
  
    [image: Bullet Holes]
  


  
    
      Bullet Holes

    

    
      
        Norrin M. Ripsman

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          I. Friday

        

        
          
            1. Pauline

          

          
            2. Evan

          

          
            3. Gary

          

          
            4. Manny

          

          
            5. Dinner

          

          
            6. Pauline

          

          
            7. Manny

          

          
            8. Bindy

          

          
            9. Marc

          

          
            10. Gary

          

          
            Snapshots

          

        

      

      
        
          II. Saturday

        

        
          
            1. Manny

          

          
            2. Zaidie

          

          
            3. Carrie

          

          
            4. Pauline

          

          
            5. Manny

          

          
            6. Naomi

          

          
            7. Gary

          

          
            8. Marc

          

          
            9. Manny

          

          
            10. Gary and Pauline

          

          
            11. Evan

          

          
            12. Gary

          

          
            13. Carrie

          

          
            Echo Chamber

          

        

      

      
        
          III. Sunday

        

        
          
            1. Aftermath

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Other Books by Norrin M. Ripsman

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2026 Norrin M. Ripsman

      Layout design and Copyright © 2026 by Next Chapter

      Published 2026 by Next Chapter

      Edited by Tyler Colins

      Cover art by Lordan June Pinote

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without the author’s permission.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my mother, Toba Ripsman,

        Whose support and encouragement

        for my writing is second to none.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        He shall not hear the bittern cry

        In the wild sky where he is lain

        Nor voices of the sweeter birds

        Above the wailing of the rain.

      

      

      

      
        
        Francis Ledwige,

        “Lament for Thomas MacDonagh”

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Part One

          

          
            Friday

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Pauline

          

        

      

    

    
      Morning. Before even lifting her eyelids, she could discern its cursed rays streaming in from around the folds of the drapes. Another day. By all rights the sun should have ground to a halt, banishing itself to the farthest reaches of the galaxy after that hateful afternoon. But instead, it merely retreated in shame each evening, only to reassert itself insolently the next hopeless morning to increase her torment.

      Glancing dully over to her left, she observed the empty pillow and exhaled, the knot of tension in her neck loosening somewhat. Gary was gone already. He’d been leaving for work stealthily lately, no longer trying to interact. It was better that way, she reflected, as she slowly, wearily, sat upright at the edge of the king-sized mattress, her shoulders slouched, her palms flattened against the ice-grey percale sheets for support. As always, she was conscious of the faint traces of a dull headache, which never left her, like a permanent hangover from a party she could not recall having ever attended. Slowly, she massaged her temples with her fingertips in a vain attempt to banish the pain.

      Sometimes she believed nights were the worst. The dark, interminable, excruciating nights, when sleep eluded her and she was alone in her mind with his cherubic face, his screams of anguish, all the useless, precious, haunting memories. When no matter how she shifted in bed, no matter how tightly she shut her eyes or buried her head beneath the pillow, there was no escape from the agony, from the guilt. When she could only pray for daylight to distract her, to release her from her sepulchral brooding. But, in truth, mornings were infinitely harder. Having to face the world and go through the motions, the pantomime playacting of a normal life, as if anything mattered, when there was no hope and never would be again. When everyone was watching her, judging her, fussing about her like some kind of patient. Is Pauline okay? Is there something we can do for her? We just need to give her a mission, a sense of purpose. As if she could ever care about anything or anyone again. Their well-intended ministrations only compounded her pain. Besides, she knew what some of them were thinking. She wasn’t the first woman ever to have lost a child and wouldn’t be the last. She’d eventually get over it. Time heals all wounds. Only she didn’t want to get over it. Didn’t want to heal.

      Mornings, when she had to tend to her children like any other mother. Feeding them, now that she no longer worked, feigning interest in their activities, giving them lifts, all without breaking down and screaming, howling at the savage cruelty of this world. And if she managed to survive the paralyzing agony of another day, the children, Gary, her only reward was another sleepless night.

      But this wasn’t just another day, another Friday. Far from it! This weekend would be the most trying, the most excruciating, since their precipitous move to Philadelphia. The weekend Pauline had been secretly dreading throughout all the preparations, all the excitement. When she’d have to pretend. When she’d have to see those people. Those horrible people. And pretend her whole world hadn’t been blown apart. Pretend that hosting them and their barbaric views in her house, on parade in front of her children, didn’t make her want to gouge her eyes out. Or theirs. Pretend that it was a joyous celebration, rather than a pitiful wake. For Manny’s sake. Always for Manny’s sake.

      And oh, how she wanted to be able to do it for Manny’s sake! For she loved the boy, pitied him, as a mother should. Wanted nothing but happiness for him, despite all he endured. Surely, he must know that. But, alas, that part of her was dead.

      Of course, Gary understood how traumatic this was for her. It would be murder for him, too. He, too, had suffered more than any human being should. But he was built differently. He was a survivor. Somehow, he could compartmentalize it, could turn the page. Could contemplate a future. She could forgive him almost everything, but not that. Not his willingness to move on.

      Grimacing, gritting her teeth, she shoved herself off the bed and shuffled to the bathroom without even bothering to wear her slippers, making a mental note of all she had to do that day. Pick up food from the caterers for dinner. Wine and drinks from the liquor store. Verify that all was on track for the Saturday luncheon. Stop off at the dressmaker for her dresses, Manny’s suit, which were being altered. Prepare the spare bedrooms. Shuttle to and from the airport. Get everyone to the synagogue for photographs in the afternoon. Sighing, she slumped onto the bathroom vanity, resting her weight on her weary arms. In the past, she used to thrive on this kind of pressure. The call to arms. Gary used to call her his Wonder Woman, able to make the world spin round on its axis and hold down a full-time job, too, without breaking a sweat. Now, she could manage neither. But today would have to be different. At least for today, she’d have to dig down and find a reserve of strength to help her do what was needed. Without any help from Gary, who was too busy at work and couldn’t take the day off.

      Without thinking, she curled the toes on both feet, inside her graying tube socks, then flexed them backwards. It was a habit of hers, something she’d done even as a kid. Gary used to tease her about it. In fact, for some reason it was actually a turn-on for him. At times, she used to do it deliberately while he was engrossed in work at the dining room table, just to get his attention, to drive him crazy. Those days were over now. No, she couldn’t even think of those things now.

      And besides, she thought resentfully as she took in her disheveled reflection in the mirror, the unkempt greying hair that she now left perpetually uncombed, the once-lustrous eyes now sallow and red, the errant dark hairs that cropped up on her curved, triangular chin, above her lips. Besides, there was that letter… She flung off her night clothes and climbed into the shower.
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        * * *

      

      Doesn’t it ever rain in this Godforsaken place? After throwing back a mug of black coffee for breakfast, Pauline peered out the wall of windows that separated the kitchen from the sprawling backyard. Another in a long string of sunny, hazy days. Not quite a drought, but Philadelphia had received only thirty percent of its normal rainfall allotment for June and, though the trees and shrubs were as verdant and fragrant as ever, the grass was already parched, the soil dry. Except in their yard, because of the environmentally irresponsible irrigation system Gary insisted on using. Perhaps the earth will just shrivel up and die… It should. But what’s taking it so long? Pauline rinsed out her mug and placed it in the stainless-steel dish drainer next to the sink and trudged into the hallway.

      To the right of the front door hung a small, foundry-black, wrought-iron hook, not more than four inches tall, three inches in diameter. She had bought it in happier times, during a visit to Tallinn, Estonia. She and Gary had left the kids in her parents’ care and flew off to Helsinki, where she presented a paper at an academic conference. After discharging her professional duties, they rewarded themselves with a one-day cruise to Tallinn. How adventurous, how positively thrilling it had been to sail into the former Soviet Union in the early morning mist, like a Cold War spy! In a small craft shop nestled among the serpentine passageways of the old city, Pauline had spotted this crooked, handmade hook, which would look at home in a dark medieval fortress, and fell in love. How impulsive she used to be! She bought it on the spot for 120 Estonian Kroon, approximately eight dollars, and affixed it next to their door in Chicago as a keyholder. For reasons she could still not explain, when they fled to Philadelphia, despite all that had happened, despite losing all interest in life, she had taken care to attach the hook in the same location of their new house. With a brusque sweep of her hand, she collected her car keys from it and called Manny to join her in the garage.
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        * * *

      

      A short while later, hair still in disarray, Pauline’s lanky frame, loosely draped in a baggy beige blouse, was propped up behind the wheel of her white BMW sedan, backing out of the driveway of their immense house in the middle of a Lower Merion cul-de-sac. One might have been forgiven for thinking her a rideshare driver or a domestic, given the mismatch between her appearance and the opulence of the neighborhood. On the passenger side of the back seat sat Manny, a smallish boy of thirteen with curly brown hair peeking out from his ubiquitous, well-worn Atlanta Braves cap, its sweat-stained red peak jutting out from a formerly navy base, now closer to faded denim. Though his face was at the moment contorted, looking at him one was immediately struck by the chiseled jaws, the white, naturally straight set of teeth, the piercing, silver-blue eyes. He sat hunched over with furrowed brow, his cellphone clutched tightly in one claw while the other flicked through screen after screen. In this mode, conversation with him was almost impossible. With his earbuds engaged, the most one could hope to get out of him was an incoherent grunt.

      “Did you hear me?” Pauline asked, her voice rising with that exasperated intensity that mothers get when they believe they’re being deliberately ignored. Was he really becoming a bar mitzvah, in essence an adult according to Jewish law? He seemed more like a spoiled little boy absorbed by his shiny toy. She had never wanted to give him a cellphone so young. Those devices were black holes, preventing kids from thinking, from living life. They sucked the brains out. But after the last year, after the move, she didn’t have the heart to say “no”. Besides, she found it hard to care about much nowadays. It would have taken the force of will to put her foot down, and she had no more will.

      “I said, no cellphone when your grandparents are in the car later!” she snarled, her vengeful green eyes boring into her son through the rearview mirror as she steered onto the on-ramp of the always congested Schuylkill Expressway.

      Without lifting his head, Manny grunted once in response.

      Honestly, she thought, opening her window halfway to let some putrid, exhaust-laden air into the car, it’s impossible to get his attention with that infernal machine in his hand. But then she considered that it wasn’t entirely negative. After all, it obviated the need to interact with the boy. She just didn’t know what to say to him anymore. To anybody really, but especially to him. She returned her attention to the road, where traffic was crawling slowly, as usual. Perhaps she’d be late, after all. Oh well, it wouldn’t break her up too much if they had to wait, she reflected acidly. Why couldn’t they take a taxi anyway? Too expensive for them? They could fly across the world on a moment’s notice, but they couldn’t take a taxi when she had so many fires to put out. So typical of them.

      “Is Carrie coming?” the boy asked, interrupting her reverie. He glanced up from his phone and caught her eyes in the rearview mirror.

      “She landed earlier. Evan went to pick her up himself.”

      Manny considered this briefly, frowned, then plunged back into the black hole of the phone.
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        * * *

      

      They parked the car in the short-term parking garage and waited for her in-laws downstairs at the baggage claim of Terminal B. It was strange to see so many cars, so many people. Since they’d moved here, Pauline had avoided crowds, avoided people. Aside from grocery shopping, she had endeavored to keep to herself, to the family, as much as possible. Tomorrow would certainly be a challenge.

      Not long after the arrivals screen verified that their plane had landed, they watched Bubbie and Zaidie’s familiar forms slowly descending the escalator, their tanned faces beaming. Bubbie, leaning on the handrail, limping slightly after the flight, favoring her left ankle. Zaidie, though not quite as tall and imposing as she had remembered, moving with the same grim determination as always. To Pauline’s mind, her father-in-law had always been a force of nature: relentless, indefatigable. Unforgiving.

      “There’s the boy of the hour!” Bubbie announced through her puffy cheeks at the top of her lungs, as if to inform everyone at the airport, everyone on the eastern seaboard, as well. Dressed casually in a loose-fitting, short-sleeve olive blouse and a dark midi skirt, with a pair of practical cream walking shoes, her granite-grey curls bore the telltale ruffle marks from being pressed against the seat back on the plane. The jagged redness around her irises bore witness to the dryness on board, or perhaps it was attributable to a wholly different cause.

      “The man of the hour,” Zaidie corrected proudly in a more measured tone, his broad grin tempered by a downturned eye. Dark and leathery, his face had the appearance of a contour map, with its irregular lines and squiggles. He hopped off the escalator and reached out to help his shorter, heavier wife do the same. Then he extended his arms to invite a hug from his grandson.

      Manny winced, but dutifully pressed himself on his grandparents, presented his smooth, almost hairless cheek for them to kiss. The powerful scent of mint mouthwash, mingled with Bubbie’s hairspray, pervaded them, as no doubt Zaidie had made a pitstop in the men’s room after landing to freshen up, to make himself presentable.

      Glancing wistfully at his daughter-in-law, Zaidie declared solemnly, “It’s good to see you, too, Pauline. It’s been too long.” He leaned over as she stood stone-like to receive the obligatory kiss he planted on her cheek.

      Before proceeding to the rotating belt to collect their luggage, Zaidie ambled over to the dispenser while his wife embraced Pauline and rented a cart with his credit card, waving off Manny’s offer of assistance. “I’ve been travelling for decades. I can do this myself,” he insisted.

      Even when travelling, Zaidie attired himself respectably, with a well-tailored herringbone sport jacket and silk tie, black leather loafers. “What a man wears tells the world a lot about who he is,” he always said.

      He tousled Manny’s cap lovingly and inquired, “So, Manny, you doing well in your new school? You must be leading your class.”

      The boy avoided his grandfather’s gaze, instead peering out at the arrivals board from under the red peak of his cap. “I don’t know,” Manny replied evasively. He fingered the loose change in his pocket.

      “Well, you should listen to your mother and study. Nothing’s more important than doing well in school. You need to make something of yourself. I used to tell your father the same thing, and now look at him.”

      “Aw, let him be, Jack,” Pauline said icily. “He’s got a lot on his plate this weekend.”

      His wife flashed him a silent entreaty. “Go easy on them,” her expression seemed to say.

      Zaidie exhaled slowly and relented, furrowing his thin, translucent lips.

      They waited for the luggage from their flight to descend onto the black rubber belt, making polite conversation. Eventually, the red light flashed, a jarring metallic buzz followed, and the myriad assortment of bags began to circulate in haphazard fashion. Zaidie collected their two oversized tan leather suitcases with the red “Priority” tags and tossed them onto the cart.

      “You should let him help you,” Bubbie fretted. “They’re too heavy.”

      “Nonsense!” Zaidie pronounced in his restrained, sandpaper voice that brooked no disagreement. “I can manage just fine.”

      The elevator up to the parking lot was crowded and the four of them were compelled to huddle together near the control panel. Bubbie made a joke of it, suggesting that she was too heavy to be packed like a sardine. Only her husband laughed, although she earned a kindly smile from a middle-aged Asian couple who stood against the opposite wall. Pauline’s scowl remained frozen upon her pale, ridged lips. God! It’s bad enough having to drive them home, having them stay with us. But to have to press against them, smell their stale breath thinly disguised by mouthwash! Smell their sanctimony…

      In short order, they reached the third level and were disgorged onto the pavement. Zaidie stretched his rubbery neck and shoulders and offered, “Hey! What do you say we go somewhere for lunch? My treat, of course.”

      Pauline’s back stiffened momentarily. “Not today,” she said flatly. “There’s just too much to do.”

      Manny nodded. “I would join you,” he explained diplomatically, his voice already starting to deepen, to become more manly, “but I’ve got to practice for tomorrow.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad,” Bubbie declared, huffing as she trekked toward the car. “It would have been nice to have a chance to talk together before everyone else comes.”

      “Well, we’ve got the whole weekend,” Pauline suggested without enthusiasm. “We’ll have plenty of time to talk.” Zaidie snorted disapprovingly, but said nothing as Pauline popped the trunk and, with Manny’s help, he hefted the luggage inside.

      She slipped back behind the wheel of her car, gripping it tightly, fretting not about her in-laws or her son, or even all that she had to do on that busy Friday. Instead, as she drove back home, her father-in-law beside her in the front seat commenting on the city, his wife in back fussing over Manny, her mind returned to her husband and the letter that arrived for him in yesterday’s mail. So that’s what he’s planning, she mused, curling the toes of her pedal foot petulantly. One way or another, I’ll find out this weekend…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Evan

          

        

      

    

    
      In back of the house, the previous owners had constructed an outdoor paradise. A tiled patio spanning the extended length of the sprawling, two-storey home was divided into three zones: a sitting area comprised of a trio of black rattan sofas with fluffy slate-grey cushions arrayed around a central glass coffee table; a luxurious dining area, dominated by an ebony table with silver-trimmed edges and black rattan seating for twelve; and a large open area which could serve as a space to mingle, or even a dance floor for an outdoor party. The entire patio, bordering an ample, well-tended, verdant garden, was sheltered by the canopy of an extended wooden pergola, fitted with adjustable wooden blinds to filter out the sun’s harsh glare on scorching summer days. It was like an extension of the house, an outdoor salon, a space to connect with nature on one’s own terms, without having to concede the refinements, the sophistication, of upper-middle-class suburban life.

      In the sitting area, perched on the open end of the sofa facing the garden, sat Evan, Manny’s older brother. A tall, thin, almost scrawny eighteen-year-old crowned by a tangle of wavy sandy-brown hair, cut short, a three-day growth of scraggly hair on his angular, acne-pocked cheeks, a haughty expression of entitlement on his brow, he leaned mercurially on his bony, outstretched right arm, a young Caesar in his palace at Rome. The skin on his face and arms was milky white, despite the season, the persistent hazy sunshine, suggesting a constitution more comfortable inside playing video games than communing with Mother Nature. At first glance, but for the obvious intelligence and cunning of his mien, he was distinctly unremarkable, the kind of face one would pass in a high school hallway or a shopping mall without a second thought, without recalling the encounter.

      Gazing up at him from his lap, where her head rested tentatively, a young woman with plump, rosy cheeks, her long, voluminous hazelnut hair tied into a side fishtail, nervously took in the measure, the novelty of her surroundings. Though her long, rectangular face, her pronounced cheekbones, might be considered somewhat inelegant, a bit too masculine, the earnestness that shone from her oval eyes compensated more than adequately for that shortcoming. Despite her tentativeness, the unaffected joy and wonder in her countenance, a tribute to the unbridled optimism with which she greeted the world, contrasted sharply with the cynicism that typified her companion’s demeanor.

      “Your new house is awesome!” she declared in a pronounced midwestern accent, her gaze taking in the flowering garden—still lush and fragrant in the near-drought thanks to the automatic sprinkler system—the twin azalea bushes, the brown-bricked well in the corner near the glorious Japanese maple with lime-green leaves spreading out in its characteristic pom-pom crown. A pair of cardinals, a dazzling scarlet male and a more demure female, chased each other merrily around a flowering hedge at the back of the garden.

      Evan shrugged his sinewy shoulders. “It’s alright,” he admitted reluctantly. “Nicer than we had in Skokie anyway.” His fingers skimmed luxuriously through her silky forelocks, but his apparent nonchalance was belied by the twitching of his prominent Adam’s apple, the curling of his toes in his purple Crocs. After all, this was going to be the big weekend. The weekend! Their first time. His first time. Sure, they hadn’t quite discussed it yet. This wasn’t something he could talk about easily on video chat. And the conditions weren’t quite optimal with a house full of guests. But when else would they get the chance now that they lived so far apart? It had to be this weekend.

      “I wish you didn’t have to move, though…” she said, stretching her muscular left arm, in the process causing her silver charm bracelet to jingle, as the small, intricate silver charms—the graduation cap her parents had gotten her when she finished middle school; the silver R2D2 robot that was a birthday gift from her younger brother, an avid Star Wars fan; the smiley face emoji that her friend Kara had given her as a thank you present for keeping her up to date with her homework when she had COVID; the stethoscope she received in acknowledgement of her volunteer work for children with cancer at a local hospital—collided with each other.

      “Yeah… But it’s okay,” he said, surreptitiously admiring his profile, his windblown hair, in the reflection from the dining room window. Now that he had thinned out, shot up, he took especial pleasure in his appearance. “It’s not for very long anyhow.”

      “What do you mean?” Carrie asked, her coffee-bean eyebrows arching sharply. “You’re coming back?”

      “Nah, but I’m going to La-la-land in coupl’a months,” he said, a wide, triumphant grin overtaking his stubbly cheeks. The smile of the conqueror.

      Her face darkened. “Oh, right,” she said. “It’s so far… I mean, why’d you want to go so far away?” She scraped the armrest on the far end of the sofa with the sole of her leather sandal.

      Evan shook his head slowly from side to side. “You gotta be kidding! It’s impossible here! The sooner I get outta here, the farther I go, the better. And it’s California, man!” he bubbled, his grin widening. When he had received his letter of acceptance a few months earlier, he had shrieked with unfeigned delight, whooping joyously for several minutes. It was his “Get Out of Jail Free” card. How awkward had that joy been, how incongruous in their funereal home. His mother had merely congratulated him somberly, declaring she would miss him. His father seemed torn between the desire to celebrate and deferring to his wife’s raw sensibilities. In the end, he had merely patted Evan on the back and said, “Well done, son. I’m proud of you.” It made him want to leave that much more.

      “Yeah, but I’m stuck in Skokie for another year,” Carrie declared plaintively. “And who knows where I’ll get into college?”

      “Oh, right…” A cloud of doubt overtook him momentarily. Was she really the right one? Or should he wait for one of those awesome USC babes with bronze tans and legs up to their necks that he saw on his college tour as a junior. That’d be a better initiation into the promised land, wouldn’t it? Well… he supposed that didn’t really matter too much. His birthday was coming in July, and he’d rather not still be a virgin at eighteen. And she was really a sweet girl. Besides, she was looking a damn sight better nowadays… Yeah, he decided, admiring the adorable mole on her left cheek, she’d do.

      “Wanna go inside and watch a movie or something?” he proposed. “We got Netflix.” Carrie shook her head.

      “We can also fool around with our Xbox if you want.”

      “Nah,” she said dreamily. “It’s beautiful out here! Let’s just stay out and talk.”

      “Sure,” he responded without conviction.

      Carrie sat forward, reached for the tumbler of cream soda from the end table and stirred it with the emerald plastic straw. The rectangular blocks of ice, riddled by small white fissures and air bubbles, still only half melted despite the heat of the day, clinked agreeably against each other, against the inner circumference of the glass. “Ahhh!” she purred exaggeratedly as she helped herself to a generous sip of the amber beverage. “That’s nice and cold.” Restoring the tumbler to the table, she waved away a mosquito, raising a muted clatter of silver charms, and reclined once more.

      “I can’t get over how great you look without your braces,” Evan said for the third time since she’d arrived, sifting her soft, silky forelocks with the fingers of one hand, grasping her French-nail manicured hand with his other.

      “I mean, you’ve seen me on FaceTime,” his companion replied in mock exasperation.

      “Yeah,” he agreed, “But it’s not the same on a small screen. You look so different. Older-like. Sexy!”

      “I’m glad you like it!” Her cheeks, two dimpled quotation marks on either side of her expressive crescent lips, took on a rubicund hue. “You’re looking pretty buff yourself,” she asserted as she patted his shoulder, his pectorals, affectionately.

      Just then, a short, stocky youth appeared at the side of the house. His triangular face, dominated as it was by a scatterplot pattern of red acne pustules across his cheeks and nose, was capped by a chaotic array of dark, intersecting curls that resembled a bird’s nest. “There you are! I’ve’ been ringing your doorbell,” he declared.

      Reddening, Carrie sat bolt upright and brushed Evan’s hand off her knee.

      “Hey, Joel!” Evan said, standing up to fetch another cushion from a nearby bin. As he did so, he adjusted the waistband on his colorful board shorts. “Grab a seat. Hey, I want you to meet my girlfriend, Carrie.” To Carrie, who was patting her hair into place and straightening out her low-cut floral blouse, he explained, “Joel’s a buddy of mine who lives round the corner.”

      “Nice to meet you, Carrie,” Joel said, proffering his hand.

      Carrie shook it warmly. “Hi,” she said.

      “I didn’t know you had a girlfriend, dude. How come you never said anything?”

      Un-fucking-believable, Evan fumed, as the neighbor’s gardener clipped the hedges noisily with electric shears. Is this guy completely clueless? “Sure, I did. Sure, I did,” Evan repeated hastily, annoyance flashing in his grey-green eyes as he tossed a cushion onto a rattan chair frame for his friend and sat back down next to Carrie on the sofa. “You just never listen, dufus!”

      Joel screwed up his eyes. “Ah, whatever you say, dude,” he conceded with a heavy dose of sarcasm. “So, ah, Carrie, where d’ya live?”

      “In Skokie, er, Chicago. I came in for a few days. I’m returning on Sunday,” Carrie replied affably, pronouncing Sunday as if it rhymed with Lundy.

      Joel slapped his friend on the shoulder. “Yo dude,” he declared, “she sounds just like you!”

      Carrie chuckled, the dimples on her cheeks blossoming like the foliage all around her. “Well, yeah. We’re both from the Midwest. Everybody ‘round here sounds funny to me, with your glasses of ‘wooduh’ and your yo this and yo that,” she countered. “I feel like I’m on the Rocky set!”

      “Yeah, well when your boyfriend came here, I couldn’t understand some o’ the shit he said,” Joel scoffed. “Like when he kept on raving ‘bout ‘Samantha Belker’s hat.’ I said, ‘What? She’s not wearing a hat.’ Turns out he meant ‘Samantha Belker’s hot.’ And man, he wasn’t wrong about that. No siree!”

      Evan glared at him, while Carrie’s breathing visibly slowed, her lips curved downward. “You want a drink, dude?” he asked through gritted teeth.

      “Sure,” Joel replied. “You got a cola?”

      Evan ducked into the kitchen through the sliding glass door. When he returned with a few crimson cans, lifting his waistband once again, Joel and Carrie were politely discussing their schools, Evan’s new classmates. He tossed a can to Joel and placed the rest on the table.

      “Thanks, man,” Joel said, as he pushed in the metal tab, eliciting a satisfying SPIKK. He quickly downed half the can.

      “So how was the flight in?” Evan asked, hoping to divert his friend from dangerous ground.

      “Well, the flight was fine. But these two old dudes in front of me kept up a conversation the whole way about their health problems. One of them loudly described his prostate operation blow by painful blow, basically for the whole plane to hear. Some things you just can’t unhear. I mean, hashtag disgusting!” Carrie complained.

      “Gross! And they bitch about us and our cellphones! We never talk about shit like that in public!” Evan groused. An airplane traced a lazy upward path high overhead, leaving a thin trail of curled white smoke in its wake. As it did so, a startlingly yellow American goldfinch perched on the brown wooden fence that bordered the grounds began trilling, perhaps in an effort to defend its territory from the departing plane.

      “Yeah,” said Joel.

      “Oh, I forgot to tell you: everyone at school says ‘hi.’ Especially Kevin, who says he wishes you didn’t have to move. He’s such a sweet guy. But also Miriam and…” While she was talking, the leaves on the trees and bushes fluttered and danced in a thousand different directions at once as a warm, gentle breeze wafted through the yard, bathing them in the sweet, embracing fragrances of a Lower Merion spring. Her eyes widening, Carrie lost her trend of thought and cried, “Oh, this place is so beautiful! Much nicer than Skokie.”

      “My dad says it’s because the land is cheaper here,” Evan informed her. “So the yards are much bigger.”

      “We’re also in the middle of a forest here. The whole area used to be covered in trees,” Joel chipped in. “You should also see the wildlife we got here. Foxes, coyotes, raccoons, hawks, eagles…”

      “Wow!” Carrie exclaimed.

      “Once, I was sitting with my family in our yard and we heard a loud THUNK! The next thing we know, a squirrel fell out of a tree onto the grass, dead as a doorknob, and a hawk pounced on it and started pecking out its entrails,” Joel recounted.

      “That’s gross!!” cried Carrie, her face wrinkled in disgust. The breeze died down, leaving the bushes, the canopy above them at rest, although the rich aromas lingered.

      “I guess,” Joel admitted. “But it was kinda cool. He must’ve killed him in the tree and then swooped down for lunch.”

      “So, what else is going on back home?” Evan asked pointedly, eager to change the subject once again.

      Carrie rubbed her cheek, smudging her rouge as she thought for a moment. “Oh, I don’t know…” she said. “Did I tell you that Rookie’s going out with Syd Ignatiev now?”

      “You gotta be kidding! Iggy’s so clueless, it’s a miracle he figured out how to ask her out,” Evan opined.

      “Yeah, I suppose,” she allowed. “But he’s so sweet. They make a cute couple.”

      “I just hope she does the driving,” Evan scoffed, “because he’d even get lost in his own driveway!”

      “Rookie? What kind of name is that?” Joel inquired with a crumpled forehead.

      “Huh? Oh, her name’s Rivka, but everyone calls her Rookie,” Carrie explained. “Oh, and Mrs. Weisbrot wishes you and your family a mazal tov. She said,” Carrie recounted, lowering her voice, “… well, she said she knows how hard it’ll be for everyone, but she sends her love. She said she’d be thinking about both Manny and Danny this weekend…”

      The trio fell into an awkward silence, their conversation replaced by the ambient chorus of the neighborhood birds, the roar of the neighbor’s hedge cutters. Joel played nervously with the metal tab of his cola can, while Carrie’s attention was absorbed by her charm bracelet.

      In time, Carrie lifted her head and met Evan’s jade eyes with a shy, compassionate gaze. “I still can’t believe he’s really gone,” she mused, lowering her large head reverentially. “It’s like a bad dream or something.”

      “Yeah,” Evan replied stiffly.

      In the distance, a car horn sounded twice in short staccato bursts. The patio darkened momentarily as the sun retreated behind a fluffy white cloud.

      “I mean, it’s so weird not to see him here, flipping that bottlecap of his in the air like he always did,” said Carrie.

      Evan nodded perfunctorily. That’s not all that’s weird, he thought. It’s weird to be sitting here in this steamy backyard in a strange city, talking about my dead brother with my girlfriend from back home that I hardly know anymore and some clueless punk from this new place that I’ve only known for a few months. Everything in my life is weird now.

      “Bottlecap?” Joel asked.

      “Yeah. Danny had this stupid bottlecap he kept from a bottle of cola he got once when we had dinner at Ken’s Diner, this awesome kosher restaurant in Skokie. The label was all messed up. A misprint or something. It had the Coca Cola logo stretched and distorted to cover the whole cap. It looked really screwy. But for some reason, he loved it. He called it his lucky bottlecap. Took it everywhere in his pocket to bring him luck,” Evan explained to his friend.

      “I see,” Joel said uncomfortably, picking absently at the scab of an acne pimple at the corner of his nose that he had burst the night before.

      “I guess it didn’t help him much when he needed it most…” Evan mused drily.

      Carrie winced. From the branches of an overhead sycamore tree, they could hear the loud cawing of an enormous hawk. “And how’s Manny?” she asked, eyeing the tree warily. “It’s got to be hard for him. I mean, this weekend and all…” She ran her index finger through the narrow gap between her bracelet and her freckled wrist.

      “It’s gonna be a real shit show,” Evan declared contemptuously.

      “What do you mean?” Carrie asked, her face a mask of puzzlement and concern.

      “Well, for starters, my grandparents’ll be here. Both sets. My dad’s folks, who’ve always been big second amendmenters—yeah, that’s right, awkward!—and my mom’s folks who make Bernie Sanders look conservative.”

      “Oh!” said Carrie, in distress.

      Joel giggled compulsively, still fingering his scab.

      Evan continued, “And Mom’s decreed that no-one’s allowed to mention Danny all weekend! He’s simply not a topic of conversation. Even
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