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Chapter One

Sylvie

Sylvie opened her bleary eyes and stared at the ceiling. Beside her, her husband, Paul, snored intermittently, his broken ankle wrapped in its dirty, beige cast. It was still dark outside, but a lone bird had begun to tweet, signaling morning’s imminent arrival.

She dreaded this day every year because of the memories that arrived alongside it, landing with an ominous thud right in the center of her chest. Three years out, and it didn’t get any easier to see it approaching on Teddy’s school calendar, which hung lopsided on the side of the stainless-steel fridge.

Gingerly, Sylvie sat up and swung her legs over the side of their king-size bed, pausing for a moment to look at the clock. Five thirteen. Great. There were approximately fifteen hours left to endure, give or take.

In the bathroom, she ran a washcloth under ice-cold water and plunged her face inside its folds, relishing the shock of its impact. Holding her breath, she held it there for a few seconds, imagining that when she removed it, her face would be young again. Her left eyelid, with its startling new Silly Putty consistency, would regain its elasticity; the permanent brow furrow her cynicism had cost her would smooth. She removed the cloth, hopeful for just a moment. Instead, her forty-six-year-old self stared back at her.

No, that wasn’t fair, she thought next, grabbing her moisturizer from the shelf. She unscrewed its cap and took a generous scoop, massaging it vigorously into her cheeks, down over her chin, and back up over her closed eyes and forehead before finishing with the sides, careful not to smudge it into her hairline. It wasn’t all bad.

She still had her big brown eyes and even bigger eyebrows, full lips and relatively lustrous head of black hair. She had never colored or straightened it, had barely blown it dry, and so she liked to think it was thanking her by staying shiny, with only the occasional gray surprising her. It hung in a wave against the faint outline of her collarbone beneath her olive, slightly rosy skin. Sylvie tried to smile at herself, but it felt too difficult, like the corners of her mouth were stapled to her chin.

She sighed, pulling open the immense drawer of their marble-topped vanity to retrieve her eye cream. An orange bottle inside rolled toward her, click-clacking its way to the inside edge. She picked it up, considering its contents. Paul’s pain pills. Say that three times fast. Paul’s pain pills, Paul’s pain pills, Pops paint pits.

He had fallen from his bike, her triathlete husband, and broken his ankle just two weeks before, although it seemed like two years. Sylvie had discovered that it was one thing to mother your son but quite another to mother your mate. She did not enjoy it, not one bit.

Several times a day she had to remind herself that this invalid version of Paul, this person who moaned and groaned through even the slightest shift of the pillow beneath his foot and frowned at the grilled cheese sandwich she made him for lunch claiming too many carbs, was not the real Paul. He was in pain, it was true, largely because he refused to take the pills she now held in her hand.

“I don’t like the way they make me feel,” he had said to Sylvie, handing the bottle over to her. “And anyway, you’ve seen the news. Oxycodone. What do they call it? Hillbilly heroin?” He shook his head, handing her the bottle. “Just give me some ibuprofen.”

“How do they make you feel?” Sylvie had asked.

“What? Those?” Paul nodded toward the bottle in her hand. “Groggy. Out of it.” He wrinkled his nose. “Not good.”

“Okay, three ibuprofen coming up,” Sylvie had replied, turning on her heel and walking toward the bathroom to retrieve them.

What was wrong with feeling groggy and out of it if all you were doing was sitting on the couch and telling people to bring you things? Sylvie wondered. You had to be cognizant for that?

She looked at the bottle now in her hand, the house as silent as a tomb around her. Her heartbeat sped up as she thought about how not being cognizant on this day, especially this day, might be nice.

Paul would approach her with sad, cartoon-character eyes, looking at her with the kind of manufactured sympathy she had always hated, even before she’d lost the baby. He’d put his hand on her shoulder, squeeze it ever so slightly and ask, How are you today, honey?, adding insult to injury.

She hated it when Paul called her honey—it felt so false, so pat. He couldn’t come up with a better nickname? One that possessed a shred of originality? She supposed things could be worse—he could have been the kind of husband who called her babe—but still. Just use her own damn name.

It had been a loss for Paul too, she knew that, but the pain belonged to her. He shouldn’t be allowed to access it. She had carried the baby, after all. She had had to feel her breasts fill with milk, engorged to the point of bursting, only to deflate in defeat a week later, with no baby to feed. What had Paul had to do? Sell the crib? Come on. She knew it wasn’t easy, but it wasn’t the same.

Sylvie hated today. Being out of it seemed like the perfect remedy. She touched the bottle tentatively. She had refused them after the birth of her children, the first time because she was lucky enough to not be in that much actual pain and the second time because she was on enough anxiety medication to tranquilize a horse afterward.

Now, Sylvie held up this new orange bottle to the light carefully, like it was an ancient Egyptian artifact. She had seen the shows about addiction, with people shooting up inside their cars in abandoned parking lots, nodding off midsentence and smacking their faces against their steering wheels. She had seen the same news Paul had, with the segments about entire towns turning into zombie villages on this stuff.

Sylvie put the pills back inside the drawer and closed it. She dutifully applied her eye cream, patting it gently into her skin. She opened the drawer again, replaced her cream and picked the bottle back up, the plastic warm from her incessant fondling.

No, this was different, she told herself. She was not going to be nodding off in her car anytime soon; she was just cutting herself a break on a tough morning in the middle of a tough month at the end of a tough three years.

She unscrewed the cap, took out one of the tiny, white discs and placed it on her tongue. With a grimace, she swallowed it whole, turned off the light and began her day.

* * *

“PANCAKES?” ASKED TEDDY, approaching the table with a bewildered look on his face.

A face that had just recently begun its maturing transformation from circle to square. Teddy was his father in miniature: same blue-gray eyes, same sandy blond straight hair, same button nose. The least Jewish-looking Jewish boy in the world, she had thought to herself from the moment she’d held his tiny, naked body against her chest.

“Why not?” Sylvie answered, smiling slightly at her son as he shuffled toward the table.

The morning light filtered in through the wall of windows overlooking their deck, and below that the yard, which had burst forth with its green, purple, pink and yellow bounty months ahead of schedule thanks to the seventy-something-degree temperatures in February. Now, in April, dead petals littered the yard like confetti.

It had been almost two hours since she had swallowed the pill. Inside, Sylvie was an undulating ripple of goodwill, despite the fact that she was steeled for Paul’s unwelcome reverence and splattered with batter. It was a miracle, truly.

Teddy dropped his backpack on the floor with a loud thud and scrambled over and onto the bench lining one side of the enormous wood table that Paul had repurposed. Once upon a time, it had been a barn door in rural Georgia. Now they ate pancakes on it.

She sat down in a chair across from Teddy, watching him eat like he always ate, as though he hadn’t been fed in months. His hair flopped in front of his eyes slightly, and in the back, his cowlick stuck up and out, the same way it always had. If she squinted, he was four years old again, in matching pajama top and bottoms, the last of his adorable toddler tummy pressing against the patterned blue-and-green cotton of his shirt; his boneless feet swinging happily, nowhere near the floor.

To Sylvie’s horror, tears welled up in her eyes. She pretended to cough and covered her face with one of the blue-and-white-striped cloth napkins she had tossed onto the table, wiping them away as she stood again.

Teddy looked up, chewing.

“These are good,” he offered, as he forked three more onto his plate from the white platter in front of him. “Thanks, Mom.”

Sylvie nodded and placed her open palm atop his very warm head as she made her way back to the kitchen. She had forgotten her coffee. Sipping from her mug, she leaned against the enormous white apron sink, surveying the messy marble countertops covered with the remnants of her labor—a pancake-mix-covered yellow bowl and spatula, the still-slick griddle, an open carton of eggs.

“Syl?” Paul called from the top of the stairs.

For the first time in a long time, Sylvie did not cringe at the sound of his voice. And for the first time since he had broken his ankle, helping her husband down the stairs did not include a fantasy about “accidentally” pushing him instead. It was the pill, making her kinder, softer, more fluid. Bubbles of goodwill coursed through her bloodstream. It was a relief, to not quite be herself.

Her usual self was tired. Her usual self was complacent about what their marriage had become; what they had become: roommates with the shared responsibility of a child and a mortgage, not to mention the emotional baggage of a death. Her usual self was resentful about the fact that she worked full time, was the chief of Teddy operations and now nursemaid to a husband who shouldn’t have been on that goddamn twenty-five-mile bike ride on a Saturday in the first place. A husband who should have been hanging out with his son instead.

She hadn’t always claimed this as her usual demeanor toward Paul. When she had met him, she had fallen almost instantaneously head over rumpled bedsheets in love with him. He’d been fixing the sink of her then friend Ramona when she’d walked into Ramona’s kitchen, his denim-clad legs and gray sweatshirt comically splayed out on the floor; his head hidden in the dark recesses of the cabinet as he did whatever it was one did to fix a sink.

This is him, Ramona had whispered conspiratorially when Sylvie had arrived, wet and cold from the rain. The two of them were supposed to be going to brunch; this new boyfriend of Ramona’s was not supposed to be part of the equation. Sylvie had almost faked a stomachache and left—third wheel had not been on her agenda—but then of course Paul had squirreled out from his precarious position, victorious with wrench in hand, boy-like charm radiating from every one of his invisible pores. Sylvie had gone weak in the knees, had actually had to brace herself against Ramona’s IKEA kitchen table. She’d gone to brunch. A week later, Paul had broken up with Ramona. Three weeks later he had moved in with Sylvie and Ramona had never spoken to her again. The rest, as they say, was history.

Teddy turned around, looking at Sylvie now with the same wry smile of his father’s. Was that a smile of commiseration? Of empathy? Sylvie wasn’t sure, but she would pretend it was. She and her son hadn’t discussed Paul’s neediness since his accident, only because they didn’t discuss much of anything these days. Sylvie did a lot of talking at her son, but to call it conversation would have been delusional. To think that she had an ally in Teddy, that she wasn’t a horrible person and maybe Paul had indeed become a pain in the ass, that was something to hold on to.

“Coming,” she called, smiling back at Teddy.

She placed her mug on the counter and strode along the wood floors to the staircase, which wound up to the second floor like a giant corkscrew. Theirs was a house without any rooms downstairs, open concept before it was a bona fide concept since Paul was a contractor.

Vision Contracting, his business card read, a name they had worked on together so many years before. Paul had balked at it at first, saying it was too corny, but Sylvie had held her ground. She’d been right too. With every job he had taken, Paul’s confidence in his instincts had grown, and not without good reason. He was very good at what he did. So was she.

Built-in bookshelves lined some of the gray walls of their downstairs, filled to bursting with books, myriad tokens from their travels and the occasional treasure that looked as though it came from somewhere exotic instead of the HomeGoods down the street. Paul called it cheating; Sylvie called it shopping.

An L-shaped, tan corduroy sofa with cushions like toasted marshmallows faced away from her, toward a television that took up almost the entire wall on which it hung. Flung about haphazardly over the painstakingly sanded and oiled wood floor were Persian rugs. Paul was in charge of their home’s design, but he let Sylvie handle its wardrobe, albeit begrudgingly. Had it been up to him, they would have been living in a post-apocalyptic bunker.

Sylvie climbed up the stairs in her gray-and-pink-striped socks, to her husband.

“Good morning, P,” she said, looking at his cast, and then his red plaid pajama pants, then his navy-blue T-shirt and finally his face, as she stood before him.

His face. Salt-and-pepper stubble along his square jawline and around his lips, which were a little on the thin side, Sylvie had always thought, but not weird Muppet thin, just thin. Hers were rather plush, so maybe her judgment was off. No one else had ever mentioned Paul’s lips, not even her mother, who mentioned everything.

His nose was the same button nose as Teddy’s, small and perfect. And his eyes—a blue-gray hybrid that could have been scooped out of a summer sky right before a rain. And lashes as thick as canopies; the same sandy blond as his hair, which was thinning now, around his temples and at the back of his head, a bull’s-eye of age. For the first time in a very long time, Sylvie felt a swell of affection toward him.

“P?” Paul asked, taken aback. “You haven’t called me that in years.”

“I haven’t?” asked Sylvie, snaking her arm around his waist to help him down the stairs. His impossibly slim triathlete waist.

Paul gave her a sideways glance.

“What?” she asked. “I’m feeling nice today.”

“I like nice,” replied Paul. He squeezed her shoulder as they began their slow descent. “Thanks. I know I’m a terrible patient,” he added quietly. “I’m sorry.”

Paul had always been an overapologizer, in Sylvie’s opinion, but with his injury had come a sense of entitlement rocketing into the stratosphere. Or maybe she was just a terrible nurse. Either way, it was good to hear.

“Thank you for saying that,” she said.

“You know what today is, right?” Paul asked, catching her off guard as they took the last step down.

Sylvie grabbed his crutches, which were leaning on the banister. “Oh, come on, Paul,” she answered, shoving them toward him. Ah, there it was, her anger. Still there. Still Sylvie.

“What?” he asked.

She shook her head and turned away from him, back toward the kitchen. Did she know what today was? Unreal.

After the first few months following Delilah’s stillbirth, Sylvie could not pretend her sadness away. The three of them had holed up together in a fortress of grief and shock, Sylvie and Paul doing their best to explain away the terrible unfairness of life to a nine-year-old but failing miserably under Teddy’s wise gaze. He was too smart, too present, too invested in who he thought would be his little sister, to buy it.

They were all in it together. Until they weren’t. At the three-month mark almost exactly, Paul had exited stage left, taking Teddy with him. Getting on with their lives as though her pregnancy—their almost family of four—had never happened. At least that’s how it had felt to Sylvie, although she knew Paul would argue otherwise.

A beat later, Sylvie had moved on too, because what else was she going to do? But moving on for her was a commitment, full stop. She did not talk about Delilah, not ever, which Paul considered unfair. Sylvie didn’t care if it was fair.

Back in the kitchen, she steadied herself against the counter and took a deep breath, her back to her family. She wanted the bubbles back.

“Hey, T,” greeted Paul behind her. “Pancakes!”

“Err,” Teddy grunted back, his mouth full.

Sylvie turned around, calmed by another wave of magic. Ask and ye shall receive, she thought, as it undulated throughout her body, unclenching her muscles one by one.

“Wow, Sylvie, thanks.” Paul looked at her, his eyes pleading with her not to be angry with him. She gave him a small smile, indicating that the moment had passed. “I shouldn’t, but I’m going to eat a million of these.” He laid his crutches on the floor and sat down.

“Dad, they’re pancakes, not meth.”

“Meth! What do you know about meth, young man? I’ll show you meth; give me those flapjacks.” He speared three on his fork and plunked them onto his plate.

“Relax, nobody is doing meth.”

The thing was, Sylvie had come close to talking about Delilah, almost always on this day. But then Paul would inevitably say something ridiculous, as he had just now, and the door inside Sylvie, the one that led to Delilah, would slam and lock all over again.

But what if today was different? Paul didn’t mean to be insensitive; she knew that deep down, even as her anger still simmered from before. He just didn’t know what else to say. And she was so sensitive. Too sensitive. Which for Sylvie manifested itself as defensive, angry, immovable. Until today. With this pill.

She whispered Delilah’s name, testing it on her tongue. Each syllable was a relief, like loosening a too-tight belt. She would do it. She would commemorate the significance of the day. She would say Delilah’s name out loud, not just whisper it. But how? When?

Sylvie considered her options as she watched Paul and Teddy eat, pleased to see Paul consuming gluten so voraciously. Since he’d started up with his running, biking and swimming nine gazillion miles—to nowhere, as far as Sylvie was concerned—few morsels of food passed his lips that hadn’t been analyzed by the nutritional lab that had become his brain. And since he had been knocked off his bike, forget it. Sylvie was surprised she hadn’t found him naked in front of the mirror, pinching his nonexistent muffin top like a teenage girl in trouble.

When Paul decided to become a triathlete, it was like he had invented exercise. On the rare occasions she wandered down into the basement that had been Teddy’s playroom but had morphed into Paul’s personal locker room and gym, she felt as though she couldn’t breathe, like the bikes and sneakers and gloves and free weights were suffocating her. There was no room for her to take anything up, because his hobby took up their whole lives, all three of theirs. She couldn’t so much as don a sports bra without Paul waxing poetic on the benefits of interval training. And don’t get her started on the money he spent in the name of his newfound hobby. Sylvie hated it. All of it.

Still thinking of Delilah, Sylvie searched the kitchen, settling on the cabinet above the refrigerator. Quickly, before she could change her mind, she walked over to the cavernous pantry off the side of the kitchen and pulled open its levered door. Grabbing the collapsible stepstool from inside it, she walked it over to the refrigerator and set it up to reach her target. She climbed its three steps—Teddy and Paul with their backs to her, feasting still—and opened it.

The JCC, she called it, because that’s where the yarmulkes and menorahs, challah covers and the Seder plate, kiddush cups and candlesticks lived. Mementos of a life they sometimes lived, or the life Sylvie had wanted them to live, anyway, in the beginning. She was Jewish, had grown up in a moderately religious home in New Jersey—synagogue on holidays and the occasional Shabbat, a disastrous summer at sleep-away camp, a Bat Mitzvah—and so even though she had fallen in love with an agnostic man who had no intention of ever converting, she had been determined to raise their children as such.

But something had happened to Sylvie’s fervor as the years had gone by, as life twisted and turned its way forward. And certainly her faith had been challenged by the death of Delilah. Even so, she dragged Teddy to Hebrew School every week, sometimes by the scruff of his neck since he was so uninterested.

She wanted Teddy to know he was Jewish, to feel it in his bones the way she did, but lately she had had to face the fact that he just didn’t. Whether it was his age or the impending Bar Mitzvah he made no secret about dreading, she wasn’t sure. But she knew she would rather it be that than her fault for marrying a goy, as her father had said so many years before. She hadn’t spoken to him for four months after he’d said that. Finally, he had called her to apologize, which was a very big deal. Max Schwartz didn’t apologize.

She and her father had resumed their relationship, he had paid for the wedding, he was even friendly to Paul. But there was a chasm there, always had been, between the two families: New Jersey Jews and Southern Baptists did not blend well no matter how many drinks you had, and Sylvie would know. She had done the research.

Sylvie rustled around in the cabinet, her hand searching for the small white candle encased in its glass votive. She found it, finally, her fingers closing around its circumference as she pulled it toward her. A thin layer of grime and dust had collected on its surface, a result of its two-year residency. Her mother had given it to Sylvie, on the first anniversary of Delilah’s death, but Sylvie had shoved it into the back of the cabinet, annoyed.

She blew on it now in an attempt to clear the accumulated dirt, but it had embedded itself in the wax. She closed the door, candle in hand, and climbed down the stepstool.

“Mom, what are you doing?” called Teddy from the table, having turned around to see her carefully placing the candle on the countertop.

“Lighting a candle for Delilah,” she answered, pulling open a drawer to retrieve a matchbook from a trendy, overpriced restaurant she and Paul had gone to on their last date night, a date so far in the past she couldn’t even remember which month it had taken place in.

“What?” asked Paul.

She would not be irritated by the eagerness in his voice, Sylvie told herself. She would not. “A Yahrzeit candle,” she answered.

“Wait for me,” said Teddy, jumping up.

“What’s a Yahrzeit candle?” asked Paul. “Get me my crutches, will you, T?”

Teddy held them out to Paul as he picked up his leg with both hands to forcibly move it over the bench, his cast landing on the other side with a slight thud.

“It’s a candle you light to honor the dead,” answered Teddy. “Right, Mom?”

He was beside her now, with Paul nipping at his heels. He looked up at her, just slightly since he was nearly her height, waiting for her affirmation.

“That’s right, Teddy.”

She squeezed his thin arm. Paul leaned forward on his crutches, eyeing the candle curiously and reminding her of a T. rex in the process.

Sylvie struck the match.

“Wait, we need to say a prayer, Mom,” said Teddy, blowing it out before she could make contact with the wick. “Where are the yarmulkes?”

“I’ll get them.” So he was Jewish, this Bar Mitzvah–dreading son of hers.

She reclimbed the stepstool and snagged two black discs from the cabinet.

“Here,” she offered.

“Could you put it on my head for me?” asked Paul, gesturing toward his crutches.

“Sure.”

He leaned forward, and she placed it atop the bald spot that had gone from marble- to golf-ball-size in the past year, despite his best efforts. She liked that bald spot a million times more than his six-pack; she wished he knew that.

“Okay, T, do you want to start?” asked Sylvie. He took a deep breath and began.

Sylvie closed her eyes and mouthed the words along with him, a kaleidoscope of painful memories resurfacing. There was her belly, as taut as a drum, and there was little Teddy, touching it tentatively. And there was the pale blue of her hospital gown, the tops of her knees, her whole body shaking in those ice-cold silver stirrups. And Paul’s face, his eyes as still as glass as he met her gaze.

“Mom?” asked Teddy. She opened her eyes, summoned. “Mom, I’m done. Was that good?” he asked, looking at her hopefully.

“Beautiful, Teddy. Really beautiful. Thanks.”

The three of them stared down into the flame, Sylvie feeling its faint heat against her cheeks.





Chapter Two

Teddy

Teddy emerged from his front door reluctantly, the morning soundtrack of his neighborhood—birds tweeting, garbage trucks sighing, the occasional pair of moms in those weird skirt/shorts things he could never figure out shrieking in commiseration as they power walked by—blaring.

Man, what he wouldn’t give for a phone to play music on, a pair of headphones to escape into, he thought as he began his walk to school. But his mom refused to buy him one, claiming he was too young even though every other kid in seventh grade had one. No wonder he didn’t have any friends; he may as well have time traveled from 1800.

Teddy considered the possibilities of that story arc. Why anyone would want to find themselves in seventh grade again was beyond him. But maybe that was the point? A lord or baron dressed like Christopher Columbus, just plopped behind him in Spanish, sent ahead in time to save the world from Donald Trump. Teddy pulled his green notepad and pencil out of the back pocket of his navy cargo shorts, making a note. He liked to jot down the ideas he had. You never knew.

He was going to be a screenwriter, maybe a director someday—he wasn’t sure. But he had ideas all the time, and sometimes they were decent. He had seen a lot of movies; he knew decent. He slid his notepad back into his pocket and continued on, pausing for a moment to face off with a squirrel, its entire body vibrating as it devoured the acorn it held in its front paws.

“Hello,” he said. The squirrel stared at him a moment longer, and then scampered away, its bounty stored for later consumption. Great, he was talking to squirrels now.

He rounded the block, stepping around bags upon brown bags of lawn clippings and leaves hugging the perimeter of the enormous brick house on the corner. His house was big, but this house, it was like something out of Gone with the Wind.

He hadn’t cared for that movie. It was too much for him, all the sighing and the way the actors spoke, like their noses were held together by chip clips. High up on a green hill this house sat, its redbrick exterior flanked by two concrete lions at the bottom of a staircase leading to its expansive porch and incredibly tall, like tall enough to imply that a giant lived inside, white door.

There were a lot of big houses in his neighborhood, but this one was the biggest. And as far as Teddy could tell, just an old couple lived there. What did they need all those rooms for, anyway? It had to be lonely, all that extra space, filled with what he imagined to be dark, heavy furniture no one was allowed to touch. What if they were vampires? Interesting. He pulled out his notepad again, making a note.

At the intersection, he pushed the Walk button. There was one four-lane road between his house and his school, but other than that, it was a fairly uneventful journey. He could do it with his eyes closed, which he knew, because he had done it more than once.

As he waited for the light to change, he thought of the candle his mom had lit for Delilah. It was the equivalent of aliens beaming down from outer space and into his backyard. She never did stuff like that. What had gotten into her? he wondered. Whatever it was, he liked it.

Behind him, he heard them coming. Taylor and Kai—girls from his grade. The most popular girls, if you were keeping track, and of course everyone was. It was just part of being in middle school, Teddy had noticed, this popularity percentage point phenomenon. Even he, someone who came in at a steady .02 on his best day, was well aware of the hierarchy that had become law the moment sixth grade had begun.

It was strange, the stock characters the popular kids had turned into, as though they had taken a summer class he hadn’t enrolled in after fifth-grade graduation. For God’s sake, Taylor used to eat her boogers in the first grade—Teddy had seen her do it—and now she was flipping her blond hair around like someone in a shampoo commercial.

The girls didn’t even say hello as they came to a stop beside him, these girls Teddy had been in class with since kindergarten. He imagined a zombie walking up, ripping their heads off with his bare, purple and rotting hands and gnawing on their neck meat. Neck Meat II: Tween Revenge. A small smile played across his lips as he looked out into the traffic.

Teddy saw it happening before the drivers did, he was sure. An enormous white Suburban, with stick-figure replicas of a dad with a tie on, a ponytailed mom in a sun visor and three children in descending height spinning a basketball, wielding a baseball bat and holding pom-poms, respectively, pasted across its back window, veered into the left lane suddenly, completely sideswiping an unassuming gray Toyota Corolla in the process. Teddy thought of his mother. She hated those stickers with a passion. Oh for Christ’s sake, she muttered every time they saw one, which was often.

Metal scraped metal as brakes yelped and glass shattered; the sound of the Corolla’s side mirror slamming into the ground. The baby-blue Prius behind the Corolla stopped just short of slamming into its rear, as the driver tried to steer herself to the far lane, in front of the Suburban. There was no road shoulder to speak of, and so all around them, the other cars dealt with the accident’s aftermath, attempting to get around the inconvenient mess and on with their day.

“Holy shit,” remarked Taylor with zero emotion, her vocal cords as limp as boiled spaghetti noodles.

“Seriously,” said Kai, her voice at exactly the same ineffectual register.

The light had turned in the meantime, and the three of them walked across the street together, single file, their heads turned toward the scene.

Safe on the other side, they stopped and looked at one another. Teddy thought this was probably the first time Taylor and Kai had looked at him in two years. It was certainly the first time he had been up close to either of them in that long, probably even longer. Kai was pretty, he thought. He had forgotten the freckles spread haphazardly across both of her cheeks, like constellations.

“You want to go over there? Tell the police what we saw?” Teddy asked.

“Are you kidding?” asked Taylor. “No way. I don’t want to be late. It was just a sideswipe, anyway; it’s not like anyone is dead. My mom does it, like, twice a month.”

“But we saw what happened,” said Teddy. “It’s our obligation to help.”

“What are you, like a Boy Scout or something?” asked Taylor, flicking her hair again.

A blond strand escaped, floating through a sunbeam that filtered through the trees before disappearing onto the sidewalk. Teddy made eye contact with Kai for a millisecond before she broke, examining her white Converse sneakers instead.

“Come on, Kai. Let’s go,” commanded Taylor. Kai turned dutifully, and they strolled off at a quick clip, leaving Teddy alone.

He watched them leave. People, most people, were really just assholes, he had noticed. That was a good way to start a movie, he thought next, a voiceover saying just that as the camera panned in on this exact scene. He whipped out his notepad to jot it down and then pivoted left, toward the accident.

Teddy followed the sidewalk approaching the two women, who were out of their cars. The SUV driver was just as he had imagined, shorter than him, even, wearing a visor as her sticker had promised, her highlighted hair pulled into a ponytail, and dressed in head-to-toe spandex, the kind his mother couldn’t stand. He knew this because she commented on it every time they were out in public together. Sometimes she treated Teddy like he was a girlfriend who would somehow understand her anger, instead of like a son who had no opinion about spandex to speak of other than that sometimes it looked nice on butts. Hers was not one of those butts, Teddy noticed.

Ahead of the spandexed woman a few feet, the other woman stood next to her Corolla, smoking a cigarette. He approached carefully. There was a girl on the other side of her, as skinny as a paper doll, scowling into the sky.

“Hello,” Teddy offered tentatively, feeling self-conscious but also smug, since he was doing the right thing.

“Hey,” the woman replied in a thick Southern accent, grinding out her cigarette on the sidewalk with the toe of her purple plastic clog.

She was dressed in pink scrubs with hyperactive puppies emblazoned all over them. Teddy was nauseated looking at them, the pancakes from that morning gurgling in his stomach, so he focused on her face.

It was heart shaped, like a cat, with wrinkles around her blue eyes that extended like tree branches. Her curly brown hair sat atop her shoulders crisply, shellacked into position by copious amounts of gel. It was a lot to take in, and for a moment, Teddy began to regret his piety.

The paper-doll girl regarded Teddy with a curious squint. Her long legs were encased in light blue denim and her pink T-shirt read And? in rhinestones. On her feet were fuchsia flip-flops. She had the same curly brown hair as her mom, but instead of being frozen into submission, it was wild and free, escaping in tendrils from the enormous bun she had piled on the top of her head. Her blue eyes were fringed with what appeared to be purple mascara despite the fact that the rest of her face was completely bare.

Definitely not from his school, thought Teddy, falling immediately and desperately in love.

“I saw what happened,” said Teddy.

“You saw that bitch sideswipe us like we were in the goddamn Indy 500?” asked the girl.

“Krystal, if you don’t watch your damn language, I swear,” the woman barked at her. She looked at Teddy. “You saw it?”

“Yes ma’am,” replied Teddy. “Just thought I’d come over here in case you wanted me to tell the police or anything.”

The girl, he knew her name was Krystal now, regarded him with a degree more of interest, Teddy thought, but he couldn’t be sure. Sirens heralded a cop’s arrival, sending traffic scurrying like ants around an apple slice.

“That’s nice of you,” the woman in scrubs declared, squinting at Teddy as though she didn’t know what to make of him. “See, Krystal? This boy is a good Samaritan. He could teach you a thing or two, that’s the truth.” Krystal rolled her eyes. “I’m Patty,” she said. “And this is my daughter, Krystal, but I guess you probably know that already. Say hi, Krystal.”

“Hi,” she mumbled. Teddy blushed despite his best efforts. He had no control over his physical response to anything lately. It was horrible.

The cop turned off the wail of his sirens, but they continued their blue and red swirl in the morning sun. He got out of the car, looking young for a cop, Teddy thought. Like his English teacher, Mr. Case, who was just out of college and wanted everyone to call him Jack. Teddy just couldn’t for some reason; it felt too strange, like seeing his parents hold hands or something. Not that he’d ever seen that.

As the cop walked toward them, Patty ambushed him, launching into her rendition of events a few feet from Teddy and Krystal. Teddy contemplated the ways in which he could start a conversation with Krystal based on what he had seen on film, but the only thing he could think of was “Do you come here often?” which, given the fact that they were stranded on the side of the road, didn’t seem appropriate.

“Son?” the cop asked, motioning to Teddy.

“Yessir?” Teddy replied, shifting his backpack a little as he walked the short distance to them.

Krystal followed; he could hear her flip-flops slapping the concrete sidewalk behind him. The SUV driver had wandered closer too, finally off her phone. She looked at Teddy nervously, her eyes like two middle fingers of disdain, despite the forced smile on her face.

“Mrs. . . . ?”

“Platt,” Patty answered, her voice gravelly and shrill.

“Mrs. Platt here was just saying how you saw what happened?” the cop asked Teddy.

“I did,” answered Teddy, feeling nervous.

Would the SUV lady go to jail, right here on the spot? He felt guilty suddenly, thinking of those stick-figure children. But no, he had to do the right thing.

“I was on my way to school, waiting at the light,” he explained, “when I saw her Suburban pretty much just run Mrs. Platt right off the road. Crossed into her lane like she wasn’t even there.” He could feel Krystal looking at him and straightened his shoulders.

“Is that your memory of the event, Mrs. . . . ?” he asked the culprit. Culprit was one of Teddy’s favorite words.

“Sinclair,” she volunteered, glaring at Teddy. “I had my blinker on,” she began, before stopping abruptly. “She was in my blind spot.” She shrugged her thin shoulders, surrendering to her guilt. “Yes, it was my fault,” she admitted. Patty Platt smirked.

“All right, well, thank you, Tommy,” said the officer.

“Um, actually, sir, it’s Teddy.”

“What?” the cop asked.

“My name. It’s not Tommy; it’s Teddy.” The cop’s eyes narrowed.

“Right. Teddy. You’ve been a big help, Teddy. You should be getting to school now, shouldn’t you?”

“Do you mind writing me a note? Just to say that I was here?” asked Teddy, wishing he had anywhere to go but school. Into a pit of snapping alligators would even be preferable.

“Sure, kid.” He ripped a blank ticket from his pad and began scribbling on the back of it.

“Thanks a lot, Teddy,” said Patty Platt. He liked the sound of her first and last names together. “You saved us a big headache.” She jerked her head in the direction of Mrs. Sinclair, who was on her phone again, yapping away.

“Yeah, thanks,” said Krystal, moving closer to Teddy. Up close, her face was even more feline than her mother’s, like she might start licking her paws at any moment. “She prolly would’ve tried to say it was my mom’s fault.”

“No problem,” replied Teddy.

“Here you go,” said the cop, handing Teddy his note. “Thanks again.”

“Just doing my job,” Teddy replied gravely. “Okay, well, guess I’ll be going. Good luck.” He turned reluctantly and began to walk.

“Wait!” yelled Krystal. “You got a phone?” she asked.

“Yeah,” Teddy lied. “But it’s at home.”

“You got a piece of paper?” Teddy nodded, his heart beating so quickly that it shook his skull. He pulled out his green notepad. “I got a pen.” She waved a purple sparkly one at him and snatched the notepad from his hand.

“What’s all this writing?” she asked, thumbing through it with turquoise-chipped nails, bitten almost down to her white half-moons, which peeked out of the paint.

“Just stuff I think about,” mumbled Teddy.

Krystal looked up, directly into his eyes. There was a sliver of green across each of her irises.

“Cool,” she affirmed. No one had ever called Teddy cool. Quickly, she scrawled her number on a blank page. “Call me,” she commanded, handing the notebook back.

Teddy nodded and turned toward school. Touching his notepad, which he had shoved back into his pocket, he smiled.





Chapter Three

Paul

Paul sat on the couch, his stupid foot propped up on the stupid ottoman, feeling sorry for himself and watching some not-altogether-unpleasingly-plump woman with brown hair and thick bangs cut in a very straight line across her forehead whisk eggs in a white ceramic bowl.

The sound was muted. He just liked to watch people cook; he didn’t like to hear them yammer on about it. A book about triathlon training lay open on his lap, although he hadn’t yet read a word of it in a week. Sylvie had brought it home from the library, holding it aloft like some kind of prize. It was a nice gesture, if not inherently inauthentic.

Why Sylvie was so threatened by his exercise regime, he still couldn’t figure out. It wasn’t like he hadn’t asked her to join him on countless occasions, when he had first started out.

Paul had been in okay shape before, had played soccer and basketball in high school and messed around with both in college, although not on a team or anything. He had never been good enough for that. But he was an athletic guy, which was why he went into contracting, actually—the thought of being on his feet was way more appealing than that of sitting behind a desk. A lot of people assumed contractors weren’t the sharpest tools in the shed, that that’s why they chose to work with their hands, but they were wrong. Paul was smart. Not to brag or anything, but he was.

He sunk farther into the couch, fighting his lids as they began to flutter. He had been like a newborn since he had broken his ankle, sleeping every two hours because what else was there to do? He hated it.

“How you doing?” asked Sylvie, padding up to him.

His eyes flew open, grateful for the distraction. He smiled up at her, noticing again that her face was not the frozen mask of resentment he had become accustomed to. When had the mask become her actual face? he had wondered just the night before, lying in bed with his ankle aching, the faint drone of the television show she was watching downstairs soothing him to sleep.

It would be easy to say that it had started with Delilah, but that wasn’t true, though of course no one is ever the same after tragedy, himself included. And a shocking, sudden and unexpected tragedy like the kind they had all endured at that? Forget it.

If Paul had to pinpoint when exactly their marriage had taken a turn, he’d say it was when Teddy was around three. For years, Sylvie had been riding Paul to get his business off the ground, to go all in for their future so that she could have a break from her relentlessly depressing but bill-paying and benefits-providing job. But then when he had, she had hated him for it. He was never around, she said. He was always working, she complained. She’d had to change her schedule to accommodate his later hours and Teddy’s activities, which meant, unfortunately, that he didn’t get to see Teddy, or her, for that matter, all that much. But that was what she had wanted! He couldn’t win.

Their grief had bonded them again initially, but then inexplicably, because she refused to talk about it, that glue had melted into nothing. Her affection toward him had become forced, for Teddy’s sake only, Paul could tell. Then his triathlete training and subsequent equipment obsession that had made more than a small dent in their savings had erased even those, setting her mouth in a firm line whenever he appeared, her eyes cold and distant. And then when he fell and she had to take care of him, well, that had been the final straw, he guessed. She hadn’t even made eye contact with him in the emergency room, she was so annoyed.

But this morning, she had actually greeted him with a smile. She had touched him. She had called him “P.” She’d lit a candle for Delilah. What in the world was going on? he wanted to know but knew better than to ask. Because if he asked, forget it. Sylvie would get defensive and the mask would cover her face again, shutting off all her light. God, he’d missed that light.

“Okay,” he answered, patting the beige couch cushion beside him. “Have a seat; take a load off. You’re working from home today, I take it?”

“I’m supposed to be,” she answered, landing with a thud that jiggled his ankle and made him wince. Sylvie worked in marketing, doing what exactly Paul wasn’t sure, despite the fact that she’d been doing it for almost the entire twenty years he’d known her.

“Sorry,” said Sylvie. “I have reverse body dysmorphia.”

“Reverse?” asked Paul.

“Yeah, I think I’m much smaller than I am.”

“Is that a thing?”

“Everything is a thing these days.” Sylvie patted his knee gently and settled back into the cushions with a sigh.

Not a poisonous sigh either, but a contented one, Paul thought. It was very strange, what was happening. Paul watched the television, the woman now pulling a bubbling pan out of the oven with a red mitt, reminding himself not to say a word about it.

“What’s she making? A quiche?” asked Sylvie.

“I think so. I turned the sound off, so it could be anything, really.”

“Why do you mute it, anyway?”

“You know I don’t cook,” answered Paul. “I just like watching other people do it.”

“Wish I had that luxury,” said Sylvie.

“That chicken thing you made last night was delicious,” said Paul.

“That was salmon.”

“Oh. Yeah. That’s what I meant.”

“You want to go outside?” Sylvie asked. “I could set up a chair for you in the yard. It’s a beautiful day.”

Paul looked to one of the floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the deck. The sky was as blue as the sea, not a cloud in sight.

“Okay,” he agreed. Sylvie stood up. The sight of her ample backside aroused him, without warning. He pulled her back down.

“What?” she asked, considering his unspoken message with a raised eyebrow.

She could use a tweezer, his younger sister, Gloria, had said, the first time he had brought Sylvie home. He had blown up at her, telling her to fuck off, much to the chagrin of his churchgoing mother. He loved Sylvie’s eyebrows; they were as unapologetic as she was.

“Here?”

“Why not?” Paul asked, smiling. Hoping. Sylvie looked around the room, realizing that she had no excuse to say no, Paul surmised.

“But your ankle. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Last time I checked, ankles were not involved.”

He pulled her closer, gently. To say please was pathetic, but that’s what he was thinking.

“Okay,” she whispered. “But how?”

“Why are you whispering?” Paul asked. Sylvie shook her head, her eyes downcast. “Follow my lead,” he said.

Paul took her face in his hands and kissed her lips, which tasted like coffee and syrup. It had been so long since their mouths had met. She surprised him by probing his open mouth with her tongue, tentatively at first and then with a bit more force.

Awkwardly, he lifted his foot off the ottoman and pulled at the waistband of his pants, not making much progress. Sylvie stopped to help him, pulling them down and over his cast into a plaid puddle on the floor. She stood up, laughing a little as she removed her own.

Usually, Sylvie’s tendency to laugh during sex made Paul self-conscious and angry—a feeling that always led to an argument, because Sylvie couldn’t understand why he took himself so seriously and he couldn’t understand how she didn’t take him seriously—but not today. Today he was just grateful that it was happening at all, and so he would keep his mouth shut.

She straddled him, guiding him inside her and slowly easing herself up and down with more than a slight degree of difficulty. He closed his eyes, focusing on the exquisite pleasure of something other than his hand doing this work, God’s work, really, and surrendered to her familiar rhythm.

Within moments, he was done, exhilarated and embarrassed all at once but too exhausted and surprised by the fact that it had happened at all to care. She collapsed against his chest, inside of which his heart was beating so quickly it felt as though it might jump right out and dance a jig of happiness, right across the floor and out the door.

“That was nice,” Sylvie said breathily.

“I’m sorry I finished—”

“Shhhh,” she commanded. “Don’t speak.”

He grunted and closed his eyes. She was beginning to get a little heavy on his lap, but he didn’t want to move. He was still inside her, after all, like a snail in its shell. Although he didn’t like to think of his dick as a snail. He would move. Slowly, though.

“Oh, sorry. I think I passed out there for a second,” said Sylvie. She rolled off and back into a sitting position on the couch beside him, pantless.

Paul stared into the kitchen, at the Yahrzeit candle on the counter, its small flame flickering inside the glass votive.

“That was nice this morning,” he volunteered, encouraged by the rare intimacy of the moment. “With the candle.”

“Yeah,” agreed Sylvie quietly.

“Unlike you, though,” said Paul, even as he feared he’d trip a wire with his comment. Sylvie shrugged.

“You know me. Full of surprises,” she replied. She didn’t sound angry, but her terse reply suggested that the conversation was over, unless Paul felt like losing an arm. He did not.

“Teddy seemed good this morning,” he said, switching gears.

“Yeah,” said Sylvie, sitting up.

“He’s a good kid,” he continued. “Except when he’s being a jerk.”

Sylvie laughed. “Our preteen,” she said, shuddering. “Oh God, this is just the beginning too, you know. Stupid me, I thought boys didn’t go through this.”

“Go through what?” asked Paul.

“The silence. I mean, I knew physically we were in for a shock with him, but emotionally I figured he would always be accessible.”

“Accessible like me, you mean.”

“Yeah, I guess so,” answered Sylvie.

“But why should he be like me now? He’s always been much more like you. Emotionally, anyway.”

“What are you saying?”

“Forget it, never mind,” said Paul.

“No, go on,” urged Sylvie. “I promise I won’t get angry.” Paul made a face. “I’m serious.”

“Okay, well, at the risk of losing my other ankle, I just mean that Teddy’s never been one to talk about his feelings. Remember in kindergarten, when he had that bathroom accident and some of the kids were total assholes about it?”

Sylvie squinted, trying to remember. “Oh yeah, he pooped behind the art easel.”

“Right. But we would never have known if his teacher hadn’t called us in for a meeting. The kid was cool as a cucumber.”

“Paul, he was five.”

“Yes, I know he was five, but still. He’s been that way all his life. When he was a baby, he’d twist up his face, looking like he was going to cry, but then at the most you’d get a tiny squeak of discomfort.”

“Our stoic warrior,” said Sylvie.

“Like you,” confirmed Paul.

He bent down to pull up his pants but realized that he needed Sylvie’s help. This damn cast was the bane of his existence. Before he had to ask, her hands were there, lifting his ankle and then his pants up and over it.

“Thanks,” he said, handling his other leg.

Paul had assumed, when Sylvie was pregnant, that Delilah’s personality would be more like his. He’d never gotten the chance to know, but he wondered about it still. If Teddy looked like him but acted like his mother, Delilah would have been the opposite. Logically it made sense.

Sometimes he’d see little girls and their dads out and about, certain girls with Sylvie’s coloring, and his heart would hover in his chest, like a rickety elevator before reaching its appointed floor. He wished that she’d lived with every fiber of his being. He mourned Delilah’s death, the girl who never got a chance to be; but more than that he mourned the family of four that never was, the innocence of his family of three and, going way back in time, the optimism of his marriage of two.

Sylvie stood up. Paul watched her gather her dark hair into a ponytail with one hand while sliding the black elastic that otherwise encircled her wrist up and over it in one fluid motion.

“Do you need help getting up?” she asked, turning to him with her arm outstretched.

He nodded gratefully. He did.





Chapter Four

Sylvie

Sylvie ran to the stairs and up, up, up: clomp, clomp clomp in her tan clogs.

“Sylvie?” Paul called from upstairs, sounding alarmed. Sylvie couldn’t remember the last time she had moved at this speed in his vicinity.

“I’m not being chased!” she yelled back, making a beeline for their bathroom. “I just really have to pee!”

She closed the door behind her and ran for the middle drawer. The bottle. She twisted off its cap and shook out one of her magic pills into her palm. Into her mouth it went, and then, thirsty at the faucet like she had been stranded in the desert for days, Sylvie drank.

She stood up, swallowed and ran out of the bathroom.

Shit. She ran back in, checking to make sure she hadn’t left the bottle out on the counter. She hadn’t. Okay. Okay. Good.

But wait.

Why was she leaving the bottle in the drawer anyway? Paul didn’t want anything to do with the pills, but if he happened to see the bottle, he could notice that a few were missing, and if he hadn’t taken them, then who had? And then he would approach Sylvie, and— She took the bottle out of the drawer and jogged to her side of the walk-in closet, which was just off the bathroom.

She turned on the light and scanned the crowded but organized room. Short sleeves, long sleeves, pants, skirts and dresses faced her. Shelved on the side were her jeans and sweaters, although she hadn’t worn jeans since before Delilah. No, that wasn’t true, she remembered, thinking of the photo of herself in them that had been the impetus to stop wearing them altogether.

Yes, there, she decided, her eyes landing on a red circular handbag hanging from a hook. Sylvie unzipped its interior pocket and carefully nestled the bottle inside.

If Paul asked, she would just tell him that she had thrown out the pills.

Good. Very good. All bases covered, thought Sylvie, feeling more than a little nuts. But it was okay. Just one bottle of pills her whole life, come on. Harmless fun. Did she not deserve a break from her brain?

She walked out of the closet, back through the bathroom, to the hallway, right into Paul. How he managed to creep around stealthily on crutches she would never know.

“You okay?” he asked.

“I’m fine,” she answered. “Just had to pee before the meeting.”

“Meeting?” he called after her, as she made her way down the stairs.

“Yes, the stupid PTA. For the end-of-year party,” she explained, turning around to peer up at him. Paul seemed brighter somehow, like someone had pulled the string to a light bulb inside his chest. He was radiant, Sylvie thought.

The pill. It was working. She was so glad.

“Oh. Before you go, would you mind helping me down the stairs?” he asked sheepishly. “I go up and down on my butt
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