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  Chapter 1


  It is the morning of the funeral and I am tearing my room apart, trying to find the right kind of shoes to wear. But all I come up with are my Adidas, which have holes in the
  toes, and a pair of flip-flops. I cant find my clogs anywhere. I think I packed them away with my winter clothes in a box in the attic. My mother is growing more impatient by the second and
  tells me to borrow a pair of her shoes. I look in her closet and choose a pair with three-inch heels and ankle straps.


  I almost trip going down the outside stairs. My little brother, Jason, says, Watch it, stupid. But he says it very quietly, almost in a whisper.


  Mom puts her arm around my shoulder. Be careful, Davey.


  At the cemetery people are fanning themselves. We are in the midst of the longest heat wave Atlantic City has seen in twenty-five years. It is 96 degrees at ten. I think about how good it would
  feel to walk along the beach, in the wet sand, with the ocean lapping at my feet. Two days ago Id stayed in the water so long my fingers and toes had wrinkled and Hugh had called me
  Pruney.


  Hugh.


  I see him as we walk through the cemetery to the grave-site. He is standing off to one side, by himself, cracking his knuckles, the way he does when hes thinking hard. His hair is so
  sunbleached it looks almost white. Maybe I notice because it is parted on the side and carefully brushed, instead of hanging in his face, the way it usually does. Our eyes meet, but we dont
  speak. I bite my lower lip so hard I taste blood.


  At the grave, I stand on one side of my mother and Jason stands on the other. I feel the sweat trickling down inside my blouse, making a little pool in my bra.


  My aunt and uncle, who flew in from New Mexico last night, stand behind me. I have seen them only one other time in my life, when my grandmother died. But I was only five then and wasnt
  allowed to go to her funeral. I remember how Id cried that morning, not because my grandmother had died, but because I wanted to ride in the shiny black car with the rest of the family,
  instead of staying at home with a neighbour, who tried to feed me an apricot jelly sandwich.


  This time I havent cried at all.


  Now I hear my aunt making small gasping sounds, then blowing her nose. I hear my uncle whispering to her but I cant make out his words. I feel their breath on the back of my neck and move
  closer to my mother.


  Jason clings to Moms hand and keeps glancing at her, then at me. My mother looks straight ahead. She doesnt even wipe away the tears that are rolling down her cheeks.


  Ive never felt so alone in my life.


  I shift from one foot to the other because my mothers shoes are too tight and my feet hurt. I concentrate on the pain, and the blisters that are forming on my little toes, because that
  way I dont have to think about the coffin that is being lowered into the ground. Or that my fathers body is inside it.
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  Chapter 2


  The heat wave breaks that night and the next day, when my best friend, Lenaya, comes to visit, it is still raining. She sits on the edge of my bed and piles up the newspapers
  that are scattered all around.


  Hi, she says. How are you? Her voice sounds shrill, not at all like her usual voice.


  Im okay, I answer, not able to look directly at her.


  Im sorry about your father.


  I nod, afraid that if I try to speak I will break down and cry.


  It was a real shock.


  I nod again.


  We were in Baltimore, so we didnt know until my uncle read it in the paper. He called to tell us. But by then there was no way we could get back in time for the funeral.


  I feel myself drifting off, hearing only a few more words. I feel very far away, as if nothing that is happening is real.


  On the day that we met, Lenaya gave me a picture of a dissected female frog. Shed drawn it herself, with coloured pencils. Every organ was carefully labelled. Heart, stomach, lungs,
  ovaries. I still have the picture somewhere. In my bottom drawer, I think. That was in eighth grade.


  Lenaya is six feet one, skinny and black. Everyone assumes she must be great at basketball, but the truth is, she hates the game. Shed rather do an experiment with her chemistry set or
  read a book on genetics.


  My father played basketball when he was in high school. He made the All State team twice. He could have had a college scholarship but he and my mother got married instead. And six and a half
  months later I was born.


  Davey . . . are you awake? Lenaya asks, bringing me back from my thoughts.


  Yes.


  Why dont you get out of bed and get dressed . . . its after twelve.


  I dont feel like getting up. Im tired. Besides, Ive got blisters on my feet.


  Your aunt says you havent been out of bed since the funeral.


  Thats not true. I get up to go to the bathroom. I shift my position and as I do my cat, Minka, who has been asleep next to my leg, stretches, yawns and begins to lick
  herself. I stroke her under the chin until she settles down again. Did you read the story in the paper? I ask Lenaya.


  Yes, she says.


  Which one?


  I dont remember.


  I rummage through the pile of papers Lenaya had stacked a few minutes earlier, choose one, hold it up, and read the headline out loud. ADAM WEXLER, 34, SHOT AND KILLED. I show the article to Lenaya. It made the front page, I say, tapping the paper with the back of my hand. Its a nice picture of him,
  dont you think? I dont wait for her to answer. I took it myself . . . in June . . . in front of the store. Hes shading his eyes from the sun but other than that
  he looks good, doesnt he?


  Yes, Lenaya says, softly.


  I put down that paper and pick up another. ADAM WEXLER, LOCAL MAN, MURDERED. I glance at Lenaya. Her head is bent and she
  is fiddling with her belt. I read from the paper.


  
    
      Adam Wexler was shot in the chest and killed Tuesday evening during a robbery in his 7-Eleven store on Virginia Avenue, Atlantic City. The unknown assailant or
      assailants escaped with fifty dollars in cash. Mr Wexler, a 1964 graduate of Atlantic City High School, is survived by his wife, Gwendolyn; a daughter, Davis, 15; and a son, Jason,
      7.

    

  


  I fold up the paper and toss it to the end of my bed.


  Do you think its a good idea to keep reading about it? Lenaya asks.


  Why not? Everyone says you have to face the facts. So Im facing them. Newspapers are very big on facts, I think. But not on feelings. Nobody writes about how it
  feels when your father is murdered.


  In lieu of flowers the family has asked that contributions be sent to the American Heart Fund. I recite this for Lenaya, while I stare at the ceiling. I wonder why my mother has
  selected the Heart Fund, unless it is because my father was shot in the chest. Four times. Four times by an unknown assailant or assailants.


  My aunt pokes her head into my room and says, Lunch time, girls.


  Im not hungry, I tell her.


  Its just soup and sandwiches, she says. Lenaya . . . would you like to stay for lunch?


  Sure, Lenaya says. Thanks.


  I dont want anything, I say.


  Youve got to eat, Davey. At a time like this its important to keep up your strength. Ill fix you a tray. You and Lenaya can eat in your room. How about
  that?


  I nod. It is easier than arguing.


  When she is gone I turn to Lenaya and say, Her real name is Elizabeth but everyone calls her Bitsy. Isnt that a dumb name for a forty-seven-year-old woman? Shes my
  fathers sister. I mean was. Thats the way you put it when somebody dies, isnt it? You say was.


  I guess, Lenaya says.


  Shes from New Mexico.


  I know. She seems nice.


  My uncle, Walter, is a physicist at the Lab in Los Alamos. Thats where the first atom bomb was built.


  I know, Lenaya says again. I was talking to him before, while you were asleep. I cant wait to take physics, but I think you have to be a junior.


  Bitsy carries a lunch tray to my room. Lipton Country Vegetable soup, tuna fish sandwiches and iced tea, with lemon slices floating on top.


  I watch as Lenaya begins to eat.


  I take a sip of iced tea. Then I try a bite of tuna fish sandwich. I chew and chew until I feel myself gagging. I jump off the bed and race down the hall to the bathroom, where I spit the food
  into the toilet.


  But this time I dont throw up.
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  Chapter 3


  On the night that my father was killed, after the police and the neighbours had left, Jason and I got into bed with Mom. Wed left a light on in every room. The house was
  very quiet and I thought about how strange it is that sometimes quiet can be comforting, while other times, it becomes frightening.


  Whats it like to be dead? Jason asked Mom.


  Peaceful, Mom told him.


  How do you know? Jason said.


  I dont really, Mom said. But its what I believe.


  Suppose they come back? Jason asked.


  Who? Mom said.


  The guys who shot Daddy. Suppose they come back and shoot us, too?


  They wont, Mom said.


  How do you know? Jason asked.


  I just do, thats all, Mom said.


  Do you think it hurt? Jason said.


  What? Mom asked.


  When Daddy got shot. Do you think it hurt him?


  No, Mom said. I think it happened so fast he didnt feel a thing.


  Thats good, Jason said. Isnt that good?


  Yes, Mom said. Thats good. Now lets try to get some sleep, okay?


  Okay, Jason said, yawning, as he snuggled up against Mom and closed his eyes.


  Mom looked at me. I didnt say a word. I couldnt. I reached for her hand and held it tightly. I rested my head on her shoulder.
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  Chapter 4


  Walter and Bitsy stay with us for ten days and Bitsy offers to stay longer, to help my mother. But Mom says, No, youve done enough already.


  Theres no such thing as enough, Bitsy says. Were family. Maybe we havent seen much of each other over the years . . . Her voice trails off.


  We kept planning a trip to New Mexico, Mom says, but somehow . . . She shakes her head. Neither one of them seems able to finish a sentence.


  Come with us now, Bitsy says. The change would do you good.


  I cant, Mom says. Ive got to pick up the pieces by myself.


  All right . . . but we dont want you to worry about money, Gwen. We can help. We want to help . . . until you get back on your feet.


  My mother presses her lips together and shakes her head again. I think we can manage.


  Bitsy gets up from the table and walks into the kitchen where she pours herself a third cup of coffee. I am standing by the stove, stirring honey into a cup of tea that I am not going to
  drink.


  I remember when he was born, Bitsy says. He was such an adorable baby. At first I think she is talking about Jason. But when she says, Always drawing . . .
  right from the beginning . . . and such a good student . . . such a fine athlete . . . I realize that she means my father. I still cant believe it . . . Bitsy continues,
  her voice breaking.


  I dont want her to cry. Not now. She takes a few deep breaths, blows her nose and the moment passes. She carries her coffee cup back to the dining area and sits down again. No
  will, no insurance, no savings, she says to Mom. What were you living on, anyway . . . love?


  More or less, my mother answers.


  Bitsy sighs. Adam always was a dreamer.


  Yes, Mom says. Thats one of the reasons I loved him.


  But were all dreamers, I think. If you dont have dreams, what do you have?


  Later, as Bitsy and Walter kiss each of us goodbye, Bitsy says, We have a big house . . . and youll always be welcome.


  Were only as far away as the phone, Walter adds.


  Thank you, Mom says. Im glad you were here. You were a real help.


  I have mixed feelings when Walter and Bitsy leave. Its good to be by ourselves again. Just us. Just the family. But its also a reminder that my father isnt here anymore.
  That he wont be back. That from now on it will be only the three of us.


  At night, I lie in my bed, frightened. I hear noises Ive never heard before. With Bitsy and Walter sleeping on the sofa, in the living room, I wasnt so scared. None of us was. Now
  its back to a light on in every room and Jason creeping into Moms bed in the middle of the night.


  I feel like going into Moms room, too. With the three of us close together I dont feel so alone. But Im fifteen, I keep reminding myself. I cant sleep in
  my mothers bed forever.


  The worst times are when I start to think about the brown paper bag on my closet shelf. Then my heart beats very fast and I have trouble breathing. So I squeeze my eyes shut to erase the picture
  in my mind.


  We live above the store and I listen for footsteps on the outside stairs. Ill have plenty of warning if anyone tries to get up here, I tell myself, touching the breadknife that Ive
  hidden under my pillow.


  And Im not the only one whos prepared. My mother keeps the gun under her bed. She doesnt know that I know. But I do. Ive seen her holding it. Its loaded.
  Shes ready to use it, if she has to.


  Not like Dad.


  He kept the gun in the store, on a shelf right under the cash register. But it wasnt loaded. He was afraid Jason would get hold of it or something. So the bullets were in a locked drawer
  and only my father had the key. Wed been robbed two other times, but the second time my father waved the gun at the guy and he took off with just a six pack.


  My fathers dream was to sell the store and open a small gallery with sculpture and paintings. My father could have been another Van Gogh. Or, at least, a portrait artist. He was really
  good with faces, especially eyes. He kept his easel in the store, right by the register, and when business was slow he sketched. There are charcoal drawings, most of them of our customers, hanging
  on a wire around the perimeter of the store. And upstairs, in my parents bedroom, the walls are covered with portraits of us. Mom, Jason and me. A family history.


  Hugh had been working in the store all summer. Thats how we met. We didnt start going out right away, though. At first it was just me saying, You want help stacking the
  bread?


  And Hugh answering, Sure, why not?


  Hugh didnt say much. All I knew about him was that he was going to be a senior and that he liked his pizza with pepperoni. And I knew how I felt when I stood close to him. Or when he
  looked at me. Or when his hand brushed against my arm.
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  Chapter 5


  One afternoon I am sitting in the living room, leafing through a magazine. I cant read anymore. I try, but the words blur together, or I find myself reading the same
  sentence over and over and still dont know what I have read. My mother and Jason are in their rooms, napping. We are getting to be experts at sleeping during the day. So when the doorbell
  rings, there is no one to answer it but me. And it is Hugh.


  Hows it going, Davey? he asks, as he hugs me.


  Before I can answer, before I can lie and say, okay, Hugh begins to cry. I feel his body shaking and I back away, looking any place but at him.


  I hear him sniffle and take a breath. How about a walk on the beach?


  No, I tell him.


  Your mother says you havent been out of the house since the funeral.


  So?


  So . . . it would be good for you to get outside.


  My mother comes into the room then, pulling her robe around her. Thats what Ive been trying to tell her, Mom says. She needs some fresh air.


  Oh, all right, I say, seeing the pained look on Moms face. I go into the bathroom and splash my face with cold water. I have dark circles under my eyes and my suntan has
  faded to a yellowish colour. I pull my rope belt through my jeans, which are falling off because of all the weight Ive lost since that night. I look like hell. But I dont care.


  Outside, the bright sunshine hurts my eyes and I have to shade them with my hand. I follow Hugh down the stairs but I dont look at the store. I know there is a CLOSED sign on the door. I saw Walter printing it the day after the funeral.


  Hugh takes my hand. He rubs his thumb along the bottom of mine, trying to soothe me. I know this is hard for him, too. I tighten my fingers around his, to let him know I understand. We walk to
  the Boardwalk, then across it, to the beach.


  I take a deep breath and inhale the salt air which is mixed with the aroma of roasting peanuts, taffy and the musty smell of the amusement piers.


  I was conceived on the beach, under the Million Dollar Pier. My parents used to call me their Million Dollar Baby. Im the reason my father gave up his sports scholarship to Rutgers, and
  my mother went to work in a James Salt-water Taffy shop. In those days Atlantic City was the pits. But not anymore. Now that gamblings been voted in, Atlantic City is supposed to
  become the next Las Vegas. Hotels and casinos are sprouting up all over the place.


  What are you thinking? Hugh asks, as we walk along the oceans edge.


  Nothing, I say.


  And then Hugh puts his arms around me and kisses me. I want to kiss him back but I cant. I cant because kissing him reminds me of that night. So I break away from him and run. I
  hear Hugh calling, Davey . . . wait.


  But I dont wait. I run and run, until I am home. Then I get into bed and stay there for five days.
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  Chapter 6


  I dont want to start school. I dont want to do anything but stay in bed. Stay in bed, with the covers over my head. All day. At night I prowl around, carrying my
  breadknife, and I check the lock on the door and listen for footsteps. I try not to remember. Not to remember that night. Not to remember the brown paper bag on my closet shelf. Not to remember
  anything.


  Take a shower, Davey, my mother says, on the night before school starts. Wash your hair. Ill bet its been ten days. Thats not like you.


  Its been thirteen days. Thirteen days since Ive bathed. I know I smell. But I dont care. I roll over and pull the bedsheet up over my ear. My bed smells too. I like it. A
  warm, salty, slightly sour smell. My own unwashed smell. Coming from the inside of me.


  Please, honey, Mom says. Dont wait until tomorrow morning to get ready for school.


  As if I am planning to jump out of bed in the morning and head right for the shower.


  She shakes me a little to make sure I am listening. For me, Davey. Do it for me, okay?


  It is the for me that gets through. My mother doesnt pull guilt trips on me very often. And maybe she isnt even trying, but it works. There is still a side of me that
  feels badly for behaving the way I am. After all, Im not the only one who cares about my father.


  So I get out of bed, feeling wobbly from lack of exercise and so little food. And I head for the bathroom.


  Minka follows me. She jumps onto the toilet seat and laps up water from the bowl. She has her own bowl of fresh water in the kitchen but theres something about drinking from the toilet
  that really appeals to her. Ive given up on trying to get her to stop. Minka is a beautiful calico, with white paws. I got her for my twelfth birthday. She was the only female in the litter.
  Lenaya says Minka has an oral fixation. That she wasnt suckled enough as a kitten, so shes trying to make up for it now. Its true that shell lick you. Fingers, toes, you
  name it. But that only makes her more lovable.


  I wonder if Minka understands about my father. At times I think she does. That she senses something wrong. Shes lost a lot of her playfulness since that night and spends most of her time
  curled in a ball, sleeping on my bed, next to my legs. Or maybe she is just trying to comfort me. Who knows?


  I stand under the hot shower, soaping myself all over. I shampoo my hair twice and let the suds drip down into my face, stinging my eyes.


  I used to sing in the shower. I like the way my voice sounds with an echo chamber. I wonder if Ill ever sing in the shower again? I wonder if Ill ever want to?


  I wrap myself in a towel and walk down the hall to my room. My mother has changed the sheets on my bed.


  You didnt have to do that, I tell her.


  I know. I wanted to, she says. Youll sleep better.


  I dont feel very well, I tell her. I might be coming down with something. I get into bed and lie back on the clean pillowcase.


  Mom sits down on the edge of my bed. I remember my first day of high school, she says, tossing her hair away from her face. I had violent stomach cramps. I didnt want
  to go either. She takes my hand in hers.


  Its not that, I say. Its . . .


  I know, Davey. Tears well up in her eyes. Dont you think I know?


  Yes, I tell her. But having you know isnt enough.


  The next morning, when I walk into the kitchen, Jason is wearing his Dracula cape and gobbling up his cereal. He cant wait to go back to school. And this year
  Im going to read real books. No more baby books. Right, Mom?


  Right, Jase, Mom says, buttering her toast.


  And what else . . . what else will I learn? Jason asks.


  Oh, a lot of interesting things, Mom says.


  I stand in front of the open refrigerator, but nothing inside tempts me. Part of me is hungry, another part cant get the food down.


  Whatd you learn in second grade, Davey? Jason asks, his mouth full of Grape-nut Flakes.


  More of what I learned in first grade, I tell him. I close the refrigerator door. Youre not going to wear that cape to school, I hope.


  Why not? I like it.


  It makes you look like Dracula, I say.


  Its supposed to.


  Mom . . . do you think he should? I mean . . .


  Oh, I think its all right, Mom says. If it makes Jason feel comfortable . . .


  Comfortable, Jason repeats. He eats a piece of toast, then says, What about the store, Mom? Are you going to open the store today?


  Not today, Mom answers.


  When? Jason asks.


  I dont know, Mom tells him.


  My mother hasnt set foot in the store since that night. None of us has. I dont know what were going to do.


  I meet Lenaya at the bus stop and when the bus comes we find two seats together. It is crowded, with some kids standing in the aisle by the time we reach the next stop. I begin
  to get a closed-in feeling. It starts with my hands getting cold and clammy, then there is a queasiness in my stomach, and finally, I begin to feel dizzy, as if I might pass out. I put my head down
  to the floor.


  Are you okay? Lenaya asks.


  I cant answer.


  She bends over, her mouth close to my ear. Did you eat any breakfast? she asks softly.


  I shake my head.


  Here, she says, going
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