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      For my Babci

      

      I hope my fictional Babci is at least half the woman my real one was.

      

      P.S. I still miss you.
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      I wipe my nose on the sleeve of my T-shirt, right across the pink Nike swoosh. Disgusting, but it can’t be helped.

      Neither can my groveling.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Alvarez. I just…I have to be at school and then I have swimming and study group, and Babci is supposed to take her prescription at lunch and dinner and I won’t even be home until seven.” Ugh. I sound like a pre-pubescent boy whose voice hasn’t cracked yet. “I must have dropped the money when I was running. I’ll come back. It’s fine.”

      Although it is so not fine. It’s already 7:45 and I have to be in my Lit class in forty minutes. And I’m still sweating, which means there’s no hope of wrangling my hair into submission with the blow dryer. I didn’t want to pull it back today. Not with this flaming red nose and my eyes glazed like I’m on something way stronger than Benadryl. Damn allergies. I should’ve known not to go running with everything in full bloom.

      “Zosia, can your father pick it up? Maybe, before he leaves for work?” Mrs. Alvarez peers at me over her glasses from behind the cash register like she thinks this is an actual possibility. The red “W” of the Walgreens sign behind her sticks up from behind her head like horns.

      I shake my head. “He takes the 6:19 these days.” Taking the 6:19 AM New Jersey Transit commuter train into Penn Station and the 8:24 PM back home means he can avoid the rush. It also means he’s basically MIA for fifteen hours a day. Since Babci moved in, he relies on her for whatever assistance he thinks I require, even though she’s supposed to be “convalescing.” His word, not hers. Regardless, having my grandmother there makes his life easier. Gives him more time to focus on work and whoever phoned late Saturday night calling him “sweetheart.”

      But that’s another thing completely.

      I pick up the crumpled, soggy slip from the counter and shove it back in my pocket. “Okay, five dollars coming up. I’ll be back.”

      “I can spot you five bucks if you want,” says a deep male voice behind me.

      “Oh my God. Thank you.” I’m grateful before I even know who it is. And then I turn and my mouth hangs open as Finn O’Leary pulls a five-dollar bill from his wallet.

      Seriously. Finn O’Leary.

      The guy I’d stalk, if I were the stalking kind.

      Finn holds the money out for me, but when I don’t take it, he sets it on the counter. I realize from the smile growing on his face I’m still staring at him. With my red face, frizzy hair, and streaming nose. I fumble the slip of paper back out of my pocket. “Thank you. Um, thanks. That will save me a trip. I’m, um, running late, so, thanks.”

      Finn’s smile is wide now. He has a very good smile. In addition to a killer set of biceps. Which are on display as we speak, straining ever so slightly against the dark-blue T-shirt he’s wearing. “Yeah. I got that. No problem.”

      I pray he can’t see the blush creeping up my cheeks. Although from the way Mrs. Alvarez tries not to laugh, it’s obvious she can. She takes the money and hands me the small paper bag. “Here you go, then. Have a good day, Zosia.”

      Finn’s eyebrows go up. Almost everyone calls me Zo or Zoe. Not that Finn’s ever called me anything.

      “Thanks again. I’ll, um, pay you back,” I promise.

      He shakes his head. “It’s five bucks. Don’t worry about it.”

      “No, really. I can’t just let you give me money.”

      “Buy me a coffee sometime. It’s no trouble.” He grins at me and gives Mrs. Alvarez his last name. He’s picking up a prescription, too? Is he sick? He doesn’t look sick. In fact, I’d say he looks just fine. I stay rooted to the gray tile floor for ten seconds until I realize they’ve both turned back to stare at me, and I bolt down the nearest aisle filled with feminine products. Of course. Because clearly if Finn ever gives me a second thought, the picture in his head should include Tampax.

      As I shower, I alternately wonder what Finn’s doing in town and why he’s at Walgreens before 8:00 AM. Because it’s a lot easier to wonder why he’s not at MIT where he’s supposed to be than to wonder if he really wants me to have coffee with me or if he was just being polite.

      I am hopeless. Hopeless, hopeless, hopeless.

      I pull on jeans and a blouse and stick a pen through the pile of hair on top of my head. It’s still damp underneath, so it will be a giant frizz ball later, but there’s nothing I can do about that except grab a silky scarf from my bedpost before I fly down the stairs in case I need to tie my hair back later. I’d be better off bringing a baseball cap or, better yet, one of those winter ski hats that cover my whole face, season be damned. Deal with hair and allergies in one go.

      “Dzień dobry.” Babci doesn’t look up from her morning news program as she greets me in Polish when I run into the kitchen.

      “Morning,” I answer in English through a mouthful of toast she’s left waiting on the counter for me. Babci’s adamant about me eating breakfast, and it’s easier to do it than to argue with her.

      “I have swimming and a study group after school, but I’ll probably be home by seven.” I pick up the paper bag from Walgreens. “Here are your antibiotics. The doctor said for this week you’re supposed to take one twice a day and then you can go back to just with lunch. Promise me you’ll remember to take it.”

      She grunts, fixated on one of the hosts interviewing a girl who escaped a bear attack in Montana. I stand in front of the TV, waving the bag. “Ten. Wy będziecie brać to, tak?” This. You’ll take it, yeah? I talk to her in Polish this time. If I’m going to interrupt her program, I’d better.

      She reaches for it. “Dziękuję.” Thank you. Not exactly a confirmation.

      “Babci, seriously. The doctor said the cut on your arm from when you fell is infected, and you don’t want to make it worse. You need to take this, yeah?” For some reason when I speak to her, at least half of what I say ends in a question. But it doesn’t hide the exasperation in my voice.

      “I know. Don’t worry. You sound terrible. Are you sure you should go to swim practice?” The V between her brows deepens now that she’s looking at me. I helped her dye her hair last week, almost the same red as mine, and her wrinkles stand out so much more than they do when she lets her hair go gray.

      “It’s just a cold. I’m fine.”

      She must hear something in my tone because she lets my non-answer slide. “Do you want meatloaf for dinner? Your father said he’ll be home tonight. He has news, apparently.”

      “What kind of news?” Family dinners aren’t really a thing, despite the fact that I live at home, so it must be something noteworthy.

      Babci shrugs. “I didn’t ask. But if he’s home, we’ll have a proper meal.”

      “As long as I don’t have to eat beets, anything is good, yeah?” I make a face and Babci scowls.

      My dislike of beets has long been a point of contention between me and my very Polish grandmother, who practically considers beets their own food group. The only way I’ll eat them is raw and grated in a salad, which is almost unheard of in Queens where Babci normally lives. But three weeks ago she fell off the curb, banged up her arm, and sprained her ankle, so she’s living with us in Westfield until she recovers.

      “Your mother turns in her grave when you say that.” This is her standard response, which most people find appalling. Because you don’t joke about the dead mother, even if it’s been three years and even if Babci’s actually not kidding. My mother tried really hard to get me to like beets before she gave up, citing my father’s American influence.

      “Mom isn’t even in a grave.” This is also my standard response. Mom wanted to be cremated and her ashes spread over the Hudson River and the Vistula in her native Poland, so that’s where she is. Forever floating.

      I glance at the clock. 8:13. Twelve minutes until I’m officially late. Again. “I’ve got to go. But I’ll see you tonight, yes?”

      Babci nods and waves, already sucked back into the TV. I scoop up my backpack with my bike helmet and hop on my old mountain bike propped outside the door, pedaling down the street past the colonials and Cape Cods neatly in a row. I know cycling isn’t at all cool, but I don’t have a car and I never leave myself time to walk. Union Community College is exactly two miles from my house, and usually I can make it in ten minutes on my bike. Although today I haven’t timed it right and need to wait for the 8:21 train to pass, which makes me late.

      Much to the dismay of Mr. Kerr, who gives me a disapproving look when I slide into my seat. Every other prof at UCC is lax about time, except, of course, the adjunct who teaches my early class. “Nice of you to join us, Ms. Easton.”

      I nod and open my book. We’re reading Cat’s Eye by Margaret Atwood. Not my favorite, but better than Ernest Hemingway. Mr. Kerr nearly spit out his coffee when I said that the other day, which is pretty much how my class participation in English normally goes. Mom always said books were the windows to the world, but my world has always been more about numbers than words.

      “Ms. Easton, do you find Cordelia sympathetic?” Professor Kerr asks.

      I glance at the page I’ve opened to at random, as if the answer will be there, even though I know it’s a question meant to generate discussion and I won’t find the answer. I’m supposed to know it.

      “Um,” I stutter. “I think she’s a classic mean girl, so no. I don’t feel sorry for her, if that’s what you mean. But if you mean is she also a victim, then yes. I think she is.”

      “A victim?” Mr. Kerr looks at me, puzzled, and my heart drops. I feel like giving in, telling him I read it wrong, although I know he’ll tell me there’s no right answer.

      “She believes her own hype,” I start.

      “Yeah, like she thinks she’s all that,” interjects Cory Malone from behind me. I breathe a sigh of relief and spend the rest of the class period re-reading long sections of the book and avoiding eye contact with Mr.  Kerr.

      “I hate English.” This is the first thing I say to my best friend Mindy when I throw my bag into the seat across from her at Vicki’s Diner. We meet at Vicki’s at 10:10 every Tuesday and Thursday. I have time to kill before my next class, and Mindy doesn’t start her shift there until 11:30. Vicki lets me sit in the employee booth, even though I’m not an employee, because my mom and I used to be regulars. Decaf coffee and buttered toast. Vicki still remembers.

      Mindy looks up from her phone. She’s wearing blue eyeliner and black lipstick today. It looks amazing on her, but there’s no way Vicki’s not going to make her wash off that lipstick before her shift. No. Way.

      “What happened this time?”

      “I just feel completely incompetent. Like, I read the same book as everyone else, but then when it comes time to actually discuss it, I don’t see how they actually got all this crap out of it. I mean, it’s a book. Did Margaret Atwood really write with all this symbolism in mind?”

      Mindy raises a pierced eyebrow at me. “Margaret Atwood? Most definitely.”

      I let out a breath of frustration. “Okay. Fine. Maybe everybody knows that. I mean, hell, maybe I know that. I took this class because I thought it would be easy, but there’s no way I’ll get an A. I don’t participate. When I do, I’m awkward. I’m always late…”

      “Seriously? Why were you late today?” Mindy’s the last person on the planet you’d expect to be a fanatic about being on time, but she’s never late. Ever.

      She and Mr. Kerr  could be BFFs if I hadn’t already claimed her.

      “I had to go get Babci’s antibiotics. I forgot last night.” I dig a tissue from my pocket. “Oh, and guess who I ran into at Walgreens this morning?”

      “Charles Walgreen, himself?”

      “Better. Finn O’Leary.” I watch her mouth drop open, a little bit like mine did when Finn offered me money.

      Mindy aims a pointy purple fingernail at me. “You mean you, like, literally ran into him?”

      “I was short of cash and he lent me five dollars. Said I could buy him coffee sometime to pay him back.” I try really hard to sound nonchalant and it mostly works.

      Finn O’Leary has been a topic of conversation with me and Mindy since he showed up at Westfield High two weeks into our senior year. We both noticed him, which is unusual right there because Mindy and I have very different taste in guys. Granted, she noticed him for his buzz cut and the tattoo that peeks out from underneath his shirtsleeve. I noticed him for those bottomless eyes and the muscles underneath that tattoo. But we both agreed he was capital-H Hot.

      “What?” Mindy’s disbelief is loud, and the few other patrons at the diner turn to look at her. She’s on the verge of giving them the finger when Vicki shakes her head at her from behind the counter and Mindy stops. Whenever Mindy does this, I immediately glimpse the girl I met in first grade: eager to please, with pink bows in her then-blond hair. That was at least seven hair colors ago.

      “I’m dying with my stupid allergies and I must have dropped my money when I was getting my tissue out of my pocket. Finn took pity on me, I guess.”

      “Okay, right. What’s the part where he suggested you buy him coffee? And what’s he doing back in New Jersey in the middle of the week? I thought he went to college in Boston or somewhere?”

      “He goes to MIT.” The fact I rattle this off so matter-of-factly is a testament to the crush I had on him last year, although Mindy’s kind enough not to comment. She just nods and lets me continue. “I don’t know what he’s doing home. But I offered to pay him back and he suggested I buy him a coffee.”

      “Like, word for word?” Mindy scrapes her nail along her lip as she asks this and examines the black underneath her fingernail.

      I shrug. “I don’t know. More or less.”

      Mindy widens her blue eyes at me. “So are you going to? I mean, he’s obviously here now, right? No time like the present.”

      “Sure. Great idea. A) There’s the fact that I have no idea how to get in touch with him. And B) There’s no way I’m going up to Mr. I-Don’t-Talk-to-Anyone and offering to buy him coffee.”

      “Well, he talked to you first, right? Maybe we were all wrong about him and he’s just shy?”

      No way. Finn’s aloof, not shy. There’s a world of difference between the two, and he was a loner at Westfield High because he wanted to be. That was clear. He had a friend or two, but Mindy and I weren’t the only ones who noticed him when he showed up. Lots of girls made a play for him and he shot down every one of them—even Kathy Johnson, homecoming queen, snow queen, and inevitable prom queen. She’d sauntered up to him in the caf, asking if she could join him, and he’d turned those black eyes on her and said no. In front of everyone. Just, “No.”

      “But this morning he was really…friendly.”

      I don’t realize I’ve actually this out loud until Mindy says, “Maybe he just hated high school?”

      “Well, in that case maybe you should ask him for coffee.” I laugh as I say this, but it still earns me a withering look. Mindy, as she’s pointed out, didn’t hate high school any more than I did; she just didn’t play the game.

      “As if, my dear.” Mindy gives me one more roll of her eyes and changes the subject. “What are you doing later? Liz has a date.”

      Liz is Mindy’s mom, although I’m pretty sure Mindy hasn’t called her “mom” since we were in seventh grade. My mom would’ve killed me if I tried that, but Liz doesn’t mind, as far as I can tell. “A date?”

      “Some guy she met at Trader Joe’s. Do you want to meet me after my shift for dinner or something?”

      “I can’t. Apparently my dad has news of some kind, so we’re having a family meal for a change. But that should only take an hour. Come over at eight and we can go out.”

      “News, huh? What kind of news?”

      “I don’t know. Babci didn’t know either. I think he has a girlfriend, so he probably wants to set the stage to introduce her.” I say it like I don’t care, but there’s a knot in my stomach thinking about it. I shouldn’t care. It’s been three years…Dad should be happy.

      I cross my fingers under my leg as Vicki approaches with the coffee pot. Maybe it will be something else. Babci just said he had news. It could be anything.
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      When the doorbell rings at 8:10, Dad greets Mindy, closes the door, and ushers her into the dining room before I even remember I invited her over. I’m sitting at the table. My fork still has a piece of meatloaf stuck to it, resting on my otherwise untouched plate.

      “Hey, Zo.” Mindy scans the dining room table. Babci and Dad have eaten a little, but it looks like we’ve just started.

      “Do you want something to eat?” Dad asks. He gestures for Mindy to sit down, but she has the sense to decline.

      “No, thanks. I ate at work. Is everything okay?”

      “Maybe you can talk to her.” Babci smiles a little at Mindy with a nod at me. “You and Zosia go. I’ll save if you get hungry.”

      “Zo,” I’m already walking out of the dining room, but Dad yells after me. “It’s going to be fine, Zo.”

      Like repeating it for the nineteenth time will make it so.

      I take the stairs two at a time and Mindy runs behind me. Despite her clunky boots, she’s pretty fast and is in the door two seconds after me. “Zo, what the hell? What’s going on?”

      My face feels like it’s going to split into a thousand pieces if I move my mouth, so I just shake my head and go to my laptop. I pull up Google, and Mindy nudges my butt over to take half my chair.

      “Distance between Westfield and Tokyo? What the hell?” Her face is too close; it looks like she has three eyes.

      “My dad got an offer to move to Tokyo for three years.” My voice is flat with a lot less emotion than I’m feeling.

      6,741 miles. Westfield, New Jersey, to Tokyo, Japan is 6,741 miles.

      “What do you mean, your dad got an offer to move to Tokyo?” She squints at me now.

      “The bank asked him if he’d consider taking over the Asia market.”

      “And he said yes?”

      I jump up and lean against the windowsill so I can see her. “Well, no. He said he’d have to go home and discuss it with his family, which is supposedly what we were just doing. But it was really a sales pitch because he wants it.”

      “But what about…you?” Mindy hesitates on the last word like she’s afraid of the answer, and I don’t blame her.

      “Well, I’m off to University of Rhode Island in the fall anyway, but I can spend the summer in Tokyo. Maybe even a Christmas or two, although the Japanese make a much bigger deal of New Year’s than they do of Christmas. Did you know that? I didn’t, but apparently it’s all very ceremonial, which is great. It’s great, right? Because he said it was great. Not many college students get this kind of opportunity, you know. Plus, I have such an aptitude for languages I’m bound to pick up a fair bit of Japanese.” My voice rises and I take a deep breath, hoping it will help.

      It doesn’t, especially as I get to the next part. “He’s going to have to go there off and on for the next few months. I can stay here with Babci until the semester finishes, and he’ll help as much as he can to get everything sorted out for the move. The renters don’t want to move in until after Memorial Day because they’re relocating from California. They’re working with a Realtor who Dad takes the train with, so she helped sort out all the dates and details.”

      “He’s going to rent the house?” Mindy’s eyes widen.

      I nod and squeeze my eyes shut, sliding down to the floor. “Well, if he’s in Tokyo and I’m off in Kingston, no one will be here. Babci sure as hell doesn’t want to stay here any longer than she has to, and it doesn’t make sense to leave it empty for most of the year.”

      “But your mom…”

      That’s when I lose it. Big gulping sobs that take my breath away. Mindy sits on the floor beside me and puts her arm around my shoulders, but she’s smart enough not to speak. Not that there’s anything to say. Because even though Dad told his bosses he had to talk to his family first, it’s a done deal. I can tell by the look in his eye when he talks about it. Nervous, but happy. Excited, like he hasn’t been since before mom got sick.

      Nine tissues later, I’m still teary but no longer hysterical. Mindy and I sit cross-legged on the floor, and her tone is cautious when she speaks. “It will be okay, Zo. I mean, it will.”

      I give her a watery smile. “Yeah. I mean, Tokyo for a summer might even be cool. You’ll be working at your damn science camp anyway, and it beats waitressing at Theresa’s, but it’s just…it’s leaving the house.” I take a shaky breath, hoping to hold back another flood of tears. “All my memories of my mom are here. How can someone else live here with those?”

      “They won’t. You’ll take them with you. Your memories of your mom are here.” Mindy taps my head just as a knock sounds at the door.

      The door swings open before either of us can say anything, and Babci stands there with a ShopRite bag in her hand. She shuffles across the floor and sets the bag down in front of us on the floor. “You don’t eat dinner, so I brought it to you. Maybe will make you feel better.”

      Mindy digs into the bag and pulls out a bag of potato chips and a tub of French onion dip, two Diet Cokes, and a bag of plain M&Ms. “Babci, you know exactly what will cure this.”

      Babci is so used to Mindy calling her Babci she doesn’t even blink. But she does shake her head in a way both me and Mindy know means business. “This is no cure, but Zosia will see this isn’t worst thing.” She turns to me. “Your father, he needs this. I convince him to go; you will be fine. So if you are mad at anyone, you are mad at me.”

      “What?” I jerk my head up. Did she just say…?

      “I said, your father, he is going to say no, but I tell him go. You will be fine.”

      That’s what I thought she said. “Why? Why did you tell him I’ll be fine? Do you think that’s true? Do I seem fine? Did you tell him to let other people move into our house? Did you tell him that would fine, too?” My voice gets louder and higher.

      Babci’s, by contrast, is soft as she replies in Polish with an apologetic look to Mindy. Mindy is my only friend she’ll speak English with, which I find funny. Not because of Mindy, because she’s known her forever. But the other girls who come around aren’t going for the goth/punk rocker look and I’d think Babci would encourage those friendships. I asked her about it once and she said she had no interest in talking Barbie dolls and neither should I, so we both left it alone after that.

      “Oh, Zosia. Don’t you think it hurts him, too? This house was their dream. Their life was here. But your father needs this. He needs a new start.”

      I cut her off in English. “So you both decided it’s okay to let strangers take over our home because he needs to get on with his life?”

      Babci bites her lip, and I can tell she’s mad because she answers me in careful perfect English. “So it is only fair if you are getting on with yours?”

      She limps a little back out the door and closes it behind her. I let her because I’m mad she knew about this and didn’t tell me, didn’t warn me. And madder that she sided with Dad, whom she really only warmed up to after Mom got sick.

      Mindy pulls open the bag of chips and takes the lid off the dip, scraping her finger around the edges. She reaches for a handful of chips and starts dipping them one by one. I follow her lead and eventually open a Diet Coke, which we pass between us.

      I’m not sure how long we sit there eating and not talking, but the words that come out of my mouth when I do speak have nothing to do with Tokyo or moving. “I almost forgot. I got an email from my roommate at Rhode Island today.”

      Mindy straightens from where she’s hunched over the dip. “Really? And? What’s her name? Astrology sign? Does she have Instagram? Twitter? Please don’t say TikTok.”

      “I don’t know. I didn’t ask that stuff, and don’t knock TikTok. I like it. But her name’s Sarah and she’s transferring in from Richmond.”

      “Does she seem cool?”

      I smile a little. “Uh, as cool as someone can sound when they’re talking about color schemes, I guess.”

      “Oh God. Tell me she doesn’t want you to go out and buy matching comforters. She didn’t send you links to Bed, Bath & Beyond, did she?”

      She did, actually, but I’m not going to tell Mindy that. I take another chip and shake my head. “We’re supposed to Skype over the weekend. I’ll tell you once we set it up, and you can lurk in the background.”

      “Hey, someone has to do your due diligence. Besides, when I come to visit you, I don’t want to spend weekends with some whackjob.” Mindy grimaces, but softens it with a grin.

      “This would be a nonissue if you’d applied to Rhode Island with me,” I remind her.

      “Or if you’d applied to NYU,” Mindy counters.

      Mindy and I have had this conversation 726 times in the last eight months, and we’re just going through familiar motions. Mindy knew she wanted to go to NYU from seventh grade. But when her mom said they wouldn’t be able to afford it, Mindy deferred admission for a year and started waitressing at the diner, in addition to babysitting, taking photos at the nursing home, and whatever other random jobs she could find. She called it a gap year, but the truth is Mindy refused to settle. Even for UCC.

      I, on the other hand, have done nothing but settle. At least according to my dad, who was less than impressed when I didn’t actually apply anywhere senior year, leaving me with UCC as my only option. I couldn’t explain I wasn’t ready then. I wasn’t ready to leave everything I knew—him, Westfield, the house that holds so many memories of Mom, but not enough actual Mom.

      “Maybe I should’ve applied to NYU,” I say softly.

      Mindy’s voice lowers a notch. “Hey, Kingston  is close to Boston. You can track down Finn O’Leary for that coffee.”

      “Yeah, great idea. I’m sure if he saw me again, he wouldn’t even recognize me.”

      “Well, didn’t you say you saw him after you went running? You weren’t exactly at your best then.”

      I yank at my hair. “I’m not exactly at my best now.” And all of a sudden I’m crying again. Not the hysterical crying from before, but tears spill over and run down my cheeks. Mindy gets up from the floor and picks up her keys. “Where are you going?”

      “You need to talk to your dad. Come on.” She pulls me up before I can tell her that’s the last thing I need and leads me downstairs.

      Dad’s left Babci to her programs and the door to his study is ajar. It used to be a walk-in closet, but when Mom’s hospital bed got set up in the dining room, Dad moved a desk in and the coats out so he could be near enough to hear her but far enough away not to wake her with his typing. I’m not sure why he’s kept it, except that it gives him a door to close like a desk in the corner of the dining room doesn’t.

      Mindy knocks and then pushes the door. “Mr. Easton, I have to go. But I think Zo needs to talk to you.” She squeezes my shoulders and leaves me standing in the middle of the rug my mom bought in Dubai when I was thirteen. Mom and I had tagged along on one of Dad’s work trips and turned it into a family vacation. It was our last one. Pre-cancer.

      Dad comes up and stops just shy of embracing me. Between him and Mom, he was never the touchy one, and he still isn’t. But I’m still teary, so he closes the gap between us and puts his arm around me to lead me to the tiny loveseat crammed between the door and the desk. He kisses my hair, and I let myself sink into him in the soft cushions.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers, and it sets off a fresh batch of tears.

      It takes a while for me to get it together, but I finally lean away, dabbing my eyes with the soggy tissue I’ve been clutching. “It’s fine, Dad. It is.” My words are automatic.

      “I know. It is.”

      It’s not even a little bit fine, but the lines in Dad’s forehead are deep, like they get when he’s really worried. They’ve smoothed out over the past year, but now they’re etched in and I can tell he’s off-the-chart anxious. I’ve tried my damnedest not to add to them, and I’m not about to start now, even as I swallow the lump in my throat and squeak, “I’ll be off at school anyway and you’d be here alone. I was just so surprised about Tokyo and the house. I can’t imagine not coming back here on break, and someone else living with our stuff. Mom’s stuff. She was always so…particular…and what if they’re not? What if they don’t care the way she did?”

      “I know. I just…Zo, I can’t.” His voice cracks, and I’m so shocked I sit there staring at him for twenty seconds before I throw my arms around his neck. Dad hasn’t cried since we packed Mom’s things away in the attic. When he finally leans away, he’s really flustered. “God, I’m sorry. It’s so hard.”

      I want to scream, “If it’s so fucking hard, don’t do it.”

      But I don’t.

      “Mom would want you to. She would, even if the people who move in here are total slobs. That’s why she didn’t want a grave, because she didn’t want us to be obligated to a place. I mean, Tokyo. She’d be all over that.” Even though I’m saying this for Dad’s benefit, it’s not far from the truth.

      “Can you imagine your mother speaking Japanese?” Dad and I both smile at the image of my mom with her strong Polish accent trying to arigato.

      “Can you imagine you speaking Japanese?” I smile a little more at this, since Dad’s horrible with languages. Even after twenty years of Babci’s efforts to teach him Polish, he still only knows the basics, although that might be a little passive-aggressive on his part.

      “I got a computer program that’s pretty good.” Dad goes over to his desk and roots around until he finds a copy of Rosetta Stone for Japanese. “I’ll leave it for you. You’ll probably be fluent before you get there.”

      “I’ll learn some key phrases, but I’ve got a little thing called college going on right now and I might be a little busy.”

      “Well, you have all summer to learn. And don’t worry, some of the other ex-pats have kids, so it’s not like you’ll be stuck on your own all the time while I’m working.” Dad smiles, the lines in his forehead receding as he does.

      I roll my eyes. “Great, I can babysit. What’s the going rate in yen? Any idea?”

      Dad laughs. “I’ll find out, but there are a few older kids. One of my colleagues, Eloise, has a nephew who’s around your age, and he might come out.”

      “Is he cute?”

      “I’ll find that out, too.” Dad turns serious. “It’s going to be good, Zo. It’s a great opportunity for both of us.”

      “Yeah, Dad. I know.” I get up and smooth my shirt across my stomach, which growls underneath my hands and gives me the perfect out. “Babci said she saved me some food. I’m going to go find some. You want anything?”

      “No, you go ahead.” Dad opens his laptop and is already lost in the screen by the time I’m out the door.

      I pad down the hallway to the kitchen and pull out the meatloaf, still in its Pyrex dish, the grease congealed at the sides. I grab a fork and take a bite, closing my eyes as I chew. When I open them, Babci is leaning against the doorway, looking at me. I open my mouth to apologize for eating right from the pan, but close it again when she shakes her head. Her voice is soft.

      “Jesteś mocne.”

      “Będę.”

      You are strong.

      I will be.

      Babci comes and places her hand over mine, and I take another bite of cold meatloaf, even though it’s turned to sawdust in my mouth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time Memorial Day weekend comes around, I’m starting to get excited about Tokyo—in between severe pangs of nostalgia. Dad’s home, and judging by the murmurs of conversation I’ve overheard drifting from behind his study door, it seems possible he’s spoken to the renters, but no one’s shown up with suitcases, so I don’t know what’s happening and I’m not asking. In fact, aside from his suggestion that I might want to work a little harder on cleaning out my closet before we leave on Wednesday, I’d hardly know we were preparing for renters to move in.

      Dad and Babci have invited Mindy and Liz over for a Memorial Day barbecue, keeping up the tradition we’ve had forever. When Mom was alive, she’d spend all day Monday making pierogies and appetizers that tasted better than they looked. This year, Babci bought appetizers because she can’t cook much with her arm, and while her, Dad, and Liz relax and drink wine out on the deck, Mindy and I take the rest of the bottle to my room to sort through my closet.

      “I can’t believe you still have this.” Mindy holds up my junior varsity swimsuit. “Look how tiny you were.”

      “That’s why I keep it. To remind myself I wasn’t always an amazon.” I take a sip of Chardonnay. I prefer beer, but we don’t have any in the house.

      “And this,” Mindy squeals. “Oh my God. Your prom dress. You have to put it on.”

      I eye the knee-length silvery chiffon, glimmering on its hanger. “I loved that dress.”

      “You need to wear it and bring some style to this party.” She thrusts the hanger into my hand.

      I laugh and take the hanger, fingering the flimsy material. “I hate to tell you, but this isn’t exactly a party.”

      “So? It’s close enough,” Mindy says. “Come on. I can tell you want to.”

      She’s right. I do. I loved the dress from the second I saw it. It’s been buried in the back of my closet since last year’s senior prom, which is such a waste.

      I pull my T-shirt over my head and let the straps fall over my shoulders, unbuttoning my shorts beneath the skirt. Mindy comes up behind me and twists my hair into a quick knot at the base of my neck. For prom last year, Babci curled it into careful ringlets, making me look more like Mom than I ever have, before or since. Mom was all sleek curls and casual elegance. Mindy’s rendition isn’t sleek or elegant, but wearing the dress again makes me feel glamorous, despite the curls that escape. “Come on. Let’s go downstairs. We’re out of wine.”

      She takes the last gulp straight from the bottle to prove it and we both laugh. Since we’re not driving, Dad’s policy on drinking is pretty lax, even though we’re underage. He gave me a big spiel last year about drinking responsibly and how he’d come to get me, no questions asked, if I was too drunk to drive, but we both know there’s no way in hell I’d ever call him. I wouldn’t drive drunk either, so the end result is that my drinking is perfunctory. At best.

      Mindy, on the other hand, has not only a taste for wine, but a preference. And Chardonnay is her favorite.

      When we walk through the French doors onto the deck, Mindy heads straight for the ice bucket that’s chilling the second bottle of wine and pours us both a refill. I intend to slide into an empty chair, but Babci’s voice stops me. “Zosia. Look how lovely. Come, let me see you.”

      I smile and Babci reaches out, her hand running softly over the bodice of the dress. “We found it in my closet and I had to put it on,” I explain.

      “If I had your figure, I’d wear that dress every day,” Liz says. “This is the one you and Mindy found at Van’s Vintage, right?”

      I nod. “I got this and Mindy found her blue Sgt. Pepper jacket.”

      “God, it seems like just yesterday you were walking out the door to your prom,” Dad says. “You’re growing up too fast, Zo.”

      I resist the urge to remind him I’m nearly nineteen, not nine.

      “I met your dziadzia when I was your age, you know,” Babci says.

      “I doubt I’m going to be meeting anyone,” I say with a laugh.

      Mindy puts an arm around me. “Not with that attitude, you won’t. Maybe there’s some Japanese guy out there just waiting to sweep you off your feet.”

      Even Liz laughs at this, and she’s the eternal optimist when it comes to dating. Although, to be fair, she actually dates.

      “You know I’m taller than most Japanese guys.” I do my best to keep my smile in, but I feel my lips turn up. “The average Japanese guy is five-foot-seven, and there is no way I’m dating someone shorter than me.” Even if it is only an inch.

      “Kevin Morgan was shorter than you,” Mindy says, wiggling her eyebrows.

      I blush, but I think Mindy’s the only one who can tell. Kevin Morgan is the guy I dated sophomore year, my first and last serious boyfriend. My first and last, well, everything and anything guy-related. There have been others since, a month here, a couple weeks there, even a few blind dates, but no one else I’ve been close with—and sure as hell no one else I’ve been naked with.

      Dad smiles and says, “There’s no hurry. Like I said, it all seems like it’s going too fast as it is. Just think, one of these days, you and Mindy will be here with your boyfriends, maybe even your kids.”

      “Stop right there before you start getting sappy,” I say as sternly as I can. “There will be no more talk of kids. Or my boyfriends and lack thereof. From now on, I declare the only acceptable topic is food because I’m starving.”

      Dad jumps up. “Wait. Before we start talking about who wants burgers versus hotdogs, I have something for you.”

      He walks into the living room, and I hear him rustling around in a drawer. I glance over at Babci, but she just shrugs a little. When I hear Dad’s footsteps behind me and turn around, he holds out a black velvet box and places it in my hand.

      “I wanted to give you this tonight, as a sort of quasi-birthday celebration. Here with our oldest friends as we all prepare to move on to the next chapter of our lives and everything that entails.” It’s a practiced speech, I can tell, but he still has to clear his throat and his eyes shine a little brighter as he continues. “This move isn’t the easy choice, but I do think it’s the right one, and thank you for your support, Zosia.”

      I know this box and my hands shake as I open it. The thin silver chain gleams against the black velvet, and the diamonds wink as they catch the light. Mom’s necklace. Three interlocking circles—two silver and the smallest one in the center made of diamonds. Dad gave it to her when I was born and she never took it off. Even at the end, it was Dad who undid the clasp because her hands shook too much from the chemo to do it herself.

      I hand it to Dad and turn around so he can put it on. It’s cool against my skin and I touch it as if it can bring her close. My fingers trace the circle of diamonds at my throat. “You know how much I’ve always loved this.”

      “It was always going to be yours on your nineteenth birthday. Your mother insisted.” Dad shakes his head as if he’s remembering, and I see it in my mind’s eye, as well. I remember asking her if I could ever have it one day and her steady answer always being, Nineteen. When you’re old enough.

      Old enough for what? I always asked.

      And she’d just smile and shake her head, as if my asking was proof I wasn’t old enough yet. She told me once she always thought nineteen was the first real year of adulthood. People think nineteen is a strange in-between year because nothing happens when you are nineteen. I think nineteen is a wonderful year because anything can happen and you are ready to let it.

      The back of my throat itches with the threat of tears, and I force myself to smile. “You know my birthday’s not until August, right?”

      “I know, but I wanted to give it to you now. While we’re here.” The part Dad won’t spell out: In the house.

      “It’s beautiful.” Mindy watches me fiddle with the silver circles for another second in case I’m going to say anything else about it before she adds, “And it looks amazing with that dress.”

      “Speaking of amazing, we have a lot of food to get through,” Dad says. “Liz, burger? Babci, what about you?”

      We all dive into eating with gusto and the evening passes way too quickly. When Liz announces it’s after eleven and she’s got work tomorrow, the party ends with a quick toss of paper plates into the trash and shoving condiments in the fridge. Dad and Babci both look exhausted and are in their respective rooms, doors closed, by 11:30.

      Leaving me to prowl around the house. I walk barefoot through the living room, skimming my fingers over the smooth wooden side tables, fluffing the throw pillows. Tonight was fun. Aside from the few times our conversation veered off into talking about college, it could have been last Memorial Day or even the one before that.

      Except it wasn’t. It was the last one here in Westfield. In this house. Or at least the last one for three years. And let’s face it, a lot can change in three years.

      I should know.

      Are we leaving the fancy pillows on the couch for the renters? What if they have pets and let them sleep on the furniture? Mom had a cat until I was about seven, but she used to shoo it off everything except an old rocking chair in her bedroom. She would hate cats on the couch. She’d probably hate strangers on it, too.

      The thought makes my fingers clutch her necklace, half in agitation, half in comfort. I can’t start imagining what Mom would or would not want because too many of my own wants clamor in my head.

      I want her back.

      I want to go to Tokyo.

      I want to stay in Westfield and waitress at Theresa’s for the summer.

      I want to crawl into bed and stay there forever.

      I want to get out of this house.

      In the end, the last want wins because it’s also a physical need by the time I softly close the door leading to the deck and set off across the lawn. I can’t stay there, surrounded by my childhood and memories of my mom or I’ll lose it, and I’ve spent too much effort keeping it together these past couple of years to undo it because of a night of restlessness.

      For the first three minutes I walk, I’m not sure where I’m headed. But then, at the end of the street, I see the lights in the distance, and I know I was coming here all along. The streetlamps at
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