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FOR MY BROTHER, MICHAEL




The First Letter

MY SISTER, XANDER, causes a scandal practically everywhere she goes. Even funeral receptions, I now know.

I’m the quiet one. I spent the whole time wandering around our house, kind of dazed, an overwarm glass of lemonade clenched in my hand. Never much at ease around a bunch of people, I tried to go unseen, unnoticed, as I watched the guests serve themselves cake, or more wine, whispering together over some anecdote about Mom. As if they really knew her.

I had to admit, Grandma knew how to throw a proper funeral. She had hung huge family portraits around our living room, pictures of Xander and me with Mom and Dad at the beach, on Thanksgiving, and at the dinner we threw celebrating Dad’s tenure. That was my favorite, because it captured Mom laughing, her blond head thrown back, her mouth wide, eyes screwed shut, cheeks red.

Over the archway between the living room and dining room Grandma had hung a huge banner that said, in big, scrolled letters, BON VOYAGE, MARIE. She’d chosen quivering violin music to play over the stereo, and she’d gotten the best caterer in town to serve dim sum, cold sesame noodles, stir-fried vegetables, and some kind of chicken kebab with a mysterious sauce that seemed to separate the moment it hit your plate.

People kept coming at me, hugging me, rubbing my back. I wanted to scream.

Xander never had much problem letting loose. She and Adam were both drunk from the bottle of wine they’d stolen. They were sitting on the floor in the sunroom, Adam’s tie loose around his neck, Xander’s fine blond hair in her eyes. She had taken off her black heels to wriggle her toes. Her dress was hiked up above her knees, and she twisted the ball of her foot into the floor, staring into space as Adam whispered in her ear.

I wove through the crowd. Aunt Doris and Nancy, Mom’s best friend, were huddled over a photo album. Doris was pointing out a picture of Mom from grade school. Mom’s two front teeth were missing, and apparently she used to do some trick with her tongue while Doris sang a song about a little worm coming out of its hole. “If we tried it now,” Doris said, “it would be positively lewd.”

It was supposed to be a joke, but it made both of them cry.

Through the screen door I watched Dad sitting on the porch steps smoking a cigarette. I’d never seen him smoking, and it was strange watching him because he was an expert at it. He sucked the blue smoke into his mouth, let it hang between his lips in a compact cloud before pulling it all the way in. His boss, the chair of the English department, was sitting with his hand on his shoulder, telling him to take some time off. “You’ve been wanting to write your next book for ages, James,” he said through ridiculously chapped lips. “Take next year. Mason can cover the Romantics, and we’ll put some grad students on your intro courses.”

Dad nodded, took another mouthful of smoke, held it, held, and released.

I felt a presence behind me and turned to see Grandma standing uncomfortably close. “Well, I think this has been a success,” she said. “Just the way Marie wanted it. Not too gloomy.”

“Whoopee.”

“You should mingle,” she told me. “Some of these people drove for hours to get here.”

“I don’t like parties.”

“You call this a party?”

“What else is it? People are drunk.”

“I’m not drinking.”

“No, of course not, why would you?” I spat. I didn’t care about hiding my dislike for her. Not today.

“Don’t be nasty, Athena,” she said.

“It’s Zen, Grandma. I’ve been Zen for years.”

Her bloodshot eyes traveled to the corner where Xander and Adam were sitting. Xander had closed her eyes and was leaning her head back against the windowsill. Adam stared at her, fascination pulling his lightweight frame toward her while something else held him back. Grandma cleared her throat. “A letter came in the mail yesterday, for you and Xander. I found it in your father’s bills.”

“Put it with the other cards.”

“No. You should see it. Go get Alexandra.”

“Grandma—” I started to protest, but she held up a hand.

“Go. Get. Her.” Her wrinkled lips pressed together.

I marched toward Xander, as much to get away from Grandma as to obey. “We’re being summoned,” I said to her.

Xander’s dark eyes shifted from me to Grandma, who was standing in the middle of the room, her arms folded over her skinny frame. “What does she want?”

“She said a letter came for us.”

“Ack.” Xander rolled her eyes. “Tell the Droning Crone to—”

“You tell her,” I said, and marched off to the kitchen to throw out the lemonade and pour myself some Coke instead.

I’d barely had a chance to rinse my glass before Grandma came barreling into the kitchen, pulling Xander by her wrist. Xander stumbled after her, her face curdled and pouty. “I don’t see why it can’t wait!”

Grandma went to the pile of unopened mail that sat on the ceramic tiled counter, shuffled through it, and pulled out one thin envelope. “I think you’ll want to see this,” she said triumphantly.

Xander glanced at it, squinted, peering at the address. “Zen,” she said, her voice urgent.

I took the envelope from Grandma. It was addressed to both Xander and me in Mom’s uneven, sloping handwriting.

Xander whipped it out of my hands and tore it open.

“Be careful!” I yelled, afraid she might rip whatever was inside.

Xander unfolded a single piece of Mom’s light blue stationery and read it in one great gulp. I tugged the corner of the paper closer and read over her shoulder.

 


Dear Hellions,

 

I suppose I owe you an apology for dying on you before you’re all the way grown up. I hate leaving a job unfinished. With that in mind, I’ve been writing you both lots of letters, and have arranged with someone to send these letters on special days for the next few years. The identity of this person will be kept secret because I don’t want you calling up, pestering to get all your letters at once. (This means you, Xander.) There won’t be much of me left on this earth for you. What there is, I want to last.

Don’t feel sorry for me. And don’t let anyone feel sorry for you. Pity will just make you both feel weak, and you need to be strong. Cry as much as you want, but no pity, self or other.

Even though this is the first letter you’re getting from me, it’s the last one I’m writing. That’s because I’ve been trying to think of something wise to say. The problem is, now that I’ve had time to ponder the great beyond, I’ve grown to realize how overrated wisdom is. Or at least, I’ve become wary of people who pretend to have it. So, I guess that’s my advice to you. The second someone pretends to be wise, run. But do listen to the people who care about you. They’re the ones who will steer you right. Listen to each other.

Always remember how much I love you, and how much you’ve meant to me. Zen, you’re my little chickadee, and Xander, you’re my jaybird. Chase away the crows for each other, girls, and keep your nest warm.

Remember me,

Mom



 

As I read the last words, Xander slammed out the back door, ran to Mom’s shriveled strawberry patch, and started screaming every obscenity known to humankind at the cloudy sky above. The party quieted down as people listened to her, shocked.

Grandma started to go after her, but I pushed her aside, ran down the steps and across the overgrown grass. Xander was twirling around, screaming such a streak of blue language that even I felt the need to shut her up.

“Xander, for God’s sake!” I yelled at her.

She stopped twirling and faced me, a crooked grin on her lips. “That felt good.”

“It didn’t sound good,” I spat.

“Come on,” she said, pinching my shoulder. “Try it.”

“No.”

“Try a simple one to start with, then you can work your way up to the big ones. Say ass.”

“You’re an ass, Xander.”

She nodded, her pointer finger pressed against her chin as though she were a diction teacher. “I like your passion. Now try shit.”

“You’re a shithead, Xander,” I said, my voice grim.

She looked at me, but neither of us could keep a straight face, and she dissolved into a goofy grin. “You’re a quick study. Twat-face.”

This made me laugh.

For the next hour we traded increasingly disgusting insults complete with bodily fluids and illegal sex acts, laughing maniacally until people finally went home. Now that I think about it, the scandal that day wasn’t all Xander’s.

That night Xander and I slept in the same bed, Mom’s pillow wedged between us. We slept like that every night until Mom’s pillow stopped smelling like her and started smelling like us.

That’s when the Vogel sisters went our separate ways. I threw myself into shotokan training with a kind of furious commitment, and Xander—well, she just got furious.


Frank

YOU DEVELOP DEFENSES.

Like, whenever someone tells me how sorry they are that Mom died, I always say, “Oh, that’s okay. She was a pain in the ass anyway.”

This is how I sort people out now. The people who laugh are cool. The people who are shocked might turn out to be cool, or they might not. The people who get offended always turn out to be uptight jerks.

It’s true that Mom was a pain in the ass, but she was the kind of pain you get used to, like sore muscles after karate practice, or the burn when you’re sinking into a hot bath. Mom was a good pain. Losing her—not so much.

Lately Xander is also a pain, but there’s nothing good about it. Tonight she left the house wearing her tank top with rhinestones on the spaghetti straps, her studded belt, and her “man-getting jeans,” which are ripped in all the most strategic places. If ever there was an outfit for creating trouble, she’s wearing it now. And since, naturally, it’s a Friday night and I don’t have anything to do, I’m sitting up in Mom’s old bedroom like a stupid jerk, drinking my mint tea and listening for Xander to come home. I don’t know why I do this.

It’s not all bad. The crickets are chirping, and my tea is warm and sweet with honey, and my legs have that nice used feeling they get after I do my two hundred kicks. My back is sore, but I rubbed Tiger Balm on it and it’s starting to feel better. I overdid the punching tonight, but I even like how that feels. Shotokan makes me strong.

I glance through my trigonometry textbook once more for my final on Monday. All that’s left is a few papers to write and the school year is done. Then summertime. My last summer with Xander and Adam.

Through the open window, I hear a car door slam, then another. I freeze, holding my mug to my chest. Xander laughs in that mean way she does, and she says, “I didn’t invite you in!”

Some guy mutters a low, angry sweet talk. I don’t like the way it sounds.

She giggles again. “I think you’ve had enough, Hank.”

“Frank,” he says.

“Whatever. Good night.” Silence for a second, but then I hear her voice hit a surprised register, as if she’s been hit from behind.

I’ve pounded down the stairs and am almost to the front door when I hear her trying to reason with him. “Come on. I’m jailbait, you said so yourself. And it’s past my bedtime.”

“I’ll let you go if you give me one more kiss.”

I open the door to find Xander in the arms of a guy I’ve never seen before. He has a tattoo on his forearm that says “Christ is King” in scrolling letters drawn to look like a crown of thorns. He’s wearing a black leather vest and ripped-up blue jeans. He doesn’t see me because he’s leaning in to Xander’s hair to smell it, his finger snaking through a hole in her jeans. Xander is turned away from him, her face scrunched up in disgust. She sees me and rolls her eyes. “You’re really pathetic, Hank, you know that?”

“It’s Frank. Why are you trying to piss me off?” He’s pretending to be amused, but I can tell he’s angry.

“Why won’t you let me go in my house?” she asks, enunciating every word like she’s talking to someone who barely speaks English.

Frank finally notices me, and freezes for a second. Now that he’s looking at me, I can see he’s not that cute. He has a hooked nose and a goatee. His bottom lip has a sharp steel stud in it, but the piercing looks angry and red. He seems to register how young I look, and relaxes. “Don’t worry, honey, she’s fine,” he says to me.

He laughs a little, and I can see by the porch light that his teeth are crooked, and even from where I stand his breath smells as though he hasn’t brushed his teeth in recent memory. The guys Xander chooses!

Or maybe they choose her.

“I’m not moving until you let her go,” I tell him.

“Well, then I guess we’ll have to leave,” he says, and pulls Xander back toward his car, murmuring in her ear as if she’s an animal he needs to keep calm.

“Let me go right now!” Xander yells. She has finally stopped kidding around. I watch her prepare the move I taught her. She pulls her knee up to her chest, but she’s gone too high. She misses stomping his foot by inches, and jams her ankle instead. She cries out in pain as he pulls her backwards, laughing. He thinks this is a game.

Does Xander? I can’t tell.

The way he drags her fills me with a rage so hot, I can feel my brains simmering. As I’ve been trained, I walk across the lawn, keeping my gait steady and my eyes on my target until I’m within striking distance.

Xander sees me coming, and chides, “Oh ho, Hank, you’re in for it now!”

He scoffs at her.

Xander ducks.

My roundhouse kick to his temple makes a cracking sound so loud, the crickets shut up for a second. He’s stunned, and lets go of Xander, shaking his head like he has water in his ears.

“Bull’s-eye!” Xander yells. She backs away from him, but stays nearby so she can get a good view.

“Who did that?” Frank tries to focus on me, but he can’t believe that a skinny teenage girl just knocked his block off.

“Jesus, Hank, she must have killed one of your two brain cells,” Xander says, and giggles.

A light comes on across the street—Adam’s bedroom. Xander pretends not to notice, but I can see her get a little more serious.

Frank swings around and looks at me again. “What the hell was that?” He’s obviously still stunned, because he’s not thinking clearly. Or maybe he’s just a moron.

“Frank,” I say as I assume strike pose, fists raised. A sore muscle in my back screams, but I don’t show my pain. “Drive away in your car, or ride away in an ambulance. Your choice.”

He sways on his feet, seeming to consider my offer. His knees buckle suddenly, and he has to lean against his car.

Adam comes out of his house in his pajama bottoms, holding his aluminum baseball bat. He stares at Frank like every muscle in his body wants to bash the guy’s brains in and the only thing keeping him in check is a weak hold on common sense.

Frank sees Adam and his bat, and seems to rethink the situation.

“All right, I’m leaving,” Frank finally says, turning, and without looking at Xander, mutters, “Little whore.”

“Oh, well, that’s it, Hank,” she says. “You’ll never get my phone number now.”

He mutters even nastier insults as he slowly works his way around his big rusty car and climbs in the driver’s side. He sits there for a second, probably waiting for the street to stop spinning, starts his engine, and drives away.

Adam charges across the street toward us, shaking his head angrily. “Damn it, Xander.”

“Oh no,” Xander coos in a baby voice. “Widdle Adam is angwy.”

Adam was little until about two years ago, when he shot up eight inches in ten months. Now he’s almost six feet tall, but if Xander and I ever want to really get him mad, we call him Widdle Adam. Really, all we’re doing is switching around his name: Adam Little. I think it’s the baby talk that gets to him.

Adam has been our best friend for a decade at least, ever since he ritualistically beheaded Xander’s Barbie doll and we retaliated by electrocuting his G.I. Joe with Dad’s jumper cables and car battery. Adam was so intrigued by the way Joe’s face melted that we tortured to death his entire platoon, until we got caught by Dad, who, when he saw the carnage, made us sit in the basement and listen to all of his John Lennon albums. We bonded over “Give Peace a Chance.”

Adam chucks his bat onto our lawn and marches up to Xander, crossing his arms over his bare chest. “When are you going to stop?”

Even in the darkness I can see his eyes burning blue fire.

“I’m sorry, Grandma,” she says to him, blinking, wide and innocent.

“Who was that guy?” he demands.

“Stinky Hanky.”

“Franky,” I say.

She sneers.

“One of these days you’re going to get hurt, you know that?” Adam shakes his head. I’ve seen him mad at her, but tonight he’s positively seething. “I’ll come get you! How many times do I have to tell you that? Call me up.”

“I don’t want to wake your mom,” she says.

“Use my cell. Jesus, Xander! It’s not calculus. You don’t get in a car with a guy like that.”

She looks away from him, pretending she doesn’t care what he says.

Adam whirls around to face me. “And you!”

“What?”

“You weigh like a hundred pounds, Zen! A black belt doesn’t mean much when someone is a lot bigger than you.”

“I weigh one twenty-five.”

“I don’t care. Don’t take on these guys all by yourself. You come get me next time, do you understand?”

“The big stwong man is angwy,” Xander coos. Adam turns around in time to catch her with her hands folded under her chin, batting her eyelashes.

“Xander, one of these times you’ll tangle with the type of guy who won’t stop.”

I don’t say so, but I think Frank might have been that type.

“I can take care of myself,” she says. “I don’t need you.”

He glares at her, shaking his head, his jaw clenched. “Well, I don’t need you either,” he tells her, and storms off.

She wilts a little as she watches him. He picks his bat up from the yard and swings it a couple times before going back in his house. Xander blinks twice, and I almost see the beginning of tears, but she rakes her hands through her hair, and when she turns to me, she’s back to the same old stubborn, dangerous Xander. “When did he become such an authoritarian?” she says before heading up the porch steps.

“You’re welcome!” I yell after her.

“Thanks,” she says, almost sincerely, before going in the house.

“Next time I won’t help you,” I want to tell her. But I don’t. You can’t tell Xander anything.

And I’ll always help her, whether I want to or not.

I march after her, rehearsing a lecture under my breath, but when I follow her into the kitchen I find her sitting at the table with Dad. They’re both dipping spoons into a carton of ice cream, eating slowly. Dad’s blond hair is so dirty, it looks brown, and it sticks up in jagged clumps only where it isn’t matted to his skull. Sabbatical has not been good for him. Without classes to teach or anywhere to be, he’s sunk into a scary depression, and nothing Xander or I say helps.

“Nice to see you’ve emerged from the basement,” I say, taking a spoon from the open drawer behind Xander and dipping it into a chocolaty swirl in the Rocky Road. “Welcome to the surface of the planet.”

“Thank you,” he says with mock formality. “Who was that outside?”

I open my mouth to tell him, but Xander rushes to answer. “Adam. He’s lurking out there like the creep that he is.”

“You two aren’t getting along lately,” Dad says distantly, as though he were commenting on the weather. There’s no curiosity in the statement, no question. He seems much more focused on the huge mound of ice cream that he’s sucking off his spoon.

“Xander had an interesting ride home tonight,” I say, just to torment her.

Xander looks at me, telling me with her eyes to shut up. I shrug at her. I don’t really mean to tell Dad anything. He can’t handle even normal, day-to-day things, like brushing his teeth or changing into clean clothes. Basic parenting is beyond his abilities; parenting Xander would be beyond anyone’s.

“As long as she’s not drinking and driving,” Dad says.

“Good, Dad. Your fatherly duty is dispensed with for the evening,” Xander says, the smallest hint of bitterness in her voice. She pushes her chair back from the table and stands. “I’m off to bed.”

She glares at me as she walks out of the room.

I consider again telling Dad about what happened, but I don’t have the heart. He’d overreact, or he’d fade away. He certainly wouldn’t deal with it in any kind of useful way. So instead I lean over, give him a kiss on his bearded cheek, and say, “Good night, Daddy-o.”

“Good night, Athena,” he says, staring into the center of a fudge swirl.

I leave the kitchen, trying not to feel that empty ache I get around Dad these days. It’s not his fault, I remind myself as I round the stair banister. He lost his wife. It’s nobody’s fault.

That’s the problem. Having no one to blame is precisely what gets me so damn mad.


Mom

“YOUR FATHER’S GOTTEN so fat lately,” Mom says to me at the top of our creaky wooden stairs. “I’m almost glad I’m dead.”

“That’s not funny.”

I talk to Mom a lot in my head, and she always answers back. I’ve gotten so good at listening for her, I’m almost convinced we really are talking to each other. Almost.

“Have you seen his gut lately?” she asks in the snicking sound of my feet against the floorboards as I go into the bathroom. “It has its own gravitational field.”

“He’s a little down.”

“A little down? He’s like one of the mole people.”

“He’s had a hard year. You shouldn’t criticize him.”

“You shouldn’t kick people in the head,” she tells me while I brush my teeth. “Go get your father next time.”

“The guy deserved it.”

“I know he did. Just for that greasy hair alone.” I almost feel her slide her hand along my hair while I gargle. “And I know your father isn’t much help these days.”

“Xander’s acting crazy and he barely notices.” I click off the bathroom light and we step into the hallway. I pause to look at the window above the stairwell. If I squint, I can almost believe I see Mom’s reflection standing behind me. It’s probably just the double-pane glass making two of me, but I want to believe I’m seeing Mom’s shoulder-length blond hair and dark eyes. Xander and I are both brown-eyed blondes, just like Mom. It’s the Vogel trademark. “Xander stays out all night sometimes,” I say to Mom in my head.

“She’s trying to outrun her pain.”

“What if she does something stupid?”

“She most certainly will. And so will you. Stupidity is part of being young.”

When she says things like this, I think the voice in my mind must really be Mom. I would never say anything so annoying to myself.

I walk down the narrow hallway and go into my room. I leave the light off, and dive underneath my lilac-colored sheets. They smell funky. It’s time I washed them.

I imagine her sitting on the edge of my bed, tucking her hair behind an ear. I close my eyes, and she smiles at me. “You’re handling things pretty well.”

I’m trying.

“Better than your father is. He’s rather boneless these days.”

“I wish you were here to kick his ass.”

“He’s trying. It doesn’t seem like it, but he is.”

“Will you stay with me until I fall asleep?”

I don’t hear anything more, but I feel her in the room with me. It takes me a long time to relax. I lay in the dark, remembering days when I didn’t know Mom could die, and everyone was together, when the trouble Xander got in was harmless and funny.


Salt and Sugar

ONCE XANDER AND I sneaked into the kitchen early one morning and swapped all the salt in the house with all the sugar. Naturally, it was Xander’s idea.

It wasn’t the prank that was so terrible; it was the timing. We did it right before Grandma Vogel came over for her sixtieth birthday dinner.

Xander’s the one who nicknamed Grandma the Droning Crone, and we all call her that, even Dad sometimes.

“Grandma doesn’t converse, she comments” was the tactful way Mom would put it.

When you’ve done something she doesn’t like, Grandma makes her withering pronouncement, then scrunches her thin lips together and looks off to the side. She wears silk flowers in her hair, and she is so hung up about proper behavior that it’s like she’s got a copy of Miss Manners clenched between her butt cheeks.

But there’s one thing about Grandma Vogel that isn’t prim and proper: she can’t control the volume of her farts. It’s very awkward, because she pretends it doesn’t happen. She doesn’t even say excuse me. And since she has no sense of humor about it, we all have to pretend we didn’t just hear her butt hit a high C.

Outside of that, she’s no fun, and we don’t really like her.

Xander and I thought our salt and sugar joke would ruin Grandma’s special birthday dinner, and her cake. We didn’t realize the trick was also being played on Mom, who slaved in the kitchen to make beef bourguignon, and candied carrots, and a huge salad with homemade vinaigrette. She also baked from scratch a double-layer Belgian chocolate torte with raspberry sauce.

We watched Mom salt the roast with sugar, and candy the carrots with salt, and add a whole cup of salt to the cake. Xander and I started to get a little nervous. We sneaked into Xander’s room, and I said, “We should tell her what we did.”

“No way!” Xander grabbed the back of my hair and held my head so I’d have to listen to her. (This was before I knew karate, and it’s also why I learned it.) “She’s already mixed everything. We can’t tell her, or we’ll get in huge trouble.”

I punched her in the ear, but I did see her logic. So we kept quiet and waited for the birthday dinner to begin.

I watched as Grandma cut her first bite of the roast, raised it to her lipsticked lips, took it into her mouth, and chewed it. I stole a glance at Xander, who was holding her breath.

Grandma swallowed, took a sip of her wine, and said, “I must say, Marie, this beef is quite . . . scrumptious! What did you do? Is this an Asian recipe?”

Mom took a bite, chewed the beef slowly, and nodded. “You’re right. This turned out pretty good!”

The meal was yummier than yummy. The sugar made the beef a little crusty and sweet, the salt made the carrots a little savory, and the crispy salad was salty-sweet and tangy.

Dad’s chest practically burst out of his dress shirt, he was so proud of Mom. He kept saying, “My little gourmet,” and toasting her with his wine. He could see Grandma approved of Mom for once, and that made him happy.

Mom seemed ecstatic the meal turned out so delicious. She even laughed at the story Grandma was telling about how the Church Ladies were fighting with the Church Vicars about how to divvy up the surplus from the collection. Mom tossed her head back, her bouncy hair flashing in the candlelight, and laughed loud and wide. Mom had great big teeth, and a wide mouth, and when she laughed, the whole room seemed to whirl around her.

I looked over at Xander as everyone ate, and I could tell she was just as relieved as I was. We’d even begun to relax when Mom brought out the cake.

It was beautiful. Stripes of raspberry sauce flowed like burgundy rivers through the rich chocolate frosting. Mom put six candles on top, one for every decade, and we all sang “For She’s a Jolly Good Fellow,” because Grandma hates the birthday song. She thinks it’s hackneyed.

Grandma’s face puckered into a smile. She blew out the candles (farting a little in the process) and clapped. She actually clapped for Mom. Then she stood up, holding her wineglass, and made a speech: “Well, Marie, this meal has meant the world to me, and I just want you to know that I think you’re a very special daughter-in-law to go to all this trouble for a bitter old broad like me.” (Grandma would never have said this if she wasn’t drunk.)

Then Mom, her smile practically blinding everyone at the table, cut up the cake, giving the biggest piece to Grandma. Xander and I took huge bites, because by now we were sure that somehow we’d discovered a magical cooking potion, so of course the cake would be perfect too.

Oh, but it wasn’t. It tasted like bitter chocolaty mud. It was revolting.

I spit mine out right into the palm of my hand. Xander gagged. Dad dribbled the cake in a brown mess onto his plate. Mom actually swallowed her mouthful, but her eyes watered like crazy and she drank an entire tumbler of milk. Grandma primly spit hers into her napkin, narrowing her eyes at Xander and me.

What started out as a rare tension-free evening between Mom and Grandma turned into a screaming match. They weren’t screaming at each other, though. Oh, no. They were screaming at us.

Grandma: “Do you realize what it means to turn sixty years old? [fart] My two granddaughters who are supposed to love and respect me sabotage my party! Is there not a shred of [fart] humanity in either of you?”

Mom: “I worked so hard all day on this meal and you watched me! [sniff] You stood there with smiles on your faces! [dabbing at tears in eyes] All my hard work! All that time spent on that beautiful cake! I should have known something was up when you wouldn’t lick the spoon!”

Dad just sat at the table, laughing as he finished the bottle of wine.

We were grounded and stuck in the backyard during the height of summer for one full month. We never sabotaged Mom’s cooking again, but ever since then, she always put a little sugar on her beef bourguignon, and extra salt on her candied carrots.

And years later, whenever Mom would tell this story, she’d laugh her head off.


Xander’s List

IT’S NOT EVEN EIGHT O’CLOCK when Xander barges into my room with Mom’s first letter to us in her hand. “I say we find this person.” She plops next to me on my bed and bounces up and down. Already she’s showered and dressed in her holey jeans and a baby-doll T-shirt with a picture of a baby doll on it. It’s way too small, and I can clearly see even in the dim light filtering through my curtains that she isn’t wearing a bra.

Mom would never let her dress like that, not even at home.

“Find who?” I ask as I rub my eyes.

“Whoever has Mom’s letters!” She waits for this to sink in, and when my eyes meet hers she smiles slowly at me. “I can see in your placid little countenance that you want to.”

“For a hussy you sure talk pretty,” I say before burying my head under my pillow.

“You bet your magnificently muscular ass I do.”

It’s true that I kind of do want to find the person who has the letters. Waiting is practically torture. On Christmas we got a video of Mom wishing us a Merry Christmas. Since then it’s been five long months of waiting. A couple months ago Xander and I searched the house top to bottom, and then we stole Dad’s keys and ransacked his office at the university. There was no sign of any letters, so
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