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We can cure physical diseases with medicine

but the only cure for loneliness, despair, and hopelessness

is love.

There are many in the world who are dying for a piece of bread

but there are many more dying for a little love.

—Mother Teresa




I hold it to be the inalienable right of anybody

to go to hell in his own way.

—Robert Frost









Chapter 1

Blair




Well.

This is harder than I thought it would be.

I wish we could have come over and hung out with you before all this, even once, for like a picnic or something. We would have really liked that. I’m not saying it to make you feel bad, I swear. I’m just saying.

You have a nice yard. It looks lived-in. This is a good patio, too. I like how the bricks are so worn down, like they’ve been here a really long time.

I know. I have to start, I do, but…

Maybe I should sit next to you instead of across from you. It’ll probably be easier if we don’t have to look at each other. I mean, I can look at you, but you shouldn’t be turning your head in that neck brace, anyway.

Wait, let me pull this other lounge chair into the shade.

Ouch. There. That’s better. I hope your wife won’t mind me messing up the seating.

No, I know. She seems really nice. I just said it because…I don’t know.

You don’t have an ashtray anywhere, do you?

Yeah, no kidding, but at this point do you really think it matters? I mean, I’m kind of past getting grounded for smoking.

Okay, I’ll use it, but don’t blame me if the ashes kill your begonias.

You know, all things considered, you’re still pretty good-looking for an old guy.

I’m glad that made you smile. And I’m glad you remember that night. Ardith and I remember everything about every single time we saw you.

It’s not baloney. It’s the truth. And I’m not crying. I don’t do that.

The events leading up to this? Sure, I’ll tell you what happened—that’s why I’m here—but you’re not going to like it, which definitely makes this the hardest thing I’ll ever do.

Because when I’m done you’re never going to want to see us again.

Ever.

I’m not assuming anything. I know.

But me and Ardith talked about it on the way here, and we decided that no matter what happens after this, we still want you to know everything. If anybody’s entitled to the whole truth, it’s you.

Can I have a sip of your ice water, please? Thanks.

In my own words? Okay, then, just remember that you asked for it.

 

By the time you hit fifteen, there are certain survival lessons you’d better have learned.

Like, that breasts are power. Sad to say, but it all comes down to a matter of supply and demand. Girls have them, guys want them. Even a skank is a hot commodity if she can offer up anything more than a couple of mosquito bites. Not saying she should offer them up, just saying she should recognize her advantage and not put out every time some guy manages to string together a couple of compliments.

Too bad that’s all it takes sometimes.

Being user-friendly doesn’t mean you’re going to be loved. Getting attention is not the same thing. Sometimes it’s the exact opposite.

And while we’re talking about being used and abused, you should know that there are some things you tell and some things you handle by yourself, the best you can. You can’t always rat and still hope to be saved when somebody does you wrong. The backlash will dog you till you die.

Or till you wish you were dead.

See, guys freak out. They hit critical mass and blast nuclear, white-hot anger out over the world like walking flamethrowers.

But girls freak in. They absorb the pain and bitterness and keep right on sponging it up until they drown.

Maybe that’s why nobody’s real worried about girls going off and wreaking havoc. It’s not that the seething hatred and need for revenge isn’t there, hell no. It’s just that instead of erupting and annihilating our tormentors, we destroy ourselves instead.

Usually.

You root for us in the movies, you know. You want the victims to rise up, sick of being bullied and strike back, winning one for all the little guys who aren’t powerful, beautiful, popular, or rich. But when our anger becomes reality, it’s a different story.

No, I’m not threatening anyone. It’s a little late for that. I’m only pointing out that real life isn’t like the movies. The victim doesn’t usually win. She just endures.

Prime example: third week of high school there was a sophomore who thought the senior guys she’d started hanging out with were kidding when they herded her into the boys’ room so she could supposedly go down on the only one of them who’d never gotten a blow job.

Well, they weren’t joking. Word swept the grapevine that she’d done it surrounded by an audience, but she never told the teachers or got any of the guys in trouble.

Why? Because shame shut her up. You could see it in her face, and her walk.

She was known as “that girl who blew the guy in the boys’ bathroom” for a few days, but then her screwup was buried under the rubble of the next school scandal and they practically forgot her existence.

So sometimes what takes you down can be used to raise you up again.

But if she’d told instead of handling it privately, it never would have died. Teachers get involved, then parents, cops, and lawyers. The guys’ side would stand up and yell, “Well, what did she expect? Why did she go with them? Boys will be boys!”

And then her side would insist the boys scared or forced her, and ask why the parents didn’t raise their sons better than that, and on, and on.

So no one but her friends really understood why she went with them in the first place.

Because she was a sophomore, fresh out of junior high—you know our junior high goes up to ninth grade, right?—and totally bedazzled by the attention. Anyone could see it. These guys walked her to class, bought her lunch, flirted and paid homage to her fine new body. She wanted them to like her so she went along with the joke, not realizing it wasn’t a joke until someone was pushing her to her knees, and someone else was guarding the door, and someone else had unzipped his jeans.

She could have hollered for help but if no one came before they shut her up they might have done worse, maybe even hurt her so she wouldn’t name them. And besides, if a teacher did hear, that would have gotten them all, including her, in deep trouble. Detention. Suspension and notes home. Counselor visits. And how would she explain that on her college application, or to her parents? How would she explain that playing queen to their court jesters had somehow gotten twisted into being led to the bathroom at the deserted end of the hall? How would she explain the stony chill of the tile under her knees when the laughing stopped, and the air grew thick with anticipation?

Stupid, but up until that minute she’d probably believed what they’d told her, that being called a “tease” was worse than actually being a slut, and that nobody liked teases because they never followed through.

I bet she didn’t know she could take herself back, that just because a horny group of players called her a tease it didn’t mean she was obligated to change their opinion. They were seniors. She was a straight-A, marching band sophomore. You tell me.

What do you mean, how do I know all this? I’m a girl, remember? And no, it wasn’t me, but how many of us do you really think make it through without scars?

So by the time you’re fifteen you should know all of that, and this, too.

Never bow before your tormentors. Not even if they’ve locked on to the most humiliating moment in your life. If you don’t break, then they have nothing and it’s lousy sport and they’ll turn their attention to some other poor slob who’s wearing a bunched-up maxipad and bleeding through her khakis.

Never let them know you’re vulnerable, especially when you are.

Never trust someone else to protect you, and never forget that every choice you make is on you. Ignorance of the outcome doesn’t exempt you from the consequences.

This is what you should know by sophomore year, if you want to survive. Too bad we learned the hard way and didn’t pass it on in time.

The video camera’s running so, for the record, I’m Blair Brost. I’m fifteen.

You’ll want to talk to Ardith now.









Chapter 2

Ardith




Are you okay? Do you need a pain pill or anything?

Well, if you do, tell me, and I’ll go get your wife.

This is so strange, being here like this. Sitting next to you and all.

I used to think about talking to you a lot. Did Blair tell you we’d dream up fake emergencies to call in, hoping you’d be the one they’d send out?

No? Well, we never actually did it. We were afraid you’d be mad at us for lying.

I guess it’s okay to smoke, since the flowerpot’s full of Blair’s butts.

How long? Umm, I guess about a year. Same as Blair. My parents buy cartons and whoever needs a pack just buys it off them. It’s easier that way.

Yeah, I know. Someday half the kids in New Jersey are probably going to hire Blair’s mother to sue my parents for giving them cancer, but that’s their problem, not mine. As far as I’m concerned, they all deserve each other.

Camera’s running? Okay, I guess I’ll start.

 

I know Blair talked a little about sophomore year, but that’s really the end of it, and we need to go back to eighth grade, which is when it all began.

“It?” Well, I guess that’d be the first hard lessons bridging the gap between little kid and teenager. Not that we didn’t learn plenty beforehand, but there’s a difference between being TV jaded and actually being backed against a Burger King wall and groped by a kid with fast hands and sharp braces.

Do you see what I mean? One is fake, like thinking you know all about girls from surfing porn sites, and the other is real, where you choose whether to spit or swallow your blood after his braces slash your lips and discover that the stench of broiled burgers will always be background to your first French kiss.

That’s when you start realizing your “firsts” aren’t going to be the way you dreamed they would, and that you’re feeling lost and stupid, inching your way around a whole new world. Each day brings a different worry like hairy armpits, periods, and BO, and wondering if you really are only worth your cup size. You start keeping your opinions to yourself because they might be dumb and you hate yourself for doing it, but it seems safer to blend in than stand out. And yet you want to be noticed, but only by being the-same-but-different, and nothing about that confuses you. The reactions to your new body do, though; you strut and show for guys in your school, but shudder when an old man leers, because you don’t know how to twitch his crawling gaze off your skin.

So while you’re stumbling around trying to get a grip on who you’re going to be tomorrow without losing who you were yesterday, suppose your parents decide to throw a bad wild card into the mix.

And I mean a real killer.

I’ll go get Blair.









Chapter 3

Blair’s Story




When your mother finally makes partner in a prestigious law firm, she decides it’s time to buy one of the big, new McMansions across town. She says you need a new house because you’ve outgrown your current one, a cozy cape in a mostly blue-collar neighborhood, but that’s not really true, because besides you and your parents, the only other living thing in the house is your old golden retriever Wendy Darling, and she doesn’t take up much space. She’s slept in your room for the last fourteen years, first in your bed, but now on her orthopedic mattress next to your bed.

You don’t want to move and say so, but nobody cares.

“Appearances count, Blair,” your mother says in passing. She’s always in passing these days, locked in an unofficial war for Alpha Female with the county’s new assistant prosecutor, Jeanne Kozlowski, a soaring legal eagle with unshakable confidence and a stellar conviction rate. They haven’t battled each other in court yet, but your mother has been gunning for it since the AP arrived. Her life is all about winning now, and so even when she glances your way the moment isn’t yours, it’s only a scenery check. “Judges don’t live like this.”

“You’re not a judge,” you say as she gathers her briefcase and an armload of files and heads for the front door.

“Yet,” she says and whisks out.

So you target your father, waiting up until he gets home and pestering him until he can no longer avoid a confrontation. You beg not to move and follow him through the house, pointing out all the memories you’ve made there.

The hallway where, when you were five, you carefully pasted vintage stamps from his collection onto the wall, then enclosed them in a wavy, red crayoned heart. You were proud of your handiwork but he was furious and wouldn’t even talk to you for a week.

Halfway through the memory you realize your mistake and rush him on to others.

The thin grooves carved into the kitchen doorway molding, the right side for you, the left for Wendy, one for each year of your lives, showing how tall you’d grown from twenty inches at birth and Wendy from ten inches high as a puppy.

The window at the breakfast bar where, ages ago on an Easter morning while your mother was making cheese omelets and you were filling up on jelly beans, your father lifted the screen, reached out, and snapped a slim, supple branch off the flowering forsythia bush, then gave it to your mother because it was almost as pretty as she was.

He listens to it all, expressionless. “You’ll make memories in the new house, too,” he says when you pause for breath, and then sends you to bed.

You’re not willing to give up, so you change tactics and pitch a fit, but it doesn’t matter because nobody’s listening. You don’t make the money, so you don’t have a vote.

Miserable, you sulk, draw a skull and crossbones on the calendar over “moving day,” and confide your worries to Wendy, who creaks up off her special mattress, wags her tail, and nuzzles your face. You smooth her silky, blonde hair, gaze into her soft, chocolate eyes, and love her more than anything. She’s the sister you never had, and you don’t care if she’s starting to have accidents in the house, because that’s what paper towels are for.

Except on the Thursday before the Monday move your parents show up at your bedroom door together. This sets off an alarm inside you because they’re never home at the same time anymore and they never, ever stand in your doorway in a two against one.

“We hope you’ll be mature about this, Blair,” your mother says, rubbing the end of her eyebrow where the mole used to be. The melanoma was caught in plenty of time and the scar is barely noticeable but she worries it when she’s tense; it’s a constant, bitter reminder that silent mutinies are the most dangerous.

“It’s for the best,” your father says, avoiding your gaze.

You slide off the bed and onto Wendy’s mattress as the clenched fist in your stomach digs deeper. Sling your arm around her neck, press your cheek to hers, and wait.

“I know how attached you are and I’m sorry it has to be this way, but she’ll be happy in her new home,” your mother says, and now her words are brisk and purposeful.

“No stairs to climb,” your father chimes in with a big, fake smile.

Your mother looks at him and they exchange a quick, silent eyeball message.

Wendy Darling is trembling. Or is it you?

“She’s old, Blair, and she’s incontinent,” your mother says, stepping into the room and stopping at the look you give her. “I found another puddle by the door last night.”

Incontinent. The word in adult diaper commercials that means peeing yourself, and worse.

“She’s already ruined half the rugs in this house, and we can’t allow it in the new one. Not after spending so much money.”

“What are you saying?” you ask in a voice helium-high.

Another eyeball message.

Your father the corporate attorney, the interpreter of contracts packaged in Ralph Lauren glasses and a Brooks Brothers suit, says,

“We found a home for Wendy, Blair.”

“She already has a home,” you say, because they know how it is with you and Wendy. You’re each other’s history, she’s your other half, and the house you come home to after school is never empty or lonely because she’s always there, happy and—

“She can’t possibly come with us.” Your mother’s precision-trimmed hair swings as she shakes her head, then settles flawlessly back into place. “The new house is in showcase condition and it has to stay that way. I won’t have her ruining what I’ve worked so hard to accomplish.” Frowning, she picks a dog hair from her navy blue suit jacket and drops it in your wastebasket. “There really is no other choice.”

“Because she’s incontinent,” you repeat, blinking back tears. You know that emotional witnesses lose credibility.

“She’s old, hon,” your father says, “and whatever time she has left should be peaceful. Put your feelings aside and do what’s best for her. She’s not going to live forever, you know.”

No one is, you jerk, you think, but the thought is swept away on the panic swirling inside your head. You rise, pick up your phone, and dial. You have no words until the call connects and then you know exactly what you’re going to say. “Hello, Grandma?” Your voice wobbles. “I’m sorry, but you can’t bring Grandpa to our new house because he’s incontinent and he’ll ruin the rugs, and my mother—”

Your mother snatches the phone from your hand and smoothes things over while your father gives you his “gravely disappointed” look.

You tune them out and hunch down on the mattress next to Wendy. They won’t give her away. They can’t. She’s all you have.

Your mother hangs up. Her mouth is tight and her cheeks red, the way they always are whenever she has to talk to Grandma, only now it’s aimed at you. “Well, that was rude. You’ll have to call and apologize or I’ll never hear the end of it.”

You close your eyes and bury your face in Wendy’s shoulder.

“Did you hear me, Blair? I just defended you and now I expect a little cooperation in return,” your mother says, panty hose swishing as she brushes by, leaving a faint jasmine scent in her wake. “Let’s not make Wendy’s departure any more unpleasant than it has to be, all right?”

“No.” Your voice breaks. “Don’t, Mom. I’ll take care of her, I swear. I’ll take her out every hour, or we could sleep in the kitchen, or I could—”

“This isn’t resolving anything,” your father says, checking his watch. “Why don’t we talk about it again tomorrow?” After a long, pregnant moment, they leave you to yourself.

When you finally stop crying, you brush Wendy’s hair until it glows and scratch her favorite itchy spot. You fluff her blanket and take her out three times so she doesn’t pee in the house and your parents will see that yes, there is another option and you’re responsibly pursuing it.

When you get home from school on Friday the air is full of Wendy but the rooms are vacant. At first you think she must be hiding somewhere among the moving boxes, but while you’re ripping through the house you notice her squeaky toys are gone. Her orthopedic mattress is gone.

Everything is gone.

You close your eyes, put out your hand, and invisible molecules gather and curve beneath it to form the sleek contours of her head. You know her by heart, you’ve spent your life learning her by heart, and now your heart is gone.

You jab out your father’s office number.

“Where is she?” you say when he answers.

“Calm down,” your father says. “Your mother said everything went well and Wendy’s resting peacefully in her new—”

“Where?” you demand as a roaring rage fills the pit where your heart used to be.

“It’s a very nice place,” he says.

“WHERE?” you scream, because he’s avoiding a direct question, and you’ve heard your mother say a thousand times that evasiveness is a red alert. “What did you do with her?”

“Don’t shout at me,” your father says, shocked. “I’m not telling you where because you’re not going to see her and raise false hopes. Your mother and I agreed that if you want a new dog we’ll find a reputable breeder and pick out something small, with a pedigree and a return policy in the event of defects. Maybe a Westie or—”

“I don’t want another dog!” You slam down the phone. The room shimmers with queer, black speckles and you blink, but they stay. You stagger out to the garbage cans at the road and pry off the lids, throwing them into the street and digging through bags until you find what you were hoping desperately not to see.

The orthopedic mattress.

You pull it out. Smell the sunny, grassy scent. Dig deeper and find the toys, the unused dog food, the blanket, chew bones…and her outside lead.

You dump the cans out onto the driveway and sort through the rest, but it’s no use. Her leash and collar are gone.

You pile her things inside the fuzzy, plaid blanket and carry it away, leaving the trash strewn across the sidewalk and the empty cans rolling in the road. Dread drives you stumbling to the telephone.

You call Wendy’s vet and say, “I’m calling about Wendy Darling Brost. She was brought in t…today…p…p…put to sleep there t…today…” You pause but no one interrupts to say you’re wrong and your knees dissolve to gray water.

“Yes?” the voice says politely, urging you on because there are other animals, live animals, to care for now. “How can I help you?”

You can’t, you can’t. “I want her cremated,” you say when you’re able to speak. “I want her ashes put in an urn.”

“Mmm, it’s a little late to change disposal plans. Her remains may have already been picked up. Hold, please.” She clicks off.

Her remains. Wendy died without you. When? Why didn’t you feel it, why didn’t your heart skip when hers stopped?

The voice returns. “You’re in luck. The pet service is making a run to the crematory and she’ll be ready tomorrow. How do you want to pay for this?”

For a minute, all you can think is that Wendy’s still there and you should go to her, tell her she’s not alone anymore, that you’ve found her and will bring her back home where she belongs.

But you’re fourteen. You have no money and no ride. She weighs eighty-four pounds and she’s dead. The vet will never send you home lugging a corpse in a giant Hefty bag.

Your parents knew she was going to die. They knew.

“Mrs. Brost?” the voice says impatiently. “How did you want to pay for this?”

Oh. She thinks you’re your mother. You decide to let her.

“How much is it?” you ask, hoping it’s at least three thousand dollars, the price of one bedroom’s new carpeting.

But the figure’s low, only two hundred dollars. You tell her to hold on and run to the filing cabinet where your mother keeps the paid credit card bills. Grab one, return, and read her the Visa number. Hold your breath until she says fine.

Good, because now you also want the ashes put in the prettiest container they have and FedExed to your new address. Charge everything.

You request a lock of hair from Wendy’s sweeping, feathered tail.

The voice says, yes, of course, I’ll include it in the package with her ashes.

You hang up and drag to your feet. Think about calling your father back and screaming, “Liar!” but then he’ll know you know, and he might call the vet’s and discover what you’ve done. So you replace the Visa bill, trudge back outside, and clean up the scattered garbage with your bare hands. Right the cans and jam on the lids.

And you learn how completely you can hate.

Alone now and surrounded by silence, you sink deep into your memory, where Wendy romps without arthritis, licks your chin, and solemnly offers you her paw, where you can close your eyes, rest your head on her shoulder, and weep.

You don’t talk to your parents when they get home, no, you don’t even see them because if there is any fairness in the world, then they will no longer exist.

So you erase them but you don’t leave them alone because you want them to see you, you want to remind them that they killed your heart and now you will ruin their anticipation. Your ominous silence roils with accusations and you become the big, indigestible lump in their oatmeal, the unanticipated glitch spanning the trade between the McMansion and the murdered dog. You can’t let it go and they hate it.

And you feed on that.

You meet the movers at the house on Monday and lug one special carton up the center hall staircase to your cavernous room. FedEx arrives and you intercept the package. Carry it to your room, where you open the carton and lay the orthopedic mattress in the corner near your bed. On it you arrange squeaky toys and the plaid blanket.

From the bottom of the box, you remove the “Rainbow Bridge” poem you printed off an online pet memorial site and the pack of pushpins you’re going to use to punch holes in the perfect, unspoiled length of wall. Read the poem, most lines silently, some escaping in a broken whisper.

“…never to be parted again…you look once more into the trusting eyes of your pet…then you cross the rainbow bridge together.”

You wipe your cheeks and tack the poem on the wall near your headboard. Open the package and lift out an iridescent glass urn lit with the warm, glowing hues of late-afternoon sunlight.

“Blair, what came FedEx—”

You lift your head and watch your mother’s gaze bounce from the urn to the blanket, watch her face register shock, guilt, then settle into her watchful attorney mode. She pulls the bill of lading from the sleeve, skims it, and rubs her eyebrow.

That’s when your anger opens wide.

“Murderer,” you say.

“Watch your mouth,” she says, folding the bill and wedging it in her back pocket. “I know you’re upset, but you need to remember who you’re talking to.” She sighs and tucks her hair behind her ears. Her nail polish is perfect. “All right, Blair. I’m sorry Wendy had to be put down, and I’m sorry you felt obligated to discover it. I was trying to make it easy on you. She lived a long, full life, and I promise she didn’t even feel it.”

“How would you know?” You can’t stop seeing her arms locked around Wendy, holding her down as the deadly needle punctures the vein. “You’ve never been murdered by someone you trusted.”

“Oh, haven’t I?” she mutters, then flicks a dismissive hand. “Listen to me. I know right now it feels like you’ll never get over this, but you will. Sometimes we have to make sacrifices to gain things of greater value. Unfair but true. This is a new beginning for us all and there are some wonderful opportunities waiting to be claimed.” Her words are calm and deliberate, a logical, well-rehearsed speech doled out in a tone that implies any further argument means you’re either brain dead or asking for trouble.

You feel like kicking her.

“Look around you. Look at this magnificent room. At this house.” Now her voice swells, alive. “Your father didn’t make this happen, Blair. I did. I’m a damn good defense attorney and the youngest person ever to make partner in my firm, not to mention the first woman. All eyes are on me now and there’s no room for error. There’s already been talk of my being nominated for a position on the bench.” She paces and your bedroom becomes a courtroom stage. “I’m willing to do what it takes to make that happen. Win high-profile cases. Cultivate powerful connections. Kozlowski may be the golden child now, but this is the big league and she’s playing hardball with the best. Me.”

You tilt the urn and something inside it clinks against the glass. A bone? A tooth?

“So from now until I make judge, everything has to be perfect. We need to shine. We couldn’t do that in our old house and we certainly couldn’t do it with Wendy making a mess everywhere.” She shakes her head. “It’s a shame, I know. She was a good dog and we’ll miss her, but we have to keep moving forward. Do you understand?”

No, and you don’t care to. This isn’t about her life; it’s about Wendy’s death.

“Blair? I’m talking to you.”

The urn is cool beneath your fingers. You wonder how long and hot a fire has to rage to leave nothing but ashes.

“All right, fine. Be angry, if it makes you feel better. My workload has doubled, so you won’t be seeing much of me for a while anyway,” she says, frowning at the poem tacked to the wall. Tomorrow you know she’ll order an assortment of color-coordinated picture frames. “Your father’s going to try to get home from his office a little earlier to compensate, but you know the kind of behavior we expect and you’re old enough to handle your time wisely. The interior decorators will be in this week and I’ve hired a housekeeper who’ll come during the day. I’ll show you how to set the alarm so you’ll feel safe after dark—”

“So you planned to kill her a long time ago,” you say, placing the urn on the nightstand so your grip doesn’t shatter it. “That makes it premeditated.” Her leaden silence affords you a moment of mean pleasure.

“I don’t know why I even bother to try,” your mother says finally, rubbing her forehead. “Go ahead, play the victim. Ignore all the wonderful things this new life has to offer and cling to the one sacrifice you had to make to get here. But I’m telling you now, Blair, you’re not going to ruin it for the rest of us.” She looks away, waiting.

You wait, too, clinging to the memory of your sacrifice and letting the silence speak for you. There is nothing she can say that will ever alter what she and your father have deliberately done. You’ve spent years listening to her discuss the various levels of intent and you know how damning it can be. A screwdriver is an inanimate object, until wielded by a hand with violent intent and stabbed into someone’s eye. A syringe full of poison will lay on an examining table forever, harmless until someone wants to kill a dog.

The stalemate stands. She leaves.

You close your door after her. Lock it.

And dwell on intent.

 

Thank you. I’m sorry about Wendy, too.

I’m glad you didn’t say, “Be reasonable, Blair. She was just a dog.” I would have hated to start hating you.

Yeah, I know I’ve changed. Nothing gets to me anymore.

Well, okay, except for the stuff in the past. Back then I was all innocent and trusting and didn’t know anything. Now I know plenty and you can’t fucking touch me.

Oh God, I’m sorry. That didn’t come out right. But I guess nothing really ever does, does it?

After my parents killed Wendy and we moved into the mausoleum—which is exactly what that stupid house was, seeing as how I was usually the only one ever in it—eighth grade let out and I kind of got lost. The interior decorators did their thing. Lourdes, the housekeeper, came, cleaned, and left dinner in the fridge. Her son Horace planted all these tortured, twisted bushes and weeping midget trees. He drank from the hose, ate his lunch on the tailgate of his pickup, and made sure he was gone before the parade of Mercedes hit the cul-de-sac at dusk, beelining up their driveways and straight into their garages.

The landscapers were the only ones in the development that I ever saw get dirty.

Horace? No, I didn’t really talk to him. I was too depressed to talk to anybody. Not even Ardith, who kept trying to open me up somehow. And when I think about what she was dealing with at the time, well, I give her a lot of credit for sticking by me.

I mean, you know about Ardith’s family.

No, in the beginning I didn’t really know how bad they were. Well, I guess I knew, but I didn’t really believe what she told me. It’s not that I thought she was lying; it’s just that my life was so different that I couldn’t understand hers without actually experiencing it.

But that’s for later, along with the whole miserable Dellasandra mess.

For now I’ll just say there’s always one hangout house in town where the parents are “cool” and almost anything goes.

Ardith’s was it, and she hated it.









Chapter 4

Ardith’s Story




Unlike Blair, who’s an only child, you’re the baby of the family. You have a seventeen-year-old brother and an older sister. That makes your parents up there in age, since your sister’s twenty-five and you’re fourteen, but you seem to be the only one who realizes it.

Your mom dyes her hair Goth black, wears eyelet-trimmed Daisy Dukes, halters, and shiny, lip-plumper gloss. She laughs too loud and overlooks too much, especially when she’s drinking. She sits by the pool in a crocheted bikini, flirts with your brother’s friends, and says she’s only thirty-five, but the rose tattoo on her breast is becoming long-stemmed and sort of crinkly. She’s embarrassing.

Your father’s a faded lion, a slack-muscled, shaggy-haired ex-utility worker out on permanent disability for a work-related foot injury. He tells his glory days stories over and over again, roaring his rockabilly talent show triumph, purring about all the girls he had before getting your mom pregnant in college. Given the beer and the time, he’ll ramble on about the Cuban cigars he handed out for your brother’s birth, his thirty-year high school reunion singing comeback, and the lucky break that brought him early retirement, ending the saga with a wet grin and a good-natured, “I stepped in dog shit, fell on my ass, and still came out smelling like a rose.” He sells used adult movies at the flea market for extra cash, shaves his monobrow, and has an endless repertoire of twangy songs that makes him sound like he’s from anywhere but New Jersey. He sings the first verse of “Lawdy Miss Clawdy” when he joins your brother’s friends on the deck for a few beers, sucking in his belly and wearing baggy shorts that gap when he sits, proving he doesn’t wear underwear. He cops feels off your brother’s girlfriends and his favorite ambush site is the bathroom hallway.
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