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One

IT WAS seven-thirty in the morning when Ella Rose, clad in her pink satin bathrobe, walked across her Culver City apartment, turned on the pert voices of KNX Newsradio, and sat down at her kitchen table, ready to write her morning list.

Ella’s wooden table was dwarfed by her bulky kitchen appliances. Her table was now always set, elegantly, for one: a single lace napkin, a straw placemat, her favorite crystal glass. Ella put her pad and pencil on the placemat; she began her list with the date.

On her refrigerator, her daily calendar was turned to the page: September 23, 1978. LENA ANNIVERSARY was written very neatly in red ink.

Ella did not remember when she’d last changed the day on her calendar; she wasn’t sure that today was, in fact, September 23. She reached over to her black phone on the kitchen counter. Picking up the receiver, she looked into it and then hung up. She lifted her thick Los Angeles Yellow Pages beside the phone; the book fell open as though exhausted. Placing her finger on an ad, Ella took a deep breath and carefully dialed the number. “Santa Glen Hardware,” a girlish voice said, and yawned.

Ella sat very still. In a quiet, polite voice, she asked, “What day is it?”


Silence. “Santa Glen Hardware,” the girl announced, a bit more forcefully.

“September twenty-third?” asked Ella, her voice sharpening. “Miss? Is it September twenty-third?”

“Who—Brett, what day is it!” the girl yelled. “Some—what! Twenty-what? Okay. Twenty-third. Hello? It’s the twenty-third. Can I help—”

“Thank you,” Ella said, and hung up.

Ella wrote SEPTEMBER 23, 1978 across the top of the page. She could hear the sounds of morning lifting off Pico Boulevard: produce trucks roaring like huge bison and birds cawing, sad, repetitive, from the trees.

On the pad, Ella wrote:

1. WISH LENA HAPPY ANNIVERSARY. Or perhaps, since Lena’s husband was dead, this was not a good idea; she erased it and started again. 1. SEE IF LENA REMEMBERS ANNIVERSARY.

2. TELL MRS. LOWENSTEIN—What. Mrs. Lowenstein, the director of Panorama Village for the past two years, had called several times this week, each time describing Lena’s latest misdemeanors with perhaps unnecessary detail. For twelve years, Lena and Bob had occupied Room 129. Ella had moved them into the residence when Lena was thirty-six and Bob forty-four. She had watched the two of them wander in, the babies of the place, her daughter’s red hair shining like a poppy among the silver hairdos. Lena and Bob had always been on good behavior; Ella believed they had many friends.

Ella remembered why Lena was supposed to stop smoking and wrote this down: SMOKING IS NOW LIMITED TO CERTAIN ROOMS AT PANORAMA VILLAGE.

Why did they have to limit it, anyway? What small joys did Lena have?

3. BUY LENA GUM.

No—her teeth were almost gone. 3. BUY LENA HARD CANDY.

4. BUY L NEW SLIPPERS. SIZE SMALL.

5. BUY L CHAP STICK.


6. CHECK L TOENAILS. CUT.

7. CHECK BATHMAT IN LENA’S TUB.

8. CHECK FOR GLASS IN RUG.

9. CHECK FOR FOOD SPILLED IN ROOM.

10. CHECK LENA HAS SOAP. DOVE.

11. CHECK FOR ANTS.

12. CHECK FOR RUG STAINS. COVER THEM.

13. CHECK LOCK ON DOOR.

14. CHECK THAT WINDOWS CLOSE AND OPEN.

15. CHECK FOR

She tried to think of other points of danger in her daughter’s room. With no further ideas, Ella amended number 15 to

15. CHECK ROOM.

16. VON’S.

Number 16 was a reminder for herself. Her hand was trembling slightly, and she put her pencil down.

She stood up, opened the refrigerator, and peered inside. Ella had lived alone here for three years, since Lou’s death, and she was still not accustomed to a refrigerator that held only items that she liked to eat. At the moment, her refrigerator held two cans of V-8, half a roast chicken, a carton of Mocha Mix, a pint of low-fat cottage cheese, most of a box of See’s candy—some of the pieces with one bite taken out of them—an ancient container of Parkay, a large bag of Oreos, and a plastic container of matzo ball soup. She kept a package of beef jerky, one of Lou’s favorite foods, in the butter compartment. It comforted her to leave the jerky there, and she harbored a secret hope that she might open the compartment to find that the package had disappeared. She had vowed not to eat it herself, but last night she had missed Lou terribly and had tried a few of the dry, salty strips while she watched television. When she went to bed, her mouth tasted like his.

Ella picked up her pad and wrote on a second page:

17. JERKY.

18. BANANAS.

19. BALONEY.

20. BREAD.


What should number 21 be on her list? She closed her eyes, trying to remember, but her mind was dark. The content of number 21 was just another bit of information she had lost. And two weeks ago she had found in her closet a scallop-sleeved, eggplant-purple polyester dress that she was certain she had never seen before. The dress hung, limp and arrogant; it seemed to have blown in, of its own volition, to join her other dresses in the middle of the night. Ella tried very hard to remember when she had purchased it. She took the dress from the closet and placed it on her bed, wondering where it had come from and wishing it would go away.

22. TALK TO VIVIEN ABOUT LENA.

Her younger daughter’s name had floated on and off Ella’s lists for the last year or so. She often wrote it with the best of intentions but then crossed it out.

This was what Mrs. Lowenstein had told her in their conversations over the last six months: Lena had left her room at midnight and tried to get on an RTD bus. Lena had been caught in the 7-Eleven down the street, her pockets heavy with stolen cigarettes. Lena had demanded to use the office phone and had dialed a strange number; she had ended up calling Singapore.

The phone rang. Ella set down her pencil and picked up the phone on the fourth ring. “Hello?” she asked. She was very still. “Yes, this is Lena’s mother.”

 

Ella’s brown Buick floated in front of Vivien’s house. The broad ranch-style homes were similar, built on a tract; her daughter’s lawn was the only one aglow with red roses, and to Ella it looked as though the flowers were being readied for some exciting event. She didn’t know exactly why she had come to Vivien’s first, except that she needed company; Mrs. Lowenstein claimed that Lena had set fire to her room at Panorama Village, and Ella did not know how to handle this.

Her granddaughter Shelley was on the front lawn. Shelley was twelve years old and was sitting so quietly that Ella almost missed her; Shelley was staring at the empty street with a fierce expression.

Ella parked the car and got out. Shelley stood up and rushed to her eagerly, as though she were running downhill.

“Honey, where’s your mother?”

“Out.”

“Your father?”

“Out.”

“You’re all alone?”

This must have been the wrong question. The girl looked lost on the patch of lawn, as if she’d just dropped there from the sky. She shrugged violently and nodded. Then she examined Ella. “Why are you all dressed up?”

Ella had spent a half-hour selecting the right dress for her conference with Mrs. Lowenstein. After much deliberation, she had settled on a deep green silk dress with shoulder pads, her most recent acquisition from Bullock’s. She had paired this with faux diamond earrings, which matched a star-shaped brooch. On her feet were her bone pumps in Italian leather. Lou had developed a theory that important people wore light-colored shoes, because this showed that they did not care if their shoes attracted dirt. “You buy shoes that show stains,” he told Ella, his eyes large and philosophical. “You can afford to get them cleaned.”

“There was a fire at Panorama Village,” Ella said. She tried to say this in a calm voice. “The director said Lena set it.”

Shelley’s face woke up. “A real fire?” she asked. “How big?”

“It was in her room.” Ella tried to remember what else Mrs. Lowenstein had said. “Lena’s fine.” Mrs. Lowenstein had sounded saddened by that fact. “They only needed two fire extinguishers, and the fire affected only one corner of her room. The wall. Maybe the rug. There was some water damage to the floor.” Her voice surged on, trembling; perhaps it would be better to stop. “Now. I just wanted to see if Vivien would like to come—”

“I will.”


“You’ll what?”

“I’ll come!” Shelley ran toward the Buick, pulled open the door, and slipped into the front seat.

Ella remembered that there was a rule about Shelley’s going to Panorama Village, but she couldn’t remember what it was. Her granddaughter had visited Lena and Bob every Saturday for the past year or so. During her nightly calls, Lena had told Ella mysterious facts about these visits. “Shelley thought it would be fun to swim in a pool filled with lemonade,” Lena reported happily. Or, “She came at twelve-thirty and left at four-eighteen. She wore a blue leather cap.” Lena’s voice was breathless when she described the visits, and had a boastful edge.

Ella did not know what to make of her twelve-year-old granddaughter’s choosing to spend so much time with her retarded aunt and uncle. Neither did Vivien. “You should see what she wears to visit them,” Vivien had told her in a wondering voice. Shelley never told anyone what she, Lena, and Bob did together. A puzzled aide, who had helpfully spied on them for Ella, told her that the three of them wandered around the same two blocks; occasionally they visited Sav-on. Lena, Bob, and Shelley looked forward to the visits. “Have a nice time, Lena,” Ella would say. “Make sure you take good care of her.”

Shelley had stopped visiting Lena after the accident several months ago.

Ella walked over to the car; Shelley was already belted in. “She’s waiting for us,” she said. “Let’s go.”

Ella did not want to drive down to Panorama Village by herself. She got in and they rode through the hills, furred and golden with chaparral, to the San Fernando Valley. It was the beginning of the day. The light seemed brighter, older, as they passed into the valley; the gauzy gray mist separated to reveal the sky burning hard and white overhead.

When they arrived, Ella and Shelley sat on orange plastic seats in the lobby, their faces set in similar, alert expressions, as if they were entertaining versions of the same thought. The sun fell in pale, dusty strips on the gritty linoleum. They waited for Mrs. Lowenstein to bring Lena to them.

Usually at nine on Saturday, there were few human sounds in the lobby; most of the residents were still sealed in their dreams. But this morning they had been awakened, and most of them clustered, buzzing, in the hall.

Ella observed the residents wandering through the lobby. One woman turned to her with a weird, frothy smile; Ella realized she had toothpaste in her mouth that she’d forgotten to spit out. One lady was sitting with her legs apart, in a nightshirt; her hairless vagina resembled a large pecan. There was also a dapper-looking gentleman who sometimes emitted a deep bark.

Ella was glad to have her granddaughter sitting beside her, but she deeply wished Lou were here. Not that he had come with her often when he was alive—Lou had mastered the art of leaving Lena’s problems to her. But now, in her mind, he became extraordinarily helpful. She closed her eyes and imagined him sitting beside her in his navy linen suit, his aftershave smelling sweet and aquatic. He would be brimming with schemes to bribe Mrs. Lowenstein. “Let’s give her a lifetime store discount,” he’d murmur. “Any shoes she desires, fifty percent off. Or just cash. Three hundred, plus damages, no questions.” He would be so enamored of his plans, the fire would seem a bad joke, another crooked dream.

Ella had also considered ways to prevent Mrs. Lowenstein from realizing that her daughter might be a budding arsonist. Right now, Ella had a strategic box of See’s candy on her lap. She kept a few boxes in her apartment for such emergencies. She looked at the box with longing, wondering whether she could steal a candy without Mrs. Lowenstein’s missing it.

Shelley was tapping her hand against the chair, as though she were secretly playing music to accompany the residents’ slow movements. When she noticed her grandmother looking at her, she immediately stopped tapping and folded her hands firmly in her lap. “Let me ask you,” Ella whispered. “How do we know any of them didn’t do it?” She scrutinized the crowd aimlessly milling around. “That man. With shaky hands. Now wouldn’t he drop a match, more than Lena would?”

Shelley looked at the man. “It could be him,” she offered. “They could be framing her.”

“Lena’s too nice a person,” said Ella. “They know they can get away with it.” The two of them observed the residents, most of whom looked too worn out to plot a conspiracy.

“They can’t kick her out,” Ella said. “She needs her routine. She likes the red Jell-O.” She sat up straighter. “They’ve all done bad things. It doesn’t matter if they’re a hundred. Some of them get away with it.” She gripped the box of candy. “Do you think she’ll like nougat?”

“Who?”

“Mrs. Lowenstein. She likes candy.”

Ella noticed Shelley’s puzzled expression and quickly covered the candy box with her purse. “People like to be appreciated,” she said. “They regard you in a more respectful way.”

She adjusted her shoulder pads, hoping she looked a little like a general. She wished she had asked Shelley to change her outfit before coming here. The girl’s arms were skinny as a child’s in her tank top, and her denim shorts were frayed. But she did not seem concerned about her appearance. She gripped the bottom of her chair as though trying to keep herself from shooting through this place; Shelley also seemed grimly attached to the chair, as though afraid of what, let loose, she might find.

“You know,” said Ella, “appearance is the first thing people see about you. Then they get to know the real you.”

“I look fine,” said Shelley, brushing some lint off her tank top.

Ella removed a small brush from her purse. “Fine for sitting on the lawn,” she said, “but not for a fire.” Gently, Ella began to brush Shelley’s hair. The girl arched up, like a cat, into the brush strokes. The aides, glistening in their white nylon uniforms, were clearing the residents. They did this tenderly, like angels separating clouds. Shelley and Ella sat and waited for someone to claim them.

 

Mrs. Lowenstein was coming toward them with Lena. They were walking arm in arm, like a celebrity with her escort, down the fuzzy, fluorescent hall.

Shelley jumped up. Ella had hoped that Shelley would walk beside her, in a dignified fashion, but the girl shot ahead. Ella fumbled with her dress and then rose and followed Shelley, her heels clicking on the linoleum.

And here was her daughter, coming toward her with such breathless force that she broke free of Mrs. Lowenstein; it was Lena all alone, hurrying toward Shelley. She was wearing a new peach-colored cotton housecoat, covered with daisies, that came from Lane Bryant. Ella could see the price tag poking out of a sleeve. Her cherry-red sneakers didn’t quite match the housecoat. Her fine short hair, glinting with rusty gold, looked pretty in the light. She was running her fingers down her hair, a gesture Ella recognized as an attempt to brush it.

Mrs. Lowenstein stepped into a doorway and began talking in Spanish to an aide. When Ella reached Shelley and Lena, she saw how happy they looked; they were touching fingertips and talking excitedly.

“I made a fire!” Lena exclaimed. “It smelled bad.” Her arms were powdery with ash.

“Shhh!” said Ella, glancing at Mrs. Lowenstein. “Don’t say that.” Lena’s palms were grimy, and she was making a mess out of Shelley, too. Ella dug a Kleenex out of her purse and began to wipe Lena’s palms; getting her cleaned up was the first order of business. Lena reeked of fire and Thrifty’s Intimate perfume.

“It was an accident,” whispered Ella, hoping. “It was an accident, and thank God you’re all right.” She carefully wiped her daughter’s fingers. They did not appear to grow old with the rest of her; they were chubby and pink and seemed to promise a great future. “Now, what happened? Tell me—”


With her free hand, Lena brought one of Shelley’s palms to her face and kissed it noisily. “You don’t come to see me anymore.”

“I wanted to,” Shelley began. “But they—”

“You’re here,” Lena said. She patted Shelley’s hair as though it were a towel she was using to dry wet hands. “Today is a special day.”

“Fine,” said Ella. “Now what—”

“You can’t say it’s not!” Lena shrieked.

“All right!” said Ella. She tucked the dirty tissue into her purse. “Honey, you can’t go around saying you set a fire. It’s not going to make you lots of friends—”

Shelley stepped up to her grandmother with the demeanor of an irate lawyer. “I would like to take my aunt out for coffee,” she announced.

“Coffee?” asked Ella. “Twelve-year-olds don’t drink coffee.”

Shelley tried to stand taller, as though that would help. “Doughnuts,” she amended. “Just down the block.”

It was a ridiculous request, but Lena and Shelley were urgent in their desire to be taken seriously. Ella noticed Mrs. Lowenstein turn toward her. “All right,” she said quickly, “Go. Whatever. But come right back.” They ran down the hallway, urgent as two salesmen on an important mission. They went around a corner and were gone.

 

Mrs. Lowenstein, a heavy woman in her forties, seemed to have been born in a boxy navy suit; Ella thought her appearance too official for her role in Panorama Village. Every time Ella saw Mrs. Lowenstein, she wondered whether the woman had some secret job—perhaps selling insurance. This thought helped Ella maintain a healthy skepticism toward anything the director said about Lena, especially anything she didn’t want to hear.

“Mrs. Lowenstein,” said Ella, standing up and holding out the candy box, “I’ve brought you a present. I was surprised to hear what you said this morning and—”


“Ella, you didn’t need to do that,” Mrs. Lowenstein said, somewhat sharply.

Ella continued to offer the box. “I know you like nougat. I asked them to put extra in.”

“Okay, okay,” said Mrs. Lowenstein. “Thank you.” She took the box and led Ella into a small room, where she seated herself on a couch and indicated that Ella do the same.

“Now,” said Mrs. Lowenstein, “we need to talk.”

“Yes,” said Ella. “Certainly.”

“I just called Vivien. Let’s wait to discuss everything when she arrives.”

Ella was startled. “Vivien? I’m sure she has plenty of other things to do.” She tried to laugh. “I would be happy to talk about it now.”

Ella knew exactly how to fix Lena’s life; it was what she had done for forty-eight years. Vivien was busy with her husband, her children, her work. She would be included in the discussion about Lena when Ella found it necessary. Mrs. Lowenstein, apparently, had broken that unspoken rule.

Mrs. Lowenstein glanced at her fingernails, which were polished a clear flesh color. It seemed to Ella that if Mrs. Lowenstein wanted to polish her fingernails that plain color, she should not polish them at all.

“Why don’t we wait?” said Mrs. Lowenstein. “Why don’t you take a look at Lena’s room?”

She got up and walked quickly into the lobby. Ella remained on the couch. What had she done wrong? Why didn’t Mrs. Lowenstein want to speak to her alone? Ella wanted to make clear that Vivien was to be called only at her request. The sun flushed fiery against the windows. Outside, in the garden, the pink gardenias and birds of paradise looked brutally healthy, reaching up into the morning light.

 

Ella watched as the director placed her hand on a resident’s shoulder. It was a gesture of sickening delicacy. Clearly, Mrs. Lowenstein had a grudge against Lena or against the retarded; perhaps she had had bad experiences with fire. Ella wanted to rush up and accuse her of prejudice. Instead, she headed down the long hall to Lena’s room.

The hallway was so familiar to her she felt as though she were not walking down it of her own accord but was being carried down its length. The doors on either side were marked with large gold numbers. Some of the doors were ajar, and Ella saw rooms filled with shadows. Each one had a TV turned up high, with a game show host shouting into the room. Ella caught glimpses of faded flower arrangements, stuffed animals with wide grins, a bouquet of metallic red balloons lilting in the air conditioner’s low whir. The rooms were festive in a shabby, hopeful way.

Ella paused before Room 129, where Lena and Bob had lived. She had been here hundreds of times over the past twelve years, bringing Kleenex, Q-tips, Chap Sticks, Hershey bars, new bedspreads, posters, plastic bowls, aftershave, toilet paper, various brands of shampoo. She’d brought combs, plastic sunglasses, toothpaste, toothbrushes, Nivea, Tic Tacs, Sucrets, Band-Aids, suntan lotion, and sunburn cream. For twelve years, Ella had walked down the hallway carrying her white plastic bags from Thrifty’s and Sav-on. Each time she approached this door, she could feel herself become a useful person. Each time, she could feel them waiting for her.



Two

A SIDE DOOR opened at Panorama Village, and Lena and Shelley gingerly stepped outside. They soared through the alley, which was gray with the morning’s shadows; raw tendrils were about to unfurl themselves from the moist brick wall.

Shelley had never run this way before—with all of herself and toward nowhere. Her legs stretched out, loose, before her. Lena ran with the fury of a toddler, flat-footed, straight-kneed. She followed Shelley in crooked arcs from one side of the road to the other, her arms ape-loose, her palms slapping parked cars.

The stores flashed by in a blur: the stern plaster genie atop Carpeteria, arms folded, surveying the boulevard; the Toyota dealership with its rows of glittering cars. To Shelley, streaking by, it was all jeweled, magnificent.

They slowed, and Shelley listened to the gentle, curving sound of their breath. Lena was gasping, hands on her hips. “Where are we going?”

Shelley had no idea. “Farther than one block.”

“I want to play the game,” said Lena. “Start now.”

A large, beaten-up RTD bus turned the corner. The air rose raw and cool in Shelley’s throat. The bus stopped, and the doors opened. A merry expression flickered across Lena’s face.

“I dare you,” Lena said, and hopped on the bus.

 


In all the times Shelley had played the game with Bob and Lena, they had never reached another place. They had walked a couple of blocks one way or the other, but they’d never gone far. Now, Shelley watched her aunt get on the bus and give the driver her fare. It was an action both startling and natural, as though Shelley were observing someone else’s curious dream. She’d never in her life seen her aunt get on a bus. It occurred to her that Lena should not ride the bus alone.

She leaped on to the stair, dropped some coins in the fare box. The bus grunted and roared down the street. Lena hurried to the back, and Shelley sat beside her. The seats were a dull silver vinyl, patched with rubbery black tape.

Lena surveyed the passengers. There were seven of them. She sat very straight, looking around proudly. Then her face melted with concern.

“Where are we going?” she whispered.

“You’re the one who got on.”

“Oh.” Lena picked at her lip. “I think I left something in my room.” She scrubbed her dress back and forth over her knees and glanced around the bus, her scrubbing becoming more frenzied. “Shelley!”

The bus rolled up the ramp toward the freeway.

Lena bit her lip. “I forgot something,” she said, and gently touched the seat.

 

Shelley had fallen in love with Lena and Bob when she was ten years old. It began in her parents’ garage. That was where, every night, she sat on the concrete floor by the silent cars and jugs of detergent, holding the phone on her lap and listening to the voices leap toward her, hushed, eager in the dim light.

Apparently there wasn’t much to do in Panorama Village after dinner, so Lena and Bob would call Shelley’s parents two or three times a night. Her mother always took the first call, carrying the phone under one arm as she set the table or made scrambled meat on the stove. Shelley wondered what Lena said to her mother, for Vivien listened to Lena’s day fully, with all of herself. It was different from the way her mother listened to anyone else.

Half an hour later, the phone would ring again. “Hi, Lena. What’s new?” her mother would ask. This time, she might set the receiver in the fruit bowl while she fumbled in the refrigerator, letting Lena talk for a few minutes to the apples and pears.

Lena’s third call often followed by less than a minute. Now Shelley’s aunt was picking up steam. Her mother’s goodbyes became peppy, enthusiastic. “Hi, honey! Got to make dinner now! Bye!”

One night, there was a fourth call and then a fifth, and that was when her mother decided to hand the phone to Shelley. “Here, Aunt Lena wants to speak to you,” she said.

“Me?”

“She asked especially for you.”

Shelley was flattered that Lena had asked for her. She wanted to talk in private, so she carefully took the phone into the garage. It was just off the kitchen, but the watery brown light made it seem far from everyone else. Sitting, chin to knees, on the cool floor, she looked into the receiver.

“Hello?” Shelley said.

A confused silence crackled between them. She knew, instantly, that Lena and Bob had not asked for her. Their breath, thick, anxious, floated over the line.

“Hello. I had a good dinner,” said Lena. “Meatloaf, mashed potatoes, green beans.”

“I had the same,” said Bob.

“We had to sit by the window. That man, Harvey, took Bob’s favorite seat,” said Lena.

“I wanted to punch him,” said Bob, “but he’s ninety-five.”

“You always want to punch people,” Lena said, “but they’re always too old to punch.”

Their voices were a little quick, tumbling over each other, as though they wanted to impress Shelley, even if they had not asked for her. This made Shelley lean into the phone, trying to give them something in return. “I had lunch with Wendy today,” she offered, “but she switched to sit with Marjorie halfway through.”

“Why?” Lena asked.

“She didn’t say why.” Shelley had tried not to look at the girls all through the lunch period, but when she did glance up, she saw them sweetly conversing, their foreheads almost touching. It was awful to see.

“Well, I hate her,” Lena said decisively.

“Me, too,” said Bob.

“She should sit with you. You’re the best lunch person!” Lena proclaimed.

Shelley was surprised. “Why?” she asked.

“You just are,” Lena said.

Shelley opened and closed her mouth, unable to think of an answer. Her heart felt like a pitcher of cream, brimming, all the cream about to pour out.

“Thank you,” she said.

 

From then on, she regularly took Lena and Bob’s second call. Sitting on the cool cement floor of the garage she would listen to them talk.

They had many complaints that they wanted to air. Sometimes Harvey took Bob’s favorite seat, or Warren did; sometimes Jessica, a neighbor, wanted to borrow too many cigarettes. Sometimes the vending machine was out of Lifesavers, or the bingo game looked rigged. Other times, they reported their accomplishments. “I won a purple soap shaped like a rose because I was a good trash picker-upper,” said Lena. “It smells very nice.”

It took a while for Shelley to learn how to listen to them. Both Bob and Lena spoke quickly, and their voices swerved, unsteady with excitement. Occasionally, she offered solutions to their problems, which they seemed to appreciate. “What about just giving Jessica two cigarettes and telling her no more?”

“Oh,” Lena said solemnly. “Okay.”


The calls took only ten, fifteen minutes. Each moment was like a raindrop, glittering and full. Shelley tried to picture Lena and Bob sitting in their bedroom as they talked. Her mother had brought them souvenir snowdomes from the family vacations to Lake Tahoe, the Grand Canyon, places Lena and Bob’s would never go. The snowdomes were arranged on Lena’s dresser in a carefully prescribed order: snow scenes in back, beach scenes in front. As they talked, the twenty snowdomes would be luminous; the unmade bed would be sinking under Bob’s and Lena’s weight. Their three voices floated, strong, disembodied, through the darkness. Every night, Lena and Bob asked for her.

Shelley’s voice grew larger when she talked to them, as though the words that revealed her true self were unfurling in an enormous place. When she hung up, she would sit in the garage for a moment, feeling a hard strength in herself. It was not what she experienced in her regular life.

 

This was the year she had stopped. She had done so with great suddenness and mystery, and she did not understand why. Around this time, her mother and father had begun to speak to her in a sort of code. Sometimes their discussions felt unfinished, their words half-breath and unformed.

Her father was the rabbi at Temple Beth-Em, a Reform synagogue. He was a tall man, always bursting with energy out of his faded suede jackets as he walked around the temple grounds, saying hello to people. He had an eye for troubled people, new perspectives on God, and clever ways to raise money. The synagogue always needed money. Her father would walk with her through the building, pointing out the places that needed repairs: the worn carpet on the bima, a security system for the windows after a burglar broke in. He was always full of plans to fix everything that was wrong. There were fairs and talent shows, and debates with other rabbis and pastors from neighboring churches. Her father would ask Shelley to help at the fund-raising events. “You’re the first child of the temple,” he said. “You’re going to help bring in the dough.”


She loved it when he called her the first child; it set off a tiny explosion of light in her chest. As they walked around, talking of ways to improve the place, she would slow down, forcing her father to set his loping pace to hers, so that she could make the moment last a long time.

She had jobs at the temple fairs. One involved selling tickets. Each time she sold a ticket, she would tell a joke to the customer, hoping that would make people buy more tickets. She believed she was successful when they laughed, though it could not be a fake laugh. After the fair was over, she would sit with her father, adding the receipts. “Four hundred and sixty-seven dollars!” he might announce; she would see the pleasure in his face and wonder whether her jokes had helped.

But that year, at the Purim Fair, she did something new and reckless. She and a couple of boys from Hebrew school had come up with a secret deal for their tickets. The boys were named Jason and Danny, and their lips were so red, it seemed as if they were wearing lipstick. They had strong brown hands, and their T-shirts smelled of detergent and sweat. Sometimes they played tag during a break, and she loved the thrill of the air between them as they ran after each other.

Their plan was simple: each boy would buy a ticket and she would slip in a third for free. Stooping by the box to tear off a couple of the salmon-pink slips, she realized that the tickets were worth whatever she deemed them to be. It was a thought that made the sky seem ready to burst open. When the boys leaned forward and took the tickets, the three of them giggled. “Thanks,” Jason and Danny said, but she did not look at them, for her action bound her to them in a private new world.

When she had finished selling tickets, she wanted to get away from the table; her hands felt tingly, as if she’d been holding fire in her palms. Jason and Danny had disappeared, which was all right. She had given away a free ticket, and she wanted to run and run. She banged into a group of kids from the after-school program. Often she entertained them by doing a series of flips on the steel gymnastic bars. Today, she was so pumped up, she said she’d do fifty for them. “Everybody count,” she told them, and their sweet young voices rose in the air.

Usually, she wore pants when she did the flips, but that day she was wearing a dress. Whenever she turned over, the dress cascaded over her head, and she felt the cool afternoon on her legs. Her underwear flashed by during each flip, but it was a good, free feeling. The little kids were counting. She was at forty flips when her father walked by.

He came over and put his hand on her arm. She froze. “I want to talk to you for a second,” he said.

He walked with her to the far side of the field, cleared his throat, and gazed over her head. “Sweetheart,” he said, “you shouldn’t do that anymore.”

Her heart picked up. “Do what?”

“In a dress. Do flips.” He touched his hand to her shoulder.

She waited for another accusation; there was none. “Why not?”

He laughed, a short, confusing sound. His dark eyes were strangely sad. “Just trust me.” His jacket sleeves looked too short on his arms. He shoved his hands in his pockets and walked away.

She felt broken off, alone, watching her father leave; she wanted to confess to a million things all at once. The kids were calling “Fifty! Fifty!” When she returned to them, they looked up at her, waiting, but she was silent. She didn’t know what to say.

 

Her mother had her own kingdom; she taught classes at Waltz with Vivien, a ballroom dance studio in Culver City. One of Shelley’s favorite activities was to help her mother in the practice sessions, when the students got ready for competitions around the state. These students were big, grand girls with golden dyed hair and oily bosoms. Their partners were thin-armed boys with silken mustaches and hair parted down the center. Shelley, in sneakers and old jeans, stood in, at the rehearsal, as a place marker for anyone who was absent; that was her job.

One day, after the session, Vivien rummaged through her costume bag, found a tunic studded with rhinestones, and slipped it over her daughter’s head. Shelley looked down at herself, sparkling. Her mother circled her, examining. “You want to show off this cute body,” she said. “Let me show you some steps.”

Her mother was the man. Holding Shelley around the waist with one arm, she clasped her hand with the other, and began to move, as though through syrup. She tilted Shelley’s chin with her hand so that the girl lifted her throat to the air. “I’ll lead,” her mother whispered. “You’re stepping on diamonds. Let your shoulders make music. Glow.”

Her mother’s words were hushed, but they were brimming with something enormous. Vivien led her across the floor in a step-two-three, arms steely, full of purpose, and Shelley realized that she had been waiting a long time for her mother to ask her to dance. “Imagine you’re dancing with Donny Osmond,” Vivien said. “Or you’re dancing with Andy Gibb . . .” This idea seemed especially odd. Shelley did not know how to describe the glitter in the air when she ran between the boys at Hebrew school. The sureness of her mother’s body made Shelley’s heart a little hard with fear; she was sure she would never be as beautiful.

“Now,” said her mother, and suddenly swung her down into a dip. Shelley was staring up at the auditorium ceiling the way the big girls did, the way her mother did when she demonstrated a step. Whenever she’d seen the students dip, their faces seemed to ache, as though they were tasting caramel. She could imagine them all doing flips on the jungle gym, over and over, slowly, naked, for everyone to see.

“Drip rubies from your fingers,” Vivien whispered now. “Go.”

Shelley’s arms felt stiff as a puppet’s, and finally her mother raised her up. She squeezed Shelley’s shoulders and peered at her as though she were blurry. “Almost,” her mother said.

They kept trying. Her mother held her gently, but her grip became looser, as though she did not quite know how to hold her now. At last, they stopped. “Next time,” her mother said, but she did not make the offer again.

Later, when her mother drove them home, Shelley stared at her pale hands on the steering wheel. It was astonishing that her mother and the other women could live in such private versions of themselves. Suddenly, the streets seemed infinitely dangerous and full.

 

Shelley had stopped. And this became worst of all when she was left behind by her friends and they became her former friends. They moved on to their new selves in junior high school, and she was left watching them as though through a pane of glass.

Her former friends were a gang of girls with whom she had hung out in elementary school. They were named Denise, Wendy, Tracy, Lisa, and Tami. She could count on them to get together every Sunday afternoon to ride their bikes or play elephant tag. But once they moved to junior high, everything suddenly changed.

On the first day of junior high, Shelley spent half an hour looking for her friends. The school was large, fed from elementary schools all over Los Angeles; it was like being in a brand-new city. Finally, she found them sitting around a cafeteria table, but she did not recognize them at first. Each girl had drawn lines of blue on her eyelids, and each was wearing a camisole top and a thin cotton skirt. No one had told her that they had planned these outfits.

She sat beside them, but it was clear that she was not part of them anymore. They spoke in darting, urgent whispers, erupting into laughter that sounded like shrieks of pain. Their old selves had been discarded, forgotten. Some new and magical truth seemed sealed within them, remote and inaccessible to her.

It became a true loss when she called them and they had become busy. If she called on a Friday afternoon at four o’clock, they’d already made plans, and these plans excluded her. They seemed to know of a crucial calling time, and she had missed it and would never learn what it was. “Sorry,” they’d say, their voices airy. “We have plans.” She tried calling at different times—three o’clock on Thursday, eight on Wednesday, but it was always the same.

She began to hate Sundays, the long hot stretch of time when she sat alone in the dull glare of her front yard. Sometimes she’d walk quickly around the block as though she, too, had exciting plans and was off somewhere; she’d try not to stare at her friends’ houses to see what was going on inside. But she had no plans. That was when she decided to visit Lena and Bob.

 

Lena had come up with the same idea. “I think you should come see us,” Lena said during a phone call one evening. “We can get a cup of Coca-Cola from the 7-Eleven. It has little square pieces of ice.”

For Shelley to get to Panorama Village by herself would involve a forty-five-minute bus ride over the San Diego Freeway. It would be like going to another state. She got hold of an RTD bus schedule and studied the complicated document. Each arrival and departure time seemed to have been selected for some important and mysterious reason: 10:21, 9:54, 5:16. After many phone calls, Lena and Bob and Shelley decided that she should take the 11:23 bus.

She didn’t confess that she was afraid of the trip. But she liked listening to Lena persuade her. “I’ll give you three Lifesavers,” said Lena. “Four if you’re really nice.”

“Soon,” Shelley said.

And she had to tell her parents. When Shelley handed the bus schedule to her mother and told her of her plans to visit Lena and Bob, her mother examined the bus schedule critically, as though it were a passport to an unfamiliar place.

“You really want to go all the way out there?” she asked.

“I think so,” Shelley said.

“Well,” said her mother, “you’ll have to call us when you get there. You’ll have to bring lots of spare change.” Then she smiled. “But they’ll be so thrilled to see you.” And it was that last part that convinced Shelley, that unburdened sound in her mother’s voice.

One day she got up and did it. She went out the front door of her house, walked across the lawn, and waited at the bus stop for the 11:23 to the Valley. When the bus pulled up, she got on and asked the driver whether he stopped at Mango Boulevard; magically, he said yes.

She was eleven years old. The greasy, clattering RTD bus took her to this new place. She was proud of being the youngest unaccompanied traveler on the bus; she did not count the children and toddlers because they were with their mothers. The whole ride, she sat up straight, her eyes open, alert. For forty-five minutes, every person was a stranger—the tan blond boys clutching skateboards, the maids in white uniforms, the elderly, bluish men. Not one of them knew anything about her, and as the bus rolled down into the San Fernando Valley, she felt released from a pain she did not know she had held.

The bus turned down Mango Boulevard, and she saw Lena and Bob pacing the sidewalk in front of Panorama Village. They walked close to the curb, as far from the home as possible—far enough so that they could feel the rush of air from passing cars, but close enough so that an aide could keep them in view. Bob wore a lime-green T-shirt that glowed in the bone-white sun. As he walked, he held his arms, like Marlon Brando, away from his sides. Bob and Lena seemed not to notice each other and to notice each other absolutely; when they passed each other, they brushed hands lovingly, and they stubbed out their cigarettes at the same time.

The bus windows were tinted gray, but Shelley imagined that Lena and Bob, staring at the bus, saw her sitting there like a little god, and she felt their gladness leap up in her own heart.

As she stepped onto the street, her aunt and uncle embraced her; their soft arms gathered her in. They had dressed up for her visit. Lena wore her pink plastic cow barrette, which dangled from her rusty gold hair. Bob had splashed on some aftershave lotion, and the air around him shimmered with the scent. The three of them stood on the bleached and empty street, feeling like the most important people in the world.

Lena bent toward Shelley and whispered, “I have something important to tell you.”


“What?”

“I lost another tooth.”

Shelley wasn’t sure how to react to this. “Let me see.”

“You don’t really want to see.”

But she did want to see, absolutely; she nodded.

Lena bent her knees slightly and opened her mouth. It was shimmery blue and red like an oyster and was almost empty. Shelley looked longer than necessary; it was as good a place to look as anywhere else.

“You’re supposed to brush your teeth,” she said.

“I forget,” Lena said.

“You need to try,” said Shelley. She liked the authority in her voice. “Twice a day.”

“I like the tooth,” said Bob. “I want it.”

Shelley laughed. “What for?”

He shrugged. “I want a piece of her,” said Bob. He had gorgeous, pale blue eyes that, had he been a fish, would have allowed him to see through lightless water. “Why?” asked Shelley.

He dug into his pocket and brought out a handful of tiny gray chips. “I like to carry her around with me,” he said.

 

They walked down the sidewalk, under the valley’s barren, hazy sky.

“What do we do?” asked Lena.

“What do you usually do?”

“I don’t know. Walk around.”

They all seemed deflated by this.

“Let’s play a game,” Shelley said.

She was thinking of one she’d watched at school. Ten boys and girls sat in a circle under a lilac tree and whispered urgently to one another as petals fell on their hair.

“Dare,” said one boy and whispered something to her old friend Wendy. Wendy got up, walked across the circle to another boy, bent over, and kissed him. The boy lifted his face to hers as though he had been waiting all his life for this moment. Their cheeks hollowed as they kissed. The others watched in a silence that was almost holy. Then Wendy stepped back and returned to her place.

Each person responded to a different dare. One girl stood up and lifted her shirt, revealing, for a second, her pale, soft breasts. One boy applied lipstick to his mouth and then rubbed it off. The others observed in silence, then burst into laughter at the end. When lunch hour was over and the group dispersed, Shelley lingered in the area, the site of so many brave acts.

She outlined the game to Lena and Bob without describing the specific content of the dares. “You do something you’re afraid to do,” she said. “Everyone else has to go along. You can’t make fun of anyone. You can dare anything you want.”

They stood on the sidewalk like three little birds perched on a branch. “I’m first,” said Bob.

He smacked his open palms against his hips, feet together, thinking. “Grab the chairs,” he ordered.

“Which chairs?” Lena squealed.

“I dare you,” he murmured. “The patio ones. Grab them. Put them under this tree.”

There were six nylon-web folding chairs on the home’s patio facing Mango Boulevard, each marked, in black, DO NOT REMOVE. Bob bounded onto the patio, Shelley and Lena behind him. Holding a folded chair over his head, Bob dashed toward the magnolia tree, and Lena and Shelley followed and set their chairs under the tree.

They were breathing hard; they had done something very brave. A sparrow’s song pierced the air. They looked up into the thick, vanilla-scented spread of leaves, the white diamond cracks of sunlight. Bob spread his legs as though he were sitting on a velvet recliner.

“Why did we do that?” asked Lena. Shelley was grateful for the question.

“Here,” he said. “It’s a special spot. No one can take our seats.”

“What now?” asked Lena.


“Your turn,” said Bob.

“I have to think.” Lena closed her eyes and concentrated, biting her lip. Then she reached into her pocket and brought out a Reese’s peanut butter cup.

“I dare you to eat this pie I made,” she said.

Shelley and Bob looked at the candy. “Eat it with good manners,” said Lena.

This was a more difficult dare. They had to believe the candy was a pie and that Lena had baked it. Bob removed a plastic comb from his pocket and sliced the candy into three pieces. “It took a long time to cook,” bragged Lena. “I had to put it in a teeny pan.”

They balanced the pieces on their palms and looked at Lena. “I dare you to be a lady and gentleman,” Lena said. “Watch your manners. Chew with your mouth shut.”

Shelley closed her eyes and tried to believe she was eating a piece of pie. She did not understand why Lena wanted this to be a pie she had made, or why she wanted them to be polite as they ate it. But she followed Lena’s instructions. When she was done, she opened her eyes. Bob had been neat, too; the only chocolate smears were on their hands. Lena wiped these with a Kleenex. “You see? You did it,” Lena said. Her eyes were proud. “You ate it all up.”

Now it was Shelley’s turn. Walking back and forth on the pale ribbon of sidewalk, she tried to think what she could ask of them.

Here were the stucco apartment buildings, the dry lawns, the parking lot that spread out before Sav-on. Because she had come here by herself, everything looked beautiful and new. The pastel apartment buildings seemed to be delicately frosted with peach icing; the dried-out lawns were gray as ice; the asphalt parking lot sparkled like a frozen black sea.

Shelley drew a sharp breath, because she wanted to be as magnificent as everything around her. She turned toward Lena and Bob
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