
[image: image]



[image: image]





Contents

Cover

Title Page

Part I: Moves

Chapter 1: 1971

Chapter 2: 1976

Chapter 3: 1976

Chapter 4: 1980

Part II: Vacations

Chapter 5: 1981

Chapter 6: 1985

Chapter 7: 1986

Part III: Affairs

Chapter 8: 1989

Chapter 9: 1992

Chapter 10: 1995

Part IV: Emergencies

Chapter 11: 1999

Chapter 12: 2000

Chapter 13: 2002

Part V: Confessions

Chapter 14: 2003

Chapter 15: 2004

Chapter 16: 2006

Chapter 17: 2007

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Also by Jami Attenberg

Copyright

About the Publisher





Part I

Moves





Chapter 1

1971

Oh, the games families play with each other.

In the Cohen household, it was Scrabble, and they played it every Saturday night. This was one of Frieda’s rules. Telephone unplugged, the whole family together. The girls were still young enough that they had nowhere urgent to be but right there. Nancy, fifteen; Shelly, twelve. Idling in the living room with their father, Rudy, while Frieda made popcorn in the kitchen. Tonight Lawrence Welk led some orchestral tribute to America on the television set, Rudy nodding his head along to the music. Rudy: frail, angular, fading, but loving and present. A real bon vivant when he had the energy. I want him alive, thought Frieda. I must feed him. A frantic feeling. Him, she must take care of him. She salted and buttered the popcorn in good, thick, fatty layers. Humming as she delivered it in a Tupperware bowl to the family, who sat, sunken in a green velvet conversation pit. A Lucite table at the center, set up with the game board. A family waiting. Press play.

Shelly clapped for the popcorn. “It smells divine,” she said. “What a delicious and satisfying treat.” Shelly always trying on words for size. She popped one piece after another into her mouth; she liked to have something to do with her hands. A place to direct her nervous energy, thought Frieda. This whole family was nervous. Everyone was worried about Rudy, who had been sick and then not sick and then sick again. It had been this way for years. Malnutrition in his youth, in the camps, and all the stress, then and always. Now he had a bad heart. He was forty-one and looked sixty. A little worse this year, but then again, what did worse mean when things had been bad for so long? So it was good for them all to be together, thought Frieda, every Saturday. A regular moment for the family, private, after the crowds at shul the night before. But also: she wanted to win at Scrabble.

The girls were good at the game. Competitive enough to keep things interesting. Frieda had taught them some tricks. All the two-letter words, the most potent available ways to use Q and X. Their little sponge minds preparing for their next moves.

There was Nancy, organizing her tiles to be just so. She liked it when ideas clicked together easily and was sharp enough to find a few five- or six-letter words here and there. A tidy girl. Demure, pretty. Mildly interested in lots of things but not one thing especially. She’d do all right, thought Frieda. At this game. In life.

Shelly was the real challenger in the family: strategic, focused, unflappable. Dark-haired, dark-eyed, healthy, peach-toned skin, a generally intense presence, even for a child. She left no loose ends behind, blocked every exit and entry point if she could help it. Our little winner, thought Frieda. Smarter than everyone in the room, perhaps. But she better not beat me, thought Frieda. Not yet.

Rudy was a useless competitor, just there to have fun with his family. English was his second language and though he spoke it well, he didn’t have the same competitive spirit attached to the game. “Now if this were in German, I would defeat you all,” he said. “Lawrence Welk is who I should be playing.” He was daydreamy and faint and beautiful; their thin, pale Papa, who had been released from the camps barely a teenager, starved, starving, and made his way to America to exist as a hero in their eyes. The girls could not ever imagine being as hungry as he had been. All of them wondered, marveled at his presence. He knew how to hold a room—even if it was simply by being alive.

For a while, when he was younger, he had given speeches to temples across America about his journey. What was it like in the camps? The American Jews really wanted to know. Most survivors didn’t want to talk about it, but Rudy thought it was important they hear the truth. When Frieda had met him, he had seemed so sophisticated even in his frailty. An elegant speaker, and funny, too. That silk scarf he had tied around his neck. What a story. He told it well. People warmed to him quickly. He had needed a secretary, he said, and she traveled with him, until it was just easier to be married. Frieda was only nineteen. Attached, already, to a man. She thought he’d be the breadwinner forever. He should be paid for what he went through; she firmly believed that.

Once, Hollywood had even been interested in what had happened to him. Rudy and Frieda as newlyweds, poolside, sunburned, giddy. A cabana boy dipping to serve them. A producer who had rushed in, ordering a drink from no one in particular as he moved along the patio, then shaking Frieda’s hand and holding it for a moment with both of his.

And then: nothing happened. Letters still arrived on occasion, typed, formal, offering a travel stipend and maybe a small speaker’s fee. They saved them up and placed a down payment on this house that Rudy, with all his stylish desires, had wanted. This modern home. But then there had been new wars. And then fewer speeches to give, and, after a while, less of everything else in their lives. Bookkeeping work for him, shifts in a nursing home for her. Popcorn at home cost less than popcorn in the movie theater. No one knew how to budget quite like Frieda. Scrabble—Frieda’s favorite—was entirely free, of course. And tonight, Shelly was winning. By a lot.

“Does anyone want some more popcorn?” Frieda didn’t wait for an answer. In the kitchen, she stole sips of slivovitz from a handle of it hidden in the cupboard behind the teakettle. A fresh bottle, purchased last week, after she had started work in a new home. She was an aide like her mother, Goldie, had been before her in her way, always tending, tending to people. One husband for Goldie, and then another, until there was no one left, and certainly no one to take care of her, Frieda already long gone. She, too, had liked her sips of slivovitz to pass the time, sometimes sharing it with young Frieda to keep her quiet.

Frieda didn’t even like the taste of it, hadn’t then, still didn’t now, but the general effect of it was soothing and familiar. Someday she would develop a new favorite drink. Someday she would drink whatever was around, no matter what, just to be drunk. Thoughtlessly. In between caring for others. Care was what she was good at. The care of strangers. Strangers and husbands. Not children. Whose children were these? she sometimes thought. Now they were people. Who beat her at Scrabble. They would leave her someday and not look back for a long time. But she didn’t know that yet.

When she returned to the living room with the popcorn, she snuck a glance at Shelly’s tiles from behind. Maybe she had a chance yet. She rubbed her hands together as she sat, a little less steady now from the slivovitz. But buoyant for the moment.

* * *

THIS GAME THEY PLAYED ON SATURDAY NIGHTS DID NOT BRING Rudy the same kind of pleasure it did his wife. He watched now as she taunted Nancy, who had put down BOY and missed a nearby double-word score. “That’s all you have to show me?” said Frieda. A tart, sharp laugh.

“Frieda, my dear,” he said, but did not continue. He did not have the energy tonight to either start or finish a fight.

“Is there something you need to say?” she said. A curdled flirtatiousness.

“We’re just having fun,” he said gently. More and more lately he’d had to step in between her and the children. She seemed angry at them. He couldn’t bring himself to discuss it with her, not in a real way. Her competitive energy wasted, he thought. Stuck with all of us. Here in the suburbs. With the wrong man, he thought. The wrong house, the wrong life. (Or was he thinking of himself?) But the girls were sane and healthy and smart. He had wanted children desperately, to bring more Jews back into the world. A kind of compensation. Sometimes he had nightmares that he couldn’t protect them. Last year he had given them both matching gold necklaces with paper-thin gold chai pendants, and oh, how they had hugged him. They loved him, even though he hid from them. On Thursday nights. That was the night just for him, in the silk robes.

What if things had gone differently? He thought about California all the time, though it had been years since he had been there, the sun imbuing his flesh and bones with possibility. Alive, I could be alive there, he thought. What that producer had wanted, he had wanted, too. The three of them in a cabana, the curtain closed. An old, hairy, horny, powerful man, with a stiff grin on his face. Loosened Rudy’s robe for him. Took him in his warm hands. It had confused Frieda. She didn’t understand that kind of decadence. She wasn’t built that way. I married this young girl, he thought. Still, I thought maybe she knew. My fault. That day, she had asked the two men to stop, and he couldn’t argue. They never heard from the producer again. California sun, so far away now. At least he had his Thursdays.

And now they had Shelly to manage, their champion. Another shot at the sun. Her test scores were off the charts, her school had reported. She’d skipped a grade already. The school wanted her to start competing on the math team. She would be bored soon enough with what they could do for her. Last week, she’d asked if she could study Latin. Just to try it. He looked up at his youngest daughter. Casually chewing on popcorn. This wasn’t even a game to her. Just a problem to solve. She had put down PETRIFY.

“Excellent work, darling,” he said.

“Sure, sure,” mumbled Frieda, who was frantically reordering her tiles. Auburn, frizzy hair, tall, strong, handsome, with mountainous tits he fondled helplessly upon her request once a month. “Why do I always have to follow Shelly?” she said.

But this was the order they played in—every time. Shelly before Frieda, Frieda before Nancy, Nancy before Rudy, and Rudy before Shelly. They had tried it in other formations over the years, but it never worked. Frieda wanted to follow Rudy, who scattered letters on the board carelessly until some sort of shape formed. Shelly had no feelings about anyone else, one way or the other, who she wanted to beat: she was simply a machine, looking for the best path.

Nancy would spark when challenged but was also happy to coast. This wasn’t her game and never would be.

* * *

WHAT WAS NANCY’S GAME? IN THIS HOUSE, SHE EXISTED IN THE context of others, specifically Shelly. Nancy, aware that there was a specialness to her younger sister, or at least that Shelly was more special than she was, more obviously bright, quantifiably brilliant, real brains that could be measured, tested. Perfect math scores. The Golden Ticket, her brain, like Charlie had sung in Willy Wonka & the Chocolate Factory, a movie Frieda had let them sit through two Saturday matinees back-to-back because they had loved it. Nancy, mixed with jealousy and admiration for Shelly, who already knew so much. But also, maybe Shelly was too eccentric. A disqualification, in Nancy’s eyes.

Outside the house, Nancy moved easily through the world. Hair, already curled; clothes, just so, pristine. Impeccable makeup. Boys liked her. She got invited to all the parties first, bar mitzvahs, and birthdays, and then the dances. Shelly obviously thought her older sister’s concerns were ridiculous. “Parties and boys, who cares?” said Shelly. “I’m going to rule the world someday.” But nevertheless, Nancy sensed Shelly envied and was curious about Nancy’s life. Catching Shelly alone in their room, fingering a blouse laid out on the bed. “Poor jealous girl,” said Nancy. Did they snap at each other sometimes? Yes. Never like their mother did at them though.

But Nancy would always tell her the truth, and Shelly would do the same for her. Even as they challenged each other, moved in and out of each other’s lives over the years, disappearing entirely at times, it was a thing they thought they could count on when they needed it. The truth. Even if other people lied to them, they knew where to go for answers. If not each other, then who? Truth or dare, and they always chose truth. Until it turned into another kind of game: How close could they come to saying something to each other that they’d regret forever? Chicken.

* * *

THEY WOULD PLAY THREE GAMES EVERY SATURDAY, THIS FAMILY. That’s how long they could tolerate it, the game, each other. The first game was fun and loose; the second game the girls were warmed up, absorbed by it all, prodded by Frieda to pay attention; and the third game, Frieda was tense, and a little mean. Maybe even the girls were scared to win.

Rudy didn’t care about any of that. He just liked to move things along. His wife claimed he wasn’t fun to play with, but the girls would have been desperate without him there. He didn’t care if he won or lost. Saturdays weren’t about him. They were about the family. He had his own day, when he could dress as he pleased in those garments made of silk, sashes at the waist, sometimes alone and sometimes in the company of others like him, or who admired people like him. A small club on River North, a private lounge. Rich and luxurious perfume scents, musky, sexy, mingled with cigarette and cigar and hash smoke. He was an elder there, but at last no one saw him as a survivor. He was simply beautiful.

He had caught the girls playing in his trunk a few times and had let them try on some of his clothes. “But don’t tell your mother—I’ll get in trouble.” “Why?” “It is just the way it is. We are doing nothing wrong, but still we must not discuss, OK, liebchen?” Nancy twirling around, Shelly sniffing the sweet, scented material. Why couldn’t he tell her? Wouldn’t it make their lives easier? He didn’t have the answers though.

What he did know was that he felt better and more like himself on Thursday nights. He could shut off the noise of his past that made him toss and turn every other night of the week. On Thursdays he entered his house quietly, late, showered, and then slept soundly, completely, through till the morning.

But on Saturdays he was meant to sit in the middle, between his sharp and ferocious wife and their children. Frieda complained about where they sat, but it was the best order for them to play the game. He was supposed to shield them from who she was, at least the way she was on Saturday nights, after a long week of work, tending to the sick and dying, sneaking sips of slivovitz—oh, he knew about that, and he did that, too, could you blame him? Parents, children, secrets. These rules that other people wrote for them before they were even born. Give the man a drink already.

When Rudy dies a year later, the Scrabble box will gather dust for a while, and then the three remaining Cohens will try and play it again, and it will not end well: Frieda, now entirely incapable of playing nice, taking big, blatant swipes at her daughters, Shelly grimly staring at the board, and finally, Nancy bawling, and stomping out of the room. (Why am I always the baby here, thought Nancy that night, wistful, alone, in her room, when I’m the oldest? How did it end up like this?) They needed Rudy to balance things out. But Rudy was gone.

* * *

IT WAS SHELLY’S TURN AGAIN. QUEER, A TRIPLE-WORD SCORE. Frieda threw her hands in the air. “You set her up, Rudy! Don’t you care at all about winning?”

“No,” he said, and his daughters chimed in with him, a loud, laughing, united, “No!” “You’re the only one who cares,” he said. “I care, too,” said Shelly. “OK, Shelly cares, too,” said Rudy. “I care about having a nice time with my family.”

Shelly patted the bag of Scrabble letters before she picked her next round, feeling for how many tiles were left. She glanced at her score on the pad in front of her mother. She counted what letters had been used, and what remained. She could hold all that information in her head. She looked at the faces of her family members. She knew what they had to give, how much they cared, what their stakes were in the game, what they were capable of. She did all the math. There were actual numbers and then the people were numbers in their way, too. She calculated, and then she realized she’d won. And she could do it again. She’d figured out a way to beat her mother.

Then she saw the look on her mother’s face. Was there even an ounce of pride or just pure annoyance? She looked to Rudy instead. Smiling at his smart little girl. There, now, was the love she needed.

Her mother bumped the board with her arm and the girls gasped as the tiles suddenly shifted, and the words scattered. The game was ruined. “Whoops,” she said. “No, we can fix it,” said Shelly. “I think I remember all the words.” And she did, she could have. She had the entire board frozen picture-perfect in her head.

But it was enough already, for everyone. “I think that’s it for now,” said Rudy. “Bedtime for this family.”

* * *

SHE’S CLEVER, THOUGHT FRIEDA OF SHELLY. IN ALL WAYS. NOT just at this game. “She’ll be a successful person,” she tells her husband later in bed. “Of course she will,” said Rudy. “She comes from us.” But was that even true? Was there anything they had succeeded at? A tiny house in a tiny town, outside of Chicago, admittedly a good city, but the rest of this part of the country, feh. A little money left from Goldie, sitting in a savings account. It would disappear soon enough.

“She knows how to read all of us,” said Frieda.

“Well, that she gets from me,” said Rudy.

Frieda rolled over, away from her husband, and thought more about her daughter. Her big vocabulary. That ironclad memory. Shelly could do numbers in her head, and she could project into the future, see holes and crises and mistakes, and how to solve them. Frieda should feel better about this realization, that her daughter might be a big deal someday. Like she could have been (maybe) before she took a roll in the hay with some Holocaust survivor. But all she could think in the moment was that winning in Scrabble was all she had left. She started to sob.

“No, no, it’s fine,” said Rudy. “Shh.”

“It’s not fine,” she said. “It’s our lives. It’s everything.” Everyone got to be special but her. Nancy was pretty and feminine like Rudy was, with his glacial cheekbones and doll-like eyes. Shelly was smart like Frieda’s father had been. Frieda was somewhere in the middle of everyone else.

“Our lives are beautiful,” he said. He pulled her close to him and pressed his body up against hers, two cold slivers of flesh warming each other for the moment. “I promise you it’s beautiful.” And he told her one more time about where he had come from, how hard it had been, the death and destruction he had seen, and how he had barely escaped with his life, only to find his way to America. “This is how I know; this is how I can be sure that what we have is good,” he said. Their fucked-up bedtime story, they both knew it. And in this story of tragedy he had witnessed and escaped she took comfort, but also she berated herself. How could she be anything less than grateful to be alive? He held her a little bit longer and then she would pull him closer and then he would pull back and return to his side of the bed and she would be stuck spinning, wondering, what life was supposed to be like, what marriage was supposed to be like, if she were too ugly or too heavy or too weird to be loved by him, really loved in the way she wanted to be, and she would live with that feeling for the rest of her life, even when it was only the faintest strain of a feeling left, the remembrance of heartbreak, the sense of missing love.

But then, a moment later, he would squeeze her hand. And they would settle in, him on his side, her on her side, and, for as long as he was alive, she always felt lucky not to be alone.





Chapter 2

1976

The school year was nearly over, but the math team wasn’t finished with their season. There were still regionals. Maybe state, if they won, but who was anyone kidding? It all rested on Shelly’s shoulders. Frieda dropped Shelly off at 6:00 A.M. in the high school parking lot and said, “Your father would have been proud of you,” which she already knew. She only wondered if her mother was proud, too, but Frieda just stared straight ahead, dead-eyed, waiting for Shelly to get out of the car and join her teammates so she could go back home and go to sleep.

The team was loading into their school van. Everyone was gritty and hyperactive. A trip away from home, and the chance to compete one last time before summer. Shelly had fought for them to be here, carrying the entire team on her back all year, but it was important that it happened, that they got here. An away trip instead of a day trip.

She was nearly seventeen then, lean, boyish, with short hair, a streamlined punky look, efficient and serious. Big lips, thus-far-small-chested, a denim jacket, tight jeans. She was a good teammate, fair, supportive, never rubbed it in their faces that she was miles ahead of them.

Her traveling companions were boys, six of them: unshowered, greasy, pimply, but still pink-cheeked in their youth, with Jack Kleinschmidt as their leader by default, because of his height. Tall and steady. The boys did drills, and gossiped about which questions they thought they would be asked during the competition. A small wager emerged as to whether they would be asked about the quadratic formula.

Supervising all of this was Ms. Luther, the advisor: pink drugstore lipstick, blond hair dried straight, a tan London Fog overcoat stinking of cigarette smoke. A few broken capillaries on her cheeks. No one’s business what she did in her off-hours; she was good at her job, an excellent advisor, brisk, professional, yet supportive. Not overly motherly or indulgent, but decidedly female, which the boys liked. She was also the guidance counselor, and one of the few people to know that Shelly was graduating early from high school and going to college out west in the fall. How would Shelly tell her math bowl comrades they’d have to play without her next year? She was their highest scorer.

“I can’t do it,” she told Ms. Luther in her office a few weeks before, after she had gotten the acceptance letter. “I can’t tell them.”

“It’s your news to give,” said Ms. Luther. “Although I don’t advise keeping secrets for too long. It can eat you up inside.”

“And you can’t tell them either,” said Shelly. “Please!”

“Don’t be so dramatic,” said Ms. Luther. She tapped her cigarette in the ashtray. “You’re not the first kid to run away from home.”

Shelly liked Ms. Luther and her no-nonsense ways. She was what newly divorced looked like to Shelly: too skinny, pristine angora sweaters, always a little on edge, but sharp and funny, so it was worth it, worth hanging out on the edge with her. Ms. Luther and Shelly’s mother, Frieda, had even tried to be friends, two ladies on their own in the same town, but it had turned out the devastation of being a divorcée was different from the devastation of being a widow. Although they both agreed they missed their husbands—or at least having a husband.

“That woman is so negative,” Frieda had huffed one night, sipping a can of beer at the cracked Formica kitchen table, home after a dinner with Ms. Luther. You’re no ray of sunshine in the morning, thought Shelly. Frieda tossed the beer can in the trash and flipped on the television set, to watch trim, smiling Bonnie Franklin suffer through single parenthood on One Day at a Time. “Look at what this poor woman has to go through,” said her mother wryly. “With her ungrateful children.”

Her guidance counselor had only ever been encouraging and supportive of Shelly’s dreams, so Shelly didn’t see what her mother was even talking about with the negative comment. She and Ms. Luther had plotted together for the past two years, adding an extra class during both semesters and another at summer, giving her enough credits to move on to the next phase of her life, far away from here, this town. The town was fine: it had served its purpose, provided her safety and shelter and a reasonable education. But Shelly wanted to move away from Frieda, who was angry all the time for no reason, had been for years, criticizing her, starting squabbles like little brushfires. Always picking on both her daughters, only more over time, after her father’s death. Frieda had sold their family home and moved all three of them into this small complex with mansard roofs, occupied otherwise by what seemed to be dozens of rootless single people, just working, sleeping, passing through on their way to whatever happened next. It was a tight fit, that house.

Last year her sister—her only other real ally in the world besides Ms. Luther—had gone off to college. When Frieda and Shelly dropped Nancy off in Wisconsin, the two girls held each other for a long time as they said goodbye. When Shelly started to sob, Frieda wandered off. Who knew what she was thinking about? Who knew what went on in that woman’s head? “I’ll miss you so much,” said Shelly. “And I’m so jealous.” “Your turn next,” said Nancy. “I’m two steps ahead of you,” said Shelly. They had so little in common in a way—except for the source of their pain. Within the year, Nancy had found a boyfriend, a Winnetka boy, a business major with big white cheeks like two dollops of whipped cream. She lived with him now in a grubby apartment building off campus and almost never came home. I see how it works, thought Shelly. Anyone can just leave and start fresh. Why can’t I start now, too? When she presented her plan to graduate early, she waited for her mother to disagree.

But there was no disagreement from her mother, collapsed in her pink aide’s uniform in front of a TV dinner. “Fine, go,” she said. At last, no new arguments. As if her mother were acknowledging: the game was over. Things had been bad between them, and now they were just neutral, or perhaps numb. Once Nancy left, their lives had leveled out. Not gotten better—just not gotten worse. Frieda used to scream at Shelly and Nancy, but mostly Nancy. Once she called her a “cunt,” a word none of them had even heard her say before. Two nights it got so loud the neighbors called the police. Frieda at the front door, trying not to slur her words. “You know how teenage girls are.” Nancy nodding, taking the blame, though no crime had been committed. “I stirred her up, that’s all.” Everyone mortified.

It was quieter now. A residue of pain, maybe, yes. But never mind, just leave it behind. On to her future, studying math at Berkeley, where she had received a scholarship, not a full ride, but enough matched with an award from an organization who sponsored bright young descendants of Holocaust survivors. What was sad about her life had made it possible to move onto a happier place. Don’t think about that either. Deal with it all later. When? Who knew. She had to keep her head down and get the hell out of there. Discussing her feelings or that she was leaving at all was not a great idea. She didn’t want anything to get in her way. She would not alert the math team, now groaning as they fit their limbs into the van, of her departure.

She hadn’t even told Jack, or maybe especially not Jack. His head leaning on the van window, which he had cracked open for some air. He had dark hair and a wave of fuzz on his upper lip, and he wore stiff blue dungarees he got at the feed store and white T-shirts he had newly outgrown, which he did not seem able to acknowledge. His hair was long, his mother occasionally forcing him to sit for a trim at the kitchen table. Entirely thoughtless about his appearance, and despite that, he was still handsome.

Jack: awkward and too tall, but also strong. Those new muscles of his. Hefting the luggage into the van. Shelly was silent and happy, watching him be capable and healthy and alive. With those big arms. She didn’t care about regionals or state. She already knew she knew all the answers. The winning was secondary. Because here was Big Jack.

* * *

PAST CURFEW, IN THE HOTEL, JACK AND SHELLY WERE IN THE hallway, by the vending machines, their teammates high on soda and candy, racing each other up and down the stairwell. Shelly was proposing they make out with each other, maybe do more than that.

“I thought you were a lesbo,” he said.

“Who said I’m not?” she said, even though she wasn’t even totally sure what that meant, to be that, or to be one thing or another 100 percent. She just knew that she felt this constant thrumming of sex in her, like a marching band ceaselessly playing its instruments in a parade, and the path was in her pants. Sex, sex, sex.

He apologized. “I don’t know why I said that.” But he did. Because he had heard other boys say it. “But if you don’t want to . . .”

“I do,” she said.

Jack, who would love her at least a little bit for the rest of his life. These past few semesters, staring at the soft hair on the back of her neck during their advanced math classes. Through college, grad school, a few career changes, two divorces, even, he never forgot about her. Adding her as a friend on Facebook late one night thirty-one years later, just casually saying hello, only to find out her mother had just passed away. Bad timing, Jack, once again, he thought. But in their youth, now, she knew every answer. She knew everything. And now here she was, wanting him. The smartest girl in the world.

They snuck into the indoor pool area, closed for the night, through an open locker room, plastic bathing loungers lit in the faint lozenge-green light beaming from the water. The walls were made of glass, and the front lobby was visible in the distance, and beyond that a bar. They nestled themselves in the corner by the hot tub. The water was still warm, and they took off their socks and folded up their jeans cuffs. They kissed, a direct smack on the mouth, like stupid hungry little animals, and then they slowed down and connected easily, tenderly, and made swirls with their tongues, and moved their mouths up and down on each other’s necks, too. He put his hands on her breasts but barely fondled them. She moved one of his hands down to between her legs, and again he just rested his hand there, but even the heat of his hand alone felt fantastic. The not moving was sexier than the moving, she thought. The pressure of it all. The sustained pressure. “Oh my god, Shelly, this feels so good,” he said. “Why didn’t we do this before now?” She noticed a pimple on his nose. Had it been there all day? She leaned into his neck, again smelled him. Old Spice. His mother had bought it for him. It was so basic and satisfying, thought Shelly, who had never smelled the neck of a boy before. Citrus, the woods. She would be horny forever for Old Spice. She wanted to eat him alive. She put her hand on him, too. Together, they held, and then they pressed. And then what was left? They both came through their pants.

* * *

WHEN THEY PARTED WAYS AT THE ELEVATOR BANK, SHELLY TOLD him she needed some fresh air. She made it as far as the lobby, where Ms. Luther sat with a glass filled with brown-colored alcohol, cigarette in hand.

“Shhh,” she said to Shelly. “Don’t tell.”

“I would never tell on you, Ms. Luther,” she said. “You saved my life.” She sat across from her at the table. A chessboard built into the wood. A queen knocked over, defeated, left behind. “You’re getting me out of my house.” She added, “Away from that woman.” Both surprised and not that she had said it. But it couldn’t just be about that. She was running toward something, too. The future.

“You got yourself out of your house. You did all the work,” said Ms. Luther. She cheersed Shelly with her glass and took a steady sip from it.

“You stayed late with me so many times,” said Shelly.

“I can only help those who want to be helped,” said Ms. Luther. To think she had done something right for once in her life. “Well, let me save your life one more time.” She felt bold. “Whatever you think you’re doing with that boy, don’t screw up your plans.” She pointed at Shelly’s stomach. “You don’t want a baby in there.”

“I won’t mess up my future, don’t worry. I’ll make it to Berkeley. They’ll have to try and catch me on my way out of town, that’s how fast I’m gonna fly.”

“Also . . . ah, never mind.” Sipping, still sipping.

“No, tell me.”

What did she want for Shelly? Freedom.

“Tell me.”

“I don’t know if you’d be a good mother.”

Motherhood, an idea that had never occurred to Shelly, except as a recipient of its benefits. She was barely out of childhood herself. “Why do you think that?”

“I mean I don’t think you’d be a bad mother. You’ll never be bad at anything. I just don’t think you’d be happy there. I don’t think that’s your natural inclination. You wouldn’t screw it up, but it would screw you up.” She sighed. “I’m not being very good at my job right now, am I?” She was just trying to be a truth teller. These kids needed the truth. This was her job, the truth. She had insisted this to Frieda the last time they had seen each other. “I wish they’d had a little less hard reality in their lives. I regret that,” said Frieda. The two of them knee-deep in a box of wine. “They need to know what life is going to be like for them,” insisted Ms. Luther. Frieda had looked shocked. “You’re not their parent,” she said. “You don’t even have a child.”

“You’re doing a great job,” said Shelly to Ms. Luther. She was accustomed to negativity. It didn’t even occur to her that what Ms. Luther had said to her was maybe a fucked-up thing to say to someone. She was just happy for the attention. She smiled, stared out at the lobby of the hotel. A stack of local newspapers waiting to be picked up and swapped for the next morning’s batch, last-call lights flickering in the bar behind it, where there were only two patrons left, businessmen, swollen in their suits, their ties loosened, their conversation jangling like loose change. What business did they have in this town? Maybe they were just passing through. Maybe someday I will just be passing through, she thought. No children to worry about, just tending to her brain, that’s it. She’d be in a nicer hotel than this one, though. She knew that much already.

* * *

THE NEXT MORNING SHELLY WORE A BLUE SHIRTDRESS TO THE competition and Jack told her she looked pretty, and she acted like she didn’t care, but she held on to that blue shirtdress well into her twenties, tossing it only when she was forced to admit it just didn’t fit anymore and never would. Their team took third. Shelly knew all the answers, but let her teammates fend for themselves. Maybe I don’t want to go to state after all, she thought. Maybe I’m already gone. Maybe I’m in California. State will just slow me down. I’m such a smart girl. I won’t even say goodbye when I leave.





Chapter 3

1976

It was Nancy’s birthday. She was turning twenty-one.

Tonight, she was working a dinner shift at the inn because she needed the money, but later she’d go home and celebrate with her boyfriend, Robby, in their dim, smoky apartment they had rented because it was near his favorite bar. There would be a cake and a joint and some cans of Old Style and some food, probably takeout. Nothing too complicated, but that was supposed to be the thing she loved about Robby, that he was smooth and funny and easygoing. She had spoken to her sister out in California and her mother, who still lived in their hometown. No one saw each other in person much anymore, but she could always count on a call on her birthday. Her mother said, “Time flies, I guess.” And it was true: she felt solidly on the precipice of adulthood. She was not old beyond her years, like her sister. She was not an aged wretch like her mother, who lost her youth and vitality the minute her father died. She was exactly the age she should be right now. Time was moving at the appropriate pace. Happy birthday to Nancy: she felt just right.

Twenty-one. At family meal, the inn’s owner, Stiv Henderson, served her a cupcake with the age written on it in frosting. He handed her an envelope, too, with five ten-dollar bills in it, which she knew for a fact was twice as much as what he gave Candy Lorimer on her birthday, but Candy didn’t let him pat her ass in the kitchen. It wasn’t some competition, of course; but if it had been, she had won. What did it matter if Stiv cupped her behind on occasion? It was their little secret. Nancy found secrets sexy, even if Stiv was way too old for her, with his white-blond hair and deep smile lines and corny impressions of Jimmy Carter and Georgia twang.

Nancy, not old at all: sandy long-bobbed hair and the pleasant blue eyes and the trim waist, nearly sculptural in its conciseness. Her nose, a little big for her face, a little Jewish, her only tell. Otherwise, she could have come from anywhere, been anyone. She blow-dried her hair diligently every day, set curlers in it on the weekends. She didn’t dress sexy, even if she was sexy: she was cute, and she knew it. That was her best approach in the world, like a small animal who knows how to curl up and hide in plain sight. She had a plump behind, and that’s why Stiv liked to grab it. Fifty bucks, that was nearly her share of the rent.

This was her current identity: the cutest waitress at Stiv Henderson’s inn. Cute and convincing. Good at getting people to order appetizers they hadn’t been interested in before she suggested them, and making people feel confident about their choices after the fact. The more
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