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			Yes, my guard stood hard when abstract threats too noble to neglect

			Deceived me into thinking I had something to protect

			Good and bad, I define these terms quite clear, no doubt, somehow

			Ah, but I was so much older then I’m younger than that now

			Bob Dylan
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			CHAPTER 

			1

			The dream is always the same. Every time. Speeding through dense fog. Foot stomping brake. Car galloping, careening through mist. Zero visibility. Then it appears—the Golden Gate Bridge. Stomping on brake. Again. Again. Nothing. Only acceleration. Bridge looms closer. Distance distorts, some weird parallax. Suddenly, a curtain of fog obscures everything. Airless. Suffocating. Jerking the steering wheel, but the car remains out of control. On the bridge now, speeding faster and faster. Flashes of the city slice through the fog. It should be getting closer, but it keeps receding into the distance, always a little too far to reach. And there’s one more thing. The bridge doesn’t extend far enough. No reaching the other side. Telescoping in—faster, closer, faster, closer. The car flies off the edge. Ocean rushes up. Car plummets down, down. Crashes through the surface. Smack.

			That’s when I wake up. Every time. In the sliver of air that hangs over the bay. In that split second before the whoosh of water. In that last breath. I bolt upright, gasping. My hair sticks to the back of my neck, glued with sweat. My heart pounds in my temples. My throat is dry, like I swallowed a cotton ball, a wad of cotton balls. Thank God it’s just a dream. The dream—the one I’ve had ever since I realized that, someday, I was going to have to drive a car. I flop back down, sink into my pillow, reach for my phone, killing the alarm before it has a chance to go off. The date on the screen reminds me—last day of school. So where’s that summer feeling?

			I drag myself through my morning routine. It’s a whirlwind (I say facetiously) of checking texts and emails, punctuated by the obligatory teeth-brushing and face-washing. Mom bought me some new face wash containing not one, not two, but three different kinds of acid. It boasts about them right there on the front of the bottle. Mom says you can’t start taking care of your skin too soon. And, oh yes, don’t forget your neck. Be sure to moisturize your neck. That’s one of those things she wants me to learn from her mistakes; she neglected her neck and there’s simply no backtracking. Apparently, a neck neglected is a neck permanently creased. I cannot project into a future where I worry about my neck, but I use the new face wash because it smells like grapefruit. For some inexplicable reason, the smell provides me with a good minute or so of optimism about the day. 

			Optimism quickly dashed by a look in the mirror. There’s something about the way my features come together that’s disheartening. They don’t. Come together, that is. My face is round, but my nose is long. My mouth is wide, but my upper lip is thin. And my forehead is too high. You could only describe my hair as no-color brown. The last time I got it cut, which was at least a year ago, the haircutter told me that highlights would make a world of difference, give me a whole new outlook. I didn’t bother to explain that highlights could never be up to that task. My general physiognomy is a study in mismatchedness, facial Mad Libs. Whatever.

			I check my phone again. Not that I ever get anything worth mentioning—just the usual spam and a text from Sarah about some stupid party tonight. She thinks it might be fun, as though the two of us could ever have anything remotely resembling a good time at a party with all the kids from school. Why would we want to put ourselves through that kind of torture? After all, we have the entire school day to luxuriate in the feeling (again, facetiously) that we’re from a different planet from everyone else. It’s not exactly a feeling you want to extend beyond its mandatory 8:30-3:00 parameters. Sarah may be my only true friend in that place, but sometimes she has really lame ideas.

			I run a brush through my hair. It’s still a little damp at the nape of my neck from sweating my way through the bridge dream. I yank on a pair of black leggings and a black T-shirt. Where is it written a person has to wear sherbet colors just because it’s June? I head for the kitchen.

			My mother has already left for work. She must be showing that house over in Ross and wants to make the place look perfect, like no real people have ever actually lived there. I sit at the breakfast table and pick at a slightly burnt oatmeal cookie. My mother baked a batch last night to set out at the open house. She’ll stick them in the oven at the Ross “property” for a few minutes before the prospective buyers arrive so that the house will smell like cinnamon. Realtor tricks. My mom knows them all. She put too much cinnamon in these. They have a weird aftertaste that prickles the back of my tongue.

			I wash it away with a swig of coffee. My mom left a pot, nearly full. I pour some into a mug, the one I gave my mom for Mother’s Day when I was seven. I had it made at one of those kiosks on the wharf where they take your picture and it ends up on the lid of a heart-shaped ceramic box or on a plate or a mug or something. I keep thinking I’ll develop a taste for black coffee one of these days because that’s the way my dad drinks it. I like the visual of black coffee in a thick white mug—just the way my dad likes it—but the taste for straight black hasn’t kicked in yet, so I add milk. Lots of milk. I prefer soy, but we’re out. It’s kind of weird to watch my little kid self rise toward me as I raise the mug to my lips.

			My lips are a little chapped even though I sanded them last night with a toothbrush. I read in some magazine that gently brushing your lips with a dry toothbrush is a good way to exfoliate them. Good idea to keep your lips kissable at all times, the article said. I’m definitely not about to require kissability any time soon. But for some reason, I decided to take the dry toothbrush method for a test drive. I had nothing better to do at 11:30 on a Thursday night, the last night of junior year. It’s a pain to have to do all those things that keep a person smooth and silky, but I do them anyway because you never know. I mean, I kind of really do know, but you never one-hundred-percent know when you might wish your body was, at the very least, not all stubbly or flakey-lipped. I’m presuming this might be a worry in my semi-near future as opposed to the far distant future of the saggy neck, but I repeat: unlikely.

			I pick up a flyer for a four-bedroom with a pool. My mom left a stack of them on the table. She keeps saying she’ll make a killing if she can find a buyer for the place. A killing—seriously. The copy is full of phrases like “the coveted flats of Kentfield” and “exceptional indoor-outdoor flow.” I think the place looks butt-heinous in the photo, like someone stuck a false Shakespearean front onto the Brady Bunch house. But what do I know about Northern California real estate? 

			I toss the paper aside and pick up my copy of “America’s Best Colleges.” I leave the book there, on the kitchen table, because I eat alone a lot of the time and it sort of keeps me company. I know that’s weird, but when I leaf through the pages, it’s not exactly like I pretend I’m there in the library at Oberlin or at an a cappella concert at Williams—I mean, it’s not quite that pathetic—but it does take my mind off of life as it is in the here and now. If briefly.

			When Sarah and I were little, like in elementary school, we used to play this game we called “college.” Fairly self-explanatory. It was like playing house, but it was us being in college—having boyfriends, going to parties, that kind of thing. Being egghead kids, our actual favorite part was creating our class schedules. I guess when I look through “America’s Best,” it’s like playing college again. But for real…or real at one remove…or what will be real if I can make it through one more year.

			Multicolored Post-its poke out all through the book. But it’s the entry marked by the single orange Post-it at the end that I read over and over. Almost like a tic, or to be strictly accurate, a compulsion. I’ve never technically been diagnosed or anything, but I probably do have a little OCD when it comes to certain things, this college book being a prime example. The orange Post-it is stuck on Yale. I know, like me. Rimshot, please. I’m applying Early Decision to Yale. I mentally rewrite my essay every night as I’m falling asleep. (Some people count sheep; I count extra-curriculars.) In a few more months, I’ll be sending it in. I don’t know how I’ll fall asleep after that. 

			My college counselor thinks I actually have a decent chance. She let slip that more than one of my teachers has said I’m too smart for my own good. I think she meant it nicely—a left-handed compliment. Or a right-handed insult depending on how you look at it. But the truth is, being smart is the only thing I’ve ever been halfway good at. It doesn’t require any fundamental interpersonal skills like the ability to make small talk or hide what you’re really thinking. When you think about it, in terms of human beingness, it’s actually the easiest thing to be good at. That’s the thing about Yale, or at least my well-refined vision of Yale: since I’m basically biding my time by waiting to get there, I picture it as a place full of other people who’ve also been biding their time waiting to get there to meet people like me.

			I grab my camera off the counter and hang it around my neck. It’s a vintage Leica, a hefty piece of equipment—so anti-digital—and the weight of the thing makes me feel a little more like I have a reason to exist. Sometimes when it’s hanging around my neck, I run my hand over its surface. It’s got this great texture. I don’t know exactly what it’s made of, but the feel of it—sort of pebbly, like alligator hide—connects me with my father and his father before him. One, I never knew; he died before I was born. The other, I hardly ever see anymore. The world around me is completely different from the world that was around each of them when they were my age, but I get to look at it through the same lens. 

			—

			Even though we are mere hours away from summer vacation, the Marin County fog has settled over school. It has found its way into all the crevices, nestling between buildings and blanketing the expanses of grass, like it’s staking its claim on summer. I don’t mind. I like the cool morning air. Besides, it’s easier to get a good shot when it’s overcast. Photography is all about light, really, and clouds filter the sunlight, softening contrast and shadows. Sometimes when I take a picture on a gray day and look at it later, I see details I never saw in person. Like magic.

			I plop myself down on a bench and pull my legs up under me to wait for the first bell to ring. I raise my camera to my eye and scan for a decent shot. A banner is stretched across the quad: “Congratulations Class of 2007!” Three kids sit beneath it—two girls and a guy. One girl is jabbering on her phone. The other is texting on her BlackBerry, thumbs moving like the wings of a hummingbird. The guy communes with his Game Boy, jerking his upper body in sync with the zap of a laser or the slaying of a medieval monster. I snap the tableau. Click.

			Over by the lunch table, several of our award-winning cheerleaders are signing each other’s yearbooks. They hand them back to one another with air kisses. I snap their picture. Click.

			A smiley guy in a basketball jersey struts across the quad, one bicep-sculpted arm slung over his girlfriend. Corey-and-Cassidy. Every school has their Corey-and-Cassidy couple, I bet. They’ve been a thing all year, but she still looks up at him with what appears to be unadulterated adoration. He slam dunks his textbooks into a trashcan. Click.

			I can’t help but eavesdrop on a gaggle of my classmates. It’s okay. When I’ve got my camera up to my eye, I’m invisible. You might say it’s one of the major perks of being the photography nerd, though many in my class might argue that invisibility is one of my salient features, camera or no camera. 

			Vanessa is the leader of the pack. She turns to Amanda who’s been trailing her like a puppy hoping for a treat since about eighth grade. Rachel and Kelly are just happy to be cool-girl-adjacent. 

			Amanda’s eyes go wide. “Matthew Wilson alert,” she says.

			“Who cares?” says Vanessa. “He’s got major commitment issues. I can’t believe I was so obsessed with him.”

			Even so, she checks her reflection in Kelly’s mirrored sunglasses and flips her hair out from where it was tucked behind her ear. She cocks her head so that a few strands sweep down over one eye. Click.

			Turns out they saw me after all. Amanda looks straight into my lens and flips me off. With a perfectly polished nail, Tahitian Aqua or something. I can feel the heat rush to my face as I look away. I know my cheeks must have gone all blotchy magenta, my personal hallmark of broadcasting humiliation. I can’t do anything about it. I have no control over my autonomic nervous system. All I can do is pretend I didn’t notice Amanda’s little gesture. 

			The girly-girls saunter over to me. I busy myself by fiddling with the lens on my camera so that I’m the very soul of nonchalance by the time they’re standing there next to me. 

			“Hey, Mari,” says Rachel. “Are you going to the party tonight?” She doesn’t mean it sarcastically. Even though she’s part of this group, Rachel has basic niceness in her DNA. 

			“Well,” I say, “I never actually received an epistolary notice, so in keeping with customary social convention, which God knows I strive to do at every possible turn, I will not be in attendance.” I do that sometimes—just launch full-throttle into a crazy word thing. Weirdly, it’s easier for me than a simple “yes” or “no.” I’ve known these girls since middle school. I was paired with Amanda to build a cross-section of a volcano in sixth grade. I did a dramatic recitation of Coleridge’s “Xanadu” with Kelly in World Lit. I was Vanessa’s lab partner in Bio. But when they’re in a clump, a congealed mass of conditioned hair and skinny jeans, they make me feel like it’s the first day of kindergarten. And then I pull out every fifty-cent word I know and toss them all together—like a make-your-own scramble on a breakfast menu. I’m not proud of it, but I’m also not going to lie. It makes me feel better to see the looks on their faces go from blank to blanker. It reminds me that if I can just hang in there, I’ll be out of this place and end up in a place (Yale or, God forbid, a Yale runner-up) where there might be a few more people like me.

			Sure enough: Vanessa crinkles up her face to make sense of my nonsense, but gives up. “See you later,” she says. And they’re off.

			Just then Sarah appears. “What did they want with the likes of you?”

			I’m not insulted. It’s a perfectly legitimate question. 

			“Just to torment me,” I say. “About that party tonight.”

			Sarah sits next to me on the bench and starts braiding her hair. She thinks a braid camouflages the frizzies, which she abhors, but when her hair is braided, the ends stick out even more and actually emphasize the frizz. I would never tell her though. 

			“You didn’t answer my texts” she says. “I think we should go. To the party.”

			“Why?”

			“I don’t know,” Sarah shrugs. “Maybe kind of like a sociological study.”

			“No, thanks,” I say. “Not I. Anyway, my father’s got me this weekend so the point is, shall we say, moot. You go ahead, Margaret Mead.”

			“She’s anthropology,” Sarah says.

			“Point: Sarah,” I say. 

			“Thank you very much.”

			“Besides, parties are against my religion.” Sarah mouths along as I say that. She’s heard it before. More than once.

			“You know what, Mari?” Sarah says. “Sometimes you can really let the air out of the old exuberance balloon.”

			“My specialty,” I say. “My calling.”

			It’s true: knee-jerk negativity is my default setting. But Sarah has been my tell-everything-to person since third grade, so I owe her something a little more last-day-of-school celebratory. “At least we have three months of freedom to look forward to,” I add.

			“I know!” Sarah says. “And then seniors! Can you believe it?”

			“I can. We’ve been waiting long enough. But that makes this our crucial summer. I’ve got to clock some major community service hours. Did I tell you I found this program where I can kill two birds, proverbially speaking, with one stone? You know how I was agonizing between the old and the young—you know, as service-worthy populations—so I found this place where I’m going to…air quote—facilitate interaction—between little kids and old people. And I signed up for that poetry workshop at the hippie-dippie bookstore. With any luck, they’ll locate my inner Sylvia Plath so I can attach a poetic gem to my application. And I’ve got that internship at the Bio Med lab. Maybe I’ll isolate a genome or something.”

			“Fingers crossed,” says Sarah, and she holds up both hands with all digits crossed. She’s making fun of me, of course, but I happen to know that her summer doesn’t look much different. And then she adds, “We are so digging ourselves deeper and deeper into the heart of dorkness.”

			I laugh. No one does the smart-funny literary mash-up like Sarah Hampton. 

			“Maybe we should give ourselves one week to do nothing. Just one week to, I don’t know, go to the beach,” Sarah suggests.

			“A week is seven whole days,” I remind her.

			“So I’ve been told,” says Sarah. “Also known as: just seven days, a mere seven days, only seven days.”

			We mosey from the quad over to the Humanities Building. Our school is relatively new. Even though it has all these Northern California greener-than-thou features, it looks a lot like a Palm Springs motel. Two-story buildings ringed with balconies. Overhangs shield the outdoor walkways. It took me a while to get used to the stairs. They’re the kind without risers and I used to feel like I was going to fall through the gaping holes between them, even though I couldn’t possibly. Still, the sensation of seeing air between the steps, or worse, people milling around below, was very disconcerting. Thankfully and, I might add, remarkably, I’m okay with them now, which is a lucky thing because our homeroom is on the second floor.

			Mr. Chappell is already taking stuff down from the bulletin board. To remind us that he’s the cool teacher (again, resorting to the heaviest of air quotes), he eschews the dress code today, wearing cargo shorts and a tie-dyed T-shirt. A ratty thing that must be left over from the birth of tie-dye itself. Mr. Chappell is old enough to have stuff like that lying around. Once, on the day before Thanksgiving, he wore a T-shirt with the logo of some ancient band on it. He seemed genuinely disappointed—“crestfallen” would be the word—when no one had ever heard of them. He said we were making him feel old. Straight line if I ever heard one.

			Sarah and I slide into our seats. Everybody’s talking—last day of school and all—so we just keep talking, too. “The point is,” I say. “When I go for my Yale interview, they’re not really going to care if I have a tan.”

			Mr. Chappell yelps as his thumb meets the wrong end of a pushpin. 

			Sarah leans in close to me and whispers, “I’m adding Kenyon to my list. I read that sixty-eight percent of the kids there meet their future spouses. Spice.”

			“Cardamom,” I say.

			“Turmeric perhaps?” says Sarah. We go a few more rounds, but Sarah is intent on making a point. “It’s not like I want to get married or anything,” she says adamantly. “Not for like the next fifteen years, I mean, duh. I just thought it might be fun to have a boyfriend…you know, for a change.”

			“Who needs the aggravation?” I say. “I mean, look around you.” 

			We do a quick sweep of the room. It is kind of a sorry batch of guys. Actually, Alex Shay isn’t bad. He looks like someone you would want to know—when he smiles, that is, which is pretty often. He smiled at me once, right at me, and I was so stunned that it took me a few minutes to realize I didn’t smile back. Some neural pathway just froze. I wanted a do-over, but we never happened to be looking directly at each other again. Just as well, because right now I catch him, out of my peripheral vision, uncoiling a paper clip and using the sharp end to scratch the inside of his ear. Who needs that brand of gross?

			“Res ipsa loquitur,” I say.

			“Okay,” Sarah says, “so I didn’t take Latin.”

			“The thing speaks for itself. Besides, let’s just say for the sake of argument that you find someone, it’s just a ticket on the fast train to Heartbreak Town.”

			“You’ve been reading too much Raymond Chandler,” says Sarah. 

			Mr. Chappell perches on the edge of his desk and claps his hands like he is trying to rally a roomful of preschoolers. 

			“Okay, teeners,” he says, “let’s settle. I know your agile little minds are already out the door, but first, some party favors.” He pulls a stack of report cards out of his leather notebook—a splotched, battered thing with acorns and vines hand-tooled all over it. Everyone groans in unison. I pull my trusty old calculator out of my backpack. My dad works in tech and wrangled this new iPhone thing for me a couple weeks in advance of its release on the world, but I don’t trust its calculator function. All I need is for there to be a hidden bug undetected in beta. My GPA is programmed into my calculator, at the ready: 4.2

			Mr. Chappell strolls the room, handing out report cards. “I just want to say—have a great summer. You’re kids and it’s summertime. What could be cooler?” 

			Sarah rolls her eyes. Isn’t it just so lame when some teacher type wants to let you know he can still identify with the whole teen experience? 

			“Get out there and peg the old fun meter,” Mr. Chappell continues as he weaves through the desks. “And remember, life is not a dress rehearsal.” How cute—a little nugget of Dr. Phil wisdom.

			It’s like he’s serving up a whole combo platter of excitement, anticipation and pride when he hands me my grades. I enter them into my calculator one by one. A string of 4.0’s. Extra points for acing AP English Lit. and AP Calc. 

			“What?!” says Sarah. “Windham gave me a B-minus in Spanish. What’s up with that?”

			“You should have taken Latin.”

			“I kind of wanted to take a language people speak. Like people who are alive. In the past many centuries. Millenia.”

			Sarah is talking to me but I’m not paying attention. It’s embarrassing to admit, but I’m too absorbed in the galaxy of my own GPA. All that’s left is Photography. Mr. Chappell’s class. I start to punch in another 4.0, but then I see it: “Incomplete.” I don’t understand. I actually run my finger along the word to make sure I’m reading it properly. He must have made a mistake. I mean, I did every single assignment, feeble though some of them may have been. Always turned them in on time, even when I had an AP Calc test the same day and was up studying all night. I stare at the word—Incomplete—trying to make sense of it. Everybody else is gathering up their things, shoving their yearbooks under Mr. Chappell’s nose for him to sign, then charging out of the room into summer. And I sit there, staring at the Incomplete.

			Finally, I walk up to his desk. “Mr. Chappell,” I say haltingly, “I think you made a mistake here. You gave me an Incomplete.”

			“Oh yeah, Mari, I wanted to talk to you about that.”

			“I can’t have an Incomplete on my transcript. I’m applying Early Decision to Yale. I’ve spent my entire high school career constructing the perfect application. Middle school, too, actually. Fourth grade science project…” I’m seeing my academic life pass before my eyes, which, in fact, are pooling with tears. I swallow hard. “An Incomplete will slaughter me,” I manage to say.

			Mr. Chappell looks at me in that nauseating way that teachers do to show you they sincerely understand you. “Take a deep breath,” he says. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

			“But the thing is…I did every assignment. I did every extra credit project…” I swallow again. Really hard. I do not want to cry. I know that it’s a stupid reason to cry and not exactly the epitome of maturity, but I can feel that hot, stinging pressure of inevitability building behind my eyeballs. “I thought they were all pretty good,” I say, indignant.

			“Better than pretty good,” he says.

			So what’s going on here? I think. Huh? “Photography’s kind of my thing,” I say. My voice cracks. Just when I thought I was pulling it together.

			“You have talent. That’s why I’m not going to let you get away with that final portrait assignment.”

			“What do you mean? You’re telling me I’m getting an Incomplete because I’m good at this?”

			“Let me see your camera,” Mr. Chappell says.

			I remove the Leica from around my neck and hand it over. Mr. Chappell takes it with loving care, examines it. “Quite the piece of machinery.”

			“My father gave it to me. It was his father’s.”

			“It’s got history,” says Mr. Chappell.

			I nod. Just tell me whatever I have to do to make it so it’s like this stupid Incomplete never happened. I’m begging him silently. Telepathically imploring him. “I reiterate,” I say, “you’re telling me I did such a good job the rest of the semester that I’m being penalized?” 

			“Something like that,” he says, unphased. He unscrews the telephoto lens. “This lens,” he says. “It puts too much distance between you and your subject. When I look at your portrait assignment, it feels like you were an observer.”

			“That’s what photography is,” I manage. “Observing.”

			He shakes his head, smiling like he’s got a secret. No. Apparently that’s not what photography is. He opens the bottom drawer of his desk, pulls out another lens and screws it onto my camera. “For a portrait to be really great,” he says, “you need to connect with your subject. Get to know them. Look inside them. Be close. Not just with the camera, but you know, emotionally.”

			Suddenly, I wish I’d signed up for Printmaking as my Art elective. I bet Mrs. Fletcher doesn’t care about communing with the paper.

			“I’ll do it today,” I promise.

			“No,” he says. “Take your time. You have all summer.”

			“I don’t want all summer. I’m going to fix this right away.”

			“Mari…” Mr. Chappell gives me that out-from-under-the-eyelids forced empathy look again. “Take a deep breath. It’s not about getting anything fixed. It’s about taking the picture I know you’re capable of.”

			“How will I know if it’s good enough?” I ask.

			“You’ll know,” says Mr. Chappell. And he hands me back the camera.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER

			2

			Kentfield is the kind of place where you can ride your bike and not feel like a total freak. As I pedal down the street, I try to remind myself that people come here to look at the natural beauty, even though that’s hard to remember when it’s just your regular personal neighborhood. Anyway, there are always tourists renting bikes and tooling around, having picnics and getting lost. Of course, there are a fair number of green types who bicycle to work. The city government people—Chamber of Commerce and all that—are always promoting Bike to Work Day. Way more than once a year, it seems. I don’t get how people can be so into causes like that. If every single person in Kentfield rides a bike to work one day, who cares? If every single person in all of Marin County rides a bike to work one day—really, what would that do for the planet? But at least the whole save-the-earth thing gives me a convenient excuse for riding my bike. I’ve avoided the driver’s license issue for a year now. Statistics show more and more kids putting off getting their license. Unfortunately, where I live, that doesn’t seem to be the case. I try to think of myself as a trendsetter, but the trend’s not catching on in Kentfield.

			The jacarandas are blooming. They shed like crazy, dropping their indigo blossoms everywhere. Every year I forget how slippery they are. I pedal extra carefully as I turn onto my driveway; as many petals are strewn on the ground as left hanging on the trees. I used to help my father sweep them away, even though we knew we could never keep up with them. But he doesn’t live here anymore, so I just bicycle over them.

			The driveway has an uphill slant. You can’t really see it; even so, I’ve come to associate burning quads with arriving home.

			Inside the house, I make a beeline for the fridge and pull out a Diet Coke. I pop the top and drink about half the can while I listen to voicemail on my mother’s old-fashioned answering machine. I can’t believe my mother still uses this clunky, old thing—so lame—but she insists it’s more reliable than cell Voicemail. Of course, she only says that because she always screws up when she tries to retrieve her messages from her BlackBerry. Somehow they evaporate into the wireless black hole with which my mother has a close personal relationship.

			“In my business,” my mom says, “I can’t afford to be missing calls.”

			There had been no business for my mother before the divorce. Like a lot of moms in the area, she used to be the stay-at-home variety, but now you’d think she’d been selling real estate forever. The zeal of the convert. Who knew she had a hidden knack for finding the just-right house for people, like a one-woman match.com of house-hunting?

			I open the freezer and pull out a carton of vanilla Häagen-Dazs, scoop a heaping spoonful and take a lick. I let the ice cream melt in my mouth while I slurp some more Coke. An on-demand, in-the-mouth float. So much easier than going to the trouble of actually making one in a glass. 

			The first message is from my mom’s boyfriend, Patrick. They work at the same real estate agency. “Hi, Diana.” 

			Patrick must have big news because his voice squeaks when he gets excited. Once I told him he could have had a big career as the voice of a cartoon. He didn’t take it well. I was only trying to make conversation, which is always a bit of a challenge, to put it mildly, when my mom’s not in the room. When it’s just two of us, old Patrick and me, you might say silence reigns supreme. 

			There’s more. “I just got that Oakmont listing.” (I knew it—big news.) “We’ll celebrate this weekend. I’m psyched. Maybe I’ll upgrade our room to deluxe!” He pronounces it dee-loox, which makes me gag on my ice cream a little. Not to mention, picturing my mom in a dee-loox hotel room with Patrick. 

			The next message begins. It’s my dad. “Di, it’s me…Listen…” I barely have to listen to the rest. Any message that begins that way will end with my father flaking out on the weekend. He’s done that a lot lately. “Something’s come up. I can’t take Mari this weekend. I’m in the middle of this damn crisis at work…” So much for watching On The Waterfront together Saturday night. That’s sort of our thing—watching old movies together. But between work and the new girlfriend, a good-sized crack has opened up in my dad’s life—turns out it’s just the right size for me to fall into. That’s the thing about divorce that parents don’t get. Once they get together with a new significant other, you’re just a satellite orbiting their shiny new planet. Doesn’t mean they don’t want to have you touch down every now and then, but if the timing doesn’t work out just right for a link-up, there’s always the next rotation. 
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