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To Ben and Anna




To: Roger Schulman

131 Barrow St., Apt. 1

NY, NY 10014

 


  December 27


 


  Dear Dad,



  Hello from Day One of the tenth-grade girls’ mystery vacation. We’re supposed to keep the location a secret, but the Puerto Plata postmark might give it away. You would TOTALLY approve—we’re at Green Amigas, a collective of women who plant community gardens for underprivileged locals. It’s run by Ilana Dominguez, née Feldman, a Baldwin alum who married a Dominican financier she met on a vacation down here. Everyone’s very hippie-dippy and zenned to the max. It’s a wonder I haven’t run into the Upstairs Judys yet!



  Love and miss you to the moon,



  Señorita Mimi Schulman


To: Rachel Lieber

3412 Sunset Blvd.

Houston, TX 77005

 


  December 28


 


  Rach,



  I know, I know, you’re probably fuming about my bailing on Texas for Christmas—but trust me, it’s a long story. Not sure if I updated you on the massive social catastrophe that befell me at the end of last semester (I doubt it, since I was too humiliated to leave my bedroom, much less discuss it long-distance), but anyway, all’s well that ends well, and I’m now in the Dominican Republic, vacationing with the friends I almost lost. I’ll tell you all about it when we next see each other. Which might be soon, right? What about the promised NYC visit? C’mon, mama, how could you not? Crazy fun guaranteed, what do you think? Hi to everyone at holiday parties, OK?



  More soon,



  Luuuuuuv,



  Mimi


To: Ariel Schulman

Littlefield Dormitory Box #406

University of Texas

Austin, TX 78712

 


  December 29


 


  Whaddup, sis?


How’s my favorite Kappa Kappa sister? Abs still hard as granite? It’s bathing-suit land down here in the D.R., and I’ve dreamed of trading bodies with you several times. Are we really related? Life is not fair. . . . Weather is blissful and scenery all blue skies and tie-dyed sunsets. We spend most days gardening with earnest middle-aged women—you’d hate it. So how was Xmas? Did Mom get all Christian on you now that her Jewish husband is halfway across the country, or was she as annoyingly Freudian as ever? I realize I should send Mom a postcard but I have no desire to address it to Maurice, too, so please just tell them I’m alive and healthy.


  XOXO,



  Your tubby-tummied little sis,



  Mimi


To: Sam Geckman

231 W. 87 St. Apt. 8A

NY, NY 10025

 


  December 30


 


  Sam,


Hi from the winter vacation I almost missed thanks to a certain on-off-on-off redheaded friend of mine, ahem, ahem. Right, so, um, I’ve started this postcard seven times already and realize there’s no witty way of putting it: Last semester kind of (major understatement) sucked for us, but I really hope the next one is better. We’re too cosmically connected to wreck such a special friendship. In other news, this vacation is truly awesome—still top-secret, but let’s just say, you’d be way impressed with my “shallow” friends. If you dare so much as hint to anyone where this postcard comes from, you and I are through. All over again. Got it? Hope you’re having fun in Florida and see you soon.


  XOXO,



  Mimi


To: Myrtle Lanchester

2401 Bolsover St.

Houston, TX 77005

 


  December 31


 


  Myrtilian,



  Howdy from the Dominican Republic, where I’m planting vegetables for world peace. And you thought you knew me inside out. . . . How’s my favorite almost-stepsister holding up? Please tell Simon he is the most beautiful, intelligent cat in America—make that the Americas, as I’ve seen no feline contenders on this island. Congrats on getting all your college apps in. I so hope you choose a school in New York—the men of Gotham await! You would love it down here—many kissable botanists. On my next gardening excursion, you’re definitely coming with.



  X’s and O’s,



  Mimi


 

P.S. HI, MOM! I KNOW YOU’RE READING THIS. FINISHED THE BOOK YOU SENT ABOUT THE MENTALLY ILL STREET PEOPLE IN BEIRUT. VERY ILLUMINATING. HOW ABOUT SOMETHING A TAD LIGHTER NEXT TIME?

To: Roger Schulman

131 Barrow St., Apt 1

NY, NY 10014

 


  January 1


 


  El Papá,


Happy New Year! I realize this will reach you long after I do, but I couldn’t resist . . . Como estas? Still surviving in a household of one? I hope you’ve remembered to shower and eat. Apart from my most brutal sunburn ever, everything remains dreamy, perfect, etc. Have dirt under toenails and know how to say lettuce in Spanish. Last night Ilana Dominguez threw an elaborate New Year’s Eve bash. Picture moonlight, lapping waves, and a fourteen-piece samba band. Have used all the Polaroid film you gave me so I’ll have plenty of pix. I miss and love you so much.


  XOXOXO,



  Mimicita


 


  P.S. Get this: One of my fellow Green Amigas residents was Upstairs Judy #2’s girlfriend “back in the Berkeley days.” Did I not call it?!



The Incredible Flying Goat Show Girl

IMAGINE THE TIME YOU COULD SAVE if you didn’t have to say good-bye. Not the word goodbye, but the hugs, sniffles, and promises to stay in touch that accompany it. I could’ve mastered Swahili in the hours I spent bidding adios to our forty new best friends at Green Amigas. We were on our way out the door when Ilana Dominguez unveiled our sendoff tres leches cake, frosted with purple and white squiggles to resemble a head of cabbage. I thought it rude not to stay for a slice, or three.

By the time my friends and I reached the airport, our flight was already boarding, and lines at the check-in counters snaked outside. Lily, the most organized of the group, immediately started freaking out, but Pia, the daughter of Italian diplomats, rose to the occasion. She unapologetically glided to the front of the line and snapped her fingers for us to follow. When we obeyed, the other tourists revolted. “Get in line like everyone else!” one shouted. “Don’t you dare!” another threatened. “We’ve been here since dawn!” I half sympathized with the people we cut, but not Pia, whose emotional intelligence was still playing catch-up with her sky-high IQ. “When will people understand jealousy is so unattractive?” she mused wearily, and handed us our boarding cards. We got to the gate with a minute to spare at a magazine kiosk. “And I mean one minute,” Pia said. “As in, sixty seconds. I did not just make five thousand new enemies so we can miss our flight!”

With that, she disappeared behind a rack of novels in Spanish, leaving the rest of us to browse the newsstand’s paltry offerings: inspirational greeting cards, tins of local nuts, and travel-size bottles of mouthwash. Of the several newspapers scattered across the floor, only the Irish Standard was in English. It was four pages long and cost more than most annual gym memberships.

“Perfect!” Jess scooped the Standard off the dingy floor. Depressed by her boyfriend Preston’s long-distance neglect, Jess had spent much of our vacation perusing a gloomy book of Russian short stories, and I was glad to see her moving on to lighter reading material. “I’ll get that,” Viv said, and tried to take Jess’s newspaper.

Jess had allowed our wealthy friends to pay for her week-long vacation, but here she drew the line. She didn’t have cash to toss around like our friends did, but she had plenty of pride.

“It’s mine,” she huffed, “so I’m paying for it!”

“They just announced final boarding,” Lily said nervously.

“No, seriously, let me buy it,” Viv pressed. “It’s only money.”

“I said NO!” Jess protested. “End of conversation.”

“Tick-tock, tick-tock . . .” Lily, genetically anal, was growing more and more impatient.

“C’mon, what part of final boarding do you people not get?”

I was admiring two amazing blank notebooks (neither of which I could justify buying, given the number of unfilled journals I already had at home) when Pia shoved past me with a handful of novels in Spanish. We all watched in awe as Pia snatched both the Irish Standard, Viv’s package of souvenir lighters, and then, for good measure, the two notebooks I was about to put back on the shelf.

“Does no one listen to poor Lily?” Pia seethed, throwing a stack of Dominican pesos onto the counter. “There’s no time for multiple transactions—we have a plane to catch. Vamos!”

On the plane, I squeezed into a cramped seat designed to punish lanky 5'11" girls like myself, and waited for the short man in front of me to recline his chair back into my knees. Then, to distract myself, I studied my beautiful new notebooks. The first one—handmade, with a purple cloth cover—brought back fond memories of my bookbinding seminar at The Baldwin School last semester, highlights of which included Ivan Grimalsky’s chronicle of his vegetarian Venus flytrap’s “fight for life,” Arthur Gray’s book-burning presentation, and Blowjob Harry’s “dinner party cookbook.”

My second notebook was flimsy and spiral-bound, with a picture of two goats kissing on the cover and the words THE SANTO DOMINGO NATIONAL SHEEP AND GOAT SHOW. It was high kitsch, and I loved it.

I had special plans for both of my notebooks. To repent for ditching my dad over the holiday, I’d snapped endless pictures with his Polaroid, from shots of the community gardens to the gigantic I MISS YOU, DAD! I’d drawn in the carrot patch. (Dad was a professional photographer, so I knew he’d appreciate my creative use of his favorite camera.) The next day at school, I would paste these photos in the purple cloth notebook and give it to Dad for New Year’s. While the flight attendant explained emergency evacuation procedures, I opened the notebook with the kissing goats and felt the rush of looking at the blank page.

Across the aisle, Jess was skimming the expensive Irish newspaper with a bored expression while Pia appeared entranced by her steamy Spanish bodice-ripper. Viv, between them, had strapped on her monster headphones and was listening to a reggaetón CD she’d purchased on the road one day. Next to me, Lily scribbled on a yellow legal pad, brainstorming for the first winter edition of the Baldwin Bugle, the school paper where she worked and I played.

I wrote a column called “Texan in Gotham,” billed as an examination of Baldwin culture through an outsider’s eyes. At first I’d enjoyed this excuse to learn more about my new school, but lately I’d struggled to come up with a new story idea every two weeks. It’s hard to keep that outsider’s perspective when you’re more on the inside every day. Writing about my winter break would prove even more challenging, given the hush-hush nature of our Green Amigas experience. Baldwin had a weird, cultish tradition shrouded in secrecy and intrigue that dated back two decades. Every year, the most popular sophomore girls embarked on a trip to an undisclosed location and the next year elected another group to follow in their footsteps. Speculations about the nature of this trip ran rampant, and most Baldwinites (including, I admit, myself) pictured something five-star, like a cruise to St. Barts or a visit to a royal castle in Tuscany.

Dusty, un-air-conditioned Green Amigas fulfilled none of these fantasies. Its guests slept in bunk beds and peed in outhouses. Even so, no over-the-top celebrity destination could outclass our week. I stared out the window, restless and exhilarated, reliving the amazing experience. On how many vacations can you sunbathe, salsa dance with farmers, binge on deep-fried plantains, harvest cabbage, and win back your best friends? I’d dreamed about this mystery trip from the moment Sam Geckman, my oldest friend, told me about it last September and bet me I couldn’t make the cut. Sam believed I’d been in Texas too long to navigate the bewildering world of Baldwin, a school that rejected grades, valedictorians, and even tests with right or wrong answers. Its social traditions were stranger still: girls who in Texas would make prom queen were, by Baldwin’s exacting standards, considered too “conformist.” Meanwhile, girls who could pass for hobos in most cities, with their sloppily layered outfits and unkempt hair, reigned supreme over their classmates. Talk about disorienting. If only the school had outlined these customs in its welcome packet.

Offended by Sam’s lack of faith in my social skills, I had vowed to score an invitation to the popular girls’ annual winter trip early last semester. Though I ended up winning the wager, my victory came at a huge cost. In retaliation for a grisly romantic episode, Sam stole my journal and posted its damning contents on the Internet. With one click of the mouse, Sam exposed my unflattering first impressions of the girls and—even worse—my mercenary scheme to win them over. And just like that, the girls hated me, I hated Sam, and my happy New York existence effectively ended.

When I posted a teary apology on the Internet, I wasn’t arrogant or insane enough to expect a response. I was shocked, then, when the girls showed up on my doorstep at the beginning of winter break and invited me to the Dominican Republic—even Viv, though she remained pissed off at me. I knew I didn’t deserve the honor, and throughout the trip I kept worrying that my friends’ forgiveness was an act, groundwork for the perfect revenge scheme. But our week together was catastrophe-free, unless you count Ilana Dominguez’s New Year’s party, when the girls encouraged me to wear a white dress and then, in front of hundreds of revelers, hurled me into the pool. So much for vengeance—before I hit the surface, the four of them jumped right in after me. That was when it sunk in: Lily, Jess, Pia, and even Viv really were my friends.

Lily Morton, only daughter of the glamorous domestic goddess Margaret Morton, lived in nubby gray sweatshirts and wore her brown hair in a messy ponytail. Though obsessed with success, warm-hearted Lily lacked her mother’s cutthroat instincts. Even after getting to know the other girls, I always felt a special attachment to Lily, who was my first actual friend in the group.

Despite her exotic beauty, half-Jewish, half-Filipino Vivian Steinmann had major self-confidence issues. She suffered from a permanent inferiority complex courtesy of her academic torments and lived in the permanent shadow of her supremely cool older sister, Mia, the darling of the Brooklyn art scene. Thinskinned Viv refused to speak to me for the first half of the trip, and it took a shared near-death experience in the back of a ramshackle Jeep for her to warm up to me. At Ilana’s party, after the two of us ran dripping wet into a cabana bathroom, Viv confessed her “sort-of crush” on Sam. Rather than tell Viv that Sam and I had hooked up last semester, I gave her my blessing and even told her about my passion for Max Roth, the smartest and most mysterious member of the tenth-grade class, or humanity.

When she wasn’t gardening or reading, boy-crazy Jessica Gillespie mooned over her ultralame boyfriend, Preston, who had ignored every single one of her expensive international phone calls. At first glance, preppy Jess was the blandest of the group, but her perfect exterior was misleading. She was a serious bookworm, and though I’d never seen any of her poems, I’d heard they were heart-stoppingly good. One day while the two of us planted seedlings, Lily told me about the scandalous affair Jess’s dad had conducted with her sixth-grade Life Science teacher, Gwendolyn Carroll, four years earlier. Baldwin fired the voluptuous Gwen, and then—in a concession characteristic of the school’s ultraliberal philosophy—placed Jess on full scholarship. After her dad, and his income, vanished, Jess was forced to remain at the institution that was indirectly responsible for her parents’ breakup. Lily attributed Jess’s weirdness about men, namely her do-or-die passion for Preston, to her father’s public abandonment.

Pia Pazzolini, another serious piece of work, resembled a cross between Jackie Kennedy and an expensive show pony, and had an even more complicated personality. She was simultaneously nerdy and glamorous, equal parts bossy and loyal, vain and humble. And though Pia had everything any girl could want—credit cards galore, luxurious vacations, a perfect math SAT score in the eighth grade—she was also a chronic shoplifter. From what I could gather, her habit wasn’t limited to designer cashmere; she also helped herself to drugstore lipsticks, supermarket cookies, even hard-boiled eggs from the school cafeteria. Because Pia had no material justification for this compulsion, I could only assume deeper psychological issues were to blame.

And then there was me, Mimi Schulman. I had, until recently, grown up in a boringly normal nuclear unit: scatterbrained mother, oblivious father, wannabe-anorexic big sister. Having divided my life between Texas and New York, I felt at home in both places, but I belonged to neither. I loved Dolly Parton, Bette Davis, J. D. Salinger, the Houston Astros, and cats, in no particular order. I should also add that I’d managed to turn fifteen without kissing a boy.

But though I was awkward and inexperienced and uncosmopolitan, the girls liked me, and it worked. I took a pen from my overstuffed backpack and got started on my Goat Show book. It was New Year’s Day—what better opportunity to draft a few life-altering resolutions?


	Be the best friend ever to Pia, Viv, Lily, and Jess. Esp. Viv. You so owe them.


	Be nicer to Amanda France / a better long-distance friend to Rachel / around more often for Dad’s weekly pancake dinners.


	No more sunburns, sun blisters, or excess freckles. Wear thick muumuu and sun visor on next tropical vacation and slather on moisturizer with SPF every day, even in the dead of winter.


	Stop slouching. Tall is beautiful.


	Cultivate mysterious, woman-of-the-world aura to improve chances with mysterious man-of-the-world Max Roth.


	Think less about boys and more about the grave threats of globalism and other issues raised by kick-ass women at Green Amigas.


	Take advantage of Baldwin’s course offerings and load up on electives. To quote our headmaster, Zora Blanchard: “Learning is a feast. Glutton up!”


	Speaking of which, try not to eat so repulsively much. In public.


	No more cramming sessions on subway ride to school, no matter how easy assignments. Do homework the night before to make time for unassigned (or Mom-assigned) material on commute, thereby developing intellect and, depending on the nature and strangeness of reading material, enhancing mysterious, woman-of-the-world aura (see res. numero 5).




I shut the book. The nuzzling goats on the cover got me thinking about Max, which, I’ll admit, might seem a little creepy. But that wasn’t why I loved my new notebook. As a memento of our trip, the Goat Show book would bring me luck in the upcoming year, I felt sure of it. I vowed to carry it with me everywhere—use it as a repository for deep thoughts, amusing ambulatory observations, Bugle article ideas, grocery needs—anything, everything, and even a little bit of nothing.


Doo-Dah, Doo-Dah

THE BALDWIN STUDENT BODY came back from winter vacation unrecognizably improved. My classmates had devoted the last two weeks to fine-tuning their wardrobes and redesigning their eyebrows, submitting to scruffings and buffings and blow-dries. I, too, was unrecognizable, but not for the better. On the last day of the trip, our first with no gardening responsibilities, I’d thrown caution to the wind and hit the beach sans SPF. Big mistake, huge. But what do you expect from a girl whose mother had nagged her on this very subject two million times over the course of her life?

When I alighted from the town car Vivian’s parents had dispatched to the airport for us and entered our narrow brownstone on Barrow Street, I didn’t yet feel sunburned, just woozy, too exhausted to catch up with Dad over a sit-down dinner. Oddly enough, Dad didn’t seem to mind the brush-off. He was acting strange and giddy. Too sleepy to investigate his behavior, I grabbed a leftover bowl of what appeared to be homemade baked ziti from the fridge and, without bothering to heat it up, took it down to my room. Dad and I would hang out the next afternoon, after I’d slept and pieced together his gift.

That night, the rash erupted. The next morning, I woke up fried, sunburned on body parts I hadn’t known existed: armpits, the insides of my knees, the backs of my ears. My skin was as raw as ground hamburger meat. And the ache—the ache was indescribable. Motion intensified the torture, walking especially. I arrived at school on time, but it took me thirty minutes to reach my locker, by which point first period was more than halfway over. At least it was only World Civ, a gut at Baldwin. Because our snuggly teacher, Stanley, rejected the “hegemony” of taking attendance, I opted to skip the last ten minutes of what would no doubt be another one of his directionless roundtable discussions. My time would be better spent inching toward my new spring semester second-period elective, Indigenous Crafts, which met in Baldwin’s “studio space,” a dilapidated old brownstone across the street from the main building.

After the pain of crossing Pierrepont Street, I panted and winced up the studio building’s narrow staircase, periodically edging toward the rail to let unblistered students lope ahead of me. I’d just perfected a rhythm, hopping up the stairs without bending any joints, when something slammed into me from behind, propelling me into the wall.

“OUCH!” I yelped as another layer of epidermis departed. A skinny girl on her cell phone shoved past me.

“Excuse you!” she said bitchily, and flicked her ass-long, peroxided hair. The dyed blond mane struck my body like a thousand tiny whips. I winced in pain.

Indifferent to the five-alarm damage she had inflicted, the girl immediately returned to her conversation. “Yeah, I know!” she said into her tiny cell phone. “How many times do I have to tell you? I read the script, and it sucked, all right? Screw what her agent thinks—I am not wasting my time on some straight-to-DVD disaster, do you hear me?” The girl’s chicken legs vanished after the next landing, leaving me to grip the banister, weep for my lost skin, and wonder who that demon-girl was. Because I’d been at Baldwin only four discombobulating months, I was still unacquainted with most of my classmates. My friends, though, had surely met this monster diva, with her designer high heels and clingy minidress, and I made a mental note to ask about her.

As I trudged up the final flight of stairs, I wished for the galactic-scale self-esteem of Pia, her enviable ease in the world. Pia—and Lily, too, probably—would’ve laughed off this creature, but not me. At nine-thirty in the morning I was already feeling completely depressed. The Indigenous Crafts studio soon boosted my spirits, however. The room had been decorated like a Hawaiian hut in an Elvis movie, with potted bamboos and leafy houseplants that cast intriguing shadows on the assembled students’ faces. The studio’s paint-splattered radio was broadcasting an orchestra of bongo drums at maximum volume. The classroom was surprisingly crowded for Baldwin, the school that boasted the highest teacher-to-student ratio in the city. I spotted Viv in one of her trademark black-on-black outfits right away, and this, too, was surprising. When I’d mentioned signing up for Indigenous Crafts in the D.R., Viv hadn’t piped up. Then again, maybe she’d still hated me back then.

Viv was waving me over but I saw no free stools in her vicinity—or, in fact, anywhere else. After a few seconds, I spotted a seat in the distant corner of the studio, directly across from Sam, my oldest friend in the world. Still unsure of how things stood with him, I approached him cautiously, half dreading the encounter. Had Sam received my sappy postcard yet? What had he made of my proposal for a truce? His expression revealed nothing.

But as I drew closer to his worktable, Sam lifted his eyebrows and smirked. “Hey,” I said, my voice as friendly and relaxed as I could manage.

“Nice,” he said, with a low, construction-worker whistle. “I’ve been looking for something to match that stoplight out front—I think you’ll do just perfectly.” My face flushed—even darker, that is. Before Sam’s comment, pain management had eclipsed all fashion-related concerns. Now my fleece pants and hooded sweatshirt, the only garments loose enough for my raw, wrecked skin, suddenly filled me with shame. Sam, a pale, freckly redhead, never overdosed on the sun. I knew this because I had known him all my life. Even as a pre-kindergartner at City Sprouts day camp, he’d worn baseball caps and retreated to the shade while I enjoyed my bagged lunch under the scorching midday rays. “You sure you shouldn’t be at the emergency room, hotcakes?”

“Shut up.” I concentrated on dragging the stool out. But as I levered myself onto the seat, I understood why it had been vacant. The stool was broken, its third leg dangling loosely like the wand of a metronome.

“Really, Mims,” Sam said. “El sol did quite a number on you.”

“Did you not hear me?” I growled. “Shut up.”

To avoid wobbling over and further disfiguring myself, I planted my feet on the floor and pretended to lean against the stool as Sam continued teasing me, louder and louder, attracting the attention of students at neighboring tables, who started to point and snicker. Arthur Gray, Baldwin’s resident wise-ass, shot me a double thumbs-up. To think that I’d poured out my heart to Sam, and on a postcard his parents were likely to intercept! When I next opened my Goat Show book, I’d be sure to strike that suicidal promise to re-befriend my remorseless tormenter.

“Shalo-o-OM, comrades!” yodeled our teacher, Yuri Knutz. He stood at the main worktable with a frayed hardcover book in one hand and a rotten coconut in the other. “Welcome, everyone, to Russian Dissident Fiction!” he said, and banged these two objects together like castanets.

Russian Dissident Fiction? Uh-oh. That made me 0 for 2 for the day.

“I’d also like to welcome everyone here to my Indigenous Crafts seminar,” Yuri Knutz went on, and set about theatrically emptying a brown paper bag from Wild Things health food store. “Owing to certain unavoidable last-minute circumstances, we’ve had to combine the classes.”

People starting shifting and murmuring, wondering what was going on.

“Sounds odd, doesn’t it?” Yuri said agreeably. “To avoid confusion, we’re going to alternate the subjects every other session. Today, we’ll focus on crafts, and at our next meeting, we’ll read a story. A Russian one, of course. Make sense?”

Arthur Gray spoke on behalf of everyone when he shouted, “NO!”

Last semester, when persuading me to enroll in the Indigenous Crafts elective, Sam had described Yuri Knutz as a one-time “up-and-coming sensation” of the New York art scene. Now in his midforties, Yuri hadn’t come up much further than this fourth-floor studio, but he seemed pretty upbeat as he cried, “No use dilly-dallying—let’s kick-start Indigenous Crafts right away! For this curriculum, we’ll be using found objects and found objects only. In indigenous cultures, remember, there are no twenty-four-hour superstores, no organic delivery services. I just returned from a trip to Peru, where I saw indigenous life in action. Natives live off the land down there, making do with whatever they scrounge up—an inspiring philosophy that we’ll be applying to art supplies!”

Yuri rubbed his palms together excitedly, then reached under the table for another Wild Things goodies bag. “Our goal,” he said, “is to be resourceful with the basic materials of everyday life. Use absolutely anything you’d like.”

“What about people?” Arthur Gray asked from beneath the signature baseball cap that obscured ninety percent of his face. Ordinarily, I tuned out Arthur and his nonstop witticisms, just not when he happened to be positioned next to dreamboat extraordinaire Max Roth. Just inches away from Arthur, Max was leaning back on his stool, staring upward, his whole face on display for my marveling pleasure. While Arthur entertained, I stealthily admired the contours of Max’s gorgeous profile, giving special attention to his dimpled cheeks.

Perhaps I stared too long because Max turned to look at me—just as I was digging my hand into my sweatshirt to loosen a charbroiled swath of skin caught under my bra. I shot my eyes back to Arthur.

“People can be part of art, right?” he was asking. “Like an arm. Or a butt?”

Yuri mulled Arthur’s suggestion with great seriousness before nodding. “Why, yes, that’s an excellent suggestion, Arthur—provided, of course, you haven’t purchased the people for that express purpose. Human trade is not coolness.”

“What about kitty litter?” asked Meret Altman, a short guy who played fantasy games in the library and contributed articles on science trends to the Bugle.

“There you go!” Yuri Knutz liked this suggestion even more than Arthur’s. “Kitty litter would be a real trip—way to think like an indigenous craftsman!”

“Um, excuse me?” Sara Ramos was waving her hand in the air. “Hello?”

Sara was a senior who wore raincoats every day, whatever the weather. Every self-respecting Baldwinite needed a shtick, and poor Sara had simply waited too long to choose hers, when only raincoats and heart-printed shoelaces remained. So it was shiny rain slickers for her, even on the sunniest days.

“Isn’t this a jewelry-making elective?” Sara asked. “Aren’t we, like, learning to set pendants and shit?”

Yuri shook his head regretfully, unbothered by her classroom cursing. “Not in this class, I’m afraid,” he said. “At the department meeting, Michelle did mention a metalworking elective, but that was before the budget doo-dah.”

The words “budget doo-dah” got the restless class’s attention at last. At Baldwin the word budget was used about as often as winner or percent—i.e., never. Baldwin was among the most elite private schools in the city, and therefore also among the richest. Even if we had no lacrosse field or marching band, no school could beat Baldwin for its supply of NASA-grade telescopes and authentic Broadway costumes. The words “budget doo-dah” rippled through my head. Was this why they’d combined the classes—because the school was going under?

Giving us no chance to ask follow-up questions, Yuri hustled us to the front of the classroom. “Now, believe it or not,” he said as we shuffled toward the main drafting table, “I stumbled upon every single one of these gems on my way from the Borough Hall station this morning.” He fanned out his arms and let us examine his assortment of indigenous treasures: an opened airmail envelope, a wet sock, a sad-looking Dunkin’ Donuts bag.

Nonindigenous materials included glue sticks, crumbly Crayolas, and rusty scissors, but these also technically qualified as “found objects,” since Yuri had found them in the classroom.

Midway through this show-and-tell, Sara Ramos took off, her purple rain slicker squeaking as she strutted out the door.

“Ugh, I am totally switching to African Drumming before I get scabies,” Jasmine Lowenstein muttered, and followed Sara out.

Viv left next. “I’ll be back for the Russian Dissident whatever,” she said, a note of apology in her voice. She lingered at the door for a few seconds, gazing at Sam and me. Did she expect me to go with her? I wondered. Unable to brave another four flights of stairs, I just smiled wanly in response.

Yuri, meanwhile, took no notice of these defections. After peacefully distributing the materials, he put us to work on our “tribal self-portrait masks.”

Back at our worktable, Sam pushed his stool toward me. “Use it,” he said. “I work better on my feet.”

Too weak to protest, I flung myself down. While eager to ask Sam about the “budget doo-dah,” I was still irritated by his sunburn taunts, so I just took his stool with a soft grunt of thanks.

A few minutes later, as Arthur Gray emitted Tarzan sounds, Sam broke our conversational stalemate. “Yuri Knutz here,” he said in a funny accent, holding his mask over his face. “Over break, while researching handicapped tortoises in Papua New Guinea, I was abducted by a tribe of man-eating indigenous craftsmen. I was forced to listen to sitar music by day and sleep on a pallet of kitty litter by night. I’ve only just escaped and must inflict this illuminating experience on my students.”

I couldn’t help it: I started laughing hysterically. So what if Sam had ruined my life last semester—he remained the only person at Baldwin with any perspective on the place. Pia, Jess, Lily, and Vivian saw nothing bizarre about a school that offered meditation meetings instead of phys. ed., and electives like Victorian Etiquette and Vegan Baking Against Globalization.

“Class!” Yuri Knutz suddenly called us to attention. He was standing behind Max Roth and gesturing for us to join him. “I want everyone to see what a tremendous job Max has done with this project. Talk about indigenous!”

Yuri indicated a Wild Things bag that had been cut into the shape of a potato, with asymmetrical cotton-ball blobs for eyes, a mashed orange peel for a nose, and coconut hair pasted haphazardly along the perimeter. The artwork reminded me of a project a two-year-old might bring home from daycare, but what did I know? Baldwin’s faculty unanimously believed Max was fated to become a world-famous artist any day now.

“Can you demystify the process of creation for us a bit?” Yuri implored Max.

“Uh, sure,” Max said. He stepped back from his table and assessed his project, while I assessed his shoulders under his thin white T-shirt. “Over break, I was reading about tribal arts in Melanesia, and there was this, um, shrunken sloth head? I wanted to play with forms that are of this world and, like, transcendental?”

Anyone else delivering that speech would have been accused of ass-kissing or insanity, but Max was met only with oohs and aahs from his audience. He could read the instructions from a nasal-spray bottle and still sound deep and dreamy. Porter Yurnell punctured my reverie with a supersonic burp.

“I got one, too!” he bellowed. “Yo, come check it out!” He displayed a bag with a wad of Raisinets Scotch-taped on it. “It’s me if I had only one eye.”

“I see.” Yuri Knutz nodded encouragingly. “Porter’s got it. All it takes is a little imagination and inspiration.”

Back at our tables, I felt looser around Sam.

“So, apart from the scorch trauma, you had fun in the sun?” he asked me.

“Mucho.”

“That’s good—really,” Sam said, his voice warm and kind—the old Sam’s voice. “I’m really glad you got to go, after everything. Your postcard—” He stopped. “Your postcard was really nice. It, um, made a lot of sense to me.”

“Thanks,” I said quietly. “It, um, made a lot of sense to me, too.”

And then, like little children, we stayed hunched over the worktables, Crayolas and scissors in motion. In our silent cutting and drawing, Sam and I had reached our old understanding at last, and I was overjoyed.


The Multi-Accented Home

ON THE SUBWAY RIDE FROM SCHOOL THAT AFTERNOON, I looked forward to catching up with Dad almost as much as I looked forward to soothing my raw skin in a lukewarm bath with Epsom salt. I’d finished Dad’s photo album in Lance’s bio class, and as I walked from the West Fourth station to our brownstone, I pictured Dad poring over the stupendous Polaroids while I babbled about my rad vacation.

I never factored Fenella von Dix into my after-school equation, but when I walked inside the apartment, there she was, charm bracelets jangling and ostrich neck bulging, looking right at home at 131 Barrow Street.

“Mimi, welcome back!” Fenella gurgled in her weird accent, flapping open her bony arms for a hug. I recoiled in horror, but Fenella had already surged forward to trap my throbbing body in her talons. As I tried to extricate myself from her embrace, I remembered first Dad’s high spirits the night before, then the unexpected contents of our refrigerator that morning.

Since moving to New York, Dad and I had subsisted on take-out from the celebrated ethnic eateries of Greenwich Village. But that morning, instead of rock-hard pizza crust and week-old Kung Pao chicken, the shelves contained actual groceries, milk and yogurt and fruit. And suddenly it all made sense: Fenella von Dix, an installation artist by trade, had expertly installed herself in our apartment. And to think I’d only been out of town for a week.

In the kitchen, Dad was whistling and making pancakes—yet another unpleasant jolt, since today was Monday and pancake night was Tuesday. Sure, last semester I’d skipped a few sessions of this holy father-daughter dining tradition, but back then I was frazzled and disoriented, busy assimilating into a new academic environment. Dad was—well, Dad was an adult.

He grinned happily when he saw me. “Hey, Miss Mimikins,” he said. “What luck—you’re just in time for Pancake Olympics.” Screwing up his face, Dad prepared for what he called his “famous flap-flips.”

“Here goes.” He tossed the oblong pancake in the air and stepped back triumphantly just as the disk splattered the stovetop.

“Try using the pan as a catching mitt,” I suggested. “Or try waiting until a Tuesday night.”

“Why? Is Tuesday the new Saturday or something?” Dad asked playfully. But then he looked at me and his face drooped. “Oh, Mims, I’m sorry,” he said. “It’s just that Fenella was hungry, and I had nothing else on tap. You know I’m not the craftiest guy in the food department.”

“Yeah, right,” I said. “Since when does she eat solid food, anyway?”

“Now, now. Be nice,” Dad said, adding in a low voice, “She’s in the next room.”


“Yeah, thanks for the news flash.”

“Besides,” Dad went on, “she’s not to blame for her metabolism—I swear, Mimi, that woman eats almost as much as you do.”

Oh, right, forgive me for overlooking Fenella’s divine perfection. I’m sure in her spare time, she’d also single-handedly saved the whales and the ozone layer. When I’d met Fenella at the Pazzolinis’ pre-Thanksgiving dinner party in the Hamptons, I’d happily handed over Dad’s number, little suspecting she’d stake her claim this quickly—or ever. Granted, Dad was still vulnerable after Mom dumped him for Maurice the squishy physicist, but Fenella von Dix? The anorexic installation artist with the Saturday-morning-cartoon accent? Was Dad’s judgment really that impaired, his desperation that profound?

“I’m making a monster batch,” Dad said. “There’s enough to go around—what do you say?”

“I’m not the least bit hungry,” I lied.

“I’m using those mini–chocolate chips you love.”

“I’m. Not. Hungry.”

Poor Dad. I was being a tough broad, especially since I’d ditched him over the holidays, not vice versa. Remembering this, I took a step toward him and was about to pull the photo album from my Air India tote bag when—poof! Fenella slithered into the kitchen, my favorite baby-blue crocheted blanket draped over her shoulders like a cape. The tender moment was gone forever.

“Mimi, your dad’s going through quite the flat-cake phase,” she said. “He made ginger-raspberry on Friday, and for Sunday brunch it was—oh, remind me again, Roger?”

“Pistachio-cassis.” Dad’s voice was sheepish. He turned his back on me to concentrate on the frying pan.

“Oh, of course,” Fenella said, and
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