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DEDICATION

To my own girls in the moon,

and to Jesse, who has made so many mixtapes for me.





EPIGRAPH

Sing me a lullaby. Sing me the alphabet. Sing me a story I haven’t heard yet.

—The Weakerthans, “My Favourite Chords”





one

SECRETS, MY MOTHER TOLD ME ONCE, are just stories turned inside out.

We were sitting in the backyard on a clear dark night, and because I could see Cassiopeia’s lazy zigzag in the sky above me, I pictured a star folding in on itself until it collapsed. It would leave a blinking black space above the atmosphere, I knew, yawning and hungry and full of words. It would be insatiable.

But I didn’t tell my mother this. Instead, I told her that she sounded suspiciously like a lyric from one of my father’s songs. I knew she’d know the one: Inside this secret are all the stories you used to tell, years and months and days ago, when I knew you so well.

My mother smiled and shrugged.

“Yeah, because I wrote that line.” She turned her face up toward the jet-black, star-dusted sky and, true to form, wouldn’t say anything else about it. This story stayed front to back and right side in, always.

So I looked for proof on my own that night, like I had so many times before, sneaking back down the stairs after my mother went to bed. I went to her CD cabinet and stood in the circle of amber streetlight shining in through the window. I ran my finger over the ridged plastic of their spines until I saw his name, Kieran Ferris, and the title of his first solo record, Haven, which came out when I was three. I slipped the glossy liner notes from the case and I found the space for the song called “Secret Story.” Their names—K. Ferris, M. Ferris—huddled close in parentheses after the title, a year after they broke up. In a few dozen songs, in a sprinkling of small places like this, they’d be together forever.

In three hours I’ll be on a plane to New York to see my sister, Luna, but right now I’m in the kitchen, trying to get my suitcase to close. It’s August and the room feels like a fever. I lie down flat on top of the case and pull the zipper as hard as I can, but its edges still won’t meet. I rest my cheek on the nylon and take a deep breath. It’s so hot I could almost believe all the water in my body is slowly evaporating into the air. My hair slides damply across my forehead and pools on the hardwood floor.

Lying there, I take out my phone and type a text, a lyric that just floated into my head. Sunbeam headed in the wrong direction, mixed-up gleam in the sky. I look at the words on the screen for a second, and then I press send.

Just then, my mother’s face pops up in the window closest to me and I jump.

“Almost ready?” she asks. Through the screen her face is blurry, a pale oval with a mass of dark hair piled on top. She’s been a little jittery since I bought my plane ticket, though I know she won’t admit it. Instead, she’s cleaned every inch of our house and just this morning declared war on the weeds. She’s been in the backyard for hours, yanking out crabgrass and decapitating dandelions. Over her shoulder I can see the enemy combatants wilting in a sad pile at the edge of the driveway. Of course, with my mother, it’s never enough for her just to do it, either. She also has to narrate it through the window while I’m eating my breakfast. The gist of it is I am woman, hear me weed, et cetera, et cetera, through my whole bowl of oatmeal.

“Um, yeah, I’m almost there.” I sit up and bounce lightly on top of the suitcase, finally managing to yank the zipper shut. It’s Luna’s old one: small and dark green, a little dirty at the corners. It’s stuffed to bursting. I had a hard time making decisions about what to bring because I can’t be certain which Luna I’ll find when I arrive. Will it be Sweet Syrupy Luna, exhaling love and kindness with every breath, or Dormant Volcano Luna, all her energy and leftover anger channeled somewhere beneath the surface? She’s always changing, shifting, and I want to be prepared.

My sister last came home in April for her spring break, and that’s when she told my mother she wasn’t going back to Columbia for her sophomore year. Not now, she said, but she’d go back eventually. This fall, she’d tour the West Coast with her band beginning in September.

“They’re letting me take a leave,” she said. “I went to the registrar and everything.” She was looking out the window instead of at my mother. The magnolia tree bloomed furiously just past the pane, pressing its long creamy petals against the glass. “I’m keeping the scholarship,” Luna said.

My mother didn’t say anything. Her brow was furrowed and her lips were pulled thin.

Luna took a deep breath. “I thought you’d understand,” she said to our mother. “You left school before you finished too. And you went back. Eventually.”

From my spot on the couch across from her, I didn’t see how Luna could expect her to understand. Our mother wouldn’t even talk about her time in Shelter. How could anyone think she’d be fine if Luna left school to follow more or less the same path?

“I have to do this now,” my sister said. “I won’t get another chance.”

I waited for my mother to tell her no, but she just took a breath and let it out.

“Okay,” she said. Then she went out to the garage and started working on a ten-foot-tall, spiky sculpture she sold a month or so later to one of the Buffalo Sabres. He had it installed in front of his McMansion way out in Spaulding Lake, where it glittered hazardously in all that wealthy-neighborhood sunlight. I joked to Ben later that the sculpture was basically forged out of anger. He nodded.

“Hockey players need that energy,” he said. “They’re always bashing heads.”

“So what you’re telling me,” I said, “is that I should be happy my mother makes art from her rage, rather than the alternative—whatever it might be.”

He nodded.

“Just checking,” I said.

My mother is still at the window, staring at me. Her forearms rest on the windowsill, and I can see that she is displaying her “concerned mom” face.

“Nothing to see here,” I say. “Just having some technical difficulties. It’s under control.”

She ducks down again, no doubt looking for rogue ragweed tucked under the hydrangeas. She could go all day. For one thing, the woman doesn’t feel the heat. She’s an artist who sculpts with metal, and she’s happiest with a blowtorch in her hand, its arc of blue flame as focused as a shooting star. Her art department pal Jake calls her Goddess of the Forge, and it has as much to do with her temper—like Luna’s, a slow burn that leads to an eruption somewhere further down the line—as the metalwork itself. She works in a studio she built in our garage, and I try to stay out of the whole thing lest I be smited (smote?) by her.

My dog, Dusty (Springfield, obviously), slurps water out of her silver bowl and I walk over to refill it. When I put the bowl back on the floor, I look out the window, stuck open just more than halfway in the humidity. The inside tracks are lined with a hundred years of paint and it never goes any farther in the summer, which is one of the many charms of a Victorian house. Luna and I were born in New York, where my parents lived in a loft in the West Village, cluttered with records and amps and guitars. I was almost two when they broke up and my mother took us back to Buffalo, where my grandparents lived—where she herself had grown up. She bought our house, which was crumbling. She fixed it up. My grandparents helped as much as she’d let them, but she did practically all the work herself. Which explains this window.

Looking at her in the yard right now—weeding her garden in a purple sundress, her hair in a messy bun, her feet bare and a little dirty—you’d never know her secret, the person she used to be. You’d never know that twenty years ago, my mother was the first girl on the moon.

It sounds crazy, I know. But it’s not what you think. There was no puffy white space suit, no sky filling with stars until it looked like a geode split open in the dark. She didn’t get to stand at the edge of an empty lunar sea, ankle-deep in dust, and look back at the jewel of our planet, spinning. It was simpler than that, more earthbound and symbolic. In any case, as I’ve said before, she won’t talk about it: the moon, the music, and all the other things that happened before my sister was born.

Now, I lug my suitcase over the threshold, trying to hold the door open with my foot at the same time. Dusty rushes to leave too, and we have a minor traffic jam until she frees herself by hopping over my shin. Outside I consider pitching my suitcase off the edge of the porch so I won’t have to bump it down the stairs, but I think better of it. My mother is eyeing me.

“Looks pretty heavy,” she says. She’s leaning back against the car, her hot pink gardening gloves tossed aside into the grass.

“Um, not so much.” I continue tugging, trying not to grunt audibly. I keep my eyes on her as I bump the suitcase down each stair, a small (fake) smile frozen on my face. At the bottom, I take a deep breath and pull out the handle to use the wheels.

“On the plus side,” I say, heaving the bag up into her open trunk, “I’m totally working on my muscles.” I flex one bicep as a demonstration.

“I can really tell,” she says dryly. Dusty dances around her feet making quiet snuffling sounds, trying to convince my mother to take her somewhere in the car.

“Soon, Dusty,” she says, and at her words Dusty lies down in the grass, her chin on her paws.

I can smell the knockout roses, sweet and heavy as vintage perfume, releasing their scent under the window as if they’re animals frightened by my mother’s onslaught. I bend my head toward them.

“Don’t worry,” I say in a stage whisper, “she’s not coming for you.” My mother smiles.

“Hey,” she says. “I’m an efficient weeder. It looks great out here.”

“Queen of the Garden,” I say. She nods.

“Well, I have one more thing to add to your suitcase,” she says, raising her pointer finger. “It’s in the studio. Why don’t you take Dusty out front and I’ll be ready when you come back?”

This is a strategy my mother has employed since I was a toddler: distract and occupy. I open my mouth, ready to protest, but she’s already disappearing into the garage. So I follow Dusty out toward the street and hum a song I tried to forget a long time ago.

The sun is a gleaming white hoop in the sky and the sidewalk is hot under my bare feet. Down the street, a lawn mower whirs like a sleepy bee. I’ll be gone from this spot in a few minutes, from this city in a few hours. My summer ends for real in a week. So of course this is the moment—when I’m so close to leaving, to finally being gone—that Tessa finally shows up.





two

MY BEST FRIEND APPEARS OUT of nowhere, sailing up her driveway on her old blue bike. Her hair glows gold in the sun. Dusty turns and looks across the street, her silky ears swiveling like satellite dishes. She stretches out her nose and sniffs the air, searching for Tessa’s scent on the wind. She wags her tail.

“Traitor,” I whisper, and Dusty looks back at me, still wagging. I wonder why I didn’t hear the squeaky back wheel of Tessa’s bike—screeeee, screeeee—like a warning, but the breeze is making a racket in the leaves overhead. Or maybe I just wasn’t listening. I didn’t expect to see her. I’ve been out here every day this summer, and she hasn’t appeared once.

But I can see her bedroom window from mine, just above the honeysuckle trellis we’d use to sneak out of her bedroom late at night. It’s been months, but I’m sure I could still do it blindfolded and barefoot if necessary, and I’d know just where to drop my shoes so they wouldn’t end up in the rosebushes. When we were twelve we’d sneak out to talk and twirl on the swings down the block, happy just to cast shadows in the streetlights. Later we’d go to parties, and once, to a dark bar on Allen Street where they didn’t ask for ID. On the rare nights she snuck out alone, Tessa would send me a text once she got home and then signal a Morse code OK with her flashlight: three long flashes, then long, short, long. I still look at her window every night out of habit, but I never see her looking back.

Even now, she tosses her straw-colored hair like a pony but doesn’t turn her head in my direction. The garage is already open, a catalogue of items from Whiting summers past and present: faded plastic wading pools stacked like seashells over a turtle-shaped sandbox, a net bag of soccer balls underneath three tennis rackets fixed to the wall. Near the door there’s a beat-up Radio Flyer wagon that we would use to pull our dolls around the block.

Two months ago, or for years before that, I would have been across the street by the time Tessa reached the garage. I might have even known she was coming before she came, but things are different now. So I’m not sure whether to run into my backyard or to turn slowly, revolving around the tree until I’m facing my own house and I can pretend I haven’t seen her.

Something makes me stay.

Tessa hops off her bike and slides it to a stop just inside the garage. I expect her to use the secret door to the backyard and disappear again, for another few months, a year, forever. But then she turns and looks at me.

My breath catches when I try to inhale, and I can feel my heart butterflying around behind my rib cage. Tessa walks halfway down her driveway in my direction. She looks thin, flushed, and her hair blows around her head like streamers in the wind. She pokes a marigold gently with her sandaled foot. She waits. Dusty pulls on the leash, then looks back at me.

Before I can stop myself, I start walking over to Tessa’s side of Ashland, the asphalt warm under my feet. At the edge of the sidewalk I stop and look at Tessa, standing halfway between the garage and me.

“Hey,” I say. I drop the leash and Dusty pads over. She sniffs Tessa’s knees.

Tessa is wearing sunglasses, so I can’t see her eyes. It doesn’t matter, though, because she bends down anyway. She puts her hands on Dusty’s head.

“Hey,” she says, but it’s not clear whether she’s talking to me or my dog.

I met Tessa the summer I was five. Luna was seven, and annoyed that the girl who moved in across the street was my age, not hers. Still, the three of us played all summer in our yards, and when Luna started second grade and found her own best friend, Pilar, our group became four.

I liked Tessa right away because she was funny and brave, even when bravery meant nothing more than standing still while a bee buzzed around her head, or jumping between two park benches that were almost too far apart to make it. Her parents fought a lot, and sometimes, sitting with our backs against Tessa’s house and listening to their furious whispers, I thought it was just as well that my parents had been divorced for as long as I could remember.

I take a few steps onto the driveway toward Tessa, my first foray onto Whiting property all summer. Then I open my mouth. I’m so used to telling her what’s going on that I can’t help myself, even after two whole months of radio silence.

“I’m going to New York today,” I say. “Luna and my mom are barely speaking. I think I’m being sent as an emissary or something.” I make an arc on the sidewalk with my pointed toe. “An ambassador.” Synonyms pop SAT-style into my head: a diplomat, envoy, messenger. My brain has become a deranged vocabulary program.

Tessa is quiet, still crouched down on the pavement, and I stand there, willing her to speak. Finally, she does.

“Luna was on Pitchfork,” she says, still talking to Dusty or possibly the driveway below her. “In July.”

“I know,” I say. The music site ran a photograph on the homepage about a month ago, along with a small story about the Moons’ fall tour. Luna and the Moons Rise Across America, the caption said, and below, a subtitle: Meg Ferris’s Daughter Follows Her Mother’s Orbit. In the picture Luna sits on a bench with the guys standing behind her. She’s laughing, her hands flat on the reddish wood on either side. A slant of sunlight falls perfectly through the window into her lap. It’s been four months since I’ve seen my sister in person, and sometimes I have trouble believing she’s real. Pictures like that one, where she’s luminous and looking somewhere past the camera, don’t help.

Tessa stands up, and I’m suddenly afraid she’ll leave before I can say anything that matters.

“I’m going to go see my dad,” I say. “I’ve decided. Even if Luna doesn’t want to.”

“Good luck,” Tessa says, her voice neutral. She doesn’t ask me what my plan is, or why I finally decided to do it after thinking about it for so long. Then she shakes her head. “They played ‘Summerlong’ at least three times while I was at work yesterday.”

This is another one of my father’s songs, and it doesn’t surprise me that they’d play it where Tessa works, at a store for skaters and snowboarders. The music in there is relentlessly peppy and energetic, trying to push people to buy gloves and hats and two ski jackets when they need only one. Or, when it’s warm out, two skateboards, or two plastic pairs of kneepads. “Summerlong” would fit right in since it sounds happy—most people don’t realize the message is sad.

The song came out on that same first solo record as “Secret Story” the year after Shelter broke up, but they still play it on 92.9 FM Hot Mixx Radio (“Heat up your day with a mix of your favorites!”) from May to September. Last month I heard it at the grocery store. I was in the cereal aisle, and my mother was in the frozen section, and as a result we have more Rice Krispies and raspberry Popsicles than a household of two can use in a year. We both had the same strategy: keep picking up items, slowly and deliberately. Read the ingredients, make a show of trying to make the right choice, then choose both. It was fine grocery shopping theater, but nobody was watching. The main point was to avoid each other until the song was over so we wouldn’t have to talk about it. She had the cart, so I was the weirdo carrying a half dozen General Mills boxes. My arms so full that I could barely see around them. By the time I found her, Bananarama’s “Cruel Summer” was playing and my mother just looked at my box tower and nodded, like It’s totally normal that you have selected six boxes of cereal. I dumped them into the cart.

I think about telling Tessa this story, but I don’t.

“I’m sorry,” I say, in a mock-serious voice, “on behalf of my whole family.” For a moment, I see a shadow of a smile pass over Tessa’s face and I think maybe things are going to be okay. Then she shakes her head.

“I’ve learned to tune it out at this point,” she says. She crosses her arms, her posture a kind of fence, a border protecting her from me. One of the things I’ve always liked best about Tessa is that she’s willing to be uncertain. She’s not always so sure of everything like my mother and my sister are. Or at least, she wasn’t before. She looks pretty sure now.

It isn’t supposed to be like this. Tessa is supposed to understand. She’s the one who came up with the Horizon Theory in the first place.

My father dropped out of my life three years ago the way the evening sun slides behind the horizon line: you know it still exists, but you’re not sure exactly where. It floats back into view from time to time; in his case, in the pages of Rolling Stone or performing a song on a late-night talk show. And Tessa’s the one who Google Mapped my father’s studio in Williamsburg and helped me find the magazine—the magazine I’m bringing to show Luna—on eBay. She let me use her credit card. I don’t think I ever paid her back.

Now Tessa glances over her shoulder at her house, but there’s no one there that I can see.

“The magazine came,” I say, “um, a while ago. Do you want to see it? I could get it.”

“That’s okay,” she says.

“I think I still owe you eight bucks.”

“I’ll add it to your tab,” she says, taking a step backward, but she doesn’t walk away. She keeps standing there, though now she’s looking up toward the top of the oak tree above us so intently I almost turn and look too.

A sudden desperate feeling runs through me like a shudder. I’ve wanted all summer to have the chance to talk to Tessa, but now I’m here and she’s sort of listening and I can’t remember what I wanted to say. This whole mess happened because of a secret—a secret I kept in hopes of protecting her, but now I know you can’t keep a secret safe. You can try to treat it carefully, like an eggshell or a tiny cocoon. But secrets aren’t hollow. They have heft and weight. They orbit us like little moons, held close by our gravity, all the while pulling us with their own.

I want to tell her this, but I can’t get my mouth to form the words.

“Tessa, I’m sorry.” I can feel my voice start to shake. “I—I thought I was doing the right thing.”

She’s looking somewhere to my left, so I end up saying this to the side of her face.

“I know,” she says. Her voice is soft. “But you weren’t. I really liked him, Phoebe,” she says.

“I know,” I say, and then some kind of Honesty Demon gets inside my mouth. “So did I.”

Her eyes narrow a little then, and she bites down on her bottom lip. She nods, not as if she’s answering a question, but as if she’s made up her mind.

“Good luck in New York,” she says. “Have fun with your famous family.”

This last part comes out not as mean but almost sincere. Is it possible to say something like that and not be sarcastic?

She turns around and walks up the driveway, her flip-flops making a thwacking sound on the concrete. She disappears into the dark cave of her garage and I stand there, still watching, as the automatic door lowers slowly until it kisses the concrete.

Dusty looks up at me, her head tilted like she’s listening to something very carefully, as if to ask me, What the hell is up with her? I drop my fingers to her head and she presses her ear to my thigh. I’ll go inside in a second, but I can’t seem to move my feet yet. And just then, when I’ve let my guard down, the words to “Summerlong” come marching back into my head. The light will trap you, the light will catch you, but summer’s not long. Summerlong.

I’ve never understood what that means. Is he saying it’s long or it isn’t? Maybe it’s a special kind of long. As in, not long—Summerlong!

Whatever.

I’m sure my father meant for it to be a metaphor for the end of his band or his marriage or some other thing he screwed up, but right now, it’s hard for me not to take it literally. In a few weeks, this white-hot sunlight will fade into amber and summer will slip into fall. I’ll have to go back to school and face everything I’ve been avoiding since June. But there’s a week between now and then, and some questions I plan on getting answered. Good thing I have plenty of audio-visual aids, and I’m willing to start here and work backward.
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MEG

JUNE 2001

THE KEY WAS STUCK IN the lock. I was trying not to see it as a sign.

“Everything all right?” my sister asked from behind me, and I answered without turning around.

“Perfect,” I said. I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and wiggled the key to the left. When I turned it back, it clicked. The door unlocked.

I left it closed, though, and hopped back down the stairs to the lawn. Kit was there with the girls, standing next to the little garden that lined one side of the yard. Phoebe was picking dandelions and Luna was talking to the rosebushes, I thought. Above us, a silver maple arched toward the sky. This was one of the things I liked best about the house the first time I saw it: the tall tree on the front lawn, the big bushes next to the sidewalk. It was an old farmhouse in the middle of the city, but it was like a fairy-tale cottage. You could barely see it from the street.

Luna had taken off her shoes in the soft grass, and she was counting her steps between two rosebushes: one-two-three-four. She’d taken half a year of ballet classes and was a natural, leaping across her mirrored dance studio and across our loft’s living room floor. Not our loft anymore: the loft we sold a week before to a banker and his pregnant blond wife. I thought about it—that place that was until very recently home—and my breath caught in my lungs. Then Phoebe crashed into my legs with a handful of dandelions, laughing, and I could breathe again. She looked up at me, smiling and squinting into the sun, and I was almost certain about this decision I’d made. Almost.

“All right, girlies,” I said, taking Phoebe’s hand and twirling her once over the grass. She laughed and sat down hard in a patch of clover. I picked up a cardboard box from the driveway, the only thing I’d brought in the car besides our suitcases. The movers wouldn’t bring the rest until tomorrow, and I’d have to remember then what things I’d taken and what I’d left behind. “Let’s go inside and see our new house,” I said.

“New house!” Phoebe repeated. She’d be two in a couple of months and she was just starting to put sentences together, though I knew she understood almost everything.

Luna stopped counting, turned back my way. “Can I see my room?” she asked.

I nodded. “Of course you can.”

She reached out to take my hand, and Kit swung Phoebe onto her hip. We stepped up five stairs to the narrow porch, and I stood again in front of the heavy wood door.

“What if there are squatters in there?” Kit said, shooting me a lopsided smile. She’d given herself a pixie cut a month earlier in a hotel room in Chicago, during the last week of our last tour. It made her eyes look enormous, but it suited her.

“There aren’t any squatters,” I said. I opened the door and kicked the box over the threshold.

“Raccoons, then.” Kit touched the weathered wood of the door frame. A long scratch ran the length of the trim, and I wondered when in the last hundred years it had happened.

“What’s a squatter?” Luna asked. She looked up at me, blinking her long eyelashes.

“It’s hard to explain, sweetie,” I said, “but our house doesn’t have any.”

It was dim inside, with the curtains pulled closed on all the front windows, but a shaft of sunlight fell straight from the dining room window to the floor. It made a perfect gold square on the hardwood, and right then all I wanted was to sit in that spot, forever if I had to, or as long as it took to figure out what I was supposed to do next.

But instead I pulled Luna inside, and Kit and Phoebe followed. We stood for a moment in the cool, dark quiet. The windows were closed, but I could still hear birdsong.

“It’s not exactly the Ritz, is it?” Kit said.

“It’s not,” I said. Luna let go of my hand and walked toward the kitchen. “But the Ritz was never really that great anyway.”

Kit laughed. “I thought it was fantastic.” She shrugged as she said this, but she was smiling and I was grateful because my sister didn’t think I was crazy. Or if she did, she hadn’t told me yet.

“Tell me again,” Kit said, setting Phoebe down on the floor. “Why are we not telling Mom and Dad we’re here?” She crossed the living room and unlocked a window to my left.

I ran my hand over the banister. The wood was dusty but smooth and glossy underneath. “Because Dad is just going to start trying to fix stuff,” I said. Our parents lived maybe fifteen minutes away, still in the house where we grew up. They were kind and quiet, and I loved them, but I needed a day in this house before I invited them into it.

Kit strained to open the window, but it stayed closed.

“Um, I don’t think that would be a bad thing,” she said. “Plus Mom has every cleaning supply ever invented.”

“We have a can of Comet,” I said, “somewhere in that box.”

Kit dragged her toe across the wood floor. It left a trail in the dust. “I think we’re going to need more than that.”

“We’ll call them in the morning,” I said. “The phone should already be connected, if we can find the jack.” I leaned down to dig through my box. I was looking for an olive green rotary phone from the sixties, which I’d had my whole life, or at least since I’d pulled it out of my grandmother’s attic before I left for New York years ago.

“I should probably call Kieran anyway,” I said.

Kit looked at me. “Really?”

“Yeah,” I said, nodding, even though I wasn’t sure at all. I hadn’t figured out the new rules. “He’ll want to know we got to Buffalo okay. I mean, that the girls did.”

The last time I saw him was two days before, when the movers were packing the last of our things from the loft. Kit had already taken the girls to her apartment in Brooklyn, where we planned to spend the night. Kieran and I walked around the loft awkwardly, supposedly supervising the splitting of our things. I finally sat on the living room windowsill just to get out of the way. Kieran came over and leaned his hip against the sill. I hopped down, bare feet on the floor.

“Are you sure?” Kieran said, his voice low. “We could still fix this.”

Fix what? I wanted to say. Our family? The band? I looked past him and accidentally caught the eye of one of the movers across the room, a dark-haired guy in a bandanna and white T-shirt, carrying a bookshelf. He smiled at me and I wondered what we looked like to him, here in our apartment, breaking up. I looked back at Kieran.

“How?” I asked.

“We’d figure it out,” he said, and looking at me without blinking. He rested his fingers on my cheekbone and traced my lips with his thumb. “You could stay.”

For a second I felt frozen, my feet locked to that space on the floor. I wanted to believe him. I can admit that. I felt myself lean toward him just a tiny bit. Millimeters, maybe. Then I heard the scrape of furniture on the floor behind me. I leaned back onto my heels.

“I can’t,” I said. “This isn’t the life I want for the girls. Or me.”

Kieran shook his head, and I didn’t know what that meant, that he disagreed or that he wasn’t going to start this conversation again. He smiled then, and before he could say anything else, I turned and walked out into the hallway. Down the stairs, to the street, to the subway.

Now I found a phone jack in the kitchen, mounted in the wall above the counter. I plugged in the cord of my grandmother’s phone and lifted the heavy handle off the receiver. Nothing. There was no dial tone, and I felt the hot rush of tears come to my eyes. I shut my eyes tight without turning toward my sister, but I knew she could see.

“There are pay phones up on Elmwood,” Kit said, her voice soft. “Or we’ll meet some neighbors after dinner. I’ll call Mom when we wake up tomorrow, and later tonight, I’ll call Kieran and tell him we made it. Okay?”

“Okay,” I said. Once again, my sister saved me.

“Now,” Kit said, walking to the window next to the staircase, “let’s keep looking for those squatters.” She pulled the curtain aside and leaned against the bannister. “They might be holed up on the second floor.”

Phoebe stood in front of me, reaching toward the ceiling.

“Up,” she said. “Up.” I leaned down and scooped her into my arms.

Luna walked over to Kit and put her hands on Kit’s knees. Her hair was coming loose from her ponytail, wisps falling down her neck. She looked so serious, and so grown-up.

“Can we go see my room?” she asked. Kit glanced at me, asking for permission.

“Sure,” I said. “It’s the one right at the top of the stairs. It’s blue now, but we can paint it any color you want.”

“Purple,” Luna said, without thinking about it.

“Okay,” I said. “Purple it is.” I turned to Phoebe. “What about you, girlie?”

“Purple,” Phoebe said.

“No!” Luna said. She twisted toward her sister. “You can’t paint your room purple.” Then, more kindly: “Okay?”

Phoebe frowned and looked up at Luna, her eyebrows drawn together.

Kit ruffled Luna’s hair. “Phoebe can choose whatever color she likes, little bossy,” she said. “Let’s go.”

They walked up the stairs, holding hands, and I looked down again at my cardboard box. That night, we’d sleep on this air mattress, all four of us, and I’d watch my daughters breathe in the light from the street lamps. Then, tomorrow, my mother would come with her caddy filled with Pine-Sol and bleach, and my father would bring his green metal toolbox, the one with his name on the top, spelled out on label-maker tape. They’d try to fix my life in their quiet Foster way, without admitting it’s broken. And then, in the fall, Kit would go to law school in DC and this whole rock-star life would start to feel like a dream.

“Do you want to see your room, Phoebe?” I asked. “You can see the backyard from there. All the trees and flowers.”

Phoebe nodded, her face serious, and I picked her up. She felt so light, this tiny person, and once again I was amazed that Kieran and I had made her from scratch. And so glad I had her, even if I hadn’t expected to have two kids—and no Kieran—by the time I was twenty-seven.

At the bottom of the stairs I stopped and turned so we could both see out the window. Phoebe pressed her palm to the glass. I could see our reflection dimly, so I knew Phoebe was smiling.

“Do you like the house?” I asked. Phoebe nodded.

“New-house-our-house,” she said, as if it was all one word. As soon as I heard it, I felt a song taking shape in my mind, building its particular architecture, filling its rooms. And then I shut it down. Stopped the construction before it really began.

I didn’t have to write songs anymore, but someday I was going to have to explain all of this—everything that had happened—to the girls. I could save the words for that moment. Maybe I’d start it at the ending, and tell it like a fairy tale: Once upon a time, we were four girls in a nearly empty house, and I wasn’t afraid.

Or maybe only a little.





four

WHEN DUSTY AND I GET back into the yard, my mother is still missing. I’d left my shoulder bag on the back porch earlier, and I pick it up. It feels light now, compared with my suitcase, but when I slide my hand into the pocket inside, I can feel the magazine in there, hidden away. I take out my phone and text another lyric: Secrets heavy as glass paperweights in our pockets. The answer buzzes back right away: Are you writing about us? (Ha.)

My mother comes out then carrying a small sculpture that looks a little like a flower, if flowers were spiky and futuristic and made of steel. She hands it to me.

“A robot flower,” I say. “How thoughtful. Maybe I can store my toothpaste in it.” I turn it over to look at the underside.

“Hush, you. Flowers and sculpture. I’m trying to meld my interests.” She makes a gesture that I’m assuming is supposed to mean meld, but it looks like particularly enthusiastic taffy pulling.

“Besides, it’s for Luna,” she says, “not you.”

Right. Luna, who abandoned me all summer on tour with her band after telling our mother she wasn’t going back to school. She conveniently skipped Buffalo, went right from Pittsburgh to Cleveland without stopping. I figure this was because it was easier for her to say no to my mother if she didn’t have to be in the same room with her.

“So you’re not going to talk to her,” I say, “but you’ll send metalwork her way?”

“I talk to her.” My mother is looking at her raspberry bushes instead of me, and stops to straighten some bird-shield netting that flopped to the side. She yanks it a little harder than she has to, and I watch some unripe berries ping off toward the fence.

“When?” I’m still holding the sculpture in both my hands. There’s nowhere to put it down, and I don’t know what to do with it.

“I sent her a text message a few days ago.” She kneels down and pulls a weed with pointy leaves from the loose dirt under the berries.

“I’m just saying, I can’t fix this between you. You are sending me, but I am not that girl.”

My mother looks over and smiles at me in a way that says she’s pretty certain I am, in fact, that girl. So I shake my head in what I hope is a clearly vehement fashion. Side. To. Side. I’m determined to get the message across.

“I’m not ‘sending’ you,” she says. Her voice makes the quotation marks practically visible in the air. She stands and brushes the grass off her knees. “You’re going to visit.”

“Right.” I sweep one foot through the grass and snag a toe on some clover.

“And if the opportunity to talk presents itself, nothing’s stopping you from giving it a shot.” My mother opens her car door and starts rummaging in the backseat. “She’ll listen to you.” Her voice is muffled with her head in the car, so I lean forward. “Just ask her to consider going back to school in the fall.”

I take a breath, and suddenly things feel a little off kilter. All I’ve wanted this whole summer is to leave, and now I’m not sure I want to go.

“I’ve got enough to worry about without taking on Luna,” I say.

My mother turns around, then reaches forward and tucks a piece of hair behind my ear. I feel unexpected tears prick my eyelids.

“I know it’s been a rough summer,” she says. “But things will get better when you go back to school.”

“Unlikely,” I say. “I ran into Tessa out front. It didn’t go well.”

My mother knows only some of the story, that I was keeping a secret I thought would hurt Tessa, something I thought I could make go away on its own. She doesn’t know what really happened. She doesn’t know about Ben, or the fact that my friends Evie and Willa haven’t called me all summer either.

I hold the sculpture out to my mother. It feels leaden, literally. “Will you just take this?”

She reaches into her backseat again and pulls out two squares of bubble wrap. She hands the first to me.

“Stress relief,” she says. I lean back against the car and start popping the bubbles, hard and fast enough that Dusty wanders over to see what I’m doing, and if she can eat it.

My mother pulls a long piece of black electrical tape off a roll.

“You carry that tape in your car?” I say. “I’m pretty sure that’s a kidnapper trait. Like, if you were a suspect on Law & Order they’d totally be bringing you in on the evidence of the tape alone.”

She shrugs, zigzagging the tape over the wrap. “You never know when you’ll need it.”

I can feel the heat of the car through my dress. I shift my weight. “Fine. I’ll try. But no promises.”

“That’s my girlie.” She hands me the package, fluffy-feeling from the bubble wrap but heavy, as if it has a dense core. Like a comet.

“This is going to get me kicked off the plane, Mom.” I poke it in her direction. “They’ll X-ray it and think it’s a weapon—a weapon wrapped really carefully. An heirloom weapon.”

She smiles her wide smile, which looks exactly like Luna’s. “You’re going to have to check your bag, seeing as it weighs one thousand pounds. And anyway, in the right circumstance, almost anything can be used as a weapon.”

“Says the woman who spends her days making pointy things out of metal.” I shake my head. “You would totally be Law & Order suspect number one.”

I unzip my suitcase just a little and try to cram the package inside. When I look up again, my mother is staring at me with what Luna calls her “sad mom” look. I guess it’s time for the Big Good-bye. Better here than at the airport, I guess.

“I don’t know what I’ll do without you,” my mother says. She smooths back a flyaway piece of hair and the sun glints off her ring, a silver band speckled with holes.

“It’s only a week,” I say. A glorious week when I won’t have to come home from my job at Queen City Coffee smelling like South American Blend and muffin grease. When I won’t have to listen at the cash register to another forty-year-old guy with a lawyer-ish suit and a wedding ring tell me that I have pretty eyes. A week when I won’t have to look over at Tessa’s window and see an empty square of glass. And besides, in spite of my mother’s sad eyes, it shouldn’t be that hard for her to let me go. Unlike Luna, she knows I’ll come back.

“I know. Oh, I almost forgot,” my mother says. “I made this one for you.”

She pulls a thin silver bangle off her wrist and slips it over mine. It’s warm from her skin, and I can see that she’s hammered it to give it a wavy finish. It looks like the surface of a pond on a windy day.

Luna and I used to joke that it was only a matter of time before our mother forged us a matching pair of dog tags so we’d never forget who we belonged to. For years, we’ve been weighed down by necklaces and earrings, bracelets pulled over our wrists and wound around our ankles. Somehow it’s still easy for Luna to leave, even with all that hardware pulling her down. Maybe she just takes it off. What I’m wondering is this: Why can’t I do the same?

My mother shuts the trunk and pulls herself up to sit on its edge. She looks like she means business.

“We should talk about the rules,” she says.

“Rules?”

“Just a few.”

“Can’t wait to hear them.” I lean against the side of the car.

“Good,” she says. “Number one: be careful.”

“Check.”

“No drinking,” she says. “Or . . . not much drinking.”

“No problem.” Alcohol and I haven’t mixed well so far, and I’m not in a big hurry to try that whole thing again.

“No musicians.”

She says this and I see it lit up in my mind like a sign: NO MUSICIANS, NO DOGS, NO SHOES, NO SERVICE.

“I’m pretty sure there will be musicians there,” I say. “Like, um, your daughter. For example.”

She shakes her head. “That’s not what I mean.”

“Okay,” I say. “What do you mean?” I have a pretty good idea, but I want to hear her say it.

“I mean that you need to watch out for yourself.”

“Not everyone’s like Dad,” I say. “At least, I’m assuming. James is great. Oh, that’s right, Luna is dating a musician, isn’t she?” Once again, Luna has a different set of rules. Or is it just that Luna doesn’t follow anyone’s rules but her own?

My mother nods begrudgingly. “I like James, even if I don’t like that he’s encouraging Luna to leave school.”

“You know that Luna only does what Luna wants to do,” I say. “You can encourage her until the cows come home, but it won’t matter.”

“Cows?” My mother raises her eyebrows.

“Whatever. You know what I mean.” I look up at the puffy white clouds drifting above me like balloons escaped from a parade. “Anyway, I’m pretty much done with boys for a while. I’ve had enough trouble.”

“That’s smart,” my mother says, “because boys are trouble.” She’s smiling when she says it, white teeth flashing like pearls, but I know she’s serious. This is one of her basic philosophies. Girls Are Best, and Boys Are Trouble. Someday she’ll print it on a T-shirt, the first part on the front and the second on the back. The real question is, when things flamed out with my father, why didn’t she start a band like the Bangles or Sleater-Kinney, or go out on her own like Liz Phair? She could have been done with men altogether. She could have had it all.

And honestly, after the last few months I’ve had, I’d be first in line to buy that stupid shirt. I’d buy it in every color and wear it all week long.

My mother bends down and picks up my shoulder bag, which I left lying on the grass next to the steps. She peeks inside.

“Do you have any snacks in here?”

I practically leap across the grass to snatch the bag back from her. Thank god for ten years of halfhearted ballet lessons. I land near the edge of the driveway and scoop the bag up in one fluid motion.

“Yes!” And then, because I feel my leap needs some context, I say, “And you can’t have them.” I hug the bag to my chest.

She gives me a look like she’s pretty certain I’m deranged, but she’s willing to let it go because I’m leaving soon.

And I smile innocently, no teeth, because I don’t want her to see what I’m hiding: a copy of SPIN magazine from February 1994—the one Tessa and I bought using Tessa’s MasterCard.

The magazine is a little beat-up, but in pretty good condition for a pile of paper two decades old. The girl on the cover is wearing a black dress with long sleeves, her lips painted plum purple and her eyes outlined in charcoal. She’s wearing torn gray tights and boots laced up close to her knees. She’s not quite smiling, not really, but she looks as if she’d be willing to smile if you told her the right joke. So, if you’ll forgive me for speaking in Madonna lyrics: Who’s that girl?

Bing! You guessed it.

The girl on the cover is my mother, and printed across her knees in purple ink are the words Meg Ferris, First Girl on the Moon. Behind her is a pale silver moon, just like the one that was on Shelter’s album cover for Sea of Tranquility when the magazine came out. And off to her left is the rest of the band: the bassist and the drummer, Carter and Dan, who still visit my mother sometimes when they come through Buffalo. They’re like kind uncles: they bring records and concert posters for Luna and me and take us all out for pizza.

Last on the cover is the guitarist, handsome and lanky in a black T-shirt and jeans: my father, Kieran Ferris. Recent deadbeat dad, man of mystery, and writer of ambiguous and baffling songs about summer.

In the yard, dark pink daylilies bloom in verdant clumps and yellow-eyed daisies gleam, sharp as stars. I’ll leave and my mother will still be out here, deadheading roses and pulling slugs off the dahlias. She’ll make three or four small sculptures in the week
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