets seem to have made a pact with the devil. Freud has some psychological issues—he’s slightly sadistic and a merciless hunter. He once sat in a tree swiping at the air in the direction of a squirrel, his focus that of a hired killer, totally oblivious to the snow that was blowing around like mad and accumulating steadily on his fur like a layer of meringue. He brings you the heads of rodents and birds, lays them down in the kitchen or on your bedroom carpet. He should have been in the Mafia.


“I got water down my sleeve,” Mom grouses. “I hate getting water down my sleeve.” She dries her forearm with a kitchen towel.


“Go back to bed,” I say.


“I can never get back to sleep after I’ve woken up. You get called to work?”


“Sorry. Yeah. Jane needs me to come in.”


“I thought so.” But even her I thought so is ragged and awake-against-your-will weary. “I’ll drive you over if you bring me home a piece of Harold’s pie. It’ll give me something flaky and fat-laden to look forward to.” Harold is Harold Zaminski, this funny old guy Jane gets our baked goods from. He likes to play practical jokes. One time he stuffed the small patch of lawn in front of the store with election signs for this baby-faced Republican running for Senate, just to give Jane a coronary. When Harold’s granddaughter visits, he’ll bring her in, walk behind her, hands up near her neck like he wants to strangle her. She’s a bit of a monster, but you can tell he’s crazy about her.


“Deal,” I say. “You have plans today?” Hopeful question. I wished Mom got out more. The last date she went on was when I still had school recess.


“Oh, I might meet Allison for coffee, or I might just have a robe day and get all the accounting done. Weed the yard with Bex, if I can bribe her.”


“Mom, I love you but you need to get a life.”


“I have a life,” she says. “And I’m getting pie-ie, I’m getting pie-ie.” She sings this and gives a little chenille-dance, neatly proving my point. One thing you can say about daughters and mothers—like it or not, they know the truth about each other.


 


Trina is already at Carrera’s when Jane and I arrive. She’s sitting in her car, head back against the seat, listening to music. It’s somewhere near the end of April, I don’t remember exactly, but the top of her convertible is down. She isn’t wearing her fur, even though April in Seattle can still have a bite, same as our toilet seat. Trina’s wearing these jeans that lace up the side and this white tank top that’s zingy against her tan. It’s an over-the-counter tan for the most part, kept alive with aerosol and electricity after she and her boyfriend, Roger, got back from Palm Springs a few weeks ago. She’s told us this. Trina’s a confessional person. She rarely has an unexpressed thought.


“My God, it’s about time,” she says. She follows us in before Jane even has the lights up. Luigi, our cook, is already in back, and so is Alex, this quiet boy from my school who helps with the dishes. I hear Luigi singing. He always says, Me, I coulda been Tony Bennett. They told me I coulda made a recording, but I went into the restaurant business instead. More stable. He sings all kinds of things—TV commercials, snippets of opera, Elton John songs, stuff he makes up. Don’t leave me outta eggs, Jane, he’ll croon. But he likes Sinatra best. I know more Sinatra lyrics than any eighteen-year-old should, thanks to Luigi, not that I advertised that. All the white suburban kids who tried so hard to be gangsta and hip-hop but whose mothers all had cappuccino machines would have chewed my ass if they’d known I could sing “Dream” and “Fly Me to the Moon.”


Trina’s favorite table is Travertino Navona. At Carerra’s, every table is a different kind of marble, and the name is on a round gold plate on the table itself. It must have cost Jane a bundle to have the tables made. There are something like three thousand types of marble (called “families”), and all the families have their own “faults,” which give them their characteristics, just like our neighbors at home—Mrs. Denholm next door, who always snooped at us through the venetian blinds, waiting for us “teens” to commit some sort of crime; the Elberts, who let their dog bark all night; and the Navinskys, whose television was always on, and whose kids even have those miniature TVs for brief trips away from the real thing. If you saw Travertino Navona, though, you wouldn’t think about it having faults. It’s a creamy brown, like caramel and marshmallow fluff in a swirl.


“People are hungry here,” Trina says.


“I’ve got to go home sometime,” Jane says. “Just to get my mail, if nothing else.” She’s brought Jack, her black Lab, who gets lonely and eats things if he’s left alone. He ate the golf bag that belonged to Jane’s ex-husband, which she didn’t mind, and the leg off of Jane’s dead grandmother’s rocking chair, which she did mind. Leroy said this was better than if he’d chewed the leg off the dead grandmother, but Jane didn’t think that was so funny.


Jack follows us in (actually, he shoves his way past us), then flops behind the register and sighs through his nose as if the whole experience has been a terrible ordeal.


“Dear God, bring me coffee before I kill someone,” Trina says.


Jane sets her bag down, disappears to talk to Luigi. I get the coffee started; leave a message for Trevor to pick me up after work. “Did you have a bad night?” I ask. Now that I really look at her, I see that the underneath part of Trina’s eyes have their own coffee cup rings of no sleep.


“Bad.”


“What happened?”


“Ten signs you’re being dumped. Number one. Your lover leaves the country and doesn’t tell you.”


“No way,” I say.


“Way. I waited at home for him for two nights. Almost called the police, but finally called Myrna instead.”


“Myrna?”


“Roger’s wife. He went to Brazil, she tells me. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says, ‘I tried to warn you, didn’t I? Once an asshole, always an asshole.’”


“Oh, man,” I say. I snitch the coffeepot out of the base, interrupt the drizzle for Trina’s immediate caffeine relief. I set a full cup in front of her, and she sighs. Sometimes, coffee is deliverance enough.


“Rio,” Trina says. The word is an ending.


“Why Rio?”


“He’s got another house there. Topless sunbathers, thong bikinis.” Trina rubs her forehead. “What am I gonna do?”


“Who needs him, I say.”


“I thought we had a great time in Palm Springs. The sex alone—”




“Whoa. I’m barely eighteen, here, remember? Jesus. I don’t want the details.”


“Your loss,” she says miserably.


“I get enough details at school, thanks. Do you know there’s such a thing as sex addiction? I saw it in some magazine. I’m thinking the guys at my school need a support group for sex addiction. Wait, forget the support group. Just make it sixth period.”


“What kind of pie is there?” Trina asks. She sounds like she’s standing at the edge of a high building. She has suicide in her voice. I know what will lure her from the edge, though.


“Chocolate cream. Apple with crumble top—”


“Stop at chocolate.”


Which I also already knew. People like to have something to turn down, though. They want to be able to say no to some things, because it makes their yes more meaningful. Even if that’s just scrambled instead of poached or fried, wheat and not sourdough or rye. And “no”—it’s also a handy, accessible mini-capsule of power. Maybe you can’t destroy your asshole boyfriend, but you can at least reject apple crumble pie.


I open the refrigerated cupboard, remove Harold’s chocolate cream, cut a wide triangle of comfort. By the time I have it on the plate, Joe Awful Coffee is ambling in, and so are two women who hang around by the door, even if it’s obvious that Carrera’s is a seat-yourself place. I grab two plastic-covered menus and lead them anyway to Grigio Fumo, since Leroy Richie likes Verde Classico, and Nick Harrison likes Rosso Verona, and Funny likes Calacatta Fantasia, and Joe sits at the counter, which is all Carrera No. 2.


Within moments, I’m flying around, and so is Jane, and we’re zipping past each other like experienced dance partners, and Luigi is belting out something he must have heard on the radio on the way over “Why buy a mattress anywhere else!” and there’s the sound of frying and plates and conversation and silverware clinking against glass plates and the smell of butter and coffee and sizzling bacon, the melded recipe of morning. Funny Coyote comes in and talks to Trina, and the two new ladies surprise me and order full stacks (when I took them for the fruit-cup type) and Joe shows Jane and me pictures he just got of his new baby granddaughter. Nick Harrison arrives and sets a section of folded newspaper down beside him, and Leroy must be sleeping late, and a couple with a toddler wants a table and I have to fetch a booster seat.


So, who needs a gym, right? First off, I’ve never been the show-your-body-off-in-stretchy-fabrics type, even if I’ve got an okay one. (My ass is maybe a little wobbly, but big deal.) I went to one of those places once, and there were just too many guys in tight tank tops strutting around and looking at themselves in mirrors. Great big old narcissist party, minus the booze and cocktail wieners on frilly toothpicks. But man, I get plenty of exercise waitressing. It’s hard work. Lifting, bending, constant motion. I give Nick his oatmeal, coo-chie-coo the toddler, take the parents’ order, go back to find a pen that works, refill Joe’s coffee cup. The full stacks are up and I have my back turned when I hear Nick Harrison say, too loudly, “Vespa alert. Curbside.”


I’m registering what this means when in a flash, the bells on the door jangle. When I turn, there’s the guy again, in tan slacks and a white shirt, a sleek leather jacket over one arm. He’s everything new and clean and crispy—shopping bags, clothes with just-ironed creases, things wrapped in tissue paper. Trina’s chin pops up, her head swivels, and you can practically see the circles of her radarscope following the movement of his body. Code red. She sets her fork down. She’s only one bite into her pie, since Funny came in to hear her blab about Roger in Rio. Trina’s a backward pie eater. She starts at the corner, leaves the point of the pie, the tastiest bite, she says, for last. This probably says something about her, only I don’t know what.


People are creatures of habit, and you learn this quickly if you work in a restaurant. Maybe we have just so much change that we can take, so much that’s out of our control, that we need to keep the same what we’re able to keep the same. If someone sits at a table once, there’s about an 85 percent chance they’ll sit there again if they can, and this man is no different. He slides into the window-side chair again at Nero Belgio, a marble that is almost pure black. It’s all shiny elegance, and it’s a good match for him. There’s also about a 75 percent chance that a person will order the very same thing as he did before, but I’d just have to see.


“Morning,” I say.


“Good morning.” He smiles his closed-mouth smile.


I set a menu at the table, wait.


“Just coffee,” the man says again. My inner crowd cheers. It’s the gleeful rise of I-knew-it, mixed with the gladness of a continuing mystery. Eggs and sausage would have meant no more questions. A regular guy finds a new place to eat, big deal. But no, he’s still here with Just coffee.


I pour, then set his cup down in front of him. He doesn’t have a newspaper, anything. He just sits and stares out the window. Joe wipes his fingers free of bacon grease on his napkin before he puts the photos back away in their envelope. “Sad,” he whispers to me, flicking his head back toward the Vespa guy.


“Maybe,” I say.




Nick’s taking it all in. He’s filtered out the ladies talking, the toddler twisting around and dropping crusts to the floor, and he’s listening to Joe and me. He nods. Depressed, he mouths, overemphasizing the first syllable, Dee, from across the room, his top row of teeth showing wide and white.


Trina suddenly needs to use the restroom, which is past the guy’s table, naturally. It’s a pheromone parade—they’re waving and throwing their batons and eating flames and doing cartwheels as Trina saunters by the guy’s table. Roger who?


But Nick’s the only one watching Trina’s ass in those pants. Well, me too, but I’m not watching in that way so it doesn’t count. The guy doesn’t even blink or break his gaze from the window. “Full and resounding failure,” Jane says next to me, behind the counter.


Trina takes about two seconds in the bathroom, obviously not long enough to do anything legitimate in there. Then she’s out again, swiveling those pheromones like lassoes. She stares directly at the guy, but it’s Trina’s eye contact zeroing in to its target, and zing! Hitting the side of the guy’s head.


Funny Coyote’s breakfast is up, and I set the plate in front of her. Trina slides into her adjacent booth. “Gay,” Funny Coyote proclaims.


“You think?” Trina says. She sounds hopeful, but it looks like she might cry. She pushes her plate away from herself.


“You’re not done.” I can’t believe it. Trina usually eats every bite. I’ve seen her put her finger to a bit of crumb and lick when she thinks no one is looking. Harold’s pie—nobody pushes away Harold’s pie. You eat it even if you have to unbutton the top of your pants to make room.


“I’ve got to go on a diet,” she says.




“My God, don’t be crazy,” Funny Coyote says, which is pretty hilarious, because she calls herself Bipolar Babe. “Relax. He’s gay, I’m telling you.”


“I don’t know what I’m gonna do,” Trina moans.


“Trina, you’re talking about a couple of guys. Big deal. A man is not water or shelter. Or a lottery ticket,” I say.


“Maybe the kind of lottery ticket you spend a hundred bucks on, just to win five,” Funny says.


“Harold’s pie is a requirement for living,” I say.


“Really,” Funny says, munching on a piece of bacon. “Give it here if she doesn’t want it.”


“Maybe I need a boob job,” Trina says.


“Oh my God,” I say. “Don’t even joke. I hate fake crap like that,” I say. “Sure, I’ll take a little cancer from silicone just to have some cleavage. Sheesh.”


“No kidding,” Funny says. “And what happens when you’re sixty and have forever-twenty tits? Freak show.”


Trina moons into her coffee. Funny pulls out her notebook and starts to write. The man stays longer this time. The two ladies leave, and so does the couple with the toddler, who went from cute to monstrous in fifty minutes as his parents did the Now-honey-that-makes-Mommy-upset public parenting routine that always causes Jane to turn her back and pretend to stick her finger down her throat. Thanks to little Hitler, the floor looked like its own galaxy of toast crumbs and scrambled egg bits. I consider asking the Vespa guy if he’s all right, but he seems to be in that private place you shouldn’t just barge in on. The only privacy some people ever get is in their thoughts. So instead, I wipe the floor clean and curse at parents who grow little dominatrix children and then set them free in the world to be the kind of adults who let everyone else pick up their messes. You get some pretty strong ideas about child rearing when you work as a waitress, let me tell you.


Finally, the guy lifts one long, elegant finger in the air, gestures for my attention. Sometimes that kind of thing can piss you off, but it all depends on how it’s done. Some people have a demanding stab-the-air finger that makes you want to flip your middle one back at them. They are usually the people who ask you for this or that on the side and cooked this way or that way, and with the strawberry pointing counterclockwise and the parsley with two leaves only. Most often, this kind of thing happens with large, pompous men with large, pompous voices, and with spatula-thin women whose lack of food has turned them into restrained, yet rage-filled, maniacal bitches.


Anyway, the guy was obviously raised right, because even his finger has manners. I bring him his check, and there’s the crispy bill again. He smiles, I smile, and we all watch his suit-jacket-flaps flap as he speeds off on his Vespa.


For a few minutes, it’s just us. The regulars, as Jane says, which caused Leroy to dub us “the Irregulars.”


“Depressed,” Nick says out loud. “I ought to know.”


“I vote with the gals,” Joe says. “Gay. Too pretty. Manicured nails. Probably never even been to a boxing match in his life.”


“But I bet he’s been to Rio,” Trina says.


“Italy,” Jane says.


“Why buy a mattress an-y-where else,” Luigi sings.


 


My shift is almost over when Funny lifts her head from the notebook she’s been writing in. “Has anyone thought about all the places you’ve ever laid your head?” she asks. “All the places you’ve ever woken up?”




Leroy walks in then. He’s so much later than usual, I had given up on him coming in at all. The bells on the door jangle, but still he’s heard Funny’s question. He raises up his hand, as if the teacher might call on him. Under his right forearm is a mermaid, with twisty golden hair. “Do backseats count?”


“Rough night?” Nick asks. He says it with a bit of longing. Nick is this nice, straight guy who would’ve had this nice, straight life had his wife not fallen down those stairs.


“Anyone got aspirin?” Leroy says.


“I do,” Funny says. She lifts her purse, rattles what sounds like twenty pill bottles in there.


“Eighteen places,” Jane says. She scrunches her nose around instead of itching it. Jane’s got allergies. “I counted eighteen places I’ve woken up. No, nineteen. One airport chair in Dallas during a layover.”


“Seventy, eighty?” Trina says.


Nick whistles.


“Roger and I did a lot of traveling. And then you’ve got…miscellaneous apartments.”


Nick blushes. He takes a sip of water that has maybe three or four flat shards of ice left in it.


“God, Trina,” I say.


“Some were just friends,” she says.


I’m almost embarrassed to admit my answer. “Five or six,” I say. Mom’s, Dad’s, camping trip with Dad, Bomba and Bompa’s. Ramada Inn with Dad. I add another, just because five seems too pathetic. I refill Nick’s water glass; the new ice sloshes in merrily.


“You’re young,” Leroy says. He winks at me. Leroy and I understand each other.




“Hundreds,” Joe says. “Hundreds and hundreds. But then again, I’m old.”


“So old, Jesus was in your math class,” I say. I crack myself up. “You probably toured the country with your boxing, right?” Jane says. She clips Jack to his leash, getting him ready for his late-morning pee. Whenever Jack sees his leash, it’s like he’s looking at two plane tickets for around the world, even if he’s just going to the corner and back.


“Oh yeah. For years. When I got back, my family barely knew who I was.” Joe’s big hand is covered with wrinkles that look like the chocolate piping on Harold’s cakes. It’s a hand that trembles, though, as he brings a triangle of toast to his mouth and crunches.


“Well, they know you now. Look at that picture they sent. Beautiful baby granddaughter,” Jane says. Joe’s got the photo propped up against a water glass.


“With her in Saint Louis, I’ll be lucky to see her before I’m dead,” Joe says, chewing. He has a lump of toast in one cheek.


“This is getting goddamned dark,” Funny says.


“You’ll see her someday,” Jane says. “Don’t give up hope.” Jack pulls her to the door like he’s a sled dog and she’s the sled. Jack is an old dog, but strong, same as Joe. If you ever saw Joe arm-wrestle Leroy, you’d know what I mean.


Right then, Bill and Marty come in, these two guys that work at True Value with Nick. I pretend I don’t know their names, even though I do. Actually, we all pretend we’ve never even seen them before. This is in keeping with the Respect Hierarchy of Names, which naturally progresses from the reverential first-name-last-name-plus-bonus-points-initial (John F. Kennedy, F. Scott Fitzgerald, Edward R. Murrow) all the way down to the bottom of the ladder, the hazy description (That Guy from Safeway, What’s-His-Name). One step below that are the folks so little deserving of respect you pretend their existence is forgettable. This is Bill and Marty.


Bill wears a camouflage baseball hat, which might tell you all you need to know. Marty has a mustache, though no one has a mustache anymore. Nick gives a little wave and smile that means I know you, sure, but don’t sit here. But Bill and Marty don’t get the finer points of social etiquette, because they head right on over to sit at Nick’s table. Nick isn’t dressed that differently from them—jeans and a short-sleeve chambray shirt, but it’s like a couple of Coors cans have just been set on the table with a martini.


“Hey, Killer,” Bill says.


Nick grimace-smiles. “It gets funnier every time you say it,” Nick says. “Ha, ha, ha.”


“I hope they’ve got corned beef hash,” Marty says. He takes his napkin and wipes his mouth, as if there’s some layer of slime there even he can’t stand.


“Excuse me,” Nick says. “I was just heading out.”


Nick rises and walks to the register to pay, takes his wallet from his back pocket. He still wears his grimace-smile. “Should I spit in their coffee?” I whisper.


“Arsenic’s better.”


I give Nick some thin mints wrapped in green foil. Nick’s face just makes you want to give him something. This is the kind of shit he takes from these guys day in and day out. I’d love to tell them off myself, but Jane says they’re our customers. This means that we may secretly hate them but still have to smile and take their money.




“See ya, Killer,” Bill says one more time and waves.


“Ooh, boy, you got me again!” Nick says. He pushes open the door and goes through it, his back looking sadder than I’ve ever seen a back look.


I give the idiot bookends their menus, but luckily Zach (who works the afternoon shift) arrives, so I don’t have to serve them. Instead, I untie my apron and lift it over my head and grab my backpack from the back. I cut a piece of apple pie with crumble top and wrap it up in foil for Mom, say good-bye to the Irregulars.


Trevor isn’t there yet, but I see Jane and Nick talking at the curb. Jack stands politely, alert as a secret service agent, his eyes surveying the territory for any criminal cat, squirrel, or bird activity. Suddenly, though, I can’t believe my eyes when I look down at Jane’s hand. I feel a rising wave of anger. Now, I’m not what anyone would call conservative—people at my school probably called me anything but that. I think they thought I was weird, but I noticed that every time I changed my hair, a bunch of girls would come the very next week with an attempted version of it until I changed again. I didn’t really care, which is exactly what my friend Melanie said people loved and hated about me.


But I’m straight about one thing, and that’s smoking and drugs, and I’m not sure why I’m so crazy about it except that drugs fucked up Trevor’s life for a while and cigarettes are just nasty. We had this police officer come to our class in the fifth grade, and she brought us glass jars filled with a healthy person’s lung tissue (aside from the fact that the lung tissue was minus a body, which is not generally a healthy thing) and a smoker’s lung tissue. The former was pink and spongy-looking and cheery, and the latter was this desperate, dingy shade of gray that made you think of motel rooms where crimes had been committed. You saw this sad lung as a hopeful straight-A student who’d somehow tragically descended into a life of heroin and prostitution and had died with a needle in her arm. That’s how gray and wretched it looked. I never forgot it, and it frankly just pisses me off to see people smoke, knowing what they are doing to their poor, formerly positive lungs.


So anyway, I look down, and there’s this cigarette held between Jane’s fingers, and it’s right down by her side where Jack is just breathing all this shit. And Jane doesn’t even smoke.


“What are you doing!” I shriek.


Jane looks a little shocked. She swivels her head around as if there must be some robber with a bag of loot running around somewhere nearby. There’s the crime, right in her own hand, and she doesn’t even realize it.


“No! You! There!” I point.


“Indigo, jeez,” she says. “You scared me to death.”


She thinks I’m kidding, but I’m not. “You should be scared to death, ’cause you’re certainly gonna put Jack in a coffin, not to mention yourself.”


She looks down at herself. I can’t believe it. She still doesn’t get it.


“Your cigarette,” Nick offers helpfully.


She holds it up as if she has no idea how it got there. “This?”


“Ugh, God, put it out, I can smell it,” I say. I wave my hand in front of my face. I hold my breath so none of the three thousand toxins and tars and chemicals can get in.


“It is a nasty habit,” Nick says, giving me another reason why I like that guy. “I didn’t even know you smoked,” he says.


“I don’t,” Jane says.




“This is just a mirage,” I say.


“No, I mean, I haven’t. For years. Wait,” she says. “Why am I explaining myself to you people? I’m a grown woman. I can smoke if I want.” But she tosses the burning stick of tar and chemicals to the sidewalk and smashes it with her heel.


I say the one thing I know will affect her, whether it’s true or not. “Smoking is for Republicans.”


“That’s just mean,” she says to me. “I’ve been under a little stress lately,” she says to Nick. “In regard to what we were just discussing.”


“I can imagine,” he says.


“What?” I ask.


“Nothing,” Jane says.


“What!” I ask again.


“If I wanted everyone to know, I’d get a billboard.”


I let it go, because just then we hear knocking on the glass of Carrera’s. We look that direction, and there’s Bill in his yeah-right-I-almost-mistook-you-for-a-tree hat, gesturing heartily at Nick. He’s waving, then pantomimes slashing his finger across his throat, drops his head down and gaggles his tongue out.


“God, I wish I could get out of this place,” Nick says.


I hear the growling rumble of Trevor’s Mustang before I see the car itself. Then it turns the corner, pulls up along the curb. Trevor parks, gets out, opens the door for me. For a reformed pot-head, he knows how to be a gentleman.
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