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SHE TOOK MY ROOM AWAY.

Not literally, of course. The room is still there, through the door from the hall, across from my younger sisters’ rooms, where it was this morning when I left. It’s just not mine anymore, not really, not recognizably, because my brilliant mother, master of the universe, Porsche-in-woman-form, had my red room painted white while I was at camp orientation today.

She didn’t think it would matter to me.

My red, red room has been whitewashed.

She actually didn’t think it would matter to me. I am prepared to believe the truth of that statement. It’s a compliment, really. She thought it wouldn’t matter to me, so it can’t. I can’t let it.

We’re moving soon anyway (which is a big part of why it shouldn’t—doesn’t—matter to me), and apparently people are afraid of red rooms.


“Why would people be afraid of red rooms?” I asked her, instead of, How could you do this to me? Without even asking me?

She shook her head over the disbelief we shared about the numbskull Others, the rest of the world who were not Avery Women, not Us, people who were afraid of red rooms. “Hard to fathom how they function at all.”

“The redness of my room was literally scaring people away from buying our house?” I mumbled to her, standing by her side in the hall, peering into the white room that used to be my room.

She laughed her irresistible laugh and said, “Exactly. Unbelievable.”

“I liked it red,” I managed.

“That’s because you’re extraordinary, Quinn.” She threw her arm around my shoulder and gave it a quick squeeze. “You’re the best,” she whispered, then kissed my hair and strode off in her smooth, long-legged way toward her room, checking her BlackBerry as she went.

Even Porsches have blind spots.

Weird that before we moved in, when my room was white, I could see it red exactly as it would be and eventually became. Now, after four years of living in it red and only like half an hour of whiteness, I cannot for the life of me summon the exact tint of red it was, or remember if that molding a foot from the ceiling was red like the walls beneath it or white like the section above. I don’t know.


I don’t know.

Maybe it’s the paint fumes but I feel seriously off.

How can I not picture my room as it was this morning?

We were the first family ever to live in this house. We walked through it, all five of us, before the doorways had doors, when all the walls were still toxic-smelling white, and crinkly brown paper was taped in runways on the floors. It was mostly just beams and plasterboard then. It echoed.

Mom kept murmuring, Beautiful. What I was thinking was Huge. It looked big enough for ten families but absurd for just the five of us. We walked around with our arms bumping into one another’s, in a tight family clump. Allison chose her bedroom first. It was the biggest one, the one with the huge walk-in closet with double doors. She was ready with multiple arguments, geared up to fight.

I told her it was fine; she could have that room.

Phoebe said she didn’t care which of the other two rooms she got. She was only eight. It was almost impossible for anyone to deny her anything, then or still, even if she didn’t ask for it or know she wanted it. I gave her the bigger of the rooms, the one closer to Mom and Dad. I knew she’d like both of those qualities of it.

Later that day, when we were back in our old, suddenly cramped and cruddy house, Mom and Dad each caught me alone and whispered that they were proud of how generous I was being about choosing bedrooms at the new house. Such a good girl. I was grateful for the praise, but I was fooling only them, not myself: I knew it wasn’t generosity inspiring me.

If we had to move here, I wanted that room, this room, my room. As soon as I saw it, I knew that I’d ask to have it painted red, even though blue was and remains my favorite color. It surprised everybody, which I don’t usually do. I’m obviously not somebody who’d have a red room. But I could just see it painted red with bright white trim as soon as I walked into it. I knew in that first instant that this was my room.

I let everybody think I was selfless, though.

I liked that my room faced east, so I would get the morning light. Even then, four years ago, when I was an awkward and introverted twelve-and-a-half-year-old, I preferred to be the first one to see the new day. It gave me a feeling of control.

Or it could be that I had read something about Islamic culture that stuck with me.

The other part that I appreciated about my room was that it faced front. I have always liked knowing who is coming or going, and despite what my sisters may think, I don’t just mean Oliver.

Oliver.

I know, I know. But he is perfect, and though he has only polite interest in me at most, it is hard to let go of fantasies even when you are a realist and almost seventeen.

When I first heard my parents arguing in whispers about whether we were going to lose the house, I wasn’t scared. Instead I was overwhelmingly tempted to run downstairs and explain to them the absurdity of that construction: We can’t lose this house. It is huge and immovable, solid now. The house will lose us, if anything.

But of course that wasn’t the point (grammar is so rarely the point, sadly), and wouldn’t change the point, would only reveal my eavesdropping and make my parents coo and reassure, or maybe look at me in that tilted way they sometimes do, like, Are you delusional or just odd?

So I said nothing. As usual.

Sometime in the near future we’ll move, but already right now my room isn’t my room anymore. It will soon be somebody else’s room, with somebody else’s stuff in the closet and somebody else looking out the east-facing window to see who is coming and who is going, and maybe wishing that he would once, just once please look up at this window as he leaves. Someone else will gaze into the full-length mirror on the back of my bathroom door and not see me reflected there but herself.

But for now this room isn’t somebody else’s yet.

It’s just not mine anymore, either.

Soon I’ll be gone, and all the possible me’s, all the things I imagined doing in this house, in this room, won’t exist anymore. I’ll never have sex in this room. I’ll never climb out this window onto the ledge and look down at a boy who is looking up at me, like Romeo, with love in his eyes. I won’t finish growing up in this room.

We won’t be the last family to live in this house.

We will be replaced.

Re-placed.

Placed again, but in a different place.

I am sitting here alone in the doorway of my toxic-white-paint-fume-infested, east-facing room confronting the awful truth that I am completely, devastatingly replaceable.
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I DIDN’T INTEND TO STEAL her shoes, and the fact that I sort of actually did steal her shoes was definitely not about revenge or retribution.

I just couldn’t get myself over the threshold into my room. After sitting there thinking for a while, I realized what the problem was. Clearly I was uncomfortable about how things had been handled and needed to talk with Mom about it. That seemed like a fully reasonable response, a mature way to handle things—discuss it, air my grievance, persuade her that she had handled it badly. Even if it didn’t turn my room red, well, maybe an apology would help me deal with it better than sitting in the hall, silently cursing.

The thing is—well, one minor thing is—I don’t curse. I don’t even curse inside the private confines of my own mind. I had decided back in ninth grade that cursing is a sign of either laziness or poorly developed vocabulary. But there, as I sat outside my ex-room, with curses raging in my brain, it occurred to me that maybe I had always been a wrongheaded prig about curses, and that in fact there was a place in my vocabulary, at least my silent thought vocabulary, for an occasional expletive.

Or maybe, judging by the crazy combinations of words chasing one another through my head, referring to body parts, biological functions, and questionable circumstances of parentage, Allison’s brain had been transplanted into my skull.

No. I am Quinn, not crazy, raging Allison; I am the oldest, the one who handles things well and doesn’t curse. I must get a grip.

So I just took a few deep breaths and walked down the hall to Mom’s room to discuss what had happened. As I got closer I considered various ways of beginning the conversation, such as, for instance, Mom, maybe you could have discussed the painting of my room with me ahead of time, instead of just, “Surprise! We have erased you! Now cope with it!”

No, that’s not what happened. This is just a difficult time, I reminded myself, because of the Situation; I have to be patient with myself, and my sisters and Dad, of course, but most of all with Mom. She is counting on me. Patient and also vigilant.

Which is why Allison and I hooked up the baby monitor back in May: so we could spy on our parents as they talked with my mother’s spherical lawyer about what they called, with capitalization and italics in their voices, the Situation.

Of course, I already knew what had happened. Mom had gotten fired.

It’s not like it was a mystery. She had told us over chicken and broccoli at dinner the day after it happened. She was, as always, very factual and calm and precise about it. No hysteria from Mom. We all, especially I, try to live up to her high standard of handling things well and unemotionally. We finished our chicken and our broccoli, cleared our plates, and went up to our rooms to do our homework. The next morning at dawn, when only the two of us were up, Mom told me that she was counting on me to help my sisters cope. I said, “Of course, Mom. Don’t worry about that. Don’t worry about us.”

The fact that she was fired did not change my feelings about her one bit. I told Allison and Phoebe that it was actually amazing she lasted as long as she did in that place, with all the knives sharpened against her.

My mother started out as a junior assistant at Excelsior Capital after she went to business school at night when we were little. She found out really quickly that she was good at making money, better than the guys she worked for, better than she’d been at anything else in her life.

(“Other than being a mom,” Phoebe always prompted her at this point in her story. Mom would blink twice, focusing on her youngest child’s upturned face, and then answer, “Thank you, Phoebe. What a sweet thing to say.” She seemed surprised by the interruption every time, and maybe she actually was.)

She made a daring gamble as soon as she had the chance at Excelsior. She “went to the edge” is the expression she uses, but I am sure it is a figurative edge. She basically gambled a huge amount of money and won.

Her picture was on the front page of the Wall Street Journal. It was the kind of picture that is called a dot picture, because instead of a photograph or drawing, there is a likeness made pointillistically by a computer. Although Seurat has nothing to worry about, this is apparently quite a big deal in the business world. Dad bought six copies of the paper that day, and a big bouquet of stargazer lilies to hand her when she walked in the door. My sisters and I were dancing around singing, “Hooray for Mommy!” I made her a pop-up congratulations card and let Allison and Phoebe sign it, too, even though they hadn’t helped, and it had taken all of my ingenuity and tape.

The only person we knew at that point who’d had her picture in the newspaper was Liz Anne Montgomery, and that was for falling down a sewer hole and subsequently getting rescued by two firefighters with a rigged seat made of rope. Liz Anne Montgomery, who was an otherwise unnoticed child with unfortunately trimmed bangs, was a celebrity around school for a full week after that. She had to use crutches because of getting thirteen stitches and a sprain in her knee; we all jostled to get chosen to carry her books and lunch box for her from our classroom to art or the lunchroom.

Liz Anne Montgomery’s picture was just in the local paper, not the Wall Street Journal, which was a serious paper, for adults only, no advice columns or comics, no frills except the dot pictures.

Also, realistically, falling down a sewer is not that impressive a feat, even for a chubby second grader. Liz Anne Montgomery faded from the spotlight once the crutches were gone, and her family moved to Ohio (it might have been Iowa) by the end of the year.

But Mom had apparently achieved something incredibly impressive to get her picture in the paper, and the phone didn’t stop ringing that night, even after ten, long after we’d gone to bed full of ice cream and pride.

We weren’t sure exactly what it was she’d done. We could tell by her face that it was big, and great.

It was soon after the dot picture that we got our new house, and the grand piano Mom bought for Dad to take up some room in the vast emptiness of the living room, and maybe also some of his time, because while she was out late with clients or on business trips, he would play the piano. It sounded much fuller than the upright that came with us from the old house and is now in the back left corner of our basement, with three lacrosse sticks and five bent or too-short ski poles stacked on top of it, the hinged door closed over its stained keys.

But just like he had in our old house with the upright, each night at bedtime Dad played some Beatles tunes, the bits of Beethoven’s Ninth that he could remember, and finally “Summertime” from the opera Porgy and Bess. I would fall asleep every night to the reassuring sounds of the unrecognizable old songs he played softly after “Summertime.”

The Situation seems in some ways like a mirror image of that dot-picture time. Mom made a huge gamble and everything changed as a result.

The dot-picture time, Mom got a new job title. She took a day off to buy new clothes, mostly Armani, and five pairs of impossibly beautiful pumps from Neiman Marcus to take the place of her old Frye boots. My sisters and I claimed the shoe boxes for dioramas. Sometimes we snuck into her closet and, breathing her perfume off her camisoles, tried on her shoes. They were so big, and the heels so high, we would tumble in heaps on top of one another. It felt daring and naughty and exhilarating trying on Mom’s shoes. I was the one who always stopped the giggling before we got caught, and lined the shoes back up so nobody would know what we’d done.

We moved to this house later that spring, and started swimming in our own pool instead of the town pool and playing tennis on our own tennis court instead of the concrete court behind the high school. We each had our own room. I got a laptop and started taking piano lessons from the mom of a genius boy Dad had taught in kindergarten who skipped first grade he was so smart and was, by then, already in high school and already had those knee-weakening sexy eyes. I practiced every afternoon on the new piano, which was in fact grand, much too grand for the tinkling little sounds I could produce on it. Late at night my sisters and I could spy from the banister of the front stairway and catch Mom and Dad dancing in the still-empty-except-for-the-piano living room and sometimes they made out, which made us feel weird but also safe. We got a stern housekeeper named Agnes and a stylish nanny named Gosia, because Mom was working even longer hours. We went to Europe for the last two weeks of summer for the first time, a new Avery tradition. When we returned, our old Subaru went to Gosia; Mom bought a black Jeep for Dad, and for herself a red Porsche.

This summer we’re not going to Europe. Our housekeeper, Agnes, was fired one morning in May while we were in school, so we never got to say good-bye to her. Our nanny, Gosia, seeing the writing on the wall, got a different job that will start July 7. We’re spending the two weeks’ notice she gave us noticing her, saying good-bye to her. I’m not sure which way is worse but I think maybe the drawn-out version.

Okay, maybe good-bye just sucks any way you slice it.

I’m going to spend this summer very prestigiously working at a camp for underprivileged kids. Like all the other counselors, whom I met today at orientation, I am (or at least have been) overprivileged, and this job, while fulfilling on its own merits, was also designed, not just coincidentally, to help me get into an elite college eventually, so that I could continue on my overprivileged path. The irony was lost on nobody, especially me.

Yet with all my hyperawareness of both irony and Mom, I am not sure what it was that Mom did this time, either, to cause the Situation. But I could tell by her face even back in May that it was big, and did not work out well at all.

Instead of a jumbo-size bouquet of stargazer lilies and multiple deliveries from Neiman’s, this time, Mom got a lawyer. And a real estate agent who told her that people will not buy a house, especially in this economy, that has a red room in it.

I took two more deep breaths, having calmed myself down enough to ensure that I would not race in and burst out crying and cursing nonsensically at my mother, and knocked on her bedroom door.

No answer.

I tried the knob. It twisted easily and I opened the door. “Mom?” I heard the water running in her bathroom. I stepped one foot into her room and stopped, one foot on each side—my right foot on the soft white carpeting of my parents’ room, the other on the hardwood floor of the hall.

“Mom?” I called again. Either of my sisters would have walked right in, no hesitation. Well, Allison would have stalked in, demanding something, ready to argue. Phoebe would have wandered in, innocent and sweet, oblivious, entitled. And me? Well, normally I would have just waited to talk to her later, if she was in the shower.

Instead I called her name again as I straddled the threshold, thinking about the metaphor I was unwillingly making of myself.

“What are you doing?” Phoebe asked, suddenly beside me.

I jumped.

“Sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to startle you. Why are you standing here rocking back and forth in Mom’s doorway?”

“Just…just thinking,” I said.

Phoebe smiled. “Okay, well, cool. Have fun with that, then.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Did you need something?”

“No, it’s all good,” she said, backing away like I was some kind of lovable but whack-job genius. “You just keep thinking there. Didn’t mean to interrupt your rhythm, or whatever.”

“No worries,” I said, just as I heard the water shut off. “Mom?”

“Quinn?” she called from the bathroom.

“Yes,” I answered, rooted to the spot. “Mom? I was—”

“Oh, good, Quinn. Could you bring me the dress that’s on the bed there? I meant to bring it in here with me to steam out the wrinkles. Quickly, Quinn?”

Ah, the one thing sure to uproot me: obedience. I flew to her bed, where a white summer sundress was splayed, unwrinkled, on a hanger. I brought it to her in the bathroom, where she was wrapped in one of her superthick terry bath sheets, her hair dark wet, water drops dripping from her long eyelashes.

“Thanks, sweetie,” she said. “Just hang it right there on the hook. Great.” She bent over and rubbed her hair with a smaller, matching towel.

I turned around, dismissed. As I was walking through her bedroom, I saw that her shoe closet doors were splayed open. Her shoes were lined up in neat rows, like spectators at a concert. Her neat gene had skipped me and gone right to Allison. I lingered in front of the shoes and looked at each pair, not touching at first, just looking. The names signed inside them sounded like music, like foreign language lyrics to an aria of longing:


Valentino Jimmy Choo

Louboutin Miu Miu

Manolo Blahnik Ferragamo

Rangoni Dolce & Gabbana



I traced my fingers over some of them, but not the black patent-leather ones, because I remembered the fingerprints my sisters and I had desperately rubbed off against the carpet. No evidence, I thought. I reached toward the back. My favorites were there, strange favorites for a girl who only wears silent sneakers and feels ludicrously self-proclaiming in ballet flats or loafers, but they were my secret absolute favorites nevertheless. I pulled them out. They were new, never worn; I hadn’t tottered around with my sisters in these—bold fuchsia stilettos in smooth, cool satin with a little space in front for toes to peek out under a sparkly rhinestone ring—the sexiest shoes I’d ever seen.

I held the pair of them in my hands, weighing them for the moment, thinking.

Then I shut her closet and dashed out of her room, the shoes dangling from my guilty fingers, and crashed into Allison in the hall.

“What the hell?” she demanded.

“Allison,” I said, trying to hide the shoes casually behind my back.

“Oh, it’s my fault? You come flying around corners without looking and what—what did I do now?”

I blinked twice. “I don’t know,” I said slowly, thinking a mile a minute. “What did you do?”

“Fine, forget it,” she said. “Sorry if we can’t all be as Zen-perfect as you. Because I swear, if they painted my room? I mean, did she even ask you first?”

“No,” I said.

“And it’s just…you’re fine with that?”


“No,” I admitted. Behind me I heard Mom open her shoe closet.

“But you just deal. I know, I know,” Allison rambled on, volume increasing. “The Situation. Right, but you know what? If it were my room? I would not be all blissed out like you.”

“Hey, girls?” Mom called from her room.

I had to get out of there. Her shoes were dangling from my fingertips. What if these were the ones she was looking for?

“I’m not blissed,” I whispered to Allison, nudging her toward our rooms, away from Mom.

“Girls?” Mom repeated.

“I can’t believe you painted Quinn’s room!” Allison yelled toward Mom. “That is the crappiest—”

“Allison, don’t start, please,” Mom yelled.

“Let’s go,” I growled at Allison, hinting urgently.

But Allison yanked her arm away from my grasp. “If you are too la-la-la to speak up for yourself, somebody has to,” she said, and stormed into Mom’s room. “If you ever did that to me, I swear I’d tear the house down by hand! How could you?”

“Allison Avery,” Mom barked at her. “I did not ask your opinion. Now you march your obnoxious self out of my room and quit trying to butt in where you don’t belong. It’s Quinn’s room, and she, thank goodness, is mature and reasonable, so…”


I didn’t hear the rest. I closed the door of the room that had been mine but was now a weird avant-garde-movie-set shiny white, and leaned against the still-sticky door until my heart returned to a life-compatible rhythm.

Then I yanked out my underwear drawer. I quickly tucked Mom’s loud, sexy, out-of-place shoes in there, way in the back, beneath some old bras, and closed the drawer.

I figured I’d just return the shoes when Mom was out sometime, and the whole shoe-stealing incident would be past, just a weird little blip in my excellent, smooth, admirable life.
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I SLEPT IN THE GUEST ROOM because of the fumes, and when I woke up the next morning for camp, I had no idea where I was. By the time I figured it out, I had only ten minutes to get ready before my best friend, Jelly, was due to pick me up. I dashed through my room, pausing only microscopically at the blinding whiteness on my way to my bathroom, where I brushed my teeth and flipped my hair into a ponytail, clonking my head on the corner of the sink in the process, which caused me to choke violently on the toothpaste. I was on my way down the stairs when I heard Jelly’s distinctively tooting beep.

My parents and Allison weren’t around. Phoebe was trying to convince Gosia that Allison’s flip-flops belonged to her, and also to please get the dirt stains off them somehow before Allison woke up and saw. While Gosia was explaining in her patient, lightly accented voice that dirt stains are almost impossible to remove, I said good-bye to them and stopped the door from slamming behind me.

Jelly had rap music on loud. I turned it down. “You can’t actually like that stuff,” I said as she backed her huge car expertly down my driveway.

“I don’t,” she admitted. “But how cliché would it be if I only listened to classical, right?”

“If the shoe fits…” I started, but that reminded me about the stolen shoes that
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