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      Just a Green Speck

    
  

  
    
      I

    

    The casket was a double-wide, with painted flowers on the side like a circus wagon. Pam said it looked like hippies had scrawled on it with crayons while tripping.


    “She’s at peace now,” one of our idiot cousins said to someone I half-recognized from when my mother used to drag us to West Virginia, where she was born. “Just a bunch of goddamn hillbillies in the Mountain State,” she always said, like she was Martha Stewart.


    “Shut up,” Pam muttered in the cousin’s general direction, smiling like she was saying something nice. I hoped she planned to provide snark during the funeral, since I didn’t know how I would make it through otherwise. My other sister Norma was in the front pew sobbing. We were keeping our distance from her, not because of anything in particular, but because we always stayed out of her way if we could. It didn’t pay to try to comfort her, since anything you said would be the wrong thing.


    The casket was closed, thank God. Our mother had left strict instructions about this and everything else when she was still conscious. Even while dying, she was a control freak, and amazingly vain for someone who weighed just shy of 400 pounds, even with terminal cancer. “You’re beautiful,” we always said to her in a Hollywood voice, “don’t ever change.” She knew we were just messing with her, but she always smiled and patted her hair.


    “That’s a hell of a casket,” I said.


    “Sure is purty.” Pam’s eyes were red. I hadn’t looked in a mirror since early morning when I’d slathered on eye makeup, but I’d been crying all day, too, and probably looked like a slutty raccoon. “Is Timmy here yet?”


    “Haven’t seen him. It’s so crowded.” I scanned the room.


    “Did any of these weirdos actually know her?”


    “I don’t know. I bet those fat guys were football players at her high school.” I wiped my eyes, though I knew it was a bad idea, smear-wise.


    “Oh, there he is.” Pam pointed to the back of the room and I spotted our older brother. He was wearing a dark suit that made him look like a Mafia don, talking to some blond guy. She tried waving, but he didn’t notice. His eyes were on the casket. He hadn’t seen our mother in almost a year, and I was sure it was hard for him to believe she was gone. Tough shit for him, I thought. He could have come here when it would have made a difference. Now it didn’t matter to anyone what he did.


    “Is The Asshole coming?” I asked, referring to our father.


    “No, he says he has a schedule conflict.”


    “Probably golf. You’d think he could at least manage to show up for this.”


    “At least he’s clean and sober.”


    “So he says. He’s probably still banging down Zombies at strip clubs.”


    “Try not to be bitter, Julie. It’s unattractive.”


    “Bitter? You think I’m bitter?”


    As the minister cut in and began to read the eulogy my mother had probably written for him, my mind started wandering like I was in grade school waiting for the bell to ring. I tried to concentrate, but I couldn’t. Every so often I’d tune back in and hear things that weren’t true. Her devotion to other people. Her service to the community. Her wonderful family life—I could just about hear her voice coming out of the guy’s mouth. I didn’t know where she found him, since she never went to church. I figured he was an actor she hired to play a minister, and made a mental note to mention this to Pam.


    As he droned on in his phony actor voice, I closed my eyes and imagined walking through the woods on the hill behind our house. Most of it was gone now, bulldozed to make room for the townhouse development just over the ridge. I made a path through the old trees, and the dogs ran in circles around me. Ahead of me was the pond, though in real life it wasn’t there any more either, except for the hints that sometimes bubbled up in people’s driveways. I was going to dangle my bare feet in the water. I could hide there all day, and no one would know where I was. Then I would run back through the trees to our house, with the dogs behind me, and my mother would be there, and Frank, and Donny.


    When I opened my eyes the minister was gone, and some cousin who hadn’t seen my mother in years was reading from a wrinkled piece of paper. She was stumbling over the words, maybe because it was Mom’s loopy handwriting, or maybe she couldn’t read. It was Mom’s life story minus all the bad parts and made going to high school in East Baltimore, meeting The Asshole, and having five children with him sound like an E! True Hollywood Story. Norma was born six months after the wedding, and it didn’t take a mathematician to figure out the facts, but the cousin glossed over that, and the ugly divorce, and finished with the happy ending, my mother finding true love with Frank and then having little Ricky. Ricky, on my left, burst into loud sobs. I put my arm around him and he cried onto my shoulder. I could smell he’d been drinking again. I would have pulled him onto my lap like I used to, but he was a big boy now. When I looked at him with his tattoos, dreadlocks, and piercings, I still saw that cute little blond guy and felt how much we had loved him. We still loved him that much, but it was complicated.


    Pam leaned across me and held his hand. “You’ll be fine, sweetie,” she whispered to him, though we were pretty sure he wouldn’t.

  

  
    
      II

    

    “JULIE,” said Norma’s voice behind me. I jumped. “What the heck are you doing?”


    “I’m—” I began.


    “You’re messing up my utility drawer.”


    “—just looking for a bottle opener.” I held up a bottle of beer so she’d know I was telling the truth. I had hidden a six-pack of my favorite, Resurrection, in the back of the fridge. Poor Norma, she looked like hell. I could tell she had ducked in the bathroom for a quick clean up after the service, but there were streaks on her cheeks, and her lipstick was crooked. Her face was a thin, mean version of our mother’s. I thought of giving her a hug, but was afraid she’d hold my arm behind my back till I cried.


    “You just twist the cap off,” she said, like she was talking to someone who’d never had beer before.


    “It’s real beer. No twist-off. I can bite it off if that would make things easier for you.”


    She stormed over to a drawer on the opposite side of the room and returned with a bottle opener. Her kitchen had a big island in the middle like she was a chef, though I happened to know her kids only ever ate fish sticks. If I had a kitchen like this, I thought, I’d be in heaven, though if I had to be Norma, I’d blow my brains out. She handed me the bottle opener. “Next time, ask.”


    “Okay, okay.” I thought for a minute she was going to pick up an Italian risotto pan she totally did not deserve to own and crack me over the head with it, but she just made a little snuffling sound and walked away. I turned to leave and saw Pam in the doorway, shaking her head.


    “Norma,” I said.


    “She’s taking it hard,” Pam said.


    “Yeah,” I said. “You okay?”


    “Oh, sure. Just fine and dandy. You?”


    “Fine and dandy.” This was an expression of our mother’s. The house was full of people and none of them were her. “It’s weird, though,” I said.


    “No shit.”


    “Beer?”


    “Please.”


    I looked in Norma’s fridge again. There was nothing in there but beer, ketchup, and the kind of fake food you heat up instead of cooking. I had a moment of panic, because it looked like someone had drunk all my beer, but I finally found two bottles tucked behind a shelf of Bud. I was just handing one to Pam, plus the bottle opener, when Tim walked in. When we were kids, Donny and I were always so excited to see our big brother that we jumped up and down, but Donny was gone, and I could care less about seeing him now. I glared at Pam to remind her Tim was on our shitlist for not visiting, but she didn’t seem to notice, and gave him a little hug. He hugged me, too, before I had a chance to object. He had big, hard muscles, and it was like hugging a bull. His suit smelled like mothballs.


    “Isn’t there any decent beer?” he asked. His skin was tan and leathery, and his hair had quit graying and seemed to be turning blond again. He looked both older and younger than I figured he ought to. The last time he’d been in town was when we first found out Mom was sick. Since then he always said he was too busy with work to come home. He didn’t call it “home,” but “back east.”


    Without even thinking, I handed him my beer, then cursed myself for my stupidity. I decided grabbing it back might be hazardous, so I went back to the fridge, but all I could find were a million cans of Bud. I popped one open, cursing, and gulped down a bunch, fast, so I couldn’t taste it. When I got back, Tim was introducing Pam to the blond guy I saw him talking to at the chapel. The guy had one of those California faces, smooth and tan with little lines around the eyes. He looked like a dumb jock, like all Tim’s friends in high school.


    “I’m Alex,” he said, flashing a row of bleached teeth.


    “Julie.” We shook hands.


    “I’ve heard a lot about you guys.”


    “It’s all bullshit,” Pam said, and Alex laughed politely.


    I tried to think of a clever remark, finally coming up with, “How’s L.A.?”


    “It’s a golden paradise,” Tim said, taking a long sip of my former beer. “Not like this dump. They don’t even have a Starbucks,” he said to Alex.


    “The coffee shop on Main Street roasts their own beans,” I said in our defense, but he wasn’t listening.


    “How do you like our little town?” Pam asked Alex.


    “It’s not really a town anymore,” Tim said, “just a dumb suburb.”


    We couldn’t deny this.


    “It’s so quaint,” Alex said. “I love the historic district.”


    “It’s a shit-hole,” Tim said.


    “It is not a shit-hole,” Alex said.


    “That’s our town motto. ‘Not a Shit-hole.’ The tourist board uses it,” Pam said.


    “There’s a tourist board?” Tim looked amused, which made me want to poke him in the eye.


    “Yep,” I said, “and a historical society.”


    Pam turned to Alex. “It was really nice of you to come.” The charm she used on men was a little rusty at the moment, but I could see her revving it up.


    “It was the least I could do.” Alex lowered his voice. “He doesn’t show it, but this has been really hard on him.”


    I almost burst out laughing.


    “Yeah, he’s a tough guy,” Pam said. “Do you work together?”


    “No, no, not me. I couldn’t do what he does. I’m a financial consultant.”


    “Alex handles my vast fortune,” Tim said.


    “How’s business?” I asked, though I didn’t give a rat’s ass how business was.


    “It’s crazy. All those morons who bought their wives cars for Christmas? Right about now,” Tim looked at his watch, “they’re realizing can’t make the payments. Oops! My bad! Last week I towed a white Rolls and this guy’s wife chased me halfway down the 405 in her furry bedroom slippers. We were laughing like hell.”


    “Tim, Tim.” Alex shook his head.


    “Alex hates my business. He thinks I should do something else, like run a soup kitchen or something.”


    “Do whatever you want.” Alex raised his glass. “To repo.”


    I toasted with what was left of my Bud, but my drinking was interrupted by Norma barking in my ear, “Jools, I need you to put the turkey on the table.” She pointed to a turkey the size of a Humvee on the counter, so I lugged it into the dining room, where some of the West Virginia cousins were reminiscing about Mom. Her great sense of humor. Her way around a kitchen, especially when it came to pie. The way she cared for all the people around her. “Then there was that Nobel Peace Prize,” I added. They stared at me like they had no idea who I was.


    I went back into the kitchen and leaned against the counter. Whenever I had been in Norma’s kitchen, my mother had been there, too, wearing an apron that wouldn’t fit around her, shoving Norma out of the way and doing the dishes, cleaning the oven, though it was self-cleaning, waxing the floor on her hands and knees, yelling at us for spilling things, or for not being fast enough, or for breathing. I took my inhaler out of my pocket and sucked down a big blast.


    ***


    One of the cousins was making a toast. “To our dear departed cousin Cynthia, who has gone home to our Lord,” he said, raising his Coke.


    “And good luck to Him,” Pam muttered to me.


    “She would have loved this,” I muttered back. We had always kidded our mother about how she liked to be the center of attention. “Yes, it is all about me,” we always said to her.


    Thousand-year-old Uncle Joe began a rambling speech about our grandparents and “what fine, fine people they was,” and how Mom was “the salt of the earth.” I closed my eyes and again I was in the woods, running down the path with the dogs—our old dogs, who’d been dead for years—with leaves crackling under my feet. Then I heard Ricky’s voice. My eyes shot open. “Let me tell you about my mom,” he said. “My mom was a special person.” He was slurring his words. Pam jumped up and started moving toward him. “She was the best mom in the world.” Before Pam reached him, he broke down and stood sobbing in a way that ripped my heart out. She put her arms around him and held him while he cried.


    “Julie, do you want to say anything?” Uncle Joe’s quavery old voice asked me.


    “Me?” I thought about the things I could take this opportunity to say. How my mother had never liked the West Virginia cousins. How she thought the whole family ought to get off their fat asses and make something of themselves like she had. She had gone to secretarial school and then junior college, where she majored in business, and when she got married and moved to our town, she worked her way up to become the office manager for the insurance broker on Main Street. I could tell them what she really thought of every one of them. How her real opinion of Bob, Norma’s husband, was he had no spine. How she couldn’t stand half the people she worked with and thought the other half were stupid, and by the way, the boss cheats on his wife. How her girlfriends from high school were married to assholes and had ugly kids. I could have said how Mom was nice enough to your face, but then went and talked about you behind your back, and, sure, she had a good sense of humor, but mostly at your expense, and she smelled odd, like sweat and cologne, and she cussed like a sailor and ate like a lumberjack and drove us nuts with her constant criticizing and controlling, barking orders at us in a voice like an air horn with a heavy Baltimore accent. She was spiteful, petty, angry, especially since Frank died, and mostly interested in her own comfort. She was hell on wheels, and just because someone was dead didn’t mean you should get up and babble a bunch of bullshit about them. I stood there for a moment, seriously considering saying these things. This rosy picture the idiot cousins were painting of her was just making everyone feel worse. I had a number of complaints about her, and my biggest complaint was that she was dead. For some weird reason, I missed her. I missed her so much I could hardly stand it. The earth felt so empty to me now it made my head spin. I opened my mouth to say all this and found I was gasping for breath.


    ***


    “Stick it in the dishwasher,” Pam said. “It’s the kind where you don’t have to rinse things.”


    I was in a kitchen chair, breathing into a paper bag. I still couldn’t get enough air into my lungs. I had used my asthma inhaler, but it didn’t help, so Pam handed me the bag and told me to breathe into it and then suck my own breath back in.


    “Mom told me to always rinse everything first.” Ricky held up a hideous flowered bowl with the remains of a red slop someone had thought was salsa. We were watching him to make sure he wasn’t going to fall over and break it. Norma seemed especially interested because it was her bowl.


    “That’s because she has that shitty old Kenmore.” Pam grabbed the bowl away from him and stuck it in Norma’s dishwasher. She added, “Had.”


    “Maybe we should buy a new one,” Ricky said. “Would we have to replace the whole cabinet, or could we just put in a new dishwasher?”


    Pam shot me a look. I knew what she was thinking: Ricky seemed to think he was going to be able to go on living at Mom’s, when the plan was to sell the house and split the money. Real estate was hot right now after a long slump, and prices in town were going through the roof. Pam had looked at “comparables” and figured our house would go for about 400K. Even split five ways, that was a nice chunk of change, in fact more money than we ever dreamed of.


    “Do they have them at Best Buy?”


    “Of course they do,” Norma snapped.


    “Cool.” Ricky wandered out of the kitchen in his usual daze, leaving the rest of us to clean up. I stood next to Pam at the sink and tried to be helpful, though I still felt like I was going to pass out.


    “What the fuck?” she whispered. “He’s living in a dream world.”


    “Give him a few days,” I said.


    “Where’s my dream world?”


    “You can’t have something just because Ricky has it,” I said. “He’s the baby.”


    “I want to be the baby.”


    “Babies can’t be lawyers.”


    “I’m not a real lawyer. I’m a baby lawyer.”


    Back when she finished college, unlike the rest of us (okay, art school), Pam had a bartending job she loved at one of the many bars in our town, but Mom decided Pam’s fancy diploma wasn’t worth the paper it was printed on and started hounding her to go to law school, since she was the smart one. Any idiot could be a bartender, she yelled, even Julie. “Over my dead body, no fucking way,” etc., etc., Pam yelled back. At the party we had when Pam passed the bar exam, Mom told anyone who would listen, “She just went from one bar to another.”


    “You’re doing it all wrong.” Norma yanked a dish towel out of my hand and folded it lengthwise. “Pammy, go see if Ricky’s okay.”


    Pam rolled her eyes and went after him.


    “You better talk to him,” Norma snapped at me.


    “Me? Why me?”


    “He’ll listen to you.”


    “No, he won’t. He’ll agree with everything I say, but that’s not listening.”


    “Jools, when that moving van pulls up and starts taking the furniture out of there, I don’t want Ricky still laying up on that couch.”


    Instead of saying, “Who made you the boss of me?”, I escaped into the living room, where Norma’s kids Bobby and Billy were doing their homework without being forced, which seemed totally weird to me. Ricky was trying to help them, but he knew even less about math than I did and was still drunk as shit. Somehow, we managed to roll him into Pam’s car. As I stood in the doorway and watched them drive out of Norma’s creepy cul-de-sac, I found myself wondering what her street would look like from a plane. Like a crater on the moon, I thought. Suddenly I felt like I was in the air, looking down on everything. From up there, the earth was just a green speck.

  

  
    
      Space Travel
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    I was crossing Main Street one day on my way to work when I heard Pam’s ringtone on my cellphone, some rap song she’d downloaded for me. In addition to being smarter and better-looking than me, she was a whole lot cooler. A fat old guy on a Harley screamed at me for getting in his way, and I screamed back that he should go fuck himself, though since he was on a Harley, he couldn’t hear anything but his own pistons. Back in the day, my twin brother Donny and I had often buzzed through town like that on his brand new Triumph.


    We thought we would live forever. And maybe he would have if he hadn’t ridden out alone on a rainy day, if he hadn’t skidded on the Beltway, if the truck had seen him. I tried not to think about it, but it was always with me. He was my twin, and ever since he died, part of me felt as if it was missing, like an arm or a leg, but invisible. When he first died, people told me to try talking to him like he was still there, and I did that for a while, but he didn’t seem to respond in any way and wherever he was now, he definitely wasn’t saying anything. I’d say I was glad my mother was with him now except that I don’t believe in stuff like that. They were both just gone.


    For a few weeks after my mother’s funeral, people kept stopping by the house with sloppy tuna casseroles and stale cakes, but then they went back to their lives. I kept trying to go back to my life, too. Six days a week, I worked lunch or dinner or both, slept, then got up and did it again. It wasn’t like I was in the habit of seeing my mother every day, or even phoning her more than two or three times a week, so in a weird way, most of the time everything seemed the same. But on my day off when I would normally have stopped by the house for dinner, I was at loose ends. I’d go into the Wild Hare and sit at the bar, even though I wasn’t working, and maybe I got a little too hammered a few times, and Milo, my boss, had to walk me home, though lucky for him I lived just across the street.


    “I’m late to work,” I said to Pam. “What’s up?”


    “I have to show you something. Come over here when you get off.”


    “That’s after midnight.”


    “Just do it.”


    “Where am I going?” I asked, though I had no intention of doing what she wanted.


    “Mom’s.”


    ***


    “You’re late,” Hector said when he saw me. He said this every day, but always sounded surprised.


    “Sorry.” That was what I always said.


    “Don’t let it happen again.” He sounded less pissed off than usual. He was the head chef and could be moody, but he had been a little nicer to me since my mother died. I had told him I was in a depression, and he believed me. Every so often, I began to believe it myself. I had never been too eager to get up in the morning, but lately I had to really struggle out of bed. Everything felt gray and sad. The trees were budding, birds were singing, but it didn’t help. I guess I must have looked weird one day, because Hector asked me about it, and I told him I was in mourning. That didn’t seem like exactly the right word for what I was in, but he nodded like I had said something really smart and left me alone.


    I grabbed my white coat and hat off a peg on the wall. The hat gave me hat-hair, but Hector always yelled at me when I forgot to wear it.


    “You can finish up these crabcakes,” he said, handing me his spatula like he was doing me a big favor.


    Business was steady for hours, and by the time I got off I was ready to go home, have a vodka and tonic, and call it a night, but then I remembered I’d sort of told Pam I’d go over to Mom’s. On my way across the street to my apartment, I called to tell her I wasn’t coming, but she started pestering me again and wouldn’t let it go. There was never any point in arguing with anyone in my family, so I turned around, found my car in front of the Wild Hare with a parking ticket on it as usual, since there was nowhere to park for free any more. As I drove up Main Street, spring rain was just starting to drizzle. Our house was only a few blocks from the Hare, but it was uphill all the way, and none of us ever walked if we could help it, except Ricky, who usually didn’t have a driver’s license thanks to his fondness for drinking and driving. I parked across the street so no one would ram my car on the blind curve. In the old days, we were happy when some drunk totaled one of our rusty junkers, since insurance used to cover stuff like that and we could go buy a new one, but nowadays they didn’t cover shit.


    I ran across the street between raindrops. The light was on in the living room window. Our house still looked the same, with its sagging front porch, peeling brown paint, and patchy shingles, like it didn’t know Mom wasn’t there, and for a second I forgot, too, then remembered with what felt like a punch to the stomach. The screen door creaked the same as always, and the dogs, Sally and Max, heard and ran to tackle me. We hadn’t figured out what was going to happen to them when we sold the house. I couldn’t have pets in my apartment, and Pam didn’t want them, because her townhouse didn’t have a fenced yard, and she didn’t have time to walk dogs, she said, though she seemed to have time to do a bunch of other stuff. Norma had never been a dog person, Tim was out of the picture, so that basically left Ricky, who could barely take care of himself. The dogs were the only thing our mother had left no instructions about. There was no way we were going to give them to strangers, let alone the pound, so we just kept acting like the problem would magically solve itself, like some talent scout would see them barking in the yard and decide to cast them in a remake of The Incredible Journey.


    I patted Sally and scratched behind her ears the way she required, and she drooled over me. We figured she was part St. Bernard, though there was no way to be sure. Max, mostly shepherd, had better manners, unless you were a groundhog. I expected to find Pam upstairs in our old bedroom, but she was heading down the hall from our mother’s room. She was in PJs and seemed hyper, like she’d eaten too much Halloween candy.


    “Okay, what am I doing here?” I asked.


    She motioned for me to follow.


    A cyclone had touched down once in the woods behind our house, so I knew exactly what that looked like, and my mother’s room looked like that: piles of tent-like flower-print dresses heaped on the bed, old costume jewelry, knickknacks, and cheaply framed photographs spilling from boxes in every corner. A huge Ziploc bag full of old makeup on the dressing table, with Mom’s trademark orange-red lipstick on the side. The circle of lights around the mirror above the dressing table with a few of the bulbs burned out. A huge blue bathrobe draped over a chair, like Pam had been wearing it. Seeing my mother’s stuff all over the place made me feel sick, and scared. It was all that was left of her, and now it had exploded everywhere. I wanted to put everything back together, but there was no point.


    “This better be good,” I said, clearing a space for myself between stacks of giant dresses on the pink bedspread my grandmother had crocheted. Mammaw always used to give me candy till my mother told her to quit because I was a little porker. I was still a few pounds overweight as Mom always used to remind me, like she wasn’t, and it was Mammaw’s fault, but I still loved her, though she’d been gone a long time. Mammaw used to stick up for me when no one else did, and when my mother yelled at me, she’d wrap her arms around me and say, “Cynthia, you leave my angel-child alone.” I wondered what Pam was planning to do with the bedspread. I thought maybe I’d take it, but it was for a king-size bed and I only had a queen. There was probably a bunch of other stuff I might want, but there was no room in my apartment. I figured someone should take a few boxes of crap down to one of the antique shops in town where they called an old Happy Meal toy a “collectible,” but I didn’t have the stomach for it.


    Pam handed me a yellowed envelope with “Cynthia Barlow” and a P.O. address in neat handwriting on the front. I fished out a small piece of paper.


    “‘Baby,’” it said, “‘I miss you so much my heart hurts. I’m sick from wanting you, and I’m counting the days—’ What the fuck?” I looked at Pam. She gave me a weird, smirky smile. “‘Counting the days till I see your beautiful feet again.’”


    “Face,” Pam said, adding, “idiot.”


    “‘I can still feel your soft body against mine. I’ll never forget that night at the Forest when we were so close, and I could smell your skin against my skin. We were so warm together.’ Woo-hoo.” I waved the letter in the air like I was cooling it.


    “Interesting, right?”


    “‘When it rains, I feel your arms around me and smell the rainy scent of your hair.’ Kind of personal, isn’t it?”


    “Oh, it’s personal. Keep going.”


    “No, really, that’s enough, I get it. Okay, so you found this letter.”


    “Letters.” She opened a metal box and pointed like she was that chick on Wheel of Fortune. It was full of faded envelopes, all shapes and sizes. “Plural.”


    “Mom had a collection of porno letters?”


    “Love letters.” She smacked me on the arm. “There’s a difference between porno and love.”


    “And you would know this because—”


    “Funny.”


    “So our parents had a little passion in their relationship.”


    She smiled a mysterious smile. “Did they?”


    “I admit I’m surprised.”


    “Notice anything weird about the letter?”


    “Weird?”


    “Look at the signature.”


    I looked. No name, just the letter J. “Who the hell is J.?” The Asshole’s name was Bill.


    Her smile turned into an evil glint. “I have no idea.”


    I looked at the envelope. No return address. “Maybe some of the other letters have a name on them.”


    “Nope. Nothing.”


    “What about the postmark?” I tried to make it out, but it was too smudged.


    “They’re from a lot of different towns. I checked them all. They seem to be from all over the country, but mostly Arizona.”


    “Are they all like this?”


    “Torrid? Pretty much.”


    “Jeez.” I tried to take it all in. I was suddenly really tired, and it was hard to think straight. “So some guy was writing our mother love letters?”


    “Apparently.”


    “Maybe they’re from Frank.”


    “Yeah, Julie, maybe he signed them with a J. because his name was really Jank. Anyway, they’re from way before she met him.” Mom and Frank had started dating when I was nine and got married the following year. Ricky was born not long after that. “Look at the date.” She handed me an envelope. The postmark was smudged, and it was hard to see the name of the town, but I could see the word “Arizona,” and I could just about make out a date inside the little circle of the postmark. “Does this say 1975?”


    She peered over my shoulder. “Looks like it.”


    “But she was married to Dad then.”


    “Correct.”


    “Holy shit.” I put the envelope down. “She had an affair?”


    “It sure looks that way.”


    “Unbelievable.” I tried to wrap my mind around the idea of Mom having a lover. She was always a big, big girl, but she was very attractive, maybe because she had a lot of personality and could turn it on to charm people when she wanted. In old pictures she wore skintight hip-huggers, miniskirts, hot pants, platform shoes, in spite of her size, just daring anyone to tell her she shouldn’t. When I was little, I thought she was as beautiful as a queen.


    “I had to tell someone.” Pam didn’t have to add that Ricky was too much of a basket case to handle it, Tim would find a way to use it against us, and Norma would just be Norma. When we were kids, Donny and I were a team and everyone else was on the outside, but since he had died, Pam and I had gotten to be the same way, and while I wouldn’t say she could ever take his place, we had a clear understanding that it was us against the world, or at least against Norma and Tim.


    “Wow,” I said. “Way to go, Mom, sticking it to Dad like that. God knows that bastard deserved it.” Somewhere she probably still had the snapshots she used in court when she had finally had enough. He smacked the hell out of Tim and Donny, too, when he could catch them. The girls were his princesses, so he never laid a hand on us, but we saw plenty of stuff we couldn’t forget—at least, I couldn’t. Our dad was a nice enough guy now that he had twenty years of sobriety, or so he claimed, and lived in Florida with his third wife. We saw him every so often and everyone acted like things were fine and had always been fine, except Tim, who had moved as far away as he could get.


    “I know, I felt the same way. I was glad that in all those years with him, she wasn’t just totally miserable. She had someone special in her life.”


    “Yeah.” I picked up another envelope and turned it over, feeling the smooth old paper. I tried to imagine who the writer could have been and how she met him. From the postmarks, you could see he traveled around—maybe he was a salesman, like my dad. My mind started working on something to do with the postmarks, but Pam interrupted me.


    “Have you ever felt that way about anyone?”


    “What way?”


    “You know, like you’re sick from wanting someone so bad.”


    “Not exactly. I mean, a few guys have made me sick, but basically, no. You?”


    “No. I mean, I really loved Philly.” She had married Phil right after law school and they broke up when he got a job in Cleveland and wanted her to go with him. She said there was no fucking way she would move to Cleveland, not even for him, and for a while they commuted, but that didn’t work. To be honest, I thought he was boring, but when he finally dumped Pam for a woman in his firm, she was a mess and I felt bad for her. “And Gerald. He was fun.” Gerald was a bartender she dated on the rebound from Phil, and there had been lots more rebounds after that. “But nobody ever wrote me love letters. Not like these.” She fanned herself with a letter. “How about you?”


    “No.”


    “Brandon?” Brandon was my ex-husband.


    “I can’t remember.”


    “You married him. You must have felt something.”


    “I don’t know. I think it was all about the wedding.”


    “It was a nice wedding.”


    “I can’t remember it. I guess I hit the open bar a little too hard.”


    Actually, I could remember it: me in a dumb white dress that made me look like a fat poodle, Brandon looking miserable in a rented tux, a DJ who kept playing horrible old songs my mother liked, then our one-night honeymoon in Ocean City in a cheap hotel with carpeting on the walls and no AC, where we watched Jay Leno, too drunk, tired, and sweaty to touch, until we passed out. There was something in Brandon’s face I had never seen before, something angry, like I had trapped him and now he was just going to have to suffer. But it turned out he was not trapped at all, and he ran away as soon as he could.


    Pam and I sat there thinking about our short, stupid marriages.


    “It just seems weird that she had so much passion,” Pam said finally. “Like that soap opera she loved, what was that called?”


    “The Secret Storm.”


    “Exactly.”


    “Are all the letters like that one?”


    She plucked another envelope out of the box and handed it to me.


    “‘Beautiful girl,” I read. “I can still feel you touching me, your warm skin next to mine, so smooth and silky’—okay, TMI.”


    “Whoever he was, he was very poetic.”


    “Wow.” I stared at the envelope. It was addressed to a post office box in town—well played, Mom, I thought. The postmark said Winslow, Arizona. October 1975. There it was again, that weird feeling about the postmarks. As I stared at the letter, the date stamp began to weave in front of me. “Pammy.”


    “What?”


    “The envelope. The postmark.”


    “What about it?”


    I could barely talk. My heart was pounding. “I know who this guy is.” The room was starting to spin and I couldn’t breathe.


    “What are you talking about? Who?”


    I pulled my inhaler out of my pocket and took a big whiff, then breathed in and out slowly like the doctor told me to. I really wanted a cigarette, but my mother would never let me smoke in the house, and even though she wasn’t there, I was still afraid to. When I could talk, I said, “He’s my father.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “This guy. He’s my—he has to be my—” I took another hit of my inhaler.


    “What the fuck are you saying?” Pam counted on her fingers. “For Christ’s sake, just because she was seeing this guy around the same time that you were—doesn’t mean she—that you—”


    “I’m just saying it’s possible. I’m just saying that there it is, thirty-eight years ago. She’s three months away from getting pregnant with me and she’s sleeping with this guy. Thirty-eight years, Pam. I’m thirty-seven. I rest my case.”


    “That isn’t evidence.”


    “You sound like a lawyer.”


    “Ouch.”


    “I’m just saying. Look at our father. I don’t look anything like him. Neither did Donny.”


    “So? Lots of people don’t look like their fathers. You look like Mom. Everyone always said so.”


    I was never sure how I felt about this. “The point is, I never felt our dad was like a real dad. He didn’t act like dads were supposed to.”


    “You watched too many episodes of The Brady Bunch.”


    “The only game he ever played with us was Whac-a-Mole.”


    “Plenty of dads hit their kids. It doesn’t mean you have a paternity case here.”


    I glanced at her to see if she was having a laugh at my expense, but she looked like she felt sorry for me. “Here’s the thing,” I said. “I’ve always had a feeling something was not right. Something that should have been there and wasn’t. This would explain everything. He resented Donny and me because we weren’t really his kids, and he must have known—maybe he didn’t know he knew, but he knew.”


    “Was Tim not his kid, too?”


    “Hey, I don’t know about Tim. Tim is not my problem. I’m just saying that suddenly my whole life makes sense. Bill Barlow is not my father. This guy is—this J.” I waved the letter at her.


    “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Julie.” She was getting the pink spots in her cheeks she always got when she was mad. “I should never have shown these letters to you. I should have known you would do something like this.”


    “Like what?”


    “Do you see what a mess this could turn into? I mean, what are you going to do? Order Dad to have a DNA test? Are you going to find this J. person and make him play catch with you? What follows from this?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe nothing follows.” I noticed I was clutching the letter to my chest. “But this changes everything. I never knew who I was before.”


    “You still don’t know who you are.”


    “Maybe not, but I know who I’m not. I’m not Bill Barlow’s daughter.” I found myself backing away in case she tried to grab the letter away from me. “Look, I’m sorry. But think about it. All those years, she put up with his bullshit. She let him get away with it. But it turns out she didn’t let him get away with it, not really. Don’t get mad, get even, right?”


    “That’s your identity now? You’re the revenge?”


    “Yeah, I like that. Donny and me, we’re the revenge.”


    “Okay, fine.” She stood up and paced back and forth like she did in the courtroom. I had snuck into the courthouse a few times to watch her when she was “litigatin’.” “So now what? What’s your plan here?”


    “I’m going to read them all. There must be some whatchamacallit.” I was getting tired.


    “Evidence. There’s nothing. He only ever signs the letters ‘J.’”


    “You weren’t looking for clues. I’ll bet there’s something.” I pulled an envelope out of the box and opened it.


    “I have to be in court at nine.”


    “Go home, I’ll be fine.”


    She shook her head, sighed, and sat on the bed next to me. “I’ll help you.”


    “Really?”


    “What are sisters for?” She sounded sad, like she wished she was still my real sister instead of only a half. I felt bad for her, but my heart was beating hard. All my life, I had been one of those people in the background, like when we were looking at old photographs and I’d ask my mother, “Who’s that?”, and she couldn’t remember. Now for the first time, I felt like there might be something important about me. I opened up the letter. Pam took another letter from the box, and we began to read.


    ***


    The sun was coming up. My eyes burned, and I was wheezing. Pam had finally keeled over onto a pile of dresses, and I covered her with a huge Hawaiian muumuu. She kept making little oinking sounds, and I reminded myself to make fun of her when she woke up. I almost laughed out loud at the pocket of drool in the corner of her mouth, but I was too close to crying.


    She was right. There was no evidence. The envelopes stared silently up at me from the metal box. The only piece of information we’d pounded out of them was that every time J. referred to the time they’d spent in the “Forest,” he meant the Forest Motel up on Route 40. It had recently been torn down, and some yuppie chain restaurant was there now. Apart from that, the letters were—well, let’s just say they were not like anything I’d ever read before. They were steamy, but Pam was right, they were more poetry than porno. It was weird how J. could just go on and on about my mother, her smile, her eyes, her warmth, her beauty. Reading them, I felt like I was looking through a keyhole and finding a hidden room in a house I thought I knew. Every so often, Pam or I would fan ourselves with the page we were reading, and I know she found it as intense and weird as I did.


    But as creepy as I felt for doing it, I couldn’t stop reading, and I couldn’t help envying my mother, and also J., whoever he was, for being able to feel that way about someone. I didn’t get it, myself. I couldn’t imagine anyone thinking that my mother, who on a good day took up two airplane seats, was “a beautiful willow tree,” or that the voice I remembered as unpleasantly shrill sounded “like the wind in the pines.” I couldn’t imagine writing pages and pages of smut, or poetry, whatever. It seemed like too much of a hassle, and I guess my mother was right when she used to say I was as lazy as an old dog.


    When light started coming in the windows, I was still no closer to figuring out who J. was—our father, Donny’s and mine. I needed to go home and sleep for a few hours before work, but first I decided to arrange the envelopes in order before I put them back in the box. It was hard to make out some of the postmarks, but most of the letters had dates. It was strange to read something from before I was born. Had the world really existed without me? (I was going a little nuts by this time.) When the letters were written, where was I? Was I in heaven, waiting in line, while God chose some parents for me? If this was how it had worked, I thought, He had screwed things up pretty good. Not that God and I had much of a relationship. In my family, Sundays were when you went fishing or washed the car, and no one gave a rat’s ass about church except for Norma, who always wanted to be a nun, though we weren’t even Catholic. I used to think my mother was mad at God and I never understood why, but now I wondered if maybe J. had something to do with it.


    It was time to get the hell out of my mother’s bedroom and shut my brain off. I started to put the letters back in the box, but then I noticed something. The letters began in February 1975, and continued all the way until August 1976, two months before I was born. The last letter didn’t say much, just that he missed her and hoped she was well, but it wasn’t a break-up letter. On the other hand, I had to admit it didn’t sound like the letter of a concerned father to his pregnant lover. Maybe he didn’t know, I thought. Maybe she never told him about Donny and me. That would explain why he had never contacted us, why he hadn’t showed up at our house and made my mother run away with him and his twins, plus her other kids, and move to Winslow, Arizona, or wherever the hell he was from.


    I was chewing on this when I noticed a gap. From December 1975 to February, 1976, there were no letters. This was roughly when I figured we had been conceived—I thought January of 1976, but there could be some play, like maybe we were premature but no one realized it because we were small, being twins. This gap could only mean one thing: my mother and J. had been together during that time. And that meant I could have been conceived while they were together. And that meant—


    “Hey! Wake up!”


    Pam stopped oinking.


    I shook her by the shoulder. “I found something!”


    She lifted her head and squinted at me.


    “The letters. I found some evidence.” I explained the whole thing to her.


    By the time I’d finished, she was awake, sort of, but her voice was sleepy. “That’s not evidence. That’s completely circumstantial.”


    “Look at this. He has to be my father. This proves it.”


    “It doesn’t prove shit.”


    “Yes, it does.”


    She closed her eyes again, obviously too tired to say, “No it doesn’t,” and go a few rounds with me. With a yawn like a sigh, she said, “Oh, Julie. Okay, fine, have it your way. So J. is your father. Now what?”


    I didn’t have an answer for that.

  

  
    
      IV

    

    For the next few weeks, I couldn’t think about anything but the letters. In the kitchen of the Wild Hare, sautéing porcini mushrooms or whisking a roux, my mind kept replaying the romantic crap J. had said to my mother. Over and over, I heard his words in my mind. Hector had to keep jabbing me in the ribs with a long metal spoon to keep me from burning things. “Earth to Julie, hello?” he kept saying.


    He must have mentioned something about me to our boss because one night at the bar after my shift, Milo sat down next to me and said in a casual way, “So, how’s everything?”


    “Fine and dandy,” I said. “How’re things with you?”


    “Oh, fine, fine. Listen, Julie, how are you doing? Is everything okay with you?”


    “Sure. Everything’s great.”


    “Good. Good.” He took a breath and let it out, like he wanted to say something but couldn’t figure out how.


    “Did Hector mention something about me?”


    “He said you seem—preoccupied.”


    “Oh, yeah?”


    “He said you don’t seem like your mind is on your work.”


    “Hector said that?” That bastard, I thought.


    “I know how it is.” Milo looked sad. He had a big, sharp face that was always sunburned. When he wasn’t in his restaurant, he was sailing on Chesapeake Bay. “When you lose someone—” His wife had died of cancer nine years ago, just before I started working for him. “—you feel like life will never go back to normal. The world is so strange and frightening you can’t imagine how you’ll function.” He put his hand on my shoulder. “I just want you to know that it gets better. It takes time, but eventually you learn to live with it.”


    I looked at his tan, sad face and felt so sorry for him I wanted to cry. I found myself wanting to tell him the whole story about the letters, and my shitty childhood, and my asshole father, and J., my real father, but I just nodded and said, “Thanks.”


    ***


    The next morning, I woke up to a hangover and the sound of Pam’s hip-hop ringtone. I crawled around on the floor until I found my phone. “What now?” I was wheezing and could barely get the words out. I was going to have to find my inhaler.


    “You sound terrible.”


    “I’m fine. Just spent too long at the bar after my shift. What’s up?”


    “I found some postcards in another box.”


    “And?”


    “No big deal, they’re just interesting. Come on over.” She didn’t have to tell me where she was. Suddenly, I felt wide awake. I threw on some clothes, jumped into my car, and sped up the hill. The front door was unlocked, and I had that weird feeling again going into the house, like I might run into my mother or Donny or my younger self, but instead, in the living room I saw a girl with a spiderweb tattoo on her back, straightening up the shelf of Hummel figurines. She had dreadlocks like Ricky’s, and when she turned around, I saw a silver bead on the side of her nose and a streak of green in her black hair. It made me feel old to look at her.


    “Oh, hey, you must be Julie,” she said. “I’m Star.” She put down her feather duster and gave me a hug.


    I dimly recalled that Pam had told me Ricky had a new girlfriend, though knowing him, the one Pam mentioned the other day was already history and this was a new one. I told her it was nice to meet her and went off to look for Pam. I found her combing through a pile of yellowed papers that looked like bank statements from the eighteenth century. “Well?” I tried not to sound too excited.


    “These were in a box of old bills.” She handed me a stack of postcards. I grabbed them and started reading. They were in the same handwriting as the letters, addressed to the same P.O. Box, but unlike the letters, they were full of polite stuff you could say to anyone. “‘Having a wonderful time, wish you were here,’” one actually said. “‘The Grand Canyon is beautiful at this time of year.’” Nothing about love, sex, or paternity.


    When I finished, I said, “Nothing earth-shattering there. No true confessions.” I felt disappointment rippling through me.


    “I know. I just thought you’d like to see them, since they’re from your father and all.”


    “You’re just jealous.” I tried not to sound as sad as I suddenly felt. I don’t know what I expected, but the postcards hadn’t told me anything new. I flipped through the stack, looking at the pictures. They were of places in the southwest, mostly Arizona. “I’ve always wanted to visit the southwest.”


    “Funny, I’ve never heard you say that. Isn’t it just a bunch of rocks?”


    “I don’t know. It sounds interesting.”


    “Sure.”


    “I mean, like, the Alamo,” I added, to make it look like I knew what I was talking about.


    “Do you even know where that is?”


    I took my best shot. “New Mexico?”


    “Nope.”


    “Whatever.”


    She put her hand on my arm. “Try not to make too big a deal out of this, okay?”


    “Sure. Of course. I mean, it’s not like I have any proof, right?” When she wasn’t looking, I palmed one of my father’s postcards and slipped it into my back pocket.


    ***


    I ran into Ricky in the living room. “Dude,” I said.


    “Hey, Jools!” He bounded over and hugged me like he was five years old. “What are you doing here?”


    “I came to help Pam clean.” This was about as likely as me coming over to experiment with nuclear fission, but he didn’t notice anything weird about it. “I met your girlfriend. Flavor of the month?”


    He whispered in my ear, “She’s awesome.”


    “Oh, yeah? In what way?”


    “In every way. Jools, I never felt like this before. It’s like—she’s like a—she’s magic.”


    Some choice phrases J. had written to our mother popped into my mind, but I made them go away. I was going to ask for details, though I didn’t really want to hear them, when Star came into the living room, stood next to him, and rubbed his back. He had always liked that when he was little, and I wondered how she already knew this. “We were just going to eat something. Do you want a sandwich?” she asked. I was about to tell her no, thanks, I had to be going, but accidentally said, “Sure, that would be great.”


    ***


    We were talking about space travel. As far as I could tell, Ricky and Star had only been together a few weeks, but a serious problem had already come up in their relationship. Star was ready to go colonize the moon as soon as an opportunity was available, but Ricky made it clear there was no way he was going to live anywhere but good old Mother Earth. I was eating a sandwich, or rather, trying to eat it—it was some kind of fake meat on woody bread with a handful of alfalfa sprouts tossed in like a hairball.


    “What about you, Pam?” I said. “You going to the moon?”


    “There’s no oxygen on the moon,” Ricky said, in case we didn’t know that.


    “Maybe I will,” Pam said. “Why not. Not much going on here.”


    “Think of the possibilities for lawsuits,” I said. “All those spaceships crashing into each other.”


    “Territorial disputes. Torts. No laws. You’re right, I’m going.”


    “No,” Ricky howled, “not you, too! I’ll be here all alone.”


    “Yeah, who’s going to pay the bills?” I said. Pam was taking care of the household finances. It went without saying that Ricky couldn’t handle stuff like that. He had a job in town he could walk to that Pam got for him at a law firm next door to hers, but he wasn’t good with money, or for that matter, at the job. “You better stay here, Pammy.”


    “Oh, great, thanks a lot. I get to stay here while you’re all gallivanting around outer space.”


    “You’ll be with me.” Ricky flashed his cute-little-boy grin at her.


    “I’ll send you postcards,” I said. There was no one on Earth I would be willing to give up living on the moon for, or anything else, for that matter. Ricky seemed about to object, but I added, “Yeah, no postcards on the moon, I know.”


    When I finished picking at my sandwich, I got up, thanked Star, and said I had to get moving. She and Ricky both gave me big goodbye hugs, then immediately flung themselves at each other.


    “She seems nice,” I said to Pam as she walked me to the door.


    “I guess. He can’t keep his hands off her, or vice-versa. They’re like weasels. It’s exhausting to be around them. I hear them laughing all night long.”


    “That must be fun for you.”


    “Yeah, it’s so fucking fun.” She was starting to get lines around her eyes, and I thought I saw some gray roots beneath the blond. “I think he really likes her.”


    “He seemed to really mind that she wanted to go live on the moon.”


    “For someone in our family, that’s a pretty impressive degree of commitment.”


    “Hey, I was married.”


    “For five minutes.”


    “It was still a commitment. At least for me.” I had met Brandon back when I was working for Tim fifteen years ago, before he moved out west. When a guy whose car we were trying to repossess broke our windows and I cut myself trying to clean it up, Brandon bandaged my hand with a gentleness I had never experienced before. I thought this meant he was sensitive and caring, but it just meant he was a good nurse. I hated to think how naive I’d been back then. When I said that dumb shit to him about “till death do us part,” I meant it, but I would never make a mistake like that again. Sure, I had been at the Wild Hare for almost a decade, but I was prepared to leave at a moment’s notice, and my apartment barely looked lived in. I just went there to sleep. I stopped short of keeping a bag packed at all times, but apart from my shot glass collection, I didn’t own anything I cared about.


    “I know, I know.” She obviously didn’t want to argue about Brandon, since we’d pretty much forgotten him, though sometimes I still dreamed about him, dumb dreams where we were still married and had kids and were happy.


    I looked at my watch. I was going to be late to work again. Hector was probably talking to Milo about me right now. I told Pam I had to run, and to let me know if she found anything interesting. She promised she would.


    As I drove away, I could see Ricky and Star in the side yard, pressed together like Siamese twins as the dogs leaped around them.

  

  
    
      V

    

    A few days later, I looked out the little window in the kitchen door of the Wild Hare and saw Pam at the bar talking to Milo and a few of the regulars. I stuck my head out and motioned her over. “What’s up?” I asked. She swung by every so often for a meal, but usually she told me in advance she was coming.


    “Does something have to be up?” She sounded sweet and innocent, like she always did when planning an act of juvenile delinquency. “Can’t I have a glass of wine at a nice restaurant?”


    “Sure you can.” I was still suspicious. “Anything new? Did you find something?”


    “Maybe I did.”


    “And?”


    “Do I get a free drink?”


    “I’ll buy you dinner. What have you got?”


    She opened her purse and handed me a postcard with a picture of a southwestern-looking mountain, one of those flat-topped ones, with a bright red and yellow sky behind it like a bruise. I flipped the card over. On the back it said, “I’ll never forget you,” in J.’s familiar handwriting. The printed caption of the postcard said, “Sunset over the Grand Canyon.”


    “Well?” She looked pretty darn pleased with herself.


    “You think this is their break-up postcard?”


    “Seems like it.”


    “Where was it?”


    “In another box. You know how she squirreled things away. It was with a bunch of old patterns.”


    “Patterns?”


    “You know, for sewing. She probably stuffed it where she thought no one would ever find it.”


    “‘I’ll never forget you.’ Wow.” I felt like crying. “He really loved her.”


    “Apparently.”


    “Was there anything else?”


    “No, but I’ll keep hunting. It wouldn’t kill you to help with the house, you know.”


    “Sure, I’ll help. I mean, why should you have to do everything?”


    “Hello?” She squinted at me. “Where’s my sister Julie?”


    “Cut it out.”


    “Sorry. Yeah, that would be awesome. It’s a fucking nightmare. I end up holding some stupid plate and thinking, well, maybe I could put this in my china cabinet, though it’s already full of the other crap she gave me, and then I try to remember where she got the plate and if it meant something to her, and then it comes back to me, how Frank gave it to her for Christmas and she loved it—you know how he always bought her just the right thing, and then he was so happy, like he’d just won the Nobel Prize for present-giving—and before I know it, I’m standing there crying and two hours have gone by.”


    This was exactly the kind of thing I wanted to avoid. “I’ll come by on my next day off.”


    “That would be great.” She gave me a little pat on the arm. “What’s the special?”


    Oh, right, I had promised her dinner. “Herb-roasted local chicken with caramelized onions, local asparagus, and cannellini bean mousse. Comfort food.”


    “Your recipe?”


    “Yep.”


    “No raspberry-fennel sauce?”


    “Nope.” Hector always came up with pretentious shit like that.


    “Good. I’ll be at the bar.”


    When I brought Pam her dinner, I found her talking to Milo again. Half an hour later when I came back, they were still blathering, though God knows what they had to blather about, since Pam wasn’t interested in sailing and that was pretty much all Milo cared about. He used to care about the Wild Hare, too, but Hector said his heart just wasn’t in it any more.


    “OMG,” she said when she saw me.


    “You liked it?”


    “Incredible. Seriously.” She turned to Milo. “I don’t know how she does it.”


    “She’s amazing.” He beamed at me. “We’re lucky to have her.”


    “Really, it was so good. The chicken was so crispy on the outside, so moist and juicy on the inside,” she said in a TV voice.


    “You could make advertisements for us,” Milo said to Pam.


    “Sure. I work cheap.”


    I flashed her the stink eye. Was she flirting? She was training one of her evil smiles on Milo, like she always did when she’d lead on some poor jerk and then smash his heart to pieces. It was her hobby in high school. I guess I should mention that Pam was the good-looking one in our family. Norma, Donny, and I were dark and lumpy like Mom, but Pam and Tim had golden-blond hair, like our dad—I mean their dad—before he went bald, and lean, muscular bodies, and, in Pam’s case, big boobs (not fake). Even now, although she looked kind of corporate with a splash of punk and was minutes away from forty, she was still pretty hot.


    I glanced over at Milo. His eyes had that stupid glazed look guys got when they talked to my sister. I decided to warn him if he showed any interest in her. My mother always said, “Don’t shit where you eat,” and while this was totally disgusting, she was right.


    “Stay away from my boss,” I said to Pam when Milo went into the kitchen to talk to Hector about food orders.


    “What the fuck are you talking about?” She seemed truly surprised. “Can’t I have a conversation with someone without you having to protect him?”


    “No.”


    “Oh, come on. I mean, he’s a nice guy, we had a good conversation, no big deal.”


    “What did you talk about?”


    “Nothing. Food, wine. The restaurant business.”


    “You don’t know anything about the restaurant business.”


    “Whatever, Julie.”


    “Just stay away from him. That’s all I’m saying.”


    “No problem.”


    “Really, he’s not your type.”


    “Okay, okay, I get it.”


    “Okay,” I said, like that settled it.


    ***


    When I got home that night, I took the break-up postcard out of my shirt pocket and stuck it on the fridge with a Natty Boh magnet (bad beer, but an okay magnet). I stared at the flat, red mountain pictured on the card. In front of it were some cactuses with their arms sticking up into the sky. It felt like, if I really focused, the wind would start blowing and J. would climb down from the dark mountainside and stand against the red layers of cloud like a superhero.


    Without really thinking about it, I fell into the habit of talking to the postcard. I said hello to it when I came home and goodbye when I left, and soon I was telling J. about my day, how my pork shoulder special was a huge hit, and one of the runners dropped a whole tray of oysters I’d just shucked on the dining room floor, and I was going to try black-rice risotto again, though I wasn’t happy with it last time.


    I was just telling J. about my big plans for a Thai seafood bisque when I heard Pam’s ringtone. I figured she was calling to chew me out for not coming over to help her yet, but when I picked up, she said, “I just totaled my car.”


    “Are you okay?”


    “I wasn’t in it. It was parked—”


    “Blind curve?”


    “Bingo.”


    “Hit and run?”


    “Yup.”


    “Probably Ed again.” Ed was a drunk guy who lived up the street.


    “Maybe, but I’ll never prove it. He’s probably got his pickup in the body shop already.”


    “What are you going to do?”


    “Well, here’s the thing. I was thinking—”


    I suddenly realized where she was headed: our mother’s car. “No way.”


    “It’s just sitting in the driveway.”


    “Don’t even think about it.”


    “It would only be for a day or two.”


    “Norma will kill you.”


    “She won’t know about it.”


    “She’ll know. Go rent a car.”


    “I hate to do that before the insurance claim is processed. It’s so hard to get reimbursed.”


    “Alls I can tell you is, if you drive the Grand Dame, you’re taking your life in your hands.”


    “I know, I know,” she said.


    I knew she was going to do it anyway.


    ***


    As I was driving up Main Street, a tow truck carrying a squished yellow car passed by. I parked safely across the street from our house—where any sane person would have parked her new Mustang—went into the house, and let the dogs cover my jeans with paw prints. I found Pam tethered to the wall phone in the kitchen. She saw me and rolled her eyes, then mimed a yapping mouth with her free hand. Norma. I tried to figure out what they were talking about, but mostly she just kept saying, “Okay, okay.”


    “What did she want?” I asked when she hung up.


    “She says I’m not packing fast enough.”


    “Did you point out to her that you have a full-time job and she doesn’t?”


    “What do you think?”


    I just laughed.


    “She made an appointment with Ralph Sawyer,” she said. Ralph was an attorney who had dated Mom in high school. He handled her divorce from my father—I mean, Bill Barlow. He was kind of a celebrity: his commercials played on daytime TV with a little song that rhymed “Sawyer” and “lawyer.” “He’s reading the will. We all have to be there.”


    “Is she going to schedule it so I won’t have to take time off work?”


    “It’s Friday at three.”


    “FUCK. I can’t believe her sometimes.”


    “Believe.” This was Baltimore’s motto, so everyone made fun of it. “And here’s the best part. She wants the house packed up by then, so we can have it painted and put it on the market.”


    I looked around the kitchen. Old Tupperware, chipped ceramic ducks, wall placards some moron thought were funny, dirty plastic flowers. Junk on every surface, and in a bunch of boxes, more junk. “Is the whole house like this?”


    “Yep.”


    “I guess you’ve got your work cut out for you.”


    She punched me on the arm, hard.


    ***


    For the next few days, every chance I got, I’d go over to my mother’s house to pack and clean. After the first five minutes, I began to seriously question if we would ever get everything out of there. I’d go into the sewing room, aka Norma’s old bedroom, and after I’d filled a dozen boxes with fabric, thread, seventeen tape measures, and enough needles to re-quill a porcupine, the room would look like no one had touched it.


    “And she hasn’t even sewed since the ’70s,” I complained to Pam as we sat on the patio. Ricky’s girlfriend Star had made us lunch again, consisting of little chunks of tofu and wilted lettuce wrapped in a stale, green tortilla. “Why have a sewing room?”


    “Maybe she was planning to make us all matching outfits again.” She took a drink of whatever it was Star had poured into our glasses, then shuddered. I tried it: it tasted like Elmer’s Glue. “I found a box of baby clothes under the bed in the guest room,” she added.


    The guest room, as our mother called it, though she never had guests, was the room Donny and Tim had shared. There was still a wall of trophies they’d won in high school, in case the nonexistent guests wanted to admire them, and I was pretty sure a suitcase of Donny’s clothes was still in the closet. I remembered Mom folding his old shirts and crying after he died. I really didn’t want to see any of that stuff again.


    “Then there’s the attic.” Pam shook her head.


    “Can’t we just hire someone to haul everything away?”


    “What if there’s something important mixed up with the junk? Something we want?”


    “What could we want? I already have plenty of old Tupperware.”


    “I don’t know, Julie.” She gave me a significant look, then glanced over at Ricky and Star, who were canoodling on a bench and not paying any attention to us. “There might be some old letters or something.”


    I mouthed the words “shut up.”


    Pam gestured toward the young lovers and rolled her eyes to indicate that they wouldn’t notice us if we put on sequined suits and sang “Copacabana.” They were gazing at the creek that ran under our house, pointing at rocks and fondling each other. Water ran beneath half the buildings on Main Street. I’d heard it was a nineteenth-century sewage-system issue, and that was all I wanted to know about it.


    “She wants us to sell everything. No charity.”


    I knew who “she” was. “We’re not going to get any money for this garbage.”


    “She says she saw a waffle iron just like Mom’s in an antique shop for $75.”


    “Oh, sure. Hey, have you gotten a rental car yet?”


    “Not yet.” We both looked over at the driveway, where the Grand Dame sat.


    “You better be careful,” I said.


    “I’m only driving it at night. Like a vampire. I’ve been sleeping here so I can walk to work.”


    “Whoa, Pammy, you’re a vampire?” We finally had Ricky’s attention.


    “Yeah, that’s right.”


    “There’s this dude in town who’s a vampire, too. You want to meet him?”


    “No, thanks.”


    “Your kind of guy,” I said to Pam. She had to agree.

  

  
    
      VI

    

    Ralph Sawyer had an office near the courthouse on the hill above Main Street where law firms clustered like ants at a picnic. It was always weird seeing him because he was so familiar from his commercials. Everyone in greater Baltimore knew the jingle about the attorney from Glen Burnie.


    “Again, my deepest sympathy. She was quite a girl,” Ralph said as he greeted us. He was a big bear of a guy with hands that looked like they could scoop a fish out of a brook. It was funny how he called my mother a girl like they were still in high school. I wondered if my mom had ever slept with him. My guess, based on the dopey look on his face when he talked about her, was yes. He had drawn up her will for free, another pretty good indicator, when she first got sick, and seemed to be some kind of executor. It didn’t matter to me, although Pam had been kind of annoyed about it. “She makes me go to law school, then acts like I’m only a bartender,” she said at the time. I didn’t care who was in charge of what as long as I didn’t have to do anything.


    I had run up the hill from the Wild Hare and was still panting. Hector squawked when I asked him to cover for me, but when I told him I was seeing Ralph Sawyer about some important legal business, he shut right up. Pam had obviously been cleaning. Her hair was in a ponytail and it looked like she hadn’t washed it in weeks, and a blob of dust clung to her sleeve. Ralph led us into a back room where Norma and Ricky were waiting for us at a long table.


    “Late again,” Norma snapped. Pam and I waved a cheery hello as if she had just said something nice. Ralph motioned for us to sit and parked himself on a red leather throne. He looked around. “Is Timothy coming?”


    “He couldn’t make it,” Pam said. “I have his proxy.” Tim had told her to keep an eye on Norma to keep her from fucking everything up or cheating the rest of us, but she didn’t quote him.


    Ralph looked disappointed, though if he knew Tim, he wouldn’t have been. “Now, I’m sure you’ve had time to review the copies I sent you.”


    “Copies?” Pam said.


    “Didn’t you receive yours?”


    She looked confused and guilty, and I immediately figured out what the deal was: she hadn’t been home in a week and hadn’t checked her mail, but she didn’t want Norma to know she’d been living at our mother’s house. It was the kind of thing Norma would mind, since she minded everything. “I must have overlooked it.” Pink spots began to show up on her cheeks.


    “I got mine,” Ricky said, holding up his photocopy, like he’d ever even glanced at it.


    “Julia?” That was my real name.


    “I, uh—” I had gotten some kind of fat envelope from Ralph in the last week, but hadn’t bothered to open it. “I left mine at home.”


    “Well, let’s proceed. The estate is pretty straightforward: the life insurance policy, the house, and the car. The proceeds will be split five ways. And the will stipulates that the attorney—myself—is to receive a three-percent honorarium.” Ralph gave a little cough. Being an ambulance chaser, he worked on a percentage basis, Pam had told me.


    “I see,” I said. At least Norma wasn’t in charge, like she had always been because she was the oldest. Her idea of leadership when we were kids was to order us around, then tell on us when we stepped out of line. Frank had always laughed about this and called her the Colonel. I thought about Frank, who always found a way to make things funny and jolly. His goofy laugh, a combination of a snort and a giggle, rang in my ears, and a stab went through me like it always did when I missed someone who was no longer around. Even after all these years, it was so easy to forget that they were gone. Once upon a time we had all sat around the dinner table every night while Frank made us laugh so hard that milk came out our noses and our mother yelled at us and sent us to our rooms. “They’re just kids,” he always said, putting an arm around her and kissing her until she backed down and let us come back for blueberry pie.


    I must have zoned out on what Ralph was saying, and when I tuned back in, he was discussing the house sale. “I trust you’re almost finished emptying the property,” he said.


    “Just about,” Pam said. This was a baldfaced lie. I winked at her, making sure the Colonel didn’t see.


    “Good. We need to set up a timeline. I assume the redecorating will be done by July. I recommend that you put the house on the market in August. The market is a little soft right now, but it’s slated to pick up this fall, when school starts. Of course, the house is in the most desirable school district.”


    Our grade school, an old stone building, had been turned into condos, but new schools were popping up on every corner. Our county had appeared on some lists of Most Desirable Places, so now everyone wanted to live in it, which seemed crazy to me. Every time I turned around, a farmer’s field had disappeared and ugly townhouse developments with names like Bright Meadows and Happy Fields were there instead. I started to imagine myself in the woods again, walking toward the pond with the dogs running behind me, but Ralph’s voice cut into my thoughts.


    “You should put an ad for the Pontiac on Craig’s List,” he said to Pam.


    ***


    “Shit!” Pam hissed as we walked down the hill to Main Street.


    “At least she doesn’t know you’ve been driving it.”


    “She knows. Did you see the way Ralph looked right at me when he said it?”


    “Have you gotten your insurance money yet?”


    “No, they’re dragging their feet. I’m going to have to threaten to sue them. You know, they’ve got that whole procedure.”


    “I know.” Living on the blind curve, we had hit-and-run claims down to a science.


    As we reached the Wild Hare, I could see Milo through the window. He looked up, saw me, waved, then spotted Pam, and his face brightened.


    “Gotta go,” I said, trying to get rid of her before Milo came out and started talking to her again. It was for his own good. “Hector’s going to kill me.”


    “What are we going to do, Julie? The more we pack and clean, the worse it gets.” She turned her head and spotted Milo, and I could see her give her hair a little smush to fluff it up, though it was pulled back in the dirty ponytail. I decided not to tell her about the dust bunny on her sleeve.


    “I’ll come over tomorrow. We’ll kick ass,” I promised, opening the door to the Hare and giving her a little shove in the other direction. I bumped right into Milo and tried to steer him toward the kitchen, saying I wanted to talk to him about the special, but he said he’d be right back and shot out the door to say hi to my sister.


    ***


    The attic was hot as hell; no, hotter. Frank had installed a big window fan but it hadn’t worked in years. I could remember him explaining why it was important to ventilate your attic, how the best thing to do was close all the windows in the house, open the front door, and turn on the fan so it pulled hot summer air up out of the house and puked it back onto Main Street. I always thought this was silly and also, boring, but thinking about it now made me sad. He was constantly building things in the garage, trimming hedges so they looked like boxes, and carving turkeys with an electric carving knife and talking on and on the whole time about the proper way to carve, how you had to hold the knife perpendicular to the plate to get those paper-thin slices. When he wasn’t bustling around making home improvements, he was kissing my mother, fussing over her, flattering her, making googly eyes at her, and when he was around she seemed to let go of her grudge against the world for a moment. The rest of the time, she put up a good front, but I wouldn’t call her a contented person, especially not after he died. He had a heart attack while shoveling snow off the neighbors’ driveway during a blizzard, and it was two years before my mother spoke to those neighbors again. She said they should have shoveled their own fucking snow.


    Pam had ordered me to go the attic and carry down some boxes. She decided that to avoid having to pay for a dumpster, we were going to have to start leaving loads of trash out every week, and we needed to step up our game. I had already carried down seventeen boxes full of old canceled checks. Norma wanted us to have any papers professionally shredded for security reasons, but Pam said that was bullshit and ignored her. I’d never thought about what happened to things like bank accounts when a person died. I knew my mother was gone and not coming back, but there were parts of my brain that hadn’t quite figured it out yet, so every time I ran into something that made me think she was still around, those parts woke up to her loss all over again and felt surprise and pain so dumb it embarrassed me. One time in her closet I was going through clothes that still smelled like her and said to Pam, “Do you ever get the feeling she’s still around somewhere?”


    “Of course,” she said. There was no need to discuss it further.


    I was just about to haul another box of ancient garbage down the pull-down ladder Frank had installed, one of his many home improvements when he moved in, when I noticed something. On the side of the box was something that looked like a fishhook, but from a different angle, a J. I tore into the box, tossing aside a pile of crumbling Woman’s Day magazines and some recipe cards in Mom’s handwriting. I was beginning to wonder if maybe the symbol on the side of the box really was just a fishhook when I noticed a tiny black address book. I grabbed it and flipped through it. Each page was crammed with addresses of relatives in West Virginia and North Carolina, and a lot of names I didn’t recognize. There was a John Babcock in Pennsylvania, and at first I got really excited, but then I remembered he was Cousin Velma’s ex-husband. There was another J. in the D’s, but when I looked at it more carefully, I realized it was Joelle Duckworth, one of my mother’s friends from high school.


    But when I got to the F’s, there it was. The minute I saw it, I knew it was my J. There was an address in Flagstaff, Arizona, and there in Mom’s handwriting, the name “J. Fallingwater.”


    ***


    Even Pam was more or less convinced. “It does stand to reason,” she said slowly, looking at the address. “I don’t know who else she knew in Arizona. I don’t remember her ever mentioning anyone. I wonder if that address is still good. Probably not, but you never know when she wrote it in there. You should write him a letter.”


    “You think?” I breathed in and out carefully so my lungs wouldn’t decide it would be fun to go into spasms.


    “Sure, why not.”


    “What would I say?”


    “Don’t tell him you’re his long-lost daughter and you want to run a DNA test.”


    “Okay, I won’t lead with that.”


    “Tell him you know he was a friend of Mom’s and you want to let him know she passed away. If he answers, you can try to find out more about him and figure out if he’s the guy who wrote the letters.”


    “But I don’t want to be the one to break it to him. You know who’s really good at that kind of thing?”


    “Who?” Pam said. She knew who. She tried to hand me the address book.


    I shoved it back at her.


    “Julie, I’m way too busy right now.”


    “But you’re such a good letter-writer.”


    “Sorry, no. Really. I can’t.” She stuck the address book in my hand and hurried out of the room. I ran after her.


    It took another fifteen minutes of begging, but same as with everyone else in my family, there was no part of “no” I understood. She drove a hard bargain, and I had to promise to mow the lawn, repaint the porch, and scrub the rubber strip on the fridge door with a toothbrush. I was ready to pick up the dog shit in the yard (there was plenty of it) with tweezers if I could get her to write to J. Fallingwater.


    “I just don’t want to get sucked into any craziness,” she said a while later as we carried garbage out to the street.


    “Craziness?” I said as if I could not imagine such a thing.


    “You’ve jumped to a conclusion based on nothing, and I don’t want to encourage you.” She set a box of burnt-out light bulbs at the curb.


    “Don’t be so strident.” This was a word the state’s attorney had used to describe her, so we always threw it in her face if we could. “You’re just writing a letter to your mother’s old friend. It’s the polite thing to do.”


    “Sure. And we’re so fucking polite.” She scratched herself like an ape. “I think you used to be able to return these things for money.” She pointed to the old light bulbs, obviously trying to change the subject.


    “I just recycled three big bags of S&H Green Stamps, whatever those were.”


    “I think they belonged to Mammaw. We should be selling that shit on eBay. People will buy anything.”


    As we opened the screen door to the house, the dogs started barking like we hadn’t just been there a second ago. I thought of taking them for a walk, but as far as I knew, there was nowhere to go any more. I could put them in the car and take them down the street for a latte, but that was about it.


    “You just have to drop him a line. I’ll take it from there.”


    “Where will you take it?”


    “I don’t know.” I really had no idea what I should do at this point. I thought for a second about adopting Fallingwater as my last name, but that seemed awkward. “It’s a weird, name, right?”


    “Yeah, I guess so.”


    “Where do you think it’s from?”


    “Maybe it’s one of those Ellis Island names that got translated weird. Pfallingwasser.”


    “No, I don’t think so.” I was getting an idea—and it was a big one. It was so powerful that I started to actually hear a buzzing in my ears, like a swarm of ideas had suddenly flown into the empty hive of my brain. “Think about it. Arizona. The southwest.”


    “And?”


    “Isn’t it obvious?”


    “What?”


    “Arizona. The southwest. Who lives there?”


    “I don’t know, who?”


    As I stood in our familiar living room, I felt myself growing taller. All the furniture seemed to be shrinking. The dogs dashed over and bowed down at my feet as if they sensed something important was going on. “Pam, it all suddenly makes sense. You know how I’ve never felt—” I couldn’t think of how to say it.


    “What?”


    “Like in high school. I never fit in.”


    “Everyone feels that way in high school.”


    “No, you don’t get it.” She was starting to annoy me. I tried again. “It’s like I was really someone else, but no one knew. No one could see who I really was. But now I figured it out. Jeez.” I stopped. I could hardly breathe.


    “What did you figure out?”


    “I’m an Indian, Pam.”


    “You’re what?”


    “I’m an Indian.”


    “You’re what?”


    “I’m an Indian. A Native American.”


    “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Julie,” she said in the stern voice she used on the dogs.


    “Fallingwater. It’s an Indian name. My father is an Indian. That makes me an Indian, too.”


    “What the hell are you talking about?”


    “He’s my father. He’s Indian. Fallingwater is an Indian name.” I couldn’t stop myself: I let out a loud whoop and hopped on one foot, then the other. When I looked back at her, she was getting the pink spots in her cheeks. “Don’t worry,” I said, “I’m still your sister.”


    “Don’t you see that this is just the latest in a series of conclusions you’ve jumped to?” Her voice was rising.


    “You’ve got to admit it makes sense.”


    “You think it makes sense? I’m not getting that.” She looked ready to take a swing at me.


    I thought for a minute. “Like, how I walk really quietly.”


    “You walk like a drunken moose.”


    “Yeah, but I’m sneaky. Mom always used to say how sneaky I was. I could sneak from my room to the kitchen and back without anyone hearing me, and then in the morning she’d find the leftovers were gone.”


    “Well, that’s just proof positive, isn’t it. You can up and take that right to the Bureau of Indian Affairs.” She smiled a mean smile.


    “The who?”


    “It’s a government agency. Unless it was abolished by Congress.” Pam hated Congress. I could care less.


    “We have our own agency?”


    “That’s right. It’s to keep you from killing too many buffalos.”


    “I’d have trouble with killing a buffalo,” I said, really thinking about it, like I was going to have to do it. “I’ve always had a connection with them.”


    “Oh, you have not!” She was yelling now. “This is ridiculous. Get a grip.”


    “I have a grip. This is the first real grip I’ve ever had.”


    “Julie, this is not a grip. This is total insanity.”


    “No, really, I can honestly say I have never felt less insane.”


    “People don’t feel insane when they’re insane.”


    “You can call it what you want, but I know what I know.”


    “Okay, fine.” She rubbed her hands together and then flicked her fingers like our mother always did when she was washing her hands of us. “You go ahead and think this if you want to. It’s nothing to do with me.”


    “Well, I have you to thank for finding the letters in the first place.”


    She sat down on the couch and slung her feet onto the coffee table. Our mother would have screamed at her for it. “Just leave me out of it.”


    “You’ll still write to him for me, though, right?”


    “Yeah, sure, I’ll write a letter. Why the hell not. But when it all goes south, I don’t want to hear, oh Pammy, why the fuck didn’t you stop me?”


    “I wouldn’t do that.”


    “Yes, you would.”


    “No, really, I wouldn’t.” I walked over to the couch and boldly put one foot on the coffee table, though I couldn’t help looking around to make sure my mother wasn’t watching. “Whatever happens, it’s on me.” In my mind, I was climbing a steep, wooded trail, walking proudly in leather moccasins with a headdress of feathers, though I wasn’t sure women could wear those. At the top of the mountain I could see a patch of clear blue sky, and I was just about to reach it and maybe fly up in the air when I heard a sound below me. I looked down at the couch and saw Pam sitting there with her face in her hands, crying. My vision of the mountain collapsed.


    I sat next to her and patted her shoulder. When she looked up, her face was spotty and her eyelashes were wet. “I’m sorry, Julie. It’s not your fault. Really, I’m happy for you. It’s nice that you think you’ve found your—your people.” She managed to say this without sounding too sarcastic. “But I have to go on with real life here.”


    “Your real life is great.”


    “No, it’s not.”


    “It’s not great?”


    “No. It fucking sucks.”


    “Come on, what about your job? You like your job.”


    “It’s a load of bullshit. I’m just filing papers and arguing about a bunch of stupid shit I don’t care about.”


    “What about your townhouse? You like your townhouse.”


    “I hate my townhouse.”


    “No, you don’t.”


    “Yeah, I totally hate it. You know, to tell you the truth,” she said, sniffling, “I really like living here.”


    “Here?”


    “I don’t think I like living alone. Here, I can talk to Ricky and Star about all sorts of dumb shit, and she cooks some weird-ass dinner for us every night. It’s nice. I kind of wish we didn’t have to sell this place.” She wiped her nose on her sleeve.


    “Don’t let Norma hear you say that.”


    “I know.” She looked at me with red-rimmed eyes. “It turns out I miss her.”


    I knew she didn’t mean Norma. “Yeah. I do, too.”


    “I mean I really miss her.”


    “Yeah, I know.” I did know.


    “I didn’t know how I’d feel—I mean, most of the time I wanted to strangle her.”


    “Yeah.” I thought about how the two of them used to go at it like pit bulls. It was probably good training for being a lawyer, but it couldn’t have been fun.


    “She was always so fucking wound up about everything. I mean, I get that she had a hard life with Dad, and then the divorce, and then Frank dying. I get how it can make a person kind of—what’s the right word?”


    “I don’t know. Intense?”


    “To say the least. I always tried to cut her some slack, but you know how she was. She drove me fucking nuts. But it turns out,” her voice cracked, “she was the glue that held everything together.”


    “I know. And now there’s no glue.”


    “And I never thought I liked glue, but I miss it. Her. And now you’ve found this thing that makes you happy. And whether it’s true or not, I have no idea, but at least you have something—something gluey. And I’m happy for you. Really.”


    “Thanks.” I patted her on the shoulder again. The dogs were sniffing at her knees. She pulled Max up onto her lap, though he was the size of a pony. He smelled like grass and dog sweat, the best smells in the world.


    “Just be careful, okay?” She and Max looked at me with big, serious eyes. “I’ve seen you get all excited about things before, and then they turn to shit.”


    “Oh, come on.”


    “No, I mean it. You do this. It’s this thing you do. You get really excited and you don’t see the downside.”


    “When did I do that?” I made the mistake of saying.


    “Do I have to say the B-word?”


    “Okay, okay.”


    “I just don’t want it to happen again.”


    “It won’t. I promise. I’ll be careful. But Pam, this is just so huge, so awesome. I can’t think of how anything could possibly ruin it.”


    “No.” She laughed a little, and wiped her eyes. “You really can’t, can you?”

  

  
    
      VII

    

    Then suddenly, everything fell into place. I had just worked the day shift for Hector, who was always having to go over to the high school to talk to the principal. Hector Junior was a nice kid, but he was always in trouble. Hector Senior was such a goody-goody that he couldn’t understand this, but I understood it. I was perfectly happy to trade shifts, though it was weird getting off work when it was light out. I thought about driving over to help Pam with the house, but she had gone to work for a change and wouldn’t be home for a few more hours. There was plenty to do here on Main Street. I could go have my fortune told by Madame Rosa, whose weird little storefront was next door to the Wild Hare. I could go into an antique shop and pay $200 for something an old lady had thrown in a dumpster. I could buy a fairy wand, or stained glass, or glitter, or incense, or a crystal.


    I decided on coffee. The coffee shop was crowded and smelled of burnt beans. “I’ll have a Kenya blend,” I said to the girl behind the counter, who looked kind of familiar.


    “Julie!”


    I squinted at her. It was Ricky’s girlfriend Star. “Oh, hey,” I said, “I didn’t recognize you.” I almost added “without my brother sucking your face,” but decided against it.


    “My treat,” she said, handing me my coffee. She fished some money out of her apron pocket and stuck it in the cash register.


    “You don’t have to do that.”


    “I want to.” She smiled. “I’ll tell Ricky I ran into you. He’ll be so happy.”


    “Well, thanks a lot. Great seeing you.” I put two dollars in the tip jar, waved, and walked away wondering what girls saw in my little brother. Granted, he was good-looking, in his fuzzy, tattooed way, but he was such a loser. Of course, I thought, that’s what.


    There were no free tables, so I looked around for someone I knew. I noticed a guy named Ray who sometimes washed dishes at the Hare. He was sitting by himself, so I asked if I could join him. He had a bunch of napkins spread over the table and was drawing on them. That was what he did, mostly. He lived in a tent in the state park, so his overhead was low. He moved some napkins covered with weird, colorful doodling out of my way and I sat down. I found myself greeting him with my hand up, palm out, and saying, “How.” I wondered if Indians said that in real life—I had seen it a lot in cartoons.


    He held his hand up to me the same way. “How,” he said.


    “How—have you been?” I asked.


    “The stars are loose.”


    “Oh yeah?”


    “Yeah.”


    I didn’t know what to say about this. “Well, I hope they don’t fall down.”


    “They’re not going to fall.” He looked at me like I was a moron. “They’re just loose. It’s an astronomical phenomenon.”


    “Well, whatever. We’ll be safe in our tepees.”


    “You got a tepee?”


    “Not yet.” I took a sip of my coffee and almost spat it out. “Jeez,” I said, “what do they do to this stuff?”


    “They brew it from dead possums.”


    I laughed.


    “I’m not kidding,” he said, looking very serious. He had long, muddy-blond hair and rotten teeth and could have been cast in Pirates of the Caribbean without needing any makeup. “I used to work here. So what’s new with you?”


    “I just found out who I really am.” I hadn’t meant to blurt this out, but you could say shit like that to Ray.


    “Who are you?”


    “I’m a proud Native American.” I punched myself on the chest, hard.


    “Oh, yeah? I’m a Mughal warrior.”


    I had no clue what that meant. “Really?”


    “No.” He chewed one end of his drooping moustache. “So, you’re an Indian?”


    “Yep.”


    “Interesting.”


    “Yep.” We were both quiet for a moment, since there was nothing more to say about it. Then for some reason, I said, “Yeah, I’m planning to open a casino here in town.”


    “Really?” He turned to look at me like he was seeing something he hadn’t noticed before. His eyes were like fireflies. “Oh wow, a casino. That’d be cool as hell.”


    “Yeah, I figure it’s a perfect location.”


    “Those things rake in millions. I heard about it on NPR.”


    I had no idea how he listened to NPR in his tent, but I didn’t pursue it. “Yeah, it’s going to be awesome.”


    “Where’s it going to be?”


    “I can’t give you that information right now, but I’ll keep you posted.”


    “Hey, do you need a dishwasher?”


    “Yeah, you know, I think we’ll probably need one for the evening shift, Tuesday through Sunday.” I said this like I already had the whole schedule mapped out.


    “Cool.”


    “Yeah, it’s going to be great.”


    “You’re really living the dream.”


    “That’s exactly what I’m doing, Ray. I’m living the dream.”


    He gave me a thumbs-up sign, then turned it into a little pattern, like he was writing something in the air. I could tell he had new respect for me now that I was going to be his boss. He was a pretty good worker, as long as you kept a tight rein on him. Milo’s problem was he was too nice to people and let them take advantage.


    We sat for a while, not saying much, and then he jumped to his feet, gathered up his napkins, and said he had things to do. I couldn’t imagine what those things could be, but it didn’t matter. I held my palm up again, and he held his up, too.


    It hadn’t occurred to me to open a casino until the words popped out of my mouth, but now that I sat and thought about it, I realized it was a great idea, the greatest idea I’d ever had. The one thing I knew about Native Americans was they had opened a bunch of gambling palaces all over the country and were living large. God knows we deserved it after the way we’d been treated by the white man, I thought.


    I finished my coffee, took the cup back to Star and thanked her again, then decided to take a stroll downhill toward my apartment. On the first floor of my building, directly across from the Wild Hare, was the Chelsea Grill. I’d heard a rumor they were in some financial trouble and could go belly-up any second. The front window lined their dining room like a picture frame, and inside were five rows of tables with white tablecloths, a little Perrier bottle of flowers on each table. All the tables were empty.


    I decided to go in and snoop around. At the sound of the front door opening, a woman rushed out the kitchen door, the manager, Heidi. When she saw it was just me, she wiped the customer-service look off her face and said, “Hey Julie.”


    “How’s business?” I asked, then was sorry because it made her look so sad.


    “Never better.” She added, “And I mean that.”


    I decided to give her a job at the casino when I opened it, but I figured it was best not to mention that yet. I looked around. The dining room was wide and pretty, and the kitchen was in the back, behind a swinging metal door. Everyone knew it was an awkward kitchen because the restaurant backed onto the creek, so there was only the street entrance, and deliveries could only come through the front door. For years their chefs had been coming into the Hare after work and complaining about that until they got too plastered to care. There was a constant revolving door of them because they got bored and quit, and the Grill’s few customers tended to complain that the food wasn’t very fresh, probably due to the lack of turnover. The chefs found that depressing as hell, but there wasn’t much they could do about it. The owner lived in Vermont and didn’t care what went on. It was Heidi who put fresh flowers on the tables each morning and threw them out again each night.


    “I like this room,” I said. Something about it reminded me of those saloons in old cowboy movies. “It has potential.”


    “We always say that,” Heidi said. She was wearing a long, flower-pattern dress that made her look like a couch. “We tell Keith that all the time so he won’t close us down.”


    “How many people do you seat in here, about sixty?”


    “It’s seventy if we push it.” She waved at the tables like they were full of people. “In theory.”


    “How are the bathrooms?”


    “Brand new. No one uses them.”


    “This place has a nice vibe.” I wasn’t sure I’d ever used the word “vibe” before.


    “I’m glad you think so. Now tell all your friends.”


    My friends couldn’t afford to eat there, and that was part of the problem, but I didn’t say this. Instead, I told her things would pick up, though I was sure they wouldn’t.


    ***


    About a week later, I came downstairs from my apartment and noticed the Chelsea Grill’s handwritten chalk sign was not outside their front door. I pressed my face against their front window. No one was in there. Panic rushed through me—it hadn’t occurred to me they would close down suddenly, and so far my plan was still only in the fantasy stage. I had no idea how to go about getting permission to open a casino. I figured you needed a gaming license or something, but I had no idea. I decided to talk to Milo about it, since he always knew a bunch of random stuff. I showed up at the Hare a little early and sat down next to him at the bar.


    “So I have this friend—” I started out.


    “Oh?” Milo looked at me with interest, like he genuinely wanted to know all about my friend. His total lack of suspicion might make some people think he was a chump, but I appreciated it.


    “My friend just found out her father is a—a Native American.” I still wasn’t sure this was the term we used.


    “Really? Why didn’t she know that before?”


    “Well, she didn’t know who her father was, exactly. But then she found out, and the guy is an Indian.”


    “Wow, how interesting!” Milo sounded excited for my friend. “That must really change the way she feels about herself.”


    “Yeah? How?” Then I laughed—it was the “how” thing again, but Milo took no notice.


    “I don’t know.” He looked thoughtful. “I guess we all have a sense of who we are, so it must be strange to find out you aren’t who you think you are.”


    “Oh, yeah. Yeah, I’m sure she finds it strange.”


    “But liberating, right?”


    “Um, right.” I had no idea what he was talking about. “So she wants to open a casino.”


    “A casino?” He laughed, like there was something funny about this. “Really? Where?”


    “I guess around here somewhere. And she needs to know how to go about it. Like, does she need a license or whatever.”


    “I don’t know if they grant them to individuals.”


    “No?” I tried to sound casual, like I didn’t care if my friend opened a casino or not.


    “You’d think the tribe would have to do it.”


    “Maybe she could do it for them.”


    “What tribe does her father belong to?”


    “She doesn’t know.”


    “Well, maybe she needs to find out. That would probably be a good first step.”


    “How?”


    He pondered this for a moment. “Maybe she could go down to the Bureau of Indian Affairs and ask them what she needs to do.”


    “I guess she could. Where is it?”


    “I don’t know, somewhere in DC. I think it’s part of the Department of the Interior.” He was still smiling at me in wide-eyed innocence, obviously with no idea who we were talking about. “I’m sure she could find it online.”


    “Okay, thanks. I’ll tell her.”


    “Thanks for sharing this with me, Julie. It’s really interesting. It must be amazing to suddenly discover something like that about yourself.”


    “It must be,” I said.


    “And to have gone all those years not knowing, thinking you were someone else—it’s pretty weird for her, I’ll bet.”


    “I’m sure she finds it weird.”


    “Your friend is lucky.”


    “I’ll tell her,” I said.


    ***


    I had walked around DC before, but had never been inside any of the big, official-looking buildings there except for the Washington Monument, where we always brought relatives from out of town so they could gawk at our nation’s capital. The Department of the Interior took up a whole city block, and its carved metal front door was so heavy I almost couldn’t open it. It seemed like everyone in the lobby was staring at me as I walked across a giant coin with a buffalo on it. A woman next to an x-ray machine asked me where I was going.


    “The Bureau of Indian Affairs,” I said, trying to sound official.


    “Do you have an appointment?”


    “Not exactly.”


    “Then who are you going to see?”


    “I don’t know. I just have some questions.”


    She eyed me with suspicion and said the BIA wasn’t open to the public. “You can have a pass to go to the museum,” she said. “But that’s it,” she added in case I was a terrorist. She gave me a visitor’s badge and waved me through the metal detector and into a long hallway with black and white checkerboard floors. I kept walking as if I knew where I was going.


    The museum’s automatic doors flew open, and I found myself in a room filled with props from an old cowboy movie: a crumbling wagon wheel, a barrel, a dirty stuffed owl, a cracked wooden jug. As I kept walking, more doors shot open and led me into a room of old photographs. Men with lined faces surrounded by crowns of feathers, pretty women with long braids, children with wide eyes.


    Suddenly, I understood what Milo was talking about. I had grown up with a family that, as Pam always said, “put the fun in dysfunctional.” Now, I had a new family, not just my father, but his people, my people, the beautiful ancestors whose lands had been stolen from them just the way my lands—my backyard, anyway—had been stolen from me. Maybe this was a little overdramatic, I told myself, but I understood how they must have felt when their woods were cut down by pioneers to build log cabins and their plains of roaming buffalo were fenced to make pastures. I had felt the same way myself when an exclusive community (luxury homes starting at 600K) was built where my favorite pond used to be.


    I stared at the faces of my new relatives. They stared back at me. Their eyes seemed to really see me, somehow understanding what I had gone through in my short, pointless life, and to feel sorry for me. But now that we had found each other and I was part of their great tradition (though I admit I knew almost nothing about it, apart from what I’d grown up seeing on TV), everything was going to be okay.


    A big map of the United States was dotted with places where the Bureau had offices, all out west. The names of tribes were written on the map, and the first place I checked was Arizona. I could see a big section near Flagstaff that said “Navajo,” and next to that, “Hopi.” One of these had to be my tribe. My tribe. I felt my heartbeat drumming in my chest. I had found what I was looking for, though I still wasn’t sure exactly what it was.


    Now I needed to find someone to tell me how to open a casino, but I didn’t know who to ask. A guard at the opposite end of the hall didn’t see me as I strolled back into the marble hallway to a bank of old-fashioned elevators with cursive numbers on the metal plates. I got in one, expecting someone to try to stop me, but no one did. I pushed all the buttons and peered out at each floor until, on the fourth floor, I saw a sign that said “Public Affairs.” I’m the public, I thought, and went in.


    “I need some information,” I said to a woman behind a counter.


    “What would you like to know?” She had straight gray hair and pale eyes and did not look like one of us.


    “Well—” I thought for a minute. What did I want to know? I wasn’t sure. “I guess my first question is, how does someone prove they’re Indian?”


    Oops, I forgot to say “Native American.” I guessed it was all right, though, because she asked, “Is one of their parents an Indian?”


    “Well—she thinks so.”


    “But she isn’t sure?”


    “She’s sure. But she has no proof.”


    “Well, she would need to have some proof.”


    “How would she get it?”


    “She could get a letter of acknowledgment from the parent. That would be one way.”


    “What if the parent didn’t actually know about the kid?”


    She looked at me kindly, like she got the whole picture. “She would have to tell the parent. The parent would then have to acknowledge the child.”


    “Okay.” Disappointment shot through me like an arrow. “Then, let’s say this person proves she’s Indian, how does she go about joining a tribe?”


    “Well, again, the tribe would have to accept her. She could apply, and then the tribe would decide whether to enroll her or not.”


    “But what if there aren’t any tribes where she lives?” I had noticed on the map that there were no tribes in Maryland.


    “She would have to apply elsewhere. The best thing to do would be to write to the father’s tribe and tell them the whole situation.” She glanced at a clock on the wall. “Do you have any other questions?”


    I took a deep breath. “Let’s say this person is accepted by the father, and then she gets accepted by the tribe—how can she open a casino?”


    She pursed her lips, like she was sick of this question. “An individual can’t open a casino. This has to be done by the tribe. If there’s already a gaming license in the state, the tribe can apply. What state are we talking about?”


    “Maryland.”


    “The tribe would have to apply. But there are—”


    “No tribes in Maryland,” I finished for her. “So the individual can’t do anything?”


    “Not on her own.”


    “No casino?”


    “No, sorry. Is there anything else I can help you with?”


    I felt like I needed help with something, but I wasn’t sure what. I got back in the elevator and sank down to the ground floor. When I got off, I noticed a small gift shop at the end of the hall. Glass cases lined the front of the room, and in the back were colorful rugs and a wall of books. Inside the glass case was a row of tiny, carved stones. I asked the woman behind the counter if I could see them.


    “These are fetishes,” she said.


    I had always thought that was when someone had a thing for shoes, but I nodded like I knew.


    “Which animal are you looking for?” she asked.


    “I’m not sure. I was hoping to find something for good luck.” I felt silly saying that, but she seemed okay with it.


    “How about a buffalo?” She reached into the case and took out a tiny piece of stone that looked vaguely like an animal. “This was carved from Picasso marble by a Zuni.”


    I had noticed the Zunis on the map near the Navajos and the Hopis, so they were okay with me. I nodded. She dropped the tiny buffalo into my palm. It was a smooth, shiny, brown and gray stone, with tiny flecks of blue that might have been turquoise. I closed my fist around it and waited for a surge of energy, or luck, or some other kind of sign, to come over me, but nothing happened. “I’ll take it,” I said anyway. As I waited for her to ring up my purchase, I looked up at the wall at a big mural of a buffalo with some Indian guys chasing it like faded cartoon characters.


    “Good luck,” she said as she handed me my change. She smiled at me, and I wondered if she somehow knew about my situation, but then I realized she was talking about the buffalo. I raised my fist to show I had the fetish in it, said goodbye, and walked back down the marble hall.


    As I headed away from the building, it was starting to rain, but for some reason I wasn’t getting wet. The lucky buffalo in my hand was already working and now rain couldn’t touch me. I looked up at the sky, where streaks of blue and pink swirled like Picasso marble. Then there was a loud clap of thunder, and sheets of water poured down. All around me, people in work clothes dashed under awnings and hid in the entrances of office buildings, but I just kept walking.

  

  
    
      The Sun Dagger

    
  

  
    
      VIII

    

    I’d just finished painting the trim in my apartment and was tacking things on the walls when Pam called and said she wanted to borrow my vacuum cleaner. When she arrived, she seemed surprised at the color of my living room. “Peach?”


    “Southwestern Sunset.”


    “You chose this color?”


    “I like it.” I tried not to sound defensive, a word my ex-husband had often used about me. Of course, he had used it while telling me he was leaving me for another woman, so I didn’t know how seriously to take his accusation. But I tried to avoid defensiveness in case he had a point.


    “This is okay with your landlord?”


    “He doesn’t give a shit.”


    She looked around. “What’s with all the Indian kitsch?”


    “That store down the street was having a sale.”


    “The fudge store?”


    “It’s not just fudge.” I was sounding defensive again.


    She strolled around the room, eyeballing everything. “You’ve got kind of a buffalo theme going here.”


    “I like buffalos.”


    “Since when?”


    “You know.”


    She examined the buffalo T-shirt I was wearing with narrowed eyes. “This is getting to be a real obsession with you.”


    “I just felt like redecorating.”


    “The word ‘redecorate’ implies you had decorated in the first place.”


    “Here,” I said, getting my vacuum cleaner out of the closet. “What happened to yours?”


    “I was vacuuming the sewing room and it just died.”


    “What about Mom’s old one?”


    “That thing hasn’t worked right in years. It just blows the dirt around. So what’s with the trippy music?”


    “It’s Lakota.”


    “Interesting.” She was probably about to make a smartass remark, but thought better of it and turned to study a poster I had just hung up.


    “Chief Seattle,” I said in case she couldn’t see his name there in big letters.


    “Where’s your shot glass collection?”


    “In the closet.”


    She ran her hand along the edge of my mantelpiece, where a Kachina doll now stood. Maybe she was checking for dust. “It’s like one of those make-over shows. ‘Buffalo Your Crib.’”


    “Buffalos symbolize abundance,” I blurted, though it was the kind of thing she would usually make fun of. It was the kind of thing I would usually make fun of.


    “Excessiveness, even.” She picked up a book from the coffee table. “Hopi Wisdom—is this good?”


    “I haven’t read it yet. It’s supposed to be.” To change the subject, I said, “Want something to drink?”


    “Coffee would be great.”


    “I ran out. How about some chai?”


    “That’s the wrong kind of Indian.”


    “Do you want some or not?”


    She did.


    We sat in my kitchen, now a shade of blue-green called Desert Sky. A string of red chili peppers hung next to the table. They were plastic, but they looked real.


    She stirred her chai. “Jools, what the fuck?”


    “I needed a change.” I hadn’t told her, or anyone, about my visit to the Bureau of Indian Affairs. I usually ended up telling her everything, even when I didn’t want to, but for some reason I had kept my trap shut about my field trip.


    After I found out I couldn’t open a casino, I spent the next week lying on the couch, clutching my buffalo fetish and thinking. The casino seemed like the best damn idea I ever had, but like every other one of my ideas, it had turned to shit. In my living room, staring at the blank white walls, I kept seeing the people in the photographs from the museum staring at me, waiting for me to do something great. Sometimes Fallingwater, or my image of him, smiled at me in a patient, fatherly way, like he knew I had something to offer the world and we just had to figure out what it was.


    When I got tired of staring at my walls, I ran to Home Depot and asked the guy at the paint counter to recommend some colors that looked like they were from Arizona or New Mexico. I started shopping at the Fudge Connection, a little store on Main Street that sold southwestern items on the side, and by the end of the week, I had remodeled my entire apartment. While I was doing that, I hatched a new plan, and now I was planning to remodel my life.


    “I have to tell you something,” I said. She looked worried, so I added, “Something good.” I took a deep breath and told her I was going to open a restaurant on Main Street where the Chelsea Grill had been. I had already talked to the bank and they were willing to lend me money to buy the building, and I could use my share of our mother’s life insurance policy as a down payment. The current owner was willing to sell.


    “Shut the fuck up!”


    I never knew how to respond when people said this.


    “Julie, that’s awesome!” A worried look crossed her face. “Is that enough money?”


    I said I needed to use my share of the money from the house sale, too, but I knew that would take a few more months.


    “Yeah, the house sale,” she said, chewing her fingertips.


    “So what do you think, good idea?”


    “Great idea.” I had thought she might laugh at me, but she sounded excited. “What kind of food?”


    “Southwestern. Southwestern fusion, really.”


    She gave me a thumbs-up.


    “Yeah?” I let out my breath.


    “Absolutely. You’re a genius in the kitchen. It’s going to be the best restaurant in town—in the whole state!”


    Was she making fun of me? I looked at her. She seemed happy, even proud. “You think?”


    “Of course. Seriously. It’s amazing. I can’t even tell you how amazing.”


    “Thanks. That means a lot to me.” I felt my throat closing up, not in an asthma kind of way, but like I might cry.


    “What are you going to call it?”


    “Falling Water.”


    “Fallingwater?” Her smile froze.


    “No. Two words. Falling. Water.”


    “Not Fallingwater?”


    “That name is copyrighted,” I told her. “It’s a house by the architect Frank Wright.”


    “I think that’s Frank Lloyd Wright.”


    “Whatever. Anyway, it’s his.”


    “How do you know this?”


    “Google.”


    “I didn’t know you googled.”


    “I google,” I said, defensive again.


    “Falling Water.” She said the name like she was tasting it, then clinked her cup against mine.


    ***


    As she was leaving, she said, “Oh, hey, I decided to have the party from hell.”


    “You’re kidding.” Our mother always threw a party on the Fourth of July, stringing a bunch of tacky red-white-and-blue stuff all over the place and inviting a million neighbors to cram themselves into our backyard. When I was a kid, I thought Mom’s holiday insanity was fun, but as I got older, I realized that she went all out because otherwise, holidays would depress the hell of out her. They depressed me, too, and I especially hated the Fourth of July, when my father—I mean Bill Barlow—always used to proclaim, “Summer’s over!”


    “It seems like the right thing to do.” Pam stood in the doorway, holding my vacuum cleaner. “She’d want us to.”


    “I guess so. But won’t the house be on the market by then?”


    “No.”


    “No?”


    “No.”


    I decided not to ask questions.


    She added, “By the way, I sent that letter for you.”


    “You did?” For a second, this information made me feel like jumping for joy, then suddenly I was scared shitless. What if J. Fallingwater didn’t write back? What if he did write back? “Thanks,” was all I said.


    “Anyway, the party’s on. Invite anyone you want.”


    “I can’t think of anyone, but okay.”


    “What about Milo?” she asked.


    “Milo?”


    “Sure. Invite him.”


    “I think he always goes out on his boat. He watches the Annapolis fireworks from the Bay.”


    “Just invite him, Julie. He can decide if he wants to come or not.”


    “You’re not, you know, interested in him, are you?”


    “In Milo?” She laughed. “Hell no, I just think he’s a nice guy. And he seems kind of lonely.”


    “Oh, okay then.” I felt relieved that she wasn’t going to mess around with my boss, though also offended on his behalf.


    She opened my front door and I thought she was finally going, but she turned around. “Oh, guess who might come. Tim.”


    “Tim who?”


    “Our brother?”


    “No way.”


    “Way. He called the other night.”


    “He called you?”


    “He called Mom’s. He wanted to see how things were going. I think he’s in a hurry for us to sell—his business always takes a hit when the economy starts improving.”


    “I guess that friend of his isn’t such a great accountant.”


    “I think the friend is coming, too.”


    “Oh, yeah?” I didn’t give a shit.


    “Anyway, I better get moving. Thanks for the chai. And for this.” She pointed to the vacuum cleaner.


    “How are you getting it to Mom’s? Do you have a car?”


    “Yeah, I have a car.” She lowered her eyes.


    “Oh, no, please. Are you crazy?”


    “I’m just keeping the battery charged.”


    “You better not let her see you.”


    “I know. I’m being careful.”


    “Driving the Grand Dame up and down Main Street is not careful.”


    “She never comes down here. She’s always taking the boys to soccer practice or karate or whatever.”


    “You’ve been warned.”


    She waved goodbye and ran down the stairs with the vacuum cleaner hose trailing behind her.


    ***


    Once I made the decision to open Falling Water, everything started coming together. It happened so fast: the Chelsea Grill closing, then the owner agreeing to sell me the building. Nothing in my life had ever gone so smoothly, but this seemed like it was meant to be, and the bank seemed to think so, too. Since my apartment was upstairs from the restaurant, the building was obviously a great investment for me and, according to the bank manager, would have tax advantages. He was much nicer to me than he had been when I was trying to scrape together a loan to buy a used car, and even told me to call him by his first name.


    There were a lot of advantages to taking over a restaurant that had gone under. I was able to use most of the stuff from the Grill, so I didn’t need to buy much. I didn’t want their plain white dishes or their stiff tablecloths, but I bought their kitchen equipment, tables and chairs, pots and pans, and flatware. I even bought their little blue candleholders. The sale of the building itself would take a while, but I knew it would go through, since my new BFF the bank manager had assured me everything was in order.


    This meant it was time to do the thing I was dreading.


    There was still an hour to go before my shift began when I went into the Wild Hare. Hector seemed surprised to see me, not just on time but early. I asked him where Milo was. He took one look at me and must have figured out that I had something unpleasant to discuss. He told me to check upstairs, then bolted into the kitchen.


    I found Milo sitting alone at the minibar up on the deck with a bottle of Pellegrino. He didn’t drink alcohol during the day, he always said, because there was too much temptation to get hammered all the time when you owned a restaurant. I made a mental note to remember that. “Julie, this is a nice surprise,” he said when he saw me. He sounded like he meant it, maybe because he was glad to have some company, or else he was just surprised I wasn’t late for my shift.


    “I need to talk to you,” I said.


    “Is everything okay?”


    “Oh yeah, everything’s fine. At least, I hope it will be fine with you. Here’s the thing.” I sat on a barstool next to him. The bartender started over to me, but I waved him away. “I’ve decided to go into business for myself.”


    “Business?” Maybe he thought I was going to sell shoes or something.


    “I’m going to open my own restaurant.”


    “Julie, that’s great! I’m really happy for you.” He really did look happy, with a big smile across his tan face.


    “You are?”


    “Of course. I’ll be sorry to lose you, but I think it’s a great move for you. What you do in the kitchen is really something special, and I’m only sorry I haven’t been able to give you more room.” He lowered his voice. “You know how Hector is.”


    “Yeah.” I sure did.


    “This is terrific news. Where is it going to be? Do you know yet?” Before I could answer, he said, “You know, now that the Chelsea Grill is gone that would be a perfect location.”


    “I know. In fact, I’ve already talked to them about it. I’m buying the building.”


    I had thought Milo might be upset to have me opening up right across the street from him, but he looked even more excited. “That’s fantastic! Congratulations! It’s a perfect spot. They just never had the right menu.”


    That’s a nice way of putting it, I thought.


    “Come on,” he said, waving for me to follow him. He led me downstairs, where he went behind the bar and came back with a bottle of champagne. He popped it open and poured us each a glass, and we drank to my new restaurant. When I finally went into the kitchen to start my shift, I reflected kind of drunkenly that this had not been the reaction I was expecting. Maybe he was just glad to get rid of me, I thought, but he seemed to be genuinely happy for my good fortune and to truly wish me well. People are weird, I concluded, smiling a little as I whipped up some bland Crabcakes Hector for the umpteenth time. I was going to have only interesting food at my restaurant, food that made people feel lucky to be eating, happy to be alive. That was what I was going for—nothing less would satisfy me. I owed it to my people, and to my father, J. Fallingwater.


    ***


    Now every morning when I woke up, I thought about my restaurant. I pictured myself in the kitchen—no sign of Hector, only me, in charge of everything. If I wanted to put cilantro in something, I could put it there. Or white pepper. Or Madeira. Or kale. Or cumin seeds. (These were fights Hector and I had all the time.) There was no one to tell me I was doing everything wrong. I would be responsible to myself, and no one else. Nobody was going to run my life but me. I happened to mention this to Pam.


    “How ironic is that,” she said.


    “Huh?”


    “I mean, she always tried to run your life, and everyone else’s, so it’s funny that her legacy would be the thing that enables you to finally take charge.”


    “Whatever, dude.” I wasn’t interested in her theories. All I cared about was that I was going to be the chef, the owner. I was going to be the boss of me.


    The one thing that rained on my parade was when I thought about Pam’s letter to Fallingwater, which so far had not been answered. Maybe he was dead, I thought. I had no way of knowing how old he was—maybe he was much older than Mom. Maybe he got cancer, too, or had a heart attack. When I thought about him dying, I almost cried. By this time, I had an idea of him in my mind, like the dad on The Brady Bunch crossed with Chief Seattle. After a while, I even started Photoshopping him into my memories of the past. Instead of my dad—Bill—chasing my brothers around the backyard with a golf club, my real father and I sat around and talked about the meaning of life, and went on long walks where he taught me about trees, birds, fish, stars.


    Every few days, I’d call Pam in the hope that he’d written back, but he never had. She’d tell me about her day, and about the Party from Hell, which she said was going to be great. Much later, she confessed that her letter had come back after two weeks marked “Addressee Unknown,” but she didn’t have the heart to tell me at the time. I didn’t blame her.


    The day before the party, she called and asked me if I’d come over and help her put up decorations. When I got there, I found Ricky and Star in the living room playing Scrabble. They said they’d found a bunch of board games in the attic and were having a great time with them. The living room still looked exactly like it always did, with the cabinets still full of Mom’s Hummels and the walls still plastered with unflattering photos of all of us.


    “I don’t think ‘flort’ is a word,” Star was saying to Ricky as I walked past them into the kitchen, where I found Pam making Mom’s famous red-white-and-blue potato salad. The recipe was on a small index card in front of her, in our mother’s handwriting. Food had spilled on the card over the years so you could barely read it, and Pam was squinting at it. “Gimme,” I said. She was only too happy to turn the whole operation over to me.


    When I went back into the living room a while later, Ricky and Star were playing Twister. They asked if I wanted to join them, but I said I had to help Pam with the decorating. As I walked up the stairs, I noticed the sewing room was empty, though Ricky’s room was still a big mess like he wasn’t planning on going anywhere. The guest room looked just the way our mother had left it, with a faded bedspread and old pillows on a daybed, but all the boxes were gone.


    The attic was almost empty. All that was left were boxes of seasonal decorations, labeled in Frank’s handwriting. The other crap that had crowded the room had disappeared. I picked up a box that said “July 4th” and carried it downstairs, then went back for another one. As I stared at the bare part of the attic, I realized that if there were any other clues about Fallingwater’s whereabouts, about his relationship with my mother, or about my paternity, they were on their way to the landfill.


    And Fallingwater—my father, the man who took me hunting and fishing and taught me everything I knew about nature, who talked to me about everything under the sun and took my childish questions seriously, listening to every word I said like it was the most interesting goddamn thing he’d ever heard, the man who sang me to sleep at night with Indian lullabies—had disappeared without a trace.

  

  
    
      IX

    

    Pam was baking a red-white-and-blue cake, one of our mother’s recipes. “They’re calling for thunderstorms,” she said when she saw me.


    “Don’t believe those stupid weather reports,” I said.


    She was wearing a stars-and-stripes tank top and a matching scrunchie in her hair. Our mother always wore holiday-themed outfits, and when Donny used to tease her about the size of her American-flag apron, she always said, “It’s a big country.” Thinking of the two of them, I suddenly felt like crying, and pinched myself hard so I wouldn’t. Norma had said something about Mom and Donny being together in heaven, with Frank, but Pam and I agreed this was bullshit.


    “It never rains on the Fourth,” Ricky proclaimed, like he was a meteorologist. In spite of the heat, he was wrapped around Star, who somehow managed to stir the cake batter.


    “It always rains on the Fourth,” Pam said in her “you idiot” voice.


    Ricky pondered for a moment, then looked hopeful and said, “This time it won’t.” He took Star’s hand and twirled her toward him. She dropped her fork on the counter and they danced across the room. He couldn’t possibly remember this, but Frank had danced with my mother like that. Suddenly I could see both of them, my mom yelling at everyone to get moving and get grilling, and Frank going on and on about the fireworks he had bought and how great they were going to be. Whenever I thought I was feeling better about my mother’s death, something would happen to set me off and all of a sudden, I was back down the rabbit hole. Now, watching Ricky and Star’s bumbling waltz, I felt my throat start to close up, so I sucked down some asthma medicine, then went outside to get some air.


    Pam had decorated the yard the way our mother always did. A flag tablecloth covered the picnic table, strings of red-white-and-blue lights hung from the clothesline. Even the dogs, who ran up to bark hello, were drooling over jeweled flag bandannas around their necks. I walked to the edge of the patio where the creek disappeared under the house and flowed down Main Street. For many years, we had tossed plastic forks and knives into the water and watched them sail away.


    Pam had told me Tim might be at the party, but I was still surprised to see him and Alex in the garage, where the beer was, talking to Milo. Tim’s skin was dark and leathery, and the roots of his hair were white. His friend Alex was as buff and shiny as a movie star. I thought of asking Alex about his fitness regimen, then forgot about it. When my ex-husband used to say I didn’t care enough about what I looked like and ought to think more about my appearance and try to lose some weight and blah blah blah, I argued with him, but he was right, I didn’t care.


    The garage walls were still covered with Frank’s license plate collection. He had spent years collecting them but had never found New Hampshire or Montana. It was sad that he had not lived long enough to figure out how to use eBay.


    “We had haggis in Edinburgh last year,” Alex said.


    “I love the haggis,” Milo said in what was probably supposed to be a Scottish accent.


    “What’s haggis?” I made the mistake of asking.


    “Oatmeal, suet, and lamb’s liver, packed into a sheep’s stomach bag, my lassie,” Milo said.


    I almost spat out my beer. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”


    “It sounds awful, but it’s delicious,” Alex said.


    “You might want to serve it in your restaurant,” Milo suggested.


    “Whose restaurant?” Tim asked.


    “My restaurant,” I said.


    “You’re opening a restaurant?” Tim laughed like this was hilarious.


    “Yep.”


    “What kind?”


    “My kind.”


    “And that is?”


    “Southwestern fusion. Kind of Mexican, kind of Indian.”


    “Curry?” he asked.


    “He’s being deliberately obtuse,” Alex said. “Is India in the southwest, Tim?”


    “It is if you’re in China.”


    “Quite the geographer,” Alex said.


    I expected Tim to slug him, but he just laughed. “So you’re serving tacos and shit?”


    “Yeah, tacos and shit. And enchiladas suizas, homemade non-GMO tamales, black bean cassoulet, chicken mole, bass with cilantro pesto—”


    “And where is this culinary palace going to be?”


    “On Main Street,” Pam said, joining us.


    “I guess everyone knows about this but me,” Tim said. “Always the odd man out.”


    “Oh, please,” Pam said. “I was the odd man out.”


    “Poor Pam,” Milo said.


    “Don’t believe her,” Tim said. “She was so spoiled, with her golden curls.”


    “You had golden curls, too,” Pam said.


    Tim’s hair was so short now you couldn’t tell it had been just like Pam’s when we were little. It was hard to believe my adorable big brother had grown up into this creepy tough guy. “Why are we talking about hair?” He scowled, making his nose look even more crooked. He broke it in a fight in high school and it never healed correctly.


    “You brought it up,” Alex said.


    “You were praising my curls,” Pam said.


    “They looked stupid,” Tim said.


    “Did not,” Pam said.


    “Did, too.”


    “Mom was always trying to get a comb through Pam’s hair, and she’d threaten to shave it off if Pam didn’t stop screaming,” I said.


    “Your mother threatened to shave your head?” Milo asked.


    “I knew she’d never do it. It was just some weird shit she said.” Pam was quick to defend our mother, though I knew she had spent hours talking to a therapist about this.


    “Why are we still talking about hair?” Tim asked.


    “It’s a sore subject with him,” Alex said. “He thinks his hairline is receding. Of course, it isn’t,” he added, though it was.


    “Tell us more about your restaurant,” Milo said.


    “There’s not much more to tell.” I didn’t really want to say any more in front of Tim, who would just put a negative spin on everything and make me feel stupid.


    “When are you opening?” Alex asked.


    “I’m shooting for early September. I need to do some remodeling first.”


    “What the hell do you know about running your own business?” Tim asked.


    “Everything I know, I learned from you,” I said.


    “What business are you in?” Milo asked him.


    “He’s in repo,” I said.


    “Collateral recovery.” Tim thought this sounded better.


    “A charming line of work,” Alex said.


    “It’s okay,” Tim said. “It’s what I do.”


    “Isn’t it dangerous?” Milo sounded intrigued.


    “Not really. Sometimes people try to shoot me, but they usually miss.”


    “And you like that?”


    “I don’t have to like it. It’s better than sitting in a fucking office somewhere. Or living out of a suitcase like my old man.”


    “I think sales would be a great career for you,” Alex said. “Lots of travel. Fewer gun threats.”


    “Your father was a traveling salesman?” Milo asked Pam.


    “Yep,” Pam said. “A cliché.”


    “I think he lived up to the stereotype,” Tim said.


    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Pam asked. “Are you saying our father was a philanderer?”


    Tim let out a nasty little laugh. “This is news to you?”


    “How do you know?”


    “Everyone knew.”


    “What evidence do you have?”


    “You and your damn evidence. If you want to know, he told me.”


    “He told you what?”


    “What a babe magnet he was.”


    “Our dad was a babe magnet?”


    “He was on the road all the time, Pam. What did you think he was doing, bowling in tournaments?”


    “That’s disgusting. I’m going to go vomit now.” Pam stalked off, ducking under a string of American flags in the doorway.


    “Grow up,” Tim called after her.


    By the time it got dark, our neighbors had run out of beer and crammed themselves into our yard. We had ten coolers, as always, so they kept pouring in while we waited for it to get dark. Everyone knew we had the best illegal fireworks in town, imported from West Virginia, where they were legal. Bill Barlow had started the tradition and Frank kept it going, and when Frank died, Norma’s husband Bob took over, trying unsuccessfully to make my mother like him.


    “We better get cracking before it rains,” Pam said to Bob, who agreed, since he agreed with everything.


    “It’s not going to rain,” Ricky yelled. Everyone ignored him, and Bob started unloading boxes from his SUV.


    We were standing outside the garage, waiting, when I felt the first raindrop. Another fell, then another. Pings of water turned to steam on my bare arms. (I was wearing one of my buffalo tank tops, though Pam said it was tacky.) Bob rummaged hurriedly through a box of fireworks, then yelled for everyone to stand back while all the kids on our street pushed forward to help him. My mother had a lot of grisly stories about important body parts on July 4th that would always end with, “Watch out, you kids!”, though the point of the stories was to enjoy other people’s bad luck.


    “Watch out, you kids,” Norma screamed as Bob lit a Roman candle. It shot into the trees with a whine, and everyone made that soft aah sound people make.


    For the thousandth time, it occurred to me that my mother was not a nice person, though she was funny, and I wondered why I still missed her, and why I would give anything to hear the sound of her voice shrieking at us to stay back or we’d get our eyes poked out. It seemed crazy to me to miss someone so much when they never did anything but drive you nuts when they were alive, but something about this party was making pain shoot right through me, then burst into the air in a thousand colors. Every year of my life, I had stood in this backyard, and my mother had always been there, and now she wasn’t. Only the fireworks were the same, exploding above us and raining ashes down on our heads. Bob lit a rocket, then an aerial repeater, then a “16-Shot Bada Bing.” Everyone made the aah sound again.


    As the rain started to speed up in big splashes you couldn’t ignore, Bob picked up his pace, too. He dove into the box and lit a Bodacious, and it crackled into the air and exploded into stars. More aahs, and the sound of rain smacking the trees. He reached for another Roman candle and was about to light it, but Norma grabbed his arm. “It’s upside down,” she shrieked in her high-pitched Norma voice that only dogs could hear, as Donny always used to say.


    “Upside down?” Bob said. He stared stupidly at the candle as the fuse sizzled. Norma reached over and turned it around. He opened his mouth as if about to say something, then closed it. There was a whooshing sound, and suddenly, Bob was screaming. I’d never heard him raise his voice before, but now he was howling like a banshee, whatever that was, one that used cuss words. We all rushed toward him trying to help, but a neighbor who was an orderly shoved us out of the way and stepped in to look at Bob’s hand, then made a face like it was pretty gruesome even for a pro.


    Then Bob turned on Norma. “You stupid cunt,” he snarled in a voice I had never heard before.


    There was a stunned silence, and then Norma began yelling back that it wasn’t her fault, and while she and Bob were screaming at each other, Milo offered to drive everyone to the county hospital, and he and the orderly led Bob away, still cussing like a crazy person. Pam grabbed Norma, Bobby, and Billy, and they got in the Grand Dame—Pam had the keys in her pocket—and drove off. I figured the shit would hit the fan about that later.


    “Now what?” I said to Tim as the neighbors began to stream out of our yard, grumbling because the show was over.


    “Get me a beer,” he said. There was a clap of thunder, and it poured.

  

  
    
      X

    

    My restaurant. My restaurant. Each time I said these words or even thought them, a tingling feeling ran through me as if my blood had turned to champagne. Every morning when I woke up, I ran downstairs to my restaurant—my restaurant—and before I knew it, it was time to go to bed again. There was so much to do, so many decisions to make, but it didn’t feel like work. After taking orders from other people my whole life, now I was in charge of every detail from the napkins to the toilets. Sure, it was an awesome responsibility because so much money was on the line, but that just made it more exciting, like hang gliding or bungee jumping (two things I was pretty sure I would never actually do).


    Every day, all day, was total chaos as deliverymen stomped through the dining room, tracking dirt across the floor and bitching about the bad access to the kitchen. Deliveries could only be made through the front door because the restaurant backed onto the creek. I knew this had driven everyone at the Chelsea Grill nuts, too, but nothing could be done about it. I couldn’t afford to move the kitchen. In fact, there wasn’t much I could afford. But as everything moved along, the Chelsea Grill faded away and in its place, the picture I had in my mind began to appear. Maybe it didn’t look like much yet, but I could picture exactly how I wanted it to end up. It wasn’t going to be easy or cheap, but I was going to make Falling Water real.


    Pam was helping me with the decorating, since she was an artist and good at that kind of stuff. We painted the walls a shade of orange-pink called Salmon Peach with a trim called Kiwi. At the top of the walls, she stenciled herds of buffalo, though you couldn’t tell what they were unless you were up close. They paraded across an accent wall called Mango Punch. All the colors she chose were named after foods, which seemed like a good thing.


    But I couldn’t get her to paint a sign for me. She said she didn’t do lettering because it wasn’t real art. I told her it didn’t have to be art, just a fucking sign, but she flat out refused to do it. I wanted something that looked amazing, not just an ordinary sign, and I had no idea where I was going to get it, until one day that weird guy Ray turned up, looking for a job as a dishwasher that he said I had promised him. I didn’t remember promising, but since I didn’t have anyone yet and he was a good dishwasher, I said okay.


    “You know what you need here,” he said. I was expecting him to say I needed a heliport on the roof so we could shuttle customers in from Pluto, but he said, “You need an amazing sign for the front.”


    “You’re so right, Ray,” I said. “That’s exactly what I need.”


    “I could paint one for you.”


    “Seriously?” I thought about it.


    While I was thinking, Ray added, “I could do it on spec.”


    “Oh, sure, on spec.”


    I guess he could tell I had no idea what that meant, so he explained, “I could paint it and then if you like it, you could pay me. If you don’t like it, you don’t pay me.”


    “How much?”


    “How does fifty bucks sound?”


    It sounded like a bargain so I said, “Done,” and we shook hands.


    “What’s the place called?” Ray asked as he was leaving.


    “Falling Water.”


    “Like the Frank Lloyd Wright house?”


    Everyone seemed to know about this. “No, two words. Falling. Water.”


    “Amazing,” he said.


    “Yeah,” I said, walking him to the door—my door. “It is amazing.”


    About a week later, Ray showed up with a big sign that said “Falling Water” in weird lettering with a bunch of rainbow colors dripping from it. At first I thought, hey, no fucking way I want all this psychedelic crap hanging up there, but as I stared at it, it grew on me. I pictured it outside the front door, different from the other tasteful, boring signs on Main Street, crazy and colorful like our food was going to be. There was no doubt I was going to catch some shit from the town’s Historic Commission, since they only allowed colors that were part of the “color wheel,” but I decided to go with it.


    “Ray, my friend,” I said, “you just made yourself fifty big ones.”


    He smiled his pirate’s smile.


    ***


    Once our tables had been laid out, the crazy walls behind them were like scenery in a play. My food orders were starting to come in, and I had to find places to put everything. The kitchen wasn’t how I wanted it yet, but it had the basic stuff I needed, and I kept tweaking it. I had hired Heidi from the Chelsea Grill as manager and maître d’, but I still needed a few more waitrons (a term I picked up from Milo, who said it was “gender neutral”), and for the life of me, I couldn’t find a bartender.


    I was complaining about this to Pam one afternoon as we sat at the bar. (My bar.)


    “No,” she said.


    “No what?”


    “No, I will not be your bartender.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “You keep hinting around, and I just have to tell you, the answer is no. I’m way too busy.”


    “I wasn’t hinting around.” This was true—it hadn’t even occurred to me. “But now that you mention it—hey!”


    “No, Julie, no. No. Sorry.”


    “Oh, come on. It would just be temporary. Just till I find someone else.”


    “No. Really.”


    “But you’d be so great. You make great drinks. You’re friendly and efficient.”


    “NO.”


    “But—”


    “Do you know what ‘no’ means?”


    She knew I didn’t. We argued for a while. She sounded firm, but after a while I sensed she was weakening. “It’s just temporary,” I said again.


    “How temporary?” she asked. This was progress.


    “Just a couple of days. A week, tops.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Of course.” I did more badgering, then some actual begging, and finally, she was in.


    ***


    Every day when she finished her real job, Pam would walk down the hill from the courthouse to help me out. Some days she came in before lunch, and I had a feeling she was blowing off clients, or trials, or whatever it was she was supposed to be doing, but no one at the law firm seemed to care. I was sure she thought up convincing excuses, since she was always good at that in high school. All I knew was she was a big help, and I appreciated it, since we were going crazy trying to make it to opening day on time. I had bought ads in the local papers, so we were locked into September 1st, and that just made things crazier.


    One side effect of Pam’s new schedule was that she had no time to sell the Grand Dame, though as far as I knew she was still driving it. Some people emailed about it, she told me, but they never turned up. I figured she got rid of them somehow. She was also stalled on clearing out the house, where she still spent her nights. Although it was still crammed full of decades’ worth of old junk, Norma had put it on the market. I wondered how that was working out. I could just imagine Ricky showing prospective buyers the spot on the living room carpet where he built a snowman out of Elmer’s Glue and Mom never could get the stain out. “This is the bathroom Tim used to lock me in,” Ricky was saying in my imagination, “and one time I had diarrhea so bad Mom had to pour Gatorade down my throat.”


    “How’s the house?” I asked. “Any customers?”


    “Who knows.” Pam was setting up bottles in neat rows with their labels facing out. They were brand-new, like everything else, and the bar was clean and shiny. “She keeps bugging me about it.”


    “Imagine that.”


    “She thinks we’re sabotaging the sale somehow.”


    “Why would she think that? I’m sure Ricky’s a great salesman.”


    “I can’t help it if no one wants to live on a dangerous curve above a creek.”


    “At least the outhouse don’t empty into the crick no more,” I said.


    “It’s true the creek has kind of an aura,” she said.


    “Yeah. Not a smell, exactly. More of a—”


    “Stench.”


    “And there’s that whole flooding thing.” Sometimes during bad storms, the creek rose to the bottoms of our windows. “Well, I hope it sells soon. I need the money.”


    “You do?”


    “This is all costing way more than I figured. I have loans, but the problem is, I need to pay them back.”


    “That’s the thing with loans.”


    “And I had to put down my share of the insurance policy, so I have kind of a cash flow problem.”


    “Really.” She stood behind the bar, wiping the same glass over and over, not saying anything. “Okay, Jools. Don’t say no.”


    “No,” I said.


    “Don’t say no. I’m going to be your investor.”


    “No! I can’t let you do that.” I was completely shocked.


    “Sure you can.”


    “You should buy bonds or stocks or something. Whatever people buy. Get Tim’s friend to advise you.”


    She laughed.


    “I’m serious. This is a big financial risk. Restaurants go belly up all the time. I don’t want you to lose all your money.”


    “But what if it’s successful? Don’t you want me on the gravy train, too?”


    “Sure, but—”


    “No buts. I’m doing it. That’s it. I’m in.”


    We argued until I was too tired to argue any more.


    “Why are you doing this?” I asked.


    “I don’t know. Do I need a reason?”


    “Yes.”


    “Well, I don’t have one.”


    I wanted to tell her what a great sister she was, and how amazing it was that she wanted to help me, bailing me out with her time and money, but I just went over and punched her on the arm. She smiled. She knew what I meant.

  

  
    
      XI

    

    “You look different,” Norma said. She was in the restaurant, spying on me, though there was no one to report to any more. “What’s with the long hair?”


    “No time for a haircut.”


    “There’s, like, five salons right next door.”


    “Too busy,” I said, wondering why I was making excuses to her.


    “And what’s with the buffalos?”


    I was wearing a new silver buffalo necklace and matching earrings from the fudge store. “I like them.”


    She squinted at me. “You’re turning into a hippie.”


    “Am not.”


    “Are too.”


    I didn’t have time for this. I flashed her a peace sign and asked if she wanted something to drink.


    “No, thanks, I’m just stopping by on my way to the house. Someone’s coming to look at it. The realtor says it’s a motivated buyer so I figure I better be there for the showing. God only knows what’s been going on. No one who looked at it has ever called back.”


    “Maybe Ricky set the dogs on them.”


    “You never know.” She looked serious. While I hadn’t been paying attention, she had gotten older. There were lines around her eyes, and her hair, the same shit-brown as Mom’s and mine, had a skunkish streak of white roots.


    I saw Pam through the glass of the front door and gave her a warning wave, then turned it into a yawn. She spotted Norma and turned right around. I watched her zip between passing cars and into the Wild Hare.


    “When do you open?”


    “A week from Thursday.”


    “Well, good luck,” she said. I waited for her to add something mean or sarcastic, but she didn’t.


    When the coast was clear, Pam came back with Milo, who liked to stop by to see how things were going. He had given me lots of good advice about technical shit like fridge temperatures and how to store things in a nineteenth-century building. I knew he wanted to be helpful, but I also suspected he was always just trying to run into Pam.


    “What’s up with the Colonel?” I asked Pam.


    “Why, what was she doing?”


    “I don’t know. Nothing.”


    “You think something’s up?”


    “Just a feeling. An aura.”


    She raised an eyebrow but didn’t comment on my hippie choice of words. “I don’t know. I’ve managed to avoid her for weeks. Since the Fourth of July fiasco, in fact. That whole hospital thing was a nightmare.”


    “Well, don’t go home—she’s showing the house to someone.”


    “Shit. Thanks for the heads-up.”


    Later, I realized that I had called our mother’s house “home,” and she knew what I meant. This was not good.


    ***


    People would constantly feel compelled to tell me their wacky ideas about how to run a restaurant and I was getting tired of hearing them, since, except for Milo’s, they were mostly batshit crazy. Ray, in particular, was driving me nuts. “You know what we need?” he would say, like it was his restaurant, too. “We need a chick who sits in the window and pretends to be a manikin,” or “We need a rickshaw out front to pick people up from the parking lot.” I always thanked him and went on about my business, since it was no good trying to reason with him.


    One thing he kept blathering about was that we needed a big painting on the back wall, just below the buffalo trim. He would stand looking at the wall with his hands making a little window, nodding and twitching like he’d just discovered uranium. Finally I said, “Okay, go paint something.”


    “I don’t work with canvas.” He worked with napkins.


    “Well, where am I supposed to get a painting from?”


    “That’s your problem. I’m just saying you need one. Get your sister to paint one. She’s an artist, right?”


    “She’s a lawyer.”


    “She was telling me she went to MICA. She was there a few years before me.”


    “You went to art school?”


    “For a while.”


    I couldn’t imagine Ray in school at all unless it was one for astronauts. I went with him and stood by the empty space on the wall, and he talked me into putting my hands up like a little window and peering through it. He was right, it would be good to have a big painting there. I began nodding and twitching, too.


    “No fucking way,” Pam said when I asked her to paint something for me.


    “Oh, come on. Don’t say no until you’ve really thought about it.”


    “No fucking way.”


    I argued with her for a while, but after winning the fight about her bartending for me, I didn’t want to press my luck. I went back to Ray with my report. “She won’t do it. Should I buy something from one of the art galleries in town?”


    “I would rather you smeared the wall with excrement.”


    “Come on, they’re not that bad, are they?”


    “They sell Disney prints,” he hissed.


    I forgot about it, but a few days later, he came in carrying a big, flat thing. “I thought you didn’t do canvas,” I said.


    “It’s cardboard.” He held it up so I could see. “It’s the side of a box.”


    “What is it?” I asked, though I remembered from Pam’s art days that paintings didn’t always have to be something.


    “It’s a sun dagger.”


    “A what?”


    “A celestial calendar. The Anasazi used it to show the changing seasons.”


    “The who?”


    “Your ancestors. The ancient Indians.”


    I had forgotten I had told him I was Native American. “Wow. So what is this, exactly?”


    “It’s a rock. The light from that crack falls on the cliff, and you can tell what season it is. It’s like a clock.”


    “Really?” I took a step back and looked at it. At first all I saw were dark blue lines and circles and a streak of yellow that looked like hollandaise sauce. He’d spread a thick coat of gray above a grainy spiral, with slices of a lighter sky-like blue between them. It just looked like a bunch of colors and patterns, but once you knew what it was supposed to be, you could tell the white-yellow thing was the sun shining through a crack in the rock.


    “It’s a moment,” he said, like this explained anything.


    “It’s fucking awesome,” I said, and I meant it.


    Ray looked down at his paint-covered hands as if compliments embarrassed him and mumbled a thanks.


    “It’s exactly the right size.”


    “I know. I measured it. But don’t feel like you have to hang it. It was just an experiment. I wanted to see what happened when I tried a new medium.”


    “It’s perfect,” I said. I thanked him, and we hung it on the mango-colored rear wall beneath the dancing buffalos.


    ***


    The morning before we opened, I came downstairs while it was still dark out. I was way too jacked up to sleep. There’d been a bunch of screw-ups—shipments of moldy cheese, broken glasses, burst pipes that sprayed water across the kitchen ceiling, delivery guys tracking dirt over the floor we had just waxed. Now the tables were set with southwestern stoneware and earth-tone tablecloths and napkins. The long mahogany bar was so shiny you could see your face in it, and the metal door to the kitchen was polished and looked brand new. From the back wall, Ray’s painting of the sun dagger, whatever that was, pulled the whole room together.


    I stood there and looked around me. For the first time in my life, I felt—I felt—there were no words, or if there were, I didn’t know them. I was gut-wrenchingly terrified of what might happen, how it could all go south and I would lose all that money, including Pam’s, but at the same time, I was popping out of my skin with excitement. It was a bigger adventure than I ever dreamed of, like walking in space only way more miraculous. And I owed it all to J. Fallingwater—my father. Whatever was about to happen was because of him. And I was a member of the proud people who had built our country, the people who really owned it. No one on earth was luckier than I was.


    Now I had to make sure all the food was off the charts. I’d invited a bunch of people for dinner and was planning to pull the whole menu, restaurant-speak for cooking every item. This was Milo’s idea—he said he did it when he opened the Wild Hare, and it gave him a lot of helpful feedback. There were a few things that still worried me. I thought my fish tacos needed a little more heat, and maybe the green chili soup needed color. I had taught myself to hand-make corn tortillas, but I needed to refine my technique, since the last batch was crumbly. The truth was, I still wasn’t sure what the hell southwestern fusion food was, so I was making it up as I went along. I couldn’t always get certain ingredients, so I’d been using substitutions—Thai peppers instead of poblanos, zucchini instead of chayote, goat cheese instead of queso blanco. Parts of my menu had definite Asian influences, since we were close to a big Korean grocery: my lemon grass salsa definitely rocked. I had invented something I called a burrilo, another weird combination of Hispano-Asian flavors that I thought was pretty great, and my cilantro-pesto tamale was outstanding. But it was all tricky, and I wanted to make sure everything was perfect for opening day.


    I spent the day in the kitchen in a trance, outside of time, like only the kitchen was real. I could hear sounds in the dining room, classical music (Heidi’s idea) and thumping sounds, and sometimes, a glass breaking. Through the diamond-shaped window in the kitchen door, I saw the waitrons come in the front door and look around with dumb, wide eyes. Heidi put them right to work and soon they were thumping and breaking things, too. I knew Heidi didn’t take any crap off anyone and was going to run a tight ship, so I left that to her. Ray washed the pots I had dirtied and some that were clean, keeping up a running commentary about a bunch of shit that didn’t interest me. I ignored him. I was in my own little world of food.


    I wanted everybody to try everything, so we decided to serve it buffet-style. When I gave the signal, Heidi and the waitrons swarmed into the kitchen like bees and started grabbing dishes. Ray arranged edible flowers on the plates, proving there was something he could do in the kitchen besides talk. When I finally came out into the dining room, it was full of people—Milo, Norma, Ricky and Star, a bunch of people I knew from high school, and from the Wild Hare—and they were all stuffing their faces. When they saw me, everyone rushed to tell me how great everything was. Even Hector was all smiles. “Fantastic,” he said, popping a stuffed pepper appetizer into his big mouth. A while later, I heard him telling Norma that he taught me everything I knew about cooking. This was total bullshit, but I let it go.


    I cruised around the room interrogating everyone. A few people had suggestions (Norma was full of them), but mostly they just said a bunch of nice stuff. It wasn’t as helpful as I’d hoped it would be, but I figured that was a good sign. When everyone was gone and we’d cleaned up, Pam came into the kitchen, where I was prepping vegetables. She stood there like there was something she wanted to say.


    “What?” I held my knife in midair.


    “It was amazing. Totally amazing. You’re an artist.”


    I waited for her to turn the compliment into a joke like we normally would, but she just stood there looking serious. “Shucks,” I said, and went back to chopping.


    “I’m so proud of you, Jools.”


    “Thanks.”


    “I mean it.”


    “I know. Thanks. It means a lot.” I got a little choked up, and turned away so she wouldn’t notice and make fun of me, which anyone in our family would.


    “Okay, let’s get to work.” She picked up a knife. We chopped for a while, not saying anything. When I went back into the dining room, it was spotless and the tables were set up for the big day. Heidi and Ray were at the bar, talking about nights, or knights, and chivalry, or Chivas Regal, I was too tired to care. I was just about to tell them to go home when Pam went behind the bar and pulled out a bottle of champagne. Before I could stop her, she popped the cork and poured us each a glass. “To Falling Water,” she said, raising her glass. I knew she didn’t just mean the restaurant. I raised my glass, too, and we all drank.

  

  
    
      XII

    

    When my alarm went off the next morning, I hopped out of bed, jumped in the shower, and before I was dry, threw my brand-new white jacket over a buffalo T-shirt, grabbed my stiff new chef’s hat, and bolted down the stairs two at a time. I peered through the front window at the rows of perfectly set tables in a sea of shapes and colors, the buffalos marching across the wall with Ray’s eerie painting beneath them. It looked unreal, like a dream or a movie set. I unlocked the door, walked into the dining room, stopped. The room was quiet, like a holy place. I let my lungs fill with the pure, silent air, then went into the kitchen and started banging pots and pans around.


    A moment later, Pam burst in, high-fived me, and said, “Let the games begin.” She had taken the day off and was ready to roll. “You’re awfully calm,” she said. I was chopping tomatoes for yet another tub of pico de gallo. “What’s your secret?”


    I pulled the buffalo fetish out of my pocket and showed it to her.


    “A little rock keeps you calm?”


    “It’s a buffalo.” I didn’t see any reason to explain to her about totem animals and all the other cool things my people believed. It would just make her jealous that she wasn’t one of us.


    She rolled her eyes. “I’ve got some Xanax if you want some.”


    “Hey, I don’t need drugs. Today’s just another day.”


    “Sure,” she said, heading into the dining room.


    Two hours later, I was a basket case. More supplies had been delivered through the front door, and I stupidly hadn’t asked Ray or Heidi to come in till three, so Pam and I had to keep running down to the cellar with boxes and mopping up after the delivery slobs. When Ray finally arrived, I was never so happy to see anyone in my life. I shouted orders while I went on with my kitchen prep, and he actually did everything I told him. I had enough sauces and chopped herbs to last a lifetime, but I couldn’t seem to stop prepping.


    Finally, at 4:59 p.m., I went over to the door and turned the flowered sign I had inherited from the Chelsea Grill from Closed to Open. Then I went back into the kitchen to wait.


    About ten minutes later, Pam came into the kitchen. She looked upset.


    “Oh, God. What now?” My stomach did a backflip.


    Ricky came in behind her, followed by Star.


    “Tell Julie,” Pam said.


    Ricky looked down at the floor. “I, uh—”


    “You what?”


    “Tell him, honey,” Star said. “You got—”


    “Fired,” Ricky said.


    “How did that happen?”


    “I kind of overslept.”


    I was outraged. “They can’t fire you just for being a little late.”


    “Well, I was real late.”


    “Noon,” Pam said.


    “So? They can’t fire you for missing one morning of work.”


    “Eight mornings,” Pam said.


    “Eight? How did that happen?”


    He frowned like he was thinking hard. “I guess I just forgot.”


    I turned to Pam. “Can you talk to them? They’re lawyers, they’d listen to you.”


    “I tried. They said they’d given him adequate warning.”


    “Oh, Ricky,” I said. I laid my knife down and wiped my forehead with my sleeve. “What are you going to do? How are you going to find another job you can walk—” I didn’t even get the full sentence out before I realized I was being set up. “Oh, no. No, guys, really. I’m fully staffed, and I don’t need—there’s just no way I can—” At that point, I made the mistake of looking over at Star. Her eyes were starting to well up. I remembered the Hopi folktale I had read recently where two selfish sisters left their cute little brother to be raised by wolves. “Goddamn it,” I said. I reached for a spatula and handed it to Ricky.


    I had a new assistant.


    ***


    Our first customer was Milo, carrying a huge bouquet from the florist up the street. Pam was arranging his flowers in a beer pitcher when two old ladies stuck their heads in the door and asked if we were open.


    My staff sprang into action. “We are indeed,” Heidi said, handing them menus with a little curtsy and showing them to a table in the front window. I raced back into the kitchen. My heart was thumping hard, and I was starting to wheeze. I wanted to find my asthma medicine, but there wasn’t time. Ray touched me on the shoulder with a long slotted spoon and said, “May the force be with you.”


    And it was. For the next few hours, business was slow but steady. There were never more than three or four tables at once, so we had time to work out some glitches. My new assistant kept getting in my way, so I had to keep thinking of tasks to keep him busy, but luckily, Ray was pretty helpful and kept the blathering about Atlantis to a minimum. I put Ricky in charge of recycling, which involved hanging around out back next to the creek and cutting up boxes. He seemed to like it. I was pretty sure he was sneaking cigarettes, which was fine by me if it kept him out of the kitchen.


    “That southwestern trout was superb.” Milo was all smiles. “Is the food at the Wild Hare this good?”


    It used to be, I didn’t say, and thanked him.


    “Really, I’m so impressed, Julie. You’re going to put Patapsco Mills on the map.”


    “Isn’t it already on a map?” Ricky asked.


    “It’s an expression,” I said.


    “What was in that sauce?”


    “It’s kind of a romesco. But I added a few things. Basil, lemon grass, a little sour cream.”


    “You should bottle and sell it.”


    “Wow, thanks. Really, it means a lot. I hope you don’t mind—I mean, I hope you don’t feel—” I wasn’t sure what I was trying to say, but Milo picked right up on it.


    “The best thing for this town is more great restaurants. More variety, more people coming here to eat. This is really exciting.”


    I felt relieved. “I’m sorry about leaving the Hare. It was a great place to work.”


    “You know, I had to hire two people to replace you.”


    “No kidding. It’s funny, my mother always told me I was lazy. She always said I needed to get off my fat ass before moss grew on me.”


    His eyes widened slightly, but he just said, “Well, there’s no moss.”


    Dessert orders were starting to fly in. I had bought some cakes from the bakery up the street and whipped up a couple of flans and a Mexican chocolate mousse, and we were plating them with seasonal local fruit. We had made it through the dinner rush—okay, not exactly a rush, but we did a pretty decent business. If all these people came back and told their friends.


    “Wow,” I said out loud.


    “Yeah, wow,” Ricky said, though he had no idea what we were wowing about. He was still scrubbing the same pot I’d given him forty-five minutes ago.


    “Hold the fort,” I told him. He looked happy to have the responsibility—I hoped he could handle it, though there was nothing he needed to do but sit there. I went into the dining room. Milo was leaning over the bar, laughing about something with Pam, and the waitrons were hovering over the four remaining tables. Customers were smiling and chatting, gobbling up dessert. Candles glowed on the tables.


    Pam had invented a new dessert drink, and Milo was trying it. “This is incredible,” he said. I had a suspicion that she could have poured him a slug of Drano and he would have appreciated it. I asked her for a sip. He was right: it was incredible. I asked her what was in it.


    “Rum, sambuca, cream, a little bit of brandy, crème de cacao, and some vanilla ice cream.”


    “You should put it on the menu,” Milo said.


    “Maybe so,” I said, though I didn’t want to have to reprint anything.


    Ray came out of the kitchen and I asked him to taste Pam’s new drink. He said it was “splendid.”


    “Done deal,” I said. “Ray has spoken. It’s going on the menu.”


    Pam clapped her hands. “What are we going to call it?”


    “A Cosmic Joke? A Leaping Lizard?” Ray said. “An Astral Apogee? A Spectral Spectacular? A Karmic Collusion?”


    “Ray, I need you in the kitchen,” I said, hoping he would shut up and go away without asking me what I wanted him to do there. He did.


    For the next ten minutes, we thought up names for the drink that were even worse than Ray’s: Cracktail. Rumbuca Cream Pie. Sailor’s Delight (that one was Milo’s and made no sense).


    “Forget it,” I said finally. “The Drink with No Name.”


    “Wait, I got it,” Pam said. “How about a Sun Dagger? That thing Ray painted.” She pointed to the back wall.


    I thought about it.


    “What’s a Sun Dagger?” Milo asked. We tried to explain, though we didn’t really know. “I like it,” he said.


    “I like it, too,” I said. “Pammy, I think you’re onto something.”


    “Barkeep, give me a Sun Dagger,” Milo said.


    “One Sun Dagger, coming up,” Pam said.


    “Excuse me?” Ray was back in the dining room. “Did I hear you correctly?”


    “We’re naming the drink after your painting,” Pam said.


    “You can’t do that.”


    “Why not?” Her voice was snarky. Ray got on her nerves.


    “You’re just kidding, right?” He turned to me.


    “Nope.”


    “You can’t use that name for a drink. It’s a sacred thing. You can’t just be calling beverages that.”


    “But it’s a great name,” Milo said. “It fits with the feel of this place.”


    “It captures the je ne sais quoi,” Pam said.


    “Don’t do it,” Ray said, grabbing my arm.


    “I don’t see the harm in it,” I said. “It’s just a name.”


    “What’s in a name?” Milo said. “A rose by any other name, etc.” He looked over at Pam, and for some reason, I suddenly felt kind of sick.


    Ray opened his mouth as if about to say something, then shut it again and stomped back into the kitchen. The door swung behind him.


    ***


    Finally, we closed. Ray and I scrubbed the kitchen until it sparkled and did our prep while Ricky watched us work. When we came back into the dining room, the tables were set for the next day, with the napkins fanned in the glasses again. The waitrons had gone home, and Heidi was circling the room, neatening things that were already neat, while Pam polished the bar. Milo had finally peeled himself away, saying he had an early morning. I watched him leave and felt that sick feeling again.


    As we were leaving, Ricky said, “Oh, Pammy, that woman called again. That realtor. She’s showing the house to someone tomorrow morning.”


    “Shit!” Pam said. “Shit, shit, shit! Why didn’t you tell me sooner? The place is a fucking dump.”


    “I forgot,” Ricky said.


    I had no idea how Pam was going to work two jobs and keep the house clean enough to show. Ricky had to be no help whatsoever. “Any luck selling the car?” I asked just to mess with her.


    “Nope.” She glared at me.


    “Go figure.” I knew she’d priced it way too high.


    They drove away in the Grand Dame, waving out the windows. I lay in bed for a long time, too wired to sleep, thinking about my food orders, wondering if I had ordered enough tomatillos. As I finally started to drift off, I found myself running through the woods, trying to reach a clearing up ahead, and when I finally got there, the ground dropped away beneath my feet. I hovered in air.
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    Every night when I managed a few hours of sleep, I dreamed of beautiful food, everything plated just right, with sprigs of cilantro, and sauces drizzled in artistic patterns. When I woke up, I raced downstairs and did my prep, though I had prepped the night before, then grabbed a moment to sit and sip a cup of chai in the dining room. Morning light slanted in the front window and the wall colors pulsated, along with Ray’s weird painting in the back of the room. I’d try to relax, though that was impossible, then, like diving into a pool, I’d plunge into the kitchen and stay there for eighteen hours.


    On most evenings, the lines were so long they spilled onto the street. I had to double, then triple my supply orders. The seats at the bar were always full, and Pam poured drinks so fast she looked like one of those goddesses with eight arms. Our lunch business was great once all the lawyers found out about us. Pam had to hide when they came in if she was working that shift, which she did if she could swing it. Then there was a quiet spot in the afternoon but by dinnertime, we were slammed. Time just flew by. On my thirty-eighth birthday, Pam brought a cupcake into the kitchen with a candle in it. I blew it out, then went right on working. Just when I thought things couldn’t get any crazier, the Patapsco Times ran an article about us, and a tidal wave hit.


    I kept meaning to find another bartender to get Pam off the hook, but after the first week or so, she quit mentioning it. It was obvious she enjoyed whipping up crazy cocktails and schmoozing with the riffraff. Milo didn’t seem to mind me stealing his business. He was too busy talking to Pam to notice if his restaurant was empty, and I was pretty sure it was, since the people Pam referred to as the Creeps of Main Street were now drinking at our bar instead. Now that Milo wasn’t my boss, I figured it was no longer my job to protect him from my sister. Anyway, she claimed nothing was going on between them. He was nothing like any of the guys she had dated: he was mature, stable, financially comfortable, reasonable, and pleasant, all qualities Pam could not tolerate in a partner.


    “Why don’t you go out with him?” I asked her a few times.


    “We’re just friends.”


    “Well, he’s a great guy. Just sayin’.” As I said it, I knew this was his problem: he was too great a guy. Poor Milo, I thought, and then I thought, poor Pam. Sometimes it occurred to me that if Milo asked me out, that would be okay with me, but it wasn’t likely to happen, and I was too busy anyway.


    ***


    I was afraid to admit it to myself, since I didn’t want to jinx it, but everything about Falling Water had fallen magically into place. Heidi was a great manager, and tended bar during the day when Pam was doing legal work she couldn’t weasel out of. Our waitrons called Heidi “Mussolini” behind her back, but they seemed happy enough. Pam was the world’s greatest bartender, and her drink, the Sun Dagger, had really taken off as “dessert in a snifter.” Ricky was no help in the kitchen, but at least he stayed out of my way. Star was after him to quit smoking, but if he quit, he’d have nothing to do, since his main job was sneaking cigarettes out back, followed by making out with Star when she finished her shift at the coffee shop. Whenever she came in, Ricky would say he was going to take a break, and Pam would joke that for him a break would mean actually working. Of course, this was no joke, but I didn’t mind. Apparently, I was my brother’s keeper, so like I said to Pam, whatever.


    One morning before we were open, Star came in looking upset. We asked her what was wrong, and she said, “It’s your car, Pammy.”


    “The Grand Dame?” Pam asked, though it was not her car.


    “Someone hit it?” I asked, since that was the most likely thing.


    “Someone bought it.”


    “You’re kidding! For what I was asking?” Pam looked shocked.


    “There’s one born every minute,” I said.


    “So, your sister ran a different ad,” Star said. “Her price was lower. Some guy bought it for his mom. Ricky tried to stop him but your sister went ahead with it. I’m so sorry. We know how much you loved your car.”


    “It was a piece of shit. I’ll get a new car.” She sounded cheerful but wasn’t fooling anyone.


    “You’ve been saying that for weeks,” I made the mistake of pointing out.


    “I’ve been busy,” she snapped. “As you know. I’ll buy a car when I have time.”


    I didn’t see how she’d ever have time, but I didn’t want her to quit, so I shut up before she could suggest it. At least she could walk to both her jobs from our house, for the time being, anyway. She’d better not get too comfortable there, I thought, or there would be hell to pay with the Colonel.


    “By the way, where is Ricky?” I asked Star.


    “He’ll be here soon. He’s taking a shower.” She looked a little embarrassed and added, “He’s sorry he’s late.”


    I was pretty sure he wasn’t sorry, but I thanked her, then went into the kitchen and laughed about it, since what else could you do. I was so happy about the success of my restaurant that nothing bothered me. When I got a ticket from the parking lady, instead of standing outside arguing with her like I always used to, I just paid it. It was pretty much my only personal expense, since I now owned my building and ate all my meals at the restaurant. My business overhead was pretty high, but I didn’t dwell on it.


    Sometimes I thought of something I wanted to say to my mother, but then I’d remember she was gone. I tried not to think about her too much. And when my thoughts started drifting to J. Fallingwater, wondering what ever happened to him, I pulled the plug on that, too.


    ***


    When Ricky was actually in the kitchen, he spent a lot of time running his mouth about what he was going to do with his share of the house money. Sometimes he said he and Star were going to give it to an animal rights organization. Sometimes he said they were going to use it to try to end fracking, though none of us knew what that meant. But first, they were going to travel. They planned to buy a used camper and drive around the country. “Like, we can go to California and stay with Tim,” he said, peeling a carrot. I was pretty sure it was the same carrot he’d been working on all week.


    “I’m sure he’ll be glad to have you,” I said, though I wasn’t sure.


    “And we’ll go to Texas to see the Grand Canyon.”


    “Um, hello, Arizona?” Ray said.


    Ricky ignored him. “And Puerto Rico. Star’s mom lives there.”


    “Yeah, have a nice drive to Puerto Rico,” Ray smirked.


    “We’ll take a boat. And we’ll go to Jamaica, too, and Bermuda.”


    “Watch out for that triangle,” I said.


    “Star says that’s just a myth.”


    “It is not,” Ray said.


    “Is too,” Ricky said. “Star says so.”


    “You could not be more wrong,” Ray said. He and Ricky argued all the time about crap like this.


    “I saw it on the Discovery Channel,” I jumped in to bail out my brother, though of course, I was lying and had no idea what they were talking about.


    “The Discovery Channel?” Ray sounded like he was choking. “You’re buying into their bullshit?”


    “What have you got against the Discovery Channel?” I asked.


    “That the Discovery Channel doesn’t know what the fuck they’re talking about?”


    “We’re still going to Bermuda,” Ricky said, waving his carrot like a switchblade.


    “In your camper?” Ray asked, all smirky again.


    “Then you can drive to Atlantis,” I said, to make peace. We all laughed, though each of them thought we were laughing at the other.


    ***


    Pam was late.


    “Where have you been?” I asked as nicely as I could, since there was no point pissing her off.


    “Someone came to look at the house this morning.”


    “A serious buyer?”


    “He was a serious babe.” She winked.


    “Did you get his phone number?”


    “Better than that. We’re going out for a late dinner tonight when I get off work. I figure you’ll let me knock off early.”


    “How early?”


    “Nine?”


    “I guess so. I mean, sure. Heidi can cover for you. Is he buying our house?”


    “Not if I can help it.”


    “What are you saying?”


    “Nothing.”


    “Pammy, what did you do?”


    “Nothing.” She went behind the bar and started wiping things, though everything was still clean from last night.


    I sat down at the bar. “You don’t want to sell the house.”


    “I didn’t say that.”


    “You like living there. You don’t want anyone to buy it.” She didn’t say anything. “You told the guy something bad about the house, didn’t you.”


    “Of course not,” she said, then added, “Not exactly bad.”


    “What did you tell him?”


    “Well, I told him about the raccoons in the cellar.”


    “He’s scared of raccoons?”


    “I told him they were rabid.”


    “That’s not something bad?”


    “I just told the truth.”


    “Oh come on, they’re not rabid.”


    “All raccoons are rabid.”


    “How do you know?”


    “It’s common knowledge.”


    “And now this guy—”


    “Doug.”


    “Now this Doug guy doesn’t want to buy our house because he doesn’t want to live with a bunch of rabid rodents?”


    “I think they’re marsupials.”


    “Whatever. You better not let Norma find out you got rid of yet another buyer.”


    “I don’t think I’ve gotten rid of him. He’s still interested.” She looked worried.


    “Pam, someone has got to buy the house sometime. You can’t scare them all away.” I popped a maraschino cherry in my mouth.


    “He wants to tear it down and build an office building.”


    “An office building?” I choked. The cherry shot out of my mouth and landed on the bar. “Our house?”


    “He’s a developer. He thinks it would be a great location for his firm. He wants to be on Main Street.”


    “Are you fucking kidding me?”


    “Nope.”


    “It’s a house. Not an office building.”


    “I guess when someone buys it, they can do whatever the hell they want with it. Our house is just outside the designated Historic District, so the conservation regulations don’t apply. And according to Doug, the whole street is zoned commercial. It has been since the 1920s. Who knew?”


    I pictured a tall building with a bunch of fat developers in suits sitting at desks inside it. There were no dogs in the yard, and the garage with Frank’s license plate collection on the walls was a parking lot. “You’ve got to get rid of him,” I said, though I couldn’t believe I was saying it, since I needed the money.


    She said she’d do her best.


    ***


    That night, Pam brought her new friend Doug into the restaurant and introduced us.


    “So you’re interested in our little shack?” I asked.


    “It’s a wonderful spot. Main Street has so much character.” He had a spray tan, gelled hair, and muscles. This was the kind of asshole Pam went for. “Of course, I’ve heard about the tragic raccoon infestation. That must have been hard for all of you.” He looked like he was trying not to laugh.


    “We lived in terror.” In fact, I had always liked the raccoons. “But the snakes were the worst.”


    “Yeah, the snakes,” Pam said.


    “Weren’t they puff adders?” I asked.


    “Puff adders?”


    “You mean copperheads, don’t you?” Pam said quickly.


    “Yeah, copperheads.” I decided to change the subject. “So you and Pam are going out for dinner?”


    “That’s right. I wanted to eat here, but she says she eats here all the time.”


    “Which I never tire of,” she said.


    “Of course not,” I said. I figured she wanted to go somewhere her siblings weren’t watching her. She probably had bad memories of that from high school, when Tim and Donny threatened anyone we dated with grievous bodily harm. “So where are you going?”


    “Chez Michel,” Doug said.


    “Ooh la la,” I said.


    “I love their pâté de campagne,” he said. When he wasn’t looking, I made a duckface at Pam. She shrugged.


    As they were leaving, I said, “Have her home by eleven.” Doug said he would. Pam gave me one of her looks. Just outside the front door, they ran into Milo, and I saw Doug and Milo shake hands. I went back into the kitchen, and a few minutes later, Milo came in. “Pam’s friend seems nice,” was all he said.


    ***


    The next day, Pam came in late again, this time with a dreamy little smile on her face.


    “How was your date?” I asked her.


    “Oh, fine.”


    “How was dinner? What did you have?”


    “Chateaubriand pour deux.”


    “How was it?”


    “Good.” She didn’t elaborate.


    I made the obvious assumption. “So, you’re sleeping with the enemy?”


    “Julie, please.”


    “I hope there was a raccoon next to him when he woke up.”


    “I left a trail of breadcrumbs to the bed.”


    “Did that work?”


    “No. So this morning, I asked him point blank not to buy the house.”


    “You’re kidding.”


    “I told him we didn’t want it to be torn down.”


    “You told him that? What if it gets back to Norma?”


    “He’s not going to tell Norma. He’s my friend.”


    “We’ll see. You’ve had friends before.”


    “This time is different.”


    I’d heard that before, and sometimes I was the one saying it, and we both knew how things always ended up.


    ***


    After closing time, I sat down at the bar and let Milo pour me a glass of red wine, on him. As the wine’s tasting notes socked me in the jaw, I felt like I was finally beginning to understand what people in other parts of the world had known all their lives. “Do you ever think about food?” I asked him, almost not aware that I was talking out loud. “I mean, really think about it? Like, let’s say there’s a God—or a Great Spirit, or whatever. He could have just made food for us like little pills. Like space food. He could have just made capsules that we took three times a day.”


    “That’s very true. I never thought of it that way,” he said, looking thoughtful.


    “Instead, He goes and makes all these ingredients, and leaves it up to us to put them together.”


    “Some people are better at it than others.”


    “Exactly. It’s a mystery, and there are people spread across the earth, and they spend centuries figuring it out. Like, the Mexicans figure out how to make mole sauce out of spices, nuts, and chocolate. Asian people make sauce out of soybeans. The Greeks and Italians make oil out of olives. The French put cream, eggs, and flour together and make—all sorts of shit. It’s like magic.” I guzzled my wine. “And the Great Spirit didn’t have to do that, did He?”


    “He could have had us just eat Big Macs every day.”


    “Something like that.”


    “So you’re saying it’s a miracle,” Milo said.


    “I guess I am.”


    “That’s really interesting, Julie.” He really did look interested.


    I felt like telling him about my real father and who I really was, but I just poured more wine into our glasses and we toasted with the creeps at the bar.


    When everyone was gone, I lit a cigarette and savored the moment. Smoking was illegal in the restaurants of our county, but hey, we were closed. The cigarette made me cough and got in the way of my savoring—I was out of practice, since I never had time any more—so I stubbed it out, then got up and tossed what was left of the pack into the garbage. Then I sat down and savored the moment some more.

  

  
    
      XIV

    

    I wasn’t surprised when Pam phoned and told me she’d gotten a call from Norma, and that her pal Doug had made an offer on the house. What did surprise me was when she said Norma had informed her that Bob wanted a divorce so he could marry Norma’s friend Candy, and that he’d been sneaking around with her for months.


    “You have to call her,” Pam said. “She needs us.”


    I would rather have poked myself in the eye with a sharp stick, but I called. I heard the sound of someone picking up, then nothing. “Norma?” I heard breathing, then a weird noise I realized was crying. “Norma, are you okay?”


    “I’m fine.” Her voice was hoarse.


    For some reason, her tenth birthday party flashed into my mind, where she had sobbed hysterically after being stung by a wasp, and I felt a gut-punch of pity for her. “Pammy told me what happened. Shit, I’m really sorry.”


    “He was waiting for the house to sell before he told me. He says he wanted to make sure we don’t have any financial problems when he moves out. I think he just wants to make sure he doesn’t have to pay me much alimony. Listen, I’m glad you called.” She sounded like she was pulling herself together. “I need you to fax me your acceptance of the sale. Yours and Ricky’s.”


    “Ricky doesn’t know how to fax.”


    “Then do it for him. I’ll FedEx you the paperwork—just FedEx or fax it back to me.”


    I didn’t have time to FedEx or fax anything, but as always, there was no point arguing. I started to say okay, but before I had got to the second syllable, she hung up.


    ***


    Pam was as sad as I was.


    “It’s the end of our childhood.” She was standing behind the bar holding a rag and staring out the window at the traffic on Main Street.


    “You’re almost forty.”


    She turned to glare at me.


    Still, she was right. I had never realized how much a house could be like a magnet, like north to a compass. Even now that I owned my building, I had always thought of my apartment as a way station, like a barracks. I had no intention of ever living in my mother’s house again, but it was the place my arrow pointed to. I imagined all of us crowded into those small, dark rooms, bumping into furniture, breaking things, giving each other noogies and wedgies, getting into fights on the staircase while my mother screamed at us to stop, laughing at Frank’s jokes at the dinner table and getting sent to our rooms for being hooligans. When my family members were living in that house, making noise, I was someone with a home, and now, I was nobody.


    But it cheered me up when I thought about the lands out west that still belonged to my people. That was a real home, I thought.


    Pam was at the bar talking to Milo when her buddy Doug showed up. I caught sight of him through the diamond-shaped window in the kitchen door, so I hurried into the dining room to watch. I figured sparks were going to fly, but she completely ignored him.


    “Pam,” Doug began. He looked over at Milo and me like he wished we would go away. I smiled and nodded at him and pulled up a barstool. “I know you’re probably upset with me—”


    “Upset? Why should I be upset?” She dried a glass with a towel, not looking at him. “My house was for sale. You are buying it. I am a seller, and you are—”


    “I just want you to know I’m sorry. It’s just business.”


    “I know, nothing personal. I understand.”


    “Are you going to give your permission for the sale?”


    “Of course. Is that why you came?”


    “No.” Doug lowered his voice. “I wanted to talk to you.”


    “Hey, no hard feelings.” She set the glass down on the bar so hard I thought it would break. “Business is business. Isn’t that right, Julie? What is business?”


    “Business,” I said.


    “Exactly.”


    Doug turned and looked at me, then back at Pam. “I’ll call you.”


    “Operators will be standing by,” she said.


    “Poor guy,” Milo said when he had gone.


    “He’ll get over it,” she said.


    She sounded like she didn’t give a shit, but I could tell she had really liked him.


    “He’s a fucking idiot,” I said.


    “He really is,” Milo agreed.


    “Men suck,” Pam said. “No offense.”


    “None taken,” Milo said. He was staring at her with that moony expression men always stared at her with. I looked away, but it was too late, I had already seen it and it made me feel bad. I went back in the kitchen and scraped the grill, hard.


    Clearly, some men did not suck, but try telling that to Pam.


    ***


    When I came back into the dining room, Milo was gone, and Pam was wiping the bar and looking miserable. “I guess we’ll have to hire movers,” she said. “We’ll put everything in storage while we figure out what to do with it.”


    “I’m sorry,” I said. “I mean, about your friend. He’s an asshole.”


    “Forget it. I’m just sad about the house. I guess I’ll have to move back to the townhouse.”


    “What about Ricky?”


    “I don’t know what they’ll do.”


    “‘They?’”


    “They’re a package deal. He’s a lot easier to handle when she’s around. She cleans up after him, cooks, does the dishes. I think she’s really good for him. Did you know he even quit drinking?”


    “Are you serious?”


    “Yep. He doesn’t touch the stuff now. He says it’s bad for his pancreas. Six months ago he didn’t even know he had a pancreas.”


    “Wow. She’s a keeper.”


    “It’s funny, isn’t it,” she said.


    I knew exactly what she meant: it was funny how the two of us, who had jobs and did our own laundry, were such epic failures in the romance department, but Mr. High Maintenance had a gorgeous girlfriend who was crazy about him. “I think we’re just attracted to the wrong people,” I said, thinking about Brandon, which I tried to never do. I had married him because I thought he was cute, but it turned out being cute was not the most important quality in a husband. It would be better to be with someone you could trust, someone nice and thoughtful, reliable and sort of serious, and sure, maybe a little bit geeky—I stopped myself when I realized I was describing Milo. “Yeah,” I said.
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    All the fortunetellers across the street called themselves Madame Rosa, but as far as I knew, it wasn’t anyone’s real name. One morning before we were open, one Madame Rosa, a big blonde with dark roots and bright red lipstick, tapped on our front window. It was a dark, fall morning, and I could see her breath. I let her in, and she told me she was desperate for caffeine and the coffee shop on the corner was opening late because of a staff meeting. As I was handing a cup of coffee to her, she tried to pay me, but I told her it was on the house. She looked surprised, thanked me, and started to leave, then turned around. “Come in any time for a free reading,” she said.


    “Okay, sure,” I said, though I had no intention of ever doing that. As I went back into the kitchen to work on my special (enchiladas with lemongrass salsa verde), I thought about how boring it must be to look at someone’s palm all day and make shit up, and how lucky I was to have such an interesting job. Not to sound cynical, but even if I did believe someone could tell your fortune—and I was pretty sure I didn’t—that didn’t mean Madame Rosa or whatever her name was could do it. Most likely, it was a scam, and it wouldn’t be worth the trouble to go see her, even for free.


    But as the days went by, I found myself thinking about it. In the past, I had never believed in anything—religion, magic, God, or anything you might call New Age, though my town was full of crystal shops and herbal healers. But now that I was Native American, I had a different approach to life. What if the Great Spirit had a message for me? How would it get to me if I didn’t go looking for it? It wouldn’t do any harm to hear what she said, I thought. There were things I wanted to know, like if my father was still alive, and where he lived. Sure, it would be more practical to hire a private detective, and I was planning to do that when I had time, but maybe Madame Rosa could give me some info.


    I happened to mention this to Pam.


    “Do it!” she said.


    “Are you serious?” Like everyone, she had gone through an astrology phase in high school, but there was no way she was buying into that kind of crap any more.


    “Sure. Why not? Check it out. Go over there one morning, before things get busy. We’ll cover for you. Ray’s getting good at the huevos.” We generally got a lot of egg orders before lunch.


    “What about your job?”


    “I’ll be fine. No one notices where I go—they’ll just think I’m in court. Have you noticed that you never leave this restaurant?”


    “What are you talking about? I leave.”


    “You go upstairs to sleep. I wouldn’t call that leaving.”


    “It’s leaving.”


    “Have you actually been anywhere besides this building in the past two months?”


    I thought about it. Nothing sprang to mind. “So?”


    “So I think you can go across the street for half an hour. Don’t worry, we’ll be fine without you.”


    I told her I’d consider it.


    The next day when I came out of my apartment, I happened to glance across the street. The blue neon sign that said “Psychic Reader” was on. I went into the kitchen and finished my prep. When Ray came in at 10:30, I asked him if he knew how to make our egg dishes. He said he did. “I make a mean papadzules, too,” he said. I had a feeling maybe Pam had coached him. It was nice of them to try to give me a break, but I decided I wasn’t leaving yet. I didn’t feel comfortable with it, and besides, I liked it just fine in my restaurant. Everything I needed was there. People came in, food was delivered every day, Heidi took our cash to the bank so I didn’t have to. It was a perfect little world.


    ***


    Not long after that, on a chilly Saturday morning, I discovered a reason to leave: Ray and Ricky were driving me nuts. They were fine during our busy times when Ray was working hard and Ricky was smoking out back, but when we were slow, they entertained themselves by arguing. I would tell them to shut up, and they would, but when I turned my back, they’d crank it up again. Nothing was too trivial or pointless for them to go to the mat about.


    “They’re the same,” Ricky said. “Reggae’s just another word for ska.”


    “You haven’t the slightest clue what you’re talking about.” Ray had a snooty voice when he talked to Ricky, like a butler on PBS.


    “I read it in a book on Bob Marley.”


    “You read a book?” Ray opened his mouth to continue, but I held up my hand.


    “Stop,” I said. “Enough.” It wasn’t even noon yet, and I wasn’t going to be able to stand a whole day of this. I stirred my mole sauce and wondered what to do. I couldn’t fire Ray—I needed him. If I fired Ricky, he’d never find another job he could walk to. Everyone on Main Street knew how unreliable he was, though the fact was, he had been coming to work pretty consistently, probably because Pam and Star were there to kick his ass if he didn’t. We weren’t too concerned about his finances: Pam had put his share of the life insurance in a trust fund so he could only get his hands on a little bit at a time and couldn’t blow it all on things that were bad for him. With Star on the scene, he was no longer drinking, but it made sense to keep an eye on him, so I needed to suck it up and keep him. All my life, I had been looking out for him, at least when my mother was at work, and later, after Frank died, when Ricky fell apart and started drinking and taking drugs. We never actually said it out loud, but we were on kind of a suicide watch for a year or two, and when he settled into a harmless pattern of drinking and driving, losing his license, and occasionally doing shrooms, we were all relieved. We thought of him as our responsibility, even Tim, so having him work for me was just business as usual.


    The arguing died down, then started up again. This time it was about the first man to walk on the moon. Ray said in his snooty butler voice that people had been traveling to the moon for centuries and that Neil Armstrong’s moonwalk was filmed in a movie studio in New Mexico. I was inclined to side with Ricky on this one, for once: I managed to stay neutral in most of these dumb fights, but I usually secretly agreed with Ray.


    When they started in about the Skull and Bones global domination conspiracy, whatever the hell that was, I decided I’d had enough. “I’m going out,” I said to Ray. “You can cover for me. I’ll be back before lunch.” My two henchmen were so surprised I was going to vacate the premises they actually stopped bickering and stared at me. I turned my back on them and stomped out the kitchen door. “I’m going across the street for a little while,” I told Pam, who was behind the bar, since she always worked Saturdays.


    “To the Hare?”


    “To Madame Rosa’s. I thought I’d take her up on her offer.”


    She nodded thoughtfully, then said it was nice I was finally doing something for myself, however small.


    ***


    I’d walked past the blue neon sign that said “Psychic Reader” a zillion times on my way to the Hare but had never been inside. The waiting room looked like a dentist’s office, with a TV tuned to Fox News, some scruffy black vinyl couches, a coffee table with a blue vase full of roses. The roses were dusty, so I guessed they were fake, but they looked real. I stood wondering what to do, but then one of the Madame Rosas came through a door from a back room. This one was younger, though she looked a bit like the Madame Rosa I gave the coffee to. She was wearing a pink T-shirt that said “Believe” in sequins.


    “Hi,” I began, “I met someone from here last week, and she said to—”


    “Oh, right, right.” She looked like she knew all about me, though maybe this was something they always pretended when people came in. “Hang on.” She went back into the other room and came back with my Madame Rosa.


    “You came,” she said. She sounded surprised, though if she was really psychic, I thought, she wouldn’t have been.


    I wasn’t sure what to say. “I’ve always looked at your sign and wondered what you do. I mean, I know you tell people’s fortunes, but—”


    “We call it reading.”


    “Oh, sorry.” I didn’t want to ruin my luck by saying the wrong thing. “Anyway, I’ve always wondered about it. Do you use a crystal ball, or what?”


    “Generally we use cards, but we also do palms. It depends what the customer wants. The palm reading is twenty dollars, and the cards are twenty-five. This one is on me. You can have either one.”


    “Oh hey, thanks, that’s really nice of you.” I was kind of disappointed to find out she didn’t use a crystal ball. I guess I had been picturing her looking into one like the witch uses in The Wizard of Oz, and that seemed much more interesting than palms or cards. I wasn’t sure what to choose. “Which one is better?”


    “They’re both good. They both show the same things. Some people like to use the cards because they’re fancier.”


    “Which do you like best?”


    She pondered. “I guess I like the cards best.”


    “Let’s go with that.”


    She led me into the next room and pointed to a tall bookshelf. At first I thought it was full of small books, but as I looked more closely, I saw decks of cards packed closely together with weird names like the “Tarot of Arcus Arcanum,” the “Minchiate Etruria,” and the “Tarot of the Cat People.”


    “Which deck do you want?”


    “Wow, I don’t know. Does it make a difference?”


    “Not really. Some people like one more than another. They’re all the same to me. You should touch a few of them and see if any of them feel right.”


    I scanned the shelf. None of the names made any sense to me, and nothing felt especially “right.” I spotted a deck called the “Epicurean Recipe Cards” and was about to choose that one, if only so I could check out the recipes, when the “Sacred Road” deck caught my eye. I pulled it out and looked at it. On the cover was an Indian guy playing a flute, and next to him, a pathway winding up the side of a mountain. It reminded me of the places I went in my dreams or whatever they were, the little vacations I sometimes took in my mind, though since I’d opened the restaurant I had no time for them. “Is this a good one?”


    “They’re all good.”


    I handed it to her.


    “How’s business?” she asked, opening the box of cards. They looked shiny and new, like no one had ever used them before.


    You tell me, I thought, but said, “Great.”


    “I see all those lines out the door. Your food must be good.”


    “Thanks,” I said, “I think so.”


    She asked me to shuffle. “Just do it until you feel ready.”


    I handed them back to her. “Now cut the deck.” I did.


    She lay some cards face down in the shape of a triangle, then four more in the shape of a cross. “Is there a specific issue you want information about?”


    “Will the Ravens make it to the Super Bowl this year?” I asked, adding a “ha ha” so she’d know I was kidding. She smiled but with a little eye roll, like she was tired of hearing stuff like that. I decided to be serious, though it was hard, since I felt awkward, and I was pretty sure this was a bunch of bullshit. “Well, what I really want to know is about my father. I’m wondering if you can tell me where he is.” I hadn’t meant to ask her so directly, but the question just blabbed out of my mouth. It was always weird to realize how much J. Fallingwater was always in the back of my mind like voices I couldn’t quite hear.


    “Is he missing?”


    “Kind of. My sister wrote him a letter, but he hasn’t answered. I don’t even know if he’s still alive.” My eyes surprised me by filling up a little at that, and I blinked hard.


    “When did you last see him?”


    “Well, here’s the thing. I’ve never actually met him. I didn’t even know he was my father until a few months ago.”


    She nodded like she already knew everything about the whole situation. Maybe it was the kind of thing she was used to hearing from her clients. I figured people had to be pretty desperate about something to lay down twenty-five bucks for a bunch of mumbo-jumbo, so they must blurt all kinds of shit to her. “Well, maybe we can find out. Let’s start with the four directions.” She flipped over a picture of a bunch of colorful feathers that reminded me spookily of my mother’s casket. “This is your East, the past. You’ve recently had some major life changes.” Of course, she could tell this by just looking out her window. “Your life has shifted in the last few months.”


    I didn’t think it was a good idea to volunteer much information, since I had heard fortunetellers took it and ran with it, but I found myself telling her my mother had died in April.


    “Yes, I know that was difficult.” She looked sad, like she really did know. “But sometimes when someone crosses over to the other side, it can have a positive effect on this plane.”


    I thought about this. It was true I wouldn’t have been able to open the restaurant if I hadn’t had the insurance money, and I couldn’t have known about my real father unless Pam had found the letters—these were good things, but it wasn’t like they made my mother’s death into a bonus. I just said, “Hmm.”


    “North,” she said, turning over another card to reveal a big bird with mean eyes. “The hawk signifies abundance. Your luck is about to change, and you’re going to have everything you’ve always wanted.”


    Sure this was baloney, but I couldn’t help feeling excited. “Really?”


    “Everything’s going your way.”


    “You think so?”


    “The cards don’t lie.”


    What a weird job, I thought, trading on people’s hopes and fears. All anyone really wanted from her was to hear they were going to be lucky, I thought, but we couldn’t all be lucky, could we? I thought about luck, and about my restaurant, and how even on a bad day, it made me feel like I had won the lottery.


    She drew another card. “Sun medicine,” she said. “This is your West. It’s your protection.”


    “My father lived in the west.”


    “Oh, not the literal west. Do you know what your totem animals are?”


    “I don’t know, maybe buffalo? How do you find out what they are?”


    “We’d have to do the Medicine deck. We can do that next time you come.”


    “Okay.” Maybe I would end up seeing her regularly like she was my psychiatrist, and every week she’d tell me how lucky I was going to be.


    The next card was a tepee. “South. You need to be more introspective,” she said, and gave me a definition of the word “introspective,” though I already knew what it meant. “You need to go inside yourself and think about what’s there.”


    I’ll bet that’s just what a real psychiatrist would say, I thought. “This is really interesting,” I said. “I never thought about needing to be more introspective, but I’m sure it’s a good idea.” At the same time I was saying this, I was growing anxious to wrap up the fortunetelling and head back to work. I thought about Ricky and Ray in the kitchen, and the lunch rush about to start, although I still hadn’t gotten any information about my father, or really found out much of anything apart from the great, unspecified things that were about to happen. There were still a lot of cards on the table. “What about the future? I’m not trying to rush you or anything.”


    “The future looks bright,” she said, turning over a card without looking at it. She had tilted her head and seemed to be listening to something. The card had a picture of a pissed-off wolf.


    That was when I heard the sirens.
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    The air had turned to water and I fought through it in slo-mo. Before I could make it all the way across Main Street, three fire engines shot into my path, and firefighters jumped out of them like clowns from a clown-car, waving their arms and yelling at everyone to stand back. I tried to shove through the crowd to my restaurant, but three huge guys in yellow uniforms stood in my way, and when I tried to push past them to the front door, one of them blocked me. “Step out of the way, ma’am.” He looked ready to slug me.


    “Hey, it’s my building! What’s going on?”


    He gave me a pitying look and quit trying to tackle me. “There’s a fire in the back.”


    “Where are the people who were inside?”


    “Everyone has been evacuated.”


    “Thank God.” I let out the breath I had been holding. “How bad is the fire?”


    “I don’t have that information.” He turned away and started yelling to another guy in a yellow uniform. I was relieved to hear everyone was out of there, but I was still so filled with panic I couldn’t breathe. As I stood behind the yellow sawhorse barriers the firefighters had put up and scanned the crowd, I didn’t see Pam, Ricky, or Ray anywhere. I wondered where they were. People huddled beyond the barricades, enjoying the drama, and as the firefighters tried to move everyone even further out of the way, I spotted Heidi and my two daytime waitrons behind another sawhorse halfway down the street. I figured maybe Pam, Ricky, and Ray were with them, but I didn’t see them.


    Before I even knew what was on my mind, I started to taste fear in the back of my throat. I ducked to the edge of the crowd and began wrestling my way to the front door of my restaurant. Everything looked normal, so I felt reassured for a moment, but then I glanced up and saw flames shooting out of the roof. It wasn’t until much later that I thought about my apartment and all the Native American items I had bought at the fudge store over the past few months. All I could think about was where Pam, Ricky, and Ray were.


    I ran up to the firefighter I had talked to before, still blocking the front door and talking on an oversized phone, and tugged on his heavy yellow sleeve. “Are you sure no one is in there?”


    “We’ve cleared the dining room.”


    “What about the kitchen?”


    “We’re investigating the circumference. Stand back, ma’am. You need to get out of the way. The building might come down,” he added matter-of-factly, like he didn’t care if it did. He went back to shouting into his weird phone, and when he wasn’t looking, I strolled casually over near the building next door, moving very slowly so no one would stop me. I could see smoke pouring out of its second-floor windows.


    “Where’s Pam?” a voice yelled behind me. I turned around and saw Milo. He looked as scared as I was, and that wasn’t good.


    “I don’t know.” I sounded like I was strangling. “They told me everyone’s out of there, but I don’t see her, or Ricky or Ray. The firefighter said the building might collapse.” I choked on that last word.


    “What if they’re still in there?”


    These were the exact words my brain was starting to scream to me.


    While the firefighters were busy investigating the circumference, whatever that meant, we crept along the wall to Falling Water and peered through the front window. A thick shelf of smoke hung across the dining room, but apart from that, it looked the same as ever. All the tables were still set up, their napkins fanned the way Pam had taught all the waitrons, and a few had half-eaten meals on them. The room looked clean and pretty except for the black cloud on top.


    I looked around. The firefighters were off to the side, shouting for people to move as they unloaded long ladders and hoses from their big trucks. They didn’t seem to notice us.


    “Let’s roll,” Milo hissed, shooting past me and through the front door. I was right behind him. In the few seconds we had been watching, the shelf of smoke had gotten even lower, and as we made a dash for the kitchen, we had to stoop so we could see where we were going. When Milo tried to push open the kitchen door, it stuck like it was bumping into something. He put his shoulder to it and shoved until it opened enough for him to squeeze through. I went in after him, dropping to my hands and knees where there was still some air. The power was out, and the smoke was so thick above me that I couldn’t see anything except fire coming through the back wall, and a streak of light where the back door had burned through. The thick air was like an asthma attack only worse, but I held my breath and crawled toward the back door until I felt something warm under my hand. Someone’s arm. I thrust myself forward and dug my shoulder into their armpit, yanked them onto my back as best I could, then turned and started to crawl in what I hoped was the right direction, dragging whoever it was behind me, since they were much too heavy to lift. As I turned, I thought I felt something else brush past me, maybe a leg. I struggled toward the dim, smoky light of the diamond-shaped window in the kitchen door and on my way, bumped into Milo. The fire was loud, but I could hear him talking to someone in a low, comforting voice and saying everything would be all right. I kept slogging past him, almost paralyzed by the heaviness of whoever I was dragging behind me, till I rolled us both out through the swinging door into the dining room.


    Now the shelf of smoke was even lower, but I could still make out the front door. I crawled between tables, struggling with the weight I carried, and was almost there when some firefighters in masks burst in, saw me, and pointed like they couldn’t believe their eyes. One of them rushed forward and scooped whoever it was off my back, then another pulled me to my feet and yanked me out of the building. I could hear crashing sounds behind me as he let go and I fell down hard on the pavement. I was about to black out, but somehow I lifted my head and screamed that there was still someone in there, and some more firefighters took off running. I could hear loud, weird sounds, like some kind of animal, then realized I was making them. Tears were running out of my eyes and I could barely see, but I heard shouting behind me. Some guys in uniforms grabbed my arms and tried to put me in an ambulance, but I screamed at them until they let me go. I saw another ambulance just pulling away as I turned and spotted Milo crouching on the pavement with someone in his arms. They were both covered with soot, but I could tell it was Pam.


    I tried to stumble toward them, but more uniformed people pushed me out of the way, grabbed her from Milo, and raced toward another ambulance at the curb. “I’m her sister,” I shouted, and they motioned for me to come along, maybe because I was covered with soot, too, and having trouble breathing. As they rolled Pam onto a stretcher and lifted her into the ambulance, I kept wheezing her name over and over while I climbed in after them and fell onto a long bench against the wall. Milo was right behind me. He was filthy, too, and stank of smoke. They let him kneel next to Pam while they slammed the door behind us and took off. Someone stuck an oxygen mask on my face and that seemed to help, but after a minute I yanked it off and told them I had asthma. A paramedic gave me an inhaler, but my lungs felt like I had breathed fire, and they burned when I put the mask back on. Through the ambulance’s back window I could see Madame Rosa standing next to her blue neon sign, watching us drive away. I tried to look back at my restaurant, but I could only see giant arcs of water with clouds of rainbow mist hanging from them.


    “Gun it,” one of the paramedics called to the driver as we drove away. “That whole damn street could go up. All those old buildings, they’re just wood.” The Wild Hare was right across the street from my restaurant, but if Milo heard, he didn’t seem to care. He was on his knees, holding Pam’s hand, brushing singed hair away from her face, and I could hear his low, soothing voice saying, “It’s okay, sweetie, stay with us. Everything will be fine.” Her eyes were closed and she didn’t respond.


    Finally, the ambulance jerked to a stop and its doors shot open. The paramedics slid Pam’s stretcher out of the back. I yanked my mask off and tried to follow but found I couldn’t stand up. “Where are they taking her?” I croaked. No one answered me. “Where are we?”


    “Shock Trauma Center,” one of the paramedics said.


    “I’m her sister.”


    “You need to go do her paperwork, then,” he said. “Go to the front desk.” Then he eyeballed me. “You don’t look good. Tell them to check you out, too.” Before I knew it, I was in a cubicle where a nurse gave me another oxygen mask and told me to breathe into it. I tried to get up and leave, but a male nurse came in, stuck an IV in my arm, and ordered me to stay put. I tried to make him promise he would bring me any news of Pam, but he refused to commit to this. Somehow he reminded me of my ex-husband Brandon, not in a good way. I wondered if they knew each other, though nowadays, Brandon lived in Iowa with his new wife and a couple of ugly kids (Pam showed me their pictures on Facebook).


    “Don’t move,” he commanded as he left me there alone. I never saw him again, which was probably just as well, since in my woozy mind, I had already married him and had ugly kids with him, if only to get back at Brandon.


    Lying there was torture. I had no idea why I couldn’t breathe, maybe smoke inhalation, asthma, or panic, but my lungs were shutting down. I tried taking the mask off and standing up, but the room started to spin, and I fell back down again. With the mask on, I forced myself to take long, even breaths, and after a while, the air started to feel like air again, like the first real air I had ever breathed. I guess I passed out then, and when I opened my eyes, a doctor was standing over me with a stethoscope. She listened to my chest and said I was okay, though I didn’t feel okay.


    “I need to see my sister.”


    “She’s in our hyperbaric chamber.” She explained a bunch of stuff about that, but I didn’t understand it. “The other two went to Bayview. They have the best burn unit.”


    “Is there a phone I could use?” I asked. She handed me her cellphone. I called the only person I could think of.


    “Where the hell are you?” Norma sounded hysterical. “I’ve been watching the fire on TV and I’m about to lose my mind. They said five people were injured but they didn’t give their names. Are you okay?”


    “I’m fine. I’m at Shock Trauma,” I managed to choke out. “Pam’s in here, too. They put her in this special chamber thing.”


    “Where’s Ricky?”


    “Bayview Medical Center. Can you go over there? I’m going to stay here with Pam.”


    “On my way. I’ll call you when I get there.”


    “I don’t have a phone. I left it at work.” In fact, apart from my car keys and the tiny buffalo in my jeans pocket, I had nothing. When she hung up, I handed the doctor her phone, then lay down on the gurney and tried to catch my breath while my brain filled up with the nothingness. My building was on fire. My car was parked on Main Street, so maybe it was on fire now, too. I had nowhere to live. I had no kids, no husband, not even a goldfish, and now the restaurant I had put my whole heart and soul into was burning down. And I didn’t even have a fucking phone.


    And I was stuck in a hospital. The night Donny had his motorcycle accident, we all sat in the county ER for hours not saying anything until finally the doctor came in, and we could see from his face what had happened. My mom fell on the floor screaming, all 400 pounds of her, and Frank rushed to her side and held her, rocking her like a baby, though he could barely get his arms around her. Norma was screaming, too, while Ricky, who was ten at the time, cried his eyes out, Tim punched a wall and stormed out, while Pam sobbed, and I sat there paralyzed, unable to cry or even move because part of me was gone. We needed Donny to come in and make clown faces, tickle my mom till she smacked him, tell us bad jokes, do a moonwalk, mess up our hair, then laugh at us, with his big goofy face that looked just like mine.


    I hated hospitals, just hated them.


    “Are you all right?” the doctor was asking me.


    I was about to say sure, fine and dandy, when I started seeing spots. When I opened my eyes, I was in a wheelchair back in the goddamn ER, being steered through waves of people. I had no idea why the ER was so crowded. While I had been out there living my ordinary life, all these people were in crisis. I felt a crushing pain in my chest, and for a moment I thought I was having a heart attack, but I was just feeling sorry for the whole damn world.


    In a new cubicle, I started puking my guts out at the same time as I was having another asthma attack. It took hours before they let me out of there, but finally, I talked a guy in scrubs into wheeling me up to the hyperbaric chamber, where I found Milo in the waiting room. I had no idea how much time had passed since the fire, but just judging from his appearance, it was centuries. He was normally clean-cut and preppie, like someone from Annapolis, but now he looked like one of those guys who tries to clean your windshield when you stop at a light.


    “Julie, thank God,” he said when he saw me. He leaned over the wheelchair and put his arms around me carefully. I hugged him back, hard, burying my face in his jacket, though it reeked of smoke. It had been a while since I had hugged a man, and it felt amazing. I could have stayed like that forever, but he peeled me off him and asked, “Are you okay?”


    “Oh, sure, fine. How is she?”


    “They don’t know yet. She has to stay in the hyperbaric chamber for a while.”


    “Did you see her?”


    “They let me stay with her in ICU, before they put her in the chamber. I told them I was her husband so they’d let me in.”


    There was something incredibly sad about this. I didn’t know much about his wife, but I knew she had died of cancer, and it had taken a long time. I figured he had spent some serious time in ICU and knew the ropes. “Is she awake?”


    “Not yet.” He sounded so hopeful that I was almost able to stifle the voices of doom in my head. For me, hospitals meant death and destruction, but he seemed upbeat, telling me about the chamber and how great it was, how it housed twenty-three people and was the only multi-chambered hyperbaric unit in the state, and other facts I wasn’t interested in. I only wanted to hear him say that Pam would be okay.


    After a while, we lapsed into a tired silence. I tried closing my eyes, but pictures crowded my brain, smoke and fire, plates of food, weird images from Madame Rosa’s cards. I opened my eyes again and saw Milo was gone, but a guy in a Yankees cap was staring at me. He was apparently not aware that no one in Baltimore should wear Yankees gear.


    “Are you one of the fire victims?”


    I nodded.


    “I’m from the Sun. Can you describe what happened?”


    I told him a short version of the story.


    He scribbled in a long spiral notebook. “Where were you when the fire started?”


    “Across the street.”


    “What were you doing?”


    “Well, actually,” I said, not stopping to think better of it, “I was having my fortune told.”


    “Seriously?” He perked up. “By whom?”


    I told him “whom,” and because I probably still had too much carbon monoxide in my brain, I went into a whole explanation of the Sacred Road cards. “And just before I heard sirens,” I said, “she told me my future looks bright.”


    “Is that so,” he said, taking notes like crazy.


    “Yeah.” I laughed and shook my head, which almost seemed to rattle. He was staring at me curiously and seemed to expect me to keep talking, so I said, “I guess everything that happens is for a reason. I just wish I knew what the reason was.”


    He looked so pleased about this that I decided it would be a good idea to shut up. “I’m not feeling so good,” I said. “I think I need medical attention.”


    “You’re in the right place.” He thanked me for my statement and disappeared.


    When Milo returned from badgering medical personnel about Pam’s condition, I asked him if I could borrow his cellphone, turning sideways so no one could see me, since the sign said it wasn’t allowed, and dialed Norma. “It’s me,” I said.


    “Oh God, Julie.” Her voice had a note of hysteria, like she could barely hold it together. “Ricky’s alive. I identified him.” This should have been great news, but something about the way she said this sent panic shooting through me. “That was him you pulled out of the building.”


    “Is he okay?”


    Loud sobbing. I waited a while, saying, “He’ll be fine, don’t worry, everything will be fine,” over and over until she could answer.


    “He has second and third degree burns, fifty percent.” I could hear her blowing her nose. “But they think he has a fair chance. They say younger people tend to heal well.”


    I chose to ignore the “they think” part of her sentence. “That’s fantastic!” I tried to take a deep breath of relief, but breathing still wasn’t going well. “I wasn’t sure who I carried out.”


    “They said that happens all the time, like they’ll pull someone out of a fire or car accident and it takes hours before they realize they know them.” Then she started blathering about silver nitrate and intubating and CAT scans and Foleys.


    I had no idea what any of that meant and I didn’t really want to know, so I cut her off. “Should I come over there?”


    “Well, he’s unconscious. They’re giving him lots of morphine. That girlfriend is there and won’t leave him alone. Some nurses tried to get her to go, since she wasn’t a relative, but she started screaming so they let her stay. I’ve got to run home and deal with the boys. They’re at my neighbor’s.”


    “Where’s Bob?”


    There was a short silence, then she said, “He moved out.” She sounded relatively calm now, and I didn’t want to stir things up so I said, oh, okay, like everything was hunky-dory. She asked about Pam, and I gave her the update, and she said she was going to come over there after she gave the kids their dinner, and her neighbor was going to watch them.


    “So you should stay there,” she said. “She needs family.”


    “I’ll be here.” There was nowhere else for me to go.


    Milo and I waited outside the hyperbaric chamber for hours, not saying anything. After a while, someone wanted my wheelchair back, so I moved to an uncomfortable plastic chair next to him. I closed my eyes and concentrated on breathing. When I opened my eyes, I saw Norma leaning over me. She wasn’t wearing any makeup, and her hair looked like she had combed it with an eggbeater, as my mother would have said. She gave me a quick, painful hug and sat next to me.


    “Is it morning?”


    “It’s six.”


    “A.m. or p.m.?”


    “A.m. I just came from Bayview. He’s holding his own.” She gave my hand a weird little squeeze. “And they identified the person who died.”


    “Who was it?” I asked, though I already knew.


    “That guy who lived in a tent in the woods. They could tell it was him because all his stuff was in his pockets and it all melted together.”


    If I hadn’t hired Ray to be my dishwasher, he’d be alive, drawing pictures on napkins and saying crazy shit about the stars. It wasn’t until Norma put her arm around me I noticed I was making loud barking sounds like a seal. I sat and sobbed, and nobody took any notice at first, but then I started wheezing pretty bad, and she flagged down a nurse who told me to go back down to the ER and get more oxygen. I didn’t want to, but Norma dragged me and before I knew it, I was in a hospital bed with a mask on my face and an IV in my arm. Someone on the other side of the curtain in the center of the room was moaning. I wanted to sleep and shut it all out, but everything hurt too much.
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    A nurse was holding my wrist. Light streamed through the window blinds.


    “Do you need anything?” She stuck a thermometer in my mouth.


    When she removed it, I said, “I need to leave.”


    She said the doctor would be there soon. I asked for specifics, but she ran off without answering and someone else came in. She asked if I wanted a newspaper and I said okay, so she handed me The Baltimore Sun.


    The fire was front page news. According to the fire marshal, someone had tossed a lit cigarette into a pile of cardboard boxes that were stored in a rear area next to the creek, just behind the kitchen. The fire had climbed up the back wall, spreading to the second floor and to the building next door. Three people had been trapped in the kitchen, and one of them had died, Raymond Steele, 32, while two others were in critical condition. The article didn’t mention that Ray had resided in a tent, but it did say that his father was CEO of a large paper company and that the family lived in the fancy section of Baltimore. Go figure. The funeral was scheduled for Saturday, but it was just for family. There wasn’t much background information about Ricky or Pam, but it did say Ricky was in the burn unit at Bayview.


    I read a little further about the fire. On page two, there was an article in a little box next to the main story, where they generally ran silly items, with the headline, “Psychic Fails to Predict Fire.” The article said, “When the fire broke out, Julie Barlow, owner of the restaurant Falling Water, was across the street with a psychic reader, one of Main Street’s eclectic storefront businesses, having her fortune told by Loretta Bayliss, 42, better known as Madame Rosa. ‘She told me my future looked bright, and then I heard the sirens.’”


    “Shit, shit, shit,” I said out loud, and went on reading.


    “Barlow, 37, opened the restaurant six months ago and had just turned it into a popular destination on historic Main Street when the fire decimated her business. ‘I guess everything happens for a reason,’ Barlow said. ‘I just wish I knew what the reason was.’


    “Maybe Barlow should ask Madame Rosa,” the last line of the article said.


    I rang for the nurse. “Get me out of here,” I said when she finally appeared.


    “You have to wait, hon. The doctor will be here soon.”


    I was just about to yank the IV out of my arm when Norma walked in. She noticed the newspaper on the bed and took it away from me.


    “Do they think this is funny?” I yelled. “Ray is dead, and this is a cute story?”


    She made a tsk sound and patted my arm. “Good news about Pammy. They moved her from the chamber to ICU last night.”


    “ICU is good news?”


    “It means she’s doing better. She’s not conscious yet so they’re putting her back in the chamber for a while today.”


    “Wow.” Suddenly, just for a second, I felt wild with happiness, though it seemed crazy to be happy that someone was in intensive care.


    “Do you need anything?”


    I lay there thinking for a moment. What did I need? “For this not to have happened?”


    “How about coffee?”


    “Coffee would be great.”


    She came back with a Starbucks latte. I had no idea where she had found it but I sucked it down. Someone came in with a tray of gross hospital food and I tore into it. I couldn’t even remember the last time I had eaten, not counting IV fluid. I had always thought it was sad that people could take great ingredients like eggs and wheat and turn them to rubbery slop, but now I was damn glad to get them.


    “Try not to worry, Jools,” Norma said as she was leaving. “Everything will be fine and dandy.”


    I nodded, like she’d just said something really smart. I was dozing off again when Milo came in. He picked up my hand carefully, since it had an IV in it. “Are you okay?” He still looked worried and tired, and he hadn’t shaved.


    “Oh, sure, never better.”


    “I was here earlier but you were sleeping.”


    Probably drooling, I thought, and come to think of it, I must look truly disgusting. Some nurses or whatever they were had tried to clean me up when they were shoving me into a hospital gown and stealing my clothes, but I was pretty sure it hadn’t helped.


    “Don’t you need to sleep?” I asked. He still looked rough and dirty, with the beginnings of a beard. I had no idea what time it was, or what day. When this is over, I thought randomly, I’m buying a watch. You could strap a watch to your arm and maybe it would stay there.


    “I slept a little.” He let go of my hand and pulled up a chair.


    “Milo.” I wasn’t sure what I wanted to say. I went with, “Thanks for being there for Pam. For all of us.”


    He gave me a strange look, and then I was sure: he was in love with my sister. You poor bastard, I thought. I closed my eyes and tried to breathe, but I felt like I was falling through space. Before I knew it, someone was shoving another mask on my face and I was out again.


    When I woke up, Milo was gone, and there was no light coming in the window. The person who had been moaning was gone and the curtain was open, so I had the whole room to myself. I lay in the dark for hours, in and out of sleep. Every time I started to drop off, I’d find myself in the middle of a fire, or a flood, or an alien invasion, and I was always trying to find Pam, or Ricky, or my mother. I’d wake up panting like a dog—oh God, I thought, suddenly wide awake: the dogs had been locked in the house for hours, maybe days. I wanted to phone someone and tell them to walk them or at least let them out in the yard, but I didn’t have a phone, and anyway, there was no one to call except maybe a nurse, and I didn’t want anyone to think I was having a medical emergency. I lay there breathing into the mask, stiff with panic, until the sun started to pour in the window and I fell into a real sleep and into my old dream where I was walking along that mountain path, wearing my moccasins and winding through the trees.


    Just before noon, they released me, handing me an asthma inhaler for the road. I made them wheel me upstairs, where I pulled up next to Norma. She gave me a hug and said, “Pammy’s back in that chamber.”


    “Where’s Milo?”


    “He went home to shower,” she said, like it was about time. “That’s what you need to do now, too.”


    “I don’t have a home.”


    “True.” She squinted at me. “You look like shit on a shingle.”


    “Thanks.”


    “Come on, I’ll take you over to my house. You need to go lay down or something. I was about to head back over to Bayview.”


    The thought of being stuck in her big, too-clean house in the cul-de-sac gave me the heebie-jeebies. “I’m fine. I’ll come to Bayview with you.”


    “No, you need to rest. And you’re wheezing.”


    “Am not.”


    “Well, you can’t just sit around in hospitals.”


    “You’re just sitting around in hospitals.”


    “I didn’t inhale a bunch of smoke and almost get killed rescuing people.” She sounded like she might start crying.


    This scared me. Suddenly I remembered my panic in the middle of the night. “The dogs, what about the dogs?”


    “Don’t worry, I let them out.”


    “Were they okay?”


    “Of course.” Then a light bulb appeared above her head. She dug into her purse and handed me a key.


    I stared at the key. It was as familiar as my own hand.


    “Let’s go,” she said. “I’ll drive you.”


    “No.”


    “Julie, don’t be difficult,” she said, in a voice I’d heard her use on her kids. “You need to rest. If anything happens, I’ll call you. I’ll even come get you. Okay?”


    I didn’t say anything.


    In a tired voice, she said, “Go home. There’s nothing you can do for either of them now.”


    She was right, for once, and even on a good day, it was her way or the highway. She steered me into the elevator and through the crowded lobby, where she bullied some guy into watching me while she got her car.


    She took an alternate route that made sure we got nowhere near town where my building was, or wasn’t. Somehow over the past few days, everyone on our street had gotten the bat-signal and dug out the Christmas decorations. Giant inflatable Santas, penguins, snowmen, and Grinches smiled creepily from every yard. Our house looked naked, without so much as a wreath on the door. Norma parked at the curb and tried to come around to help me out, but I waved her away. “Seriously, I’m fine,” I said. Before she could protest, I jumped out, lurched up the front path, pulled the key out of my jeans pocket, struggled with the lockbox the realtor had put on, and opened the door. I turned and waved to her until she drove away.


    Inside, everything was completely silent. I flipped on the ceiling light, then flipped it off again and turned on a lamp. The living room carpet was streaked like someone had just vacuumed. Everything smelled the same as ever, a combination of air freshener and sweat and the dirt floor of the cellar. It felt weird that my mom didn’t come rushing out to greet me, throwing her arms around me and crushing the life out of me while yelling at me for being late, or early, or on time. I must have made some kind of sound because Sally and Max came bounding down the stairs and jumped all over me. I put my arms around them both and relaxed into their dogginess, then sat back on the couch and put my feet on the coffee table, since there was no one to yell at me for doing it, and the dogs flopped at my feet. I closed my eyes. Passing traffic rattled the windows, and I could hear Sally snoring as I drifted off.


    The ringing phone made me jump, and at first I had no idea where I was. I ran into the kitchen and grabbed the old yellow wall phone.


    “Just checking on you.” It was Norma. There was almost no one else it could have been. “Are you okay?”


    “Sure.” I was so foggy, I could hardly speak.


    “Ricky’s still critical, but he’s holding his own.”


    I tried to say “thank God,” but it came out as sort of a bark.


    “I’ll call again soon,” she said, hanging up.


    Since I was in the kitchen, I decided to scrounge something for lunch, or dinner, whatever it was. The fridge was empty, except for a carton of soymilk and a packet of vegan ham. I found a loaf of million-grain bread in the cupboard, threw fake meat between a couple of slices, and tore into it. It tasted like slimy cardboard, but I didn’t care. I had just stuffed most of the sandwich into my mouth when I heard a knock at the front door. I opened it, still chewing, and saw a square-faced blond guy I sort of recognized, though at first I couldn’t remember where I knew him from. Behind him were people with cameras shining bright lights on me. “Channel Two News,” the blond guy said. “Are you Julie Barlow?” I nodded, still chewing. “Miss Barlow, we’d like to ask you a few questions.”


    Before I could say no, the reporter turned to face the camera and said he was so-and-so with a news exclusive, an interview with the proprietor of the popular Main Street restaurant that had just burned down. “Tell us about your visit to Madame Rosa.”


    I wasn’t sure how to respond. “Is that what you want?” I wiped my mouth on my sleeve.


    “Would you say she predicted the fire?” the news guy asked.


    “Predicted?” Oh sure, when one minute someone says you’re going to be lucky and the next minute your restaurant is burning down. “No, I wouldn’t say she predicted it.”


    “How long have you been consulting Madame Rosa?”


    “It was my first time.”


    “Do you think the fire was caused by the tarot cards?”


    “Caused by the—no, of course not.” I thought about slamming the door on them, but they were wedged in the doorway, and I didn’t want them to film me yelling at them, since that was probably just the kind of thing they loved and would show over and over. “That’s a crazy question,” I couldn’t help adding, though privately I thought maybe it wasn’t so crazy, like maybe the cards had somehow moved the universe in the direction of total destruction. I wasn’t sure how that might work, but it was in the back of my mind like muzak in a grocery store.


    He asked me some questions about Pam and Ricky and how they were, and then he asked me if I had been to Main Street since the fire. I said I hadn’t, and he tried to talk me into going down there so they could shoot me in front of the restaurant, but I told him I needed to rest, so finally they packed up their equipment and left to cover other people’s tragedies.


    I lay on the couch and tried to doze off again, but every time I got close to sleeping, I’d hear all the ghosts in our house yelling, laughing, arguing, listening to heavy metal (Donny), having sex (my mom and Frank). Ricky whining because he wanted candy. Frank coming home after work saying, “Where’s my sweet girl?” These sounds were stuck in the walls. People said Main Street was haunted, and there was even a ghost tour, but I had never believed in stuff like that. Now it was starting to seem definite, like the stars really were loose, like Ray said. The fire had burned a hole in reality and I was waffling in and out of it, and time was as mushy and colorful as Jell-O.


    Great, I’m going nuts, I thought. I jumped to my feet, threw on a jacket that was probably Pam’s, slammed out the front door, and took off on foot down Main Street. I knew my car was still parked somewhere in town, if it hadn’t burned up, so it made sense to go get it. I limped down the hill as fast as I could, trying not to wheeze. Just past the curve of the street, I could see the row of shops where my restaurant was. From a distance, they looked fine, but when I got closer I saw a huge hole in the side of my building. By the light of the streetlamp, I could see clothes still hanging in my closet. I thought about trying to rescue them and wash them in my mother’s old Kenmore, but when I got closer, I found the stairs to my apartment were gone.


    The front window pane of the restaurant lay in pieces on the sidewalk, and no one had boarded it up. Everything smelled of smoke, but if I squinted, the dining room looked almost normal. A layer of broken glass and ash had fallen on everything, but the tables were still set, and it seemed like business as usual until you looked more closely. Painted buffalos still roamed across back wall, but now they appeared to be melting. The wild colors of Ray’s painting of the Sun Dagger had streaked, but I could still see cliffs and sun.


    Further up the street, I found my car under a layer of ash and some kind of foam. I picked a parking ticket off the windshield, tossed it on the ground, and drove away.
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    I spent the next few hours at the Double T Diner on Route 40 poking a crabcake with a fork. When I got back to the house, I found Star in the living room, wrapped in Ricky’s blue bathrobe. She looked surprised to see me. “Oh, hey Julie! They were doing some tests and they wouldn’t let me in, so I decided to come home and take a quick shower.”


    “Did you drive?” I asked, since I didn’t think she had a car.


    “No, I took the bus. Well, three of them.”


    That sounded horrible. “Hey, I’ll drive you over there in the morning,” I said. “You probably ought to try to get some sleep first.”


    She was giving me a weird look, and then I realized she was probably thinking I was a total bitch for not going to see Ricky right this second, though it was nearly midnight and we’d all had a rough couple of days.


    “Yeah,” I said, like I’d heard her thoughts. “See, I was in the hospital myself. I guess I had a little smoke inhalation from when I went into the building.”


    “Oh my God, you were in the building?” Apparently she hadn’t been consulting local media.


    “Yeah, I was the one who carried Ricky out.”


    She let out a little scream and burst into tears. I patted her on the arm until she calmed down enough to say, “Oh God, Julie, you’re the best, best sister ever!”


    “Not really,” I said, thinking of the thousand shitty things I had done as a sister, such as tying Ricky up and sticking him in a closet.


    “They kept telling me he didn’t even know I was there, but I know he knew. He’ll be so glad to see you.” She wiped her eyes on the bathrobe’s sleeve.


    “I’ll be glad to see him, too,” I said, though the idea of seeing him in that condition scared the hell out of me.


    “He doesn’t look too bad,” she said, adding that he would be well soon and totally back to normal and everything would be okay. I expected to hear the words “fine and dandy,” like my mother would have said, but she didn’t say them. She still wanted to go right back to the hospital, but I talked her into trying to catch a few hours of shut-eye by telling her he required rest and didn’t need anyone sitting there keeping him awake, so she finally caved and went upstairs to his room.


    I went into the room formerly known as Pam’s and mine and lay down on the single bed without even rolling down the crocheted bedspread. When I woke up with a start, it was light outside. I stumbled into the kitchen and found Star in a too-large, tie-dyed T-shirt, drinking a cup of herbal tea. “Oh, great, you’re dressed,” she said. I didn’t bother to tell her that these were the clothes I’d been wearing for two days now, and I had slept in them, and they were the only clothes I owned. She seemed anxious to get going, but offered to make me some coffee. She poured the coffee into a tall paper hot-cup that must have come from her coffee shop and I started to sit down, but she hustled me out the door.


    On the way to the hospital, she wanted to talk about Ricky. She asked me about our childhood and what kind of memories I had of him.


    “I was ten when he was born,” I told her. “We all thought of him as our toy. He was this cute little munchkin in striped T-shirts with drool all over them, always staggering around and bumping into things, then falling down hard on his butt.” I told her how he had blond curly hair like an angel, and how our mother cried the first time she cut it. Star seemed to like hearing this stuff, so I went on and on, telling her about how he broke his arm falling off the back of Frank’s pickup, and how once he stuck a piece of corn up his nose and we couldn’t get it out, and how he used to puke on us all the time because his stomach was delicate, as my mother put it. I could tell she was loving it, so I just kept it coming.


    When we got to the hospital, I discovered she was wrong about Ricky: he did look bad, in fact he didn’t look like Ricky, and I had to clamp my hand over my mouth to keep from screaming. Most of his body was wrapped in white bandages, and I couldn’t see his face past a big plastic tube hooked up to a loud machine. An IV hung over him, with a bunch of other tubes going in and out, and he wasn’t moving, like he was frozen. Star whispered something in his ear. We were in gowns and masks, so maybe he didn’t recognize us, but he didn’t react at all. Star started yakking, telling him how she ran into me, and how glad she was to see me and how I was telling her about the good old days when he was my cute little baby brother. She chattered on, though it was kind of hard to hear her through her mask, crazily cheerful like she’d been in a million burn units before, and Ricky made no response the entire time, just lay there beeping. She told him the doctors said he was doing great and was going to make a full recovery. I didn’t know if the doctors really said this, but she sounded like she believed it. She went on blathering goofy stuff, then turned around like she suddenly remembered me, and said, “So, sweetie, guess who’s here?”


    “Hey, dude,” I said, through my mask. It felt weird to talk to someone who didn’t seem to be awake, and who didn’t seem to be Ricky. “It’s me. Julie. You’re doing great. Just great.” I couldn’t think of what else to say, but I added a couple more dumb things and then Star jumped back in again.


    She went on talking, and every so often I added something so he’d know I was still there, if he knew anything at all. I wanted to crawl away and find some dark place to hide. Since telling her about our childhood, I could only think about cute little baby Ricky with his wide toothless grin and messy curls, toddling around the house and climbing onto everyone’s lap. I was just about to break down and sob when suddenly I remembered the time I was watching him through the window in the backyard and I saw him pick something up off the ground. I ran outside to try to stop him and got there too late to keep him from popping a piece of dog shit into his mouth.


    “Hey, Ricky,” I said, laughing a little, though I still felt like weeping. “Remember the time you ate dog shit?”


    “Oh no, you didn’t,” Star said.


    “Yeah, he was around two. He picked it up and stuck it in his mouth. I had to dig it out of there with my finger.”


    “Oh my God.” Star’s laugh had an edge of hysteria. “Oh my God, that’s so funny!”


    “I called him Dog Boy for years,” I said, feeling ashamed of myself.


    “Did you hear that, honey? I’m going to call you Dog Boy from now on.”


    I could see tears streaming from her eyes, but she went on babbling in that perky, cheerful way, and she was still going strong when I waved goodbye and crept out of the room. I went into a bathroom and cried for a while, then splashed water on my face and went to find my car in the giant garage.


    My next stop was to see Pam. Since I didn’t have a job now, I figured I could just spend my time driving back and forth between hospitals. There were probably other things I should be doing, I thought, like talking to my insurance broker and seeing what kind of coverage I had for fire (I hadn’t paid much attention when I took out the policy), but I didn’t care about them.


    The front desk gave me Pam’s new room number, and when I got there, I wasn’t surprised to find Milo in the hall, reading a magazine with a sailboat on the cover. He gave me a hug when he saw me, and I had that weird feeling again, just for a moment, like I was falling. “Your brother is in there with her,” he said.


    At first I thought he meant Ricky, then Donny, but when I stuck my head in, I saw Tim in a chair next to Pam’s bed.


    “Julie!” she said when she spotted me. Her voice was croaky.


    I was so happy to see her awake I couldn’t speak. I stood there opening and closing my mouth until a nurse came in and snapped, “Only one at a time.” I waved hello and goodbye to Tim, then went back to the waiting room and sat next to Milo. His eyes were red and had bags under them, but he had shaved and looked a lot happier than last time I saw him. “What’s the latest?” I asked.


    “The doctors say the hyperbaric chamber really helped.” He gave me a bunch of statistics on exactly how much it had helped, especially with the CO2 levels in her blood.


    “What’s Tim doing here?” I asked, since Milo seemed to know more about my family than I did.


    “He got here early this morning. I guess he took a red-eye.”


    “Wow.” I didn’t know what else to say.


    “He’s an interesting guy.”


    “Is he?”


    “I liked his partner, too.”


    “His what?”


    “His friend, Alex. I’m sorry, I assumed they were—”


    “No way.” I burst out laughing. “That Alex guy is just his friend.”


    “Anyway, he was telling me about his business. It’s fascinating.”


    “Repo? It’s horrible. I hated it.”


    “It’s dangerous.”


    “Yeah. But it turns out everything’s dangerous.”


    Milo stroked the side of his face like he was having deep thoughts. “I guess you take a risk with anything that matters.”


    “No shit. And what do I have to show for it?”


    “It was an incredible place, Julie.”


    “Next time I want to take a risk, I’ll go bungee jumping.” I saw Tim coming down the hall from Pam’s room. “Or I’ll go back to repo.”


    “You’re not working for me again,” Tim said. “People came crying to her and she gave them back their cars.” We gave each other the expected hug.


    “He docked my pay,” I told Milo. “It cost me a fortune to work there.”


    “Well, you know you always have a job at the Wild Hare,” Milo said.


    “Thanks,” I said, though the thought of having to go back to work for someone else, even Milo, made me feel like puking. “I don’t know what I’m going to do. I have to talk to the insurance guy.”


    “We should have the money from the house sale soon,” Tim said.


    “Oh, right, the house sale.”


    “I guess we’ll be going to settlement one of these days.”


    “I guess.”


    “Though Norma apparently dropped the ball on a few things. I haven’t gotten any information from her for a while.”


    “She’s been busy.”


    “Busy?” He snorted. “She’s a soccer mom. How busy could she be?”


    “Well, there was this little fire situation, and then before that, there was Bob leaving her for her friend Candy.”


    “Say what?”


    I gave him the lowdown.


    “Well, I’ll be a monkey’s uncle.” I expected him to say something sarcastic about Norma, but he just shook his head like he actually felt sorry for someone besides himself, which would be a first.


    “I’m going to see Pam,” I said, leaving them to talk about whatever common ground they could come up with.


    I sat in the chair Tim had vacated.


    “Julie, I’m so sorry.” Her eyes began to fill with tears. “I should have stopped it.”


    “Oh, no, come on. I’m just so glad that you’re—that you’re—” I couldn’t get the words out.


    “It came through the back door. We were trying to put it out but it got too big really fast.” Something dark and scary flashed in her eyes.


    I tried to change the channel. “Hey, it’s over. Don’t think about it. All that matters is that you and Ricky are okay.” I didn’t mention Ray, and I was glad she didn’t ask about him.


    “Is your building—?”


    “Well, it’s still standing.” I decided not to tell her the rest.


    “You and Milo saved our lives.”


    “It was Milo’s idea. He busted in there while the firefighters were still bullshitting around outside.” I kept my tone light, trying not to see that moment over and over in my mind when the kitchen door stuck and I knew someone was on the floor behind it.


    “Yeah, a firefighter on the news said they hate it when people do that. He called it freelancing. The doctor said if we’d been in there a minute longer, we wouldn’t have made it,” she said. That darkness in her eyes again, and then, a moment of silence. Then she said in a cheerier version of her new raspy voice, “How are things at home? Is anyone walking the dogs?”


    “Not exactly.”


    “You’re not walking them?” She looked like she was about to jump out of bed and grab a leash.


    “Hey, I let them out, they’re fine. How soon can you get out of here?”


    “I don’t know. I have to pass some kind of oxygen test first. It’s like the bar exam.”


    “You’ll do great. You’re good at tests.”


    She laughed her raspy little laugh. We sat for a while, not saying anything, and then her eyes started to close.


    “I’m going to get going.” I patted her arm. “Get some rest. I’ll be back later.” I gave her a careful hug.


    “Julie,” she said as I was going out the door, “take the dogs for a walk.”


    “Okay, I will.”


    “And will you send Milo in?”


    I said I would.


    When I found Milo and said, “Your turn,” he threw down his magazine and took off. I watched him as he hurried down the hall.


    ***


    Sally and Max jumped all over me like I had Milk-Bones in my pocket. It was a cold, gray afternoon, but I decided to do what Pam told me, although it looked like it might rain, even snow. The poor dogs had to be bored to death by this time, and if you didn’t keep Max entertained, he would chew on your favorite shoes and then relieve himself on your leg. I put their leashes on them and as we headed out the door, they turned around and smiled like they were glad to see me back at my post, then yanked me out the patio door and into our backyard. They ran with steaming breath along the edge of the hill, dragging me through the bare trees up a little path that used to lead to the woods I played in when I was a kid. There was a housing development in their place now. In the summers, we always hiked to a big pond that wasn’t there anymore and fished in it with rods we made out of sticks. Our old yellow labrador, Buddy, would lie quietly, then jump up barking for no reason, scaring the fish away. I loved Sally and Max, but I still missed our old dogs. When we were kids, Tim, Pam, Donny, and I had spent all our time chasing them through the woods. It was always the four of us—Norma was home making cookies as hard as hockey pucks with her Easy-Bake Oven, and Ricky wasn’t born yet. Back then, Tim watched out for Donny and me and beat up people who picked on us for being twins. In high school, he changed and started hanging out with cool kids who made fun of us, and for a long time I waited for him to change back, but he never did.


    The dogs pulled me up the path until it ended suddenly at a cul-de-sac of townhouses and there was nowhere else to go but back into the dark cloud of things I didn’t want to deal with: calling the insurance agent, talking to Norma about the house sale, trying to get into my building to see if anything was left of my stuff. And way worse than any of that was my terror about Ricky. I felt sick every time I thought about him hooked up to those machines, and I almost wanted to lie down on the path and cry, but the dogs pulled me into a 180 degree turn like they were ready to get home now, since fat drops of icy rain were starting to hit us, and they hated to be wet. Max stopped every few feet to pee on things, but Sally kept jerking me along the path. As we got closer to our house, it started to pour. Sally and I made a run for the front porch, dragging Max with us. We dashed to shelter, all of us panting. I still wasn’t feeling that great. I let the dogs into the house, where I could hear them shaking water all over the living room, and sat in a beat-up blue chair on the porch that had always been my favorite. I stared across the street where some yuppies lived now and watched the rain as it streamed onto the road and into the creek. It was the kind of weather that often led to a flood. Bring it on, I thought. My walk, in what was left of the woods, had helped me forget everything for a second, but now I was back to reality. I was scared shitless about Ricky, despite all the perky things Norma and Star said. I was pretty sure Pam would be all right—the doctors said she would—but we had almost lost her. And then there was Ray—Ray and his wide pirate’s smile, his rants about Atlantis.


    And my beautiful dream restaurant had poofed away, the way dreams do. Everything was gone. Nothing was the same but this sagging porch with its same crummy old furniture and window boxes of dirty plastic flowers and the sound of water dripping from the roof where the gutters needed to be replaced. From the porch, I could see the neighbors’ giant inflatable Santas and sparkling reindeer. Our lawn was naked and dark.


    The sound of barking from behind the storm door made me jump, and when I opened my eyes, I saw a woman hurrying up our front walk. She had short, straight salt-and-pepper hair and wore a blue raincoat with long buttons. She ran up our steps and onto the porch, out of the rain, then stood smiling like she knew me. I figured she was a Jehovah’s Witness and I was about to tell her I worshipped Satan when she said, “You’re Julie Barlow, right?” I said I was. “I hope I’m not bothering you.”


    “Are you a reporter?” I was ready to shove her down the stairs if she was.


    “A reporter? Oh, no, hon. I saw you sitting there and I thought I’d stop. I just wanted to tell you how sorry I am about what happened.”


    “How did you know who I was?”


    “I saw you on the news.” She stared down at me like she was memorizing my face. “I’m an old friend of your mother’s.”


    I looked up at her. She was about my mother’s age, with a broad, tan face, and no makeup. She didn’t look like anyone I’d ever seen before. “Have we met?”


    “No, I don’t live around here. When I first saw you on the TV, I knew you were related to Cynthia. You look so much like her, I guess you know that. I wasn’t planning to drop in or anything, but I was just driving by and I saw you sitting here.” I was staring stupidly at her, not saying anything. “I just thought I’d—” She didn’t finish her sentence. Then she asked, “How is Cynthia? Is she here?”


    “She passed away last April.”


    She stared at me as if she hadn’t quite heard what I said, then turned away and leaned against the porch rail.


    “Are you okay?” I asked after a while. She didn’t say anything. “Do you want to sit down?”


    She moved toward a plastic chair across from me. I was about to warn her that if she sat in it she’d end up covered with stripes of dirt, but she sank, almost fell, into it before I could say anything.


    “Are you okay?” I asked again. She really didn’t look okay.


    “It’s just such a shock.”


    “I know,” I said. “You were good friends?”


    She nodded without looking at me.


    “I guess you hadn’t seen her in a while?”


    She didn’t say anything.


    “I’m sorry,” I said, though I wasn’t sure why I should be sorry. The dogs were pressing their noses against the storm door, watching us. “I didn’t get your name.”


    “I’m Julia.” She turned toward me and held out her hand, and I shook it. Her hand was small, with fine bones, and it was like holding a bird. Someone once told me birds’ bones were hollow so their weight wouldn’t drag them down when they flew. “Nice to meet you,” I said. Funny that we had the same first name, I thought. I didn’t recall ever hearing about anyone named Julia, my real name. “How did you know my mother?”


    “We met a long time ago.” Now her eyes were on me. Her eyes were birdlike, too, small and black. Though, I reflected stupidly, I had also read that birds could only see out of one side of their faces at a time. I wondered why I seemed to know so much about birds.


    “Then you moved away?” I figured they must have gone to high school together.


    “No, I didn’t live here. I was visiting some relations here when we met.”


    “Oh, I see.” I wondered absently about the logistics of this, how you could get to be good friends with someone who didn’t live where you lived. “Where are you from?”


    “Arizona.” She had a funny way of talking—not an accent, exactly, but like each word was clipped off at the end like a cigar. Behind her, rain continued to pour.


    “Oh, Arizona. It’s supposed to be nice out there.”


    “You’ve never been there?” She took a tissue out of her pocket and dabbed at her nose.


    “No. I’ve always wanted to go, though.” I was about to tell her my father was from there, when something stopped me.


    “You should go. It’s a beautiful place. Of course, Maryland is beautiful, too.”


    “Wait,” I said in a voice that was a little too loud. “Wait, wait.” I must have looked strange, because she gave me a startled look like she was wondering what my problem was. “What did you say your last name was?”


    “I didn’t say. It’s Fallingwater,” she said. “Julia Fallingwater.”


    “Are you the sister of Mom’s friend?”


    “Mom’s friend?”


    “A guy Mom used to know, a guy named Fallingwater. Are you his sister?”


    “No. I don’t have a brother.”


    “Oh, come on. J. Fallingwater. That was her friend’s name.”


    “No, that’s my name. Julia Fallingwater. That’s me.”


    “There’s no man by that name?” I was starting to feel my lungs closing up, like they already knew something I didn’t.


    “Not that I know of. It’s not a common name.”


    “You’re J. Fallingwater?”


    “That’s right.”


    “No way,” I said. “No fucking way.”


    “Excuse me?”


    “This can’t be happening.” I could feel my lungs slam shut. I tried to keep them open with the power of positive thinking like my mother had always yelled at me to do, but they definitely had other plans. I started to make a weird noise, a cross between a wheeze and a whoop.


    “Are you okay?” she asked. I answered her with a death rattle. “Is something the matter?” She leaned over and was about to touch my arm, but I pulled away before she could reach me. I wrapped both arms around myself like I was trying to roll up in a ball.


    “Holy shit,” I wheezed. “Holy, holy shit.”


    “Have I said something to upset you?”


    Though I could hardly breathe, I could feel myself starting to laugh. It was a scary laugh, like the creaking of an old door hinge, a door to nowhere, the ridiculous fucking nowhere I had dreamed up for myself. I jumped up and lurched past the storm door into the house. The dogs started barking, and I half-noticed Julia right behind me. Apparently, she was not afraid of big dogs. I flung myself onto the couch, put my head in my hands, and leaned over, trying not to pass out while I fought for breath. I could hear her heading into the kitchen and rustling around. The dogs tried to climb onto the couch next to me, and I waved them away.


    “Here.”


    I looked up. She was standing in front of me with a glass of water. She held it out to me. “Drink this.” I didn’t reach for it, so she set the glass down on the coffee table on top of a coaster. The coaster had a picture of Ricky on it, one of a set my mother had made out of photographs of us. Ricky was about two in the picture, with blond curls. I managed to wheeze out the word “asthma.”


    “Do you have an inhaler somewhere?”


    I pointed toward the bathroom, where I had left it on the sink. She dashed in there, the dogs right behind her, and came back with my inhaler. I shot a bunch of medicine into my lungs and forced myself to breathe it in, as slowly and calmly as I could make myself. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine a mountain pathway, but the air had turned to water that was seeping into my lungs and choking me, and I fought my way to its surface, then went under again. Just as I was beginning to think I might as well drown and be done with it, I could feel my breathing start to become more regular.


    When I opened my eyes. Julia was perched on the edge of the coffee table, watching me.


    “So,” I said when I could talk, “you’re Julia Fallingwater.”


    “Did your mother ever mention me?”


    “Not exactly.”


    “You seemed to recognize my name.”


    “Did I?” I managed a little chortle.


    “It seemed to upset you.”


    “Oh, did I seem upset?”


    She looked puzzled, like she just couldn’t do the math.


    I had only known her for about twenty minutes, but I already wanted to punch her in the face. I was furious at her, and at my mother, and at the man I’d thought was my father, and I wished they could all feel half as bad as I felt. My mother was gone, and that man had never existed, and there was just Julia, sitting across from me, in a flowered shirt—she had taken off the raincoat and laid it on a chair—leaning over like she wanted to hug me, or at least pat my arm the way Mom would have, but was afraid to touch me. What the hell, I thought. I decided to drop the bomb on her.


    “We found the letters.”


    “The letters? My letters? You—she kept all my letters?”


    “Well,” I said, with only a hint of a wheeze, “I don’t know if it was all of them. There sure were a hell of a lot. And all so imaginative. You never said the same thing twice, I’ll give you that.”


    “You read them?” She gazed at me without the slightest hint of embarrassment.


    I nodded. It had seemed like a good idea at the time, but I was suddenly flooded with shame for invading her privacy, and my mother’s.


    “How did you know they were from me?”


    “I didn’t. I just figured it out a minute ago.” I remembered Pam and me tearing through the house, looking for evidence of who my real father was. It seemed like another lifetime.


    “It’s been so long,” she said. “I didn’t imagine her keeping those letters for all these years.”


    “She never threw anything away.” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying not to let my lungs go into spasms.


    She picked up the glass of water and handed it to me. I held it for a moment. The glass was cool against my hand. Then I drank it.
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    “So,” I said, “my mother was a lesbian.”


    We were drinking herbal tea Julia found in a cabinet. It tasted like tears. She was curled in the big green armchair, the one my mother had always sat in.


    “Well, not exactly.” She took a sip of tea.


    “You mean you weren’t—”


    “Oh no, hon, we were. I just mean—”


    This had to be one of the most awkward conversations either of us ever needed to have, and for a moment I felt sorry for her, but she seemed in better shape than I was. “I get it,” I said. “You were her only detour from heterosexuality.”


    “As far as I know.”


    “Wow.” I guzzled tea. “It’s hard to wrap my mind around this. I thought I knew her.”


    “I guess we don’t always know our parents.” Her voice was light, like she was singing.


    “I should have guessed from the letters that you were a woman. Men don’t write letters like that.”


    “Sure they do.”


    “Not any of the men I know.”


    “Maybe you know the wrong men.”


    She had a point.


    “I don’t get out much,” I said.


    She laughed. “You remind me so much of her.”


    “That’s what people tell me. I can’t really see it, myself.”


    “You have the same eyes.” Something in her face changed, and I remembered all the romantic things she said in the letters.


    “So how did you two ladies meet?”


    “Well, funny story. We were standing in line at the A&P. We just got to talking, and that was how it started.”


    That didn’t seem like a very funny story to me. “I thought you didn’t live here.”


    “I was visiting my sister, and she asked me to do a little marketing.”


    “So you were doing a little marketing.” I couldn’t keep the sarcasm out of my voice.


    “I know this is upsetting for you, hon. Believe me, when I stopped by, I had no intention of ever telling you any of this.”


    “What was your intention?”


    “I don’t know.” She looked around the living room, taking in the empty shelves that had once been filled with my mother’s collection of collectible figurines. “When I saw you on TV, I thought I’d just drive by the house. For old times’ sake.”


    “You’ve been here before?”


    “Not exactly.” I remembered the references to the Forest Motel in the letters. “I used to like to drive past her house when I was in town. Sometimes I’d see you kids playing outside with your dogs. Every so often, I’d catch sight of her, but I never stopped in. She was married again by then, and I just didn’t want to make any trouble for her.”


    “So one minute you’re two housewives chatting in the produce aisle, and the next—”


    “I wasn’t a housewife.” She laughed. “I was in sales.”


    “You were a traveling salesperson?”


    “You could say that.”


    “That’s hilarious.” I put my empty cup down on the Ricky-face coaster.


    “More tea?”


    “Sure.”


    She poured some into my cup, then sweetened it up for me. My mother would have said, “Get it yourself, you’ve got two hands.”


    “So were you married, too?” I couldn’t help asking. The tea still tasted like someone had cried into it.


    “Oh no, hon, I’ve never married.”


    “It’s legal now.”


    She smiled. “Too late to do me any good.”


    “So you just traveled around, marketing. I’m sorry, it’s just that—”


    “I know. This is a hard thing to find out about your mother.” Her bird’s eyes were focused on me, like she was really paying attention. This, too, was nothing like my mother, whose eyes always darted around the room as if something more interesting was going on somewhere else.


    “Well, it sure is confusing. Because you know what the funny thing is? Guess who was always yakking about the ‘queers,’ and how they were ruining everything for decent people, and the sanctity of marriage, and blah blah blah.”


    She nodded. She knew who.


    “I guess that was part of the problem,” I said.


    “It didn’t help.”


    “Didn’t she know—sorry, stupid question, of course she knew what she was doing. I just don’t get how she could have said all those things about gay people without figuring out she was talking about herself.”


    “Maybe she never thought about it that way. I don’t know that she thought much about things at all, the way you or I would.”


    It seemed funny to be accused of thinking, but I knew what she meant. “That was Mom,” I agreed. “She’d just brush everything under the rug, whistle a happy tune. So you had this big love affair, and then what?”


    “She broke it off.”


    “Why?”


    She paused, like she was deciding how to spin this. “She got pregnant. I guess she made her choice. She wanted to try to save her marriage.”


    I remembered the dates on the letters. “That must have been Donny and me. We were twins.”


    “I wasn’t sure. She had all you kids so close together.”


    “Yeah. Donny, well, he passed away when we were twenty. That’s such a stupid expression, isn’t it? I mean, he died. He was killed on his motorcycle.”


    “Oh no, I’m so sorry.” She lay her birdlike hand on her chest as if something hurt her there. “That must have been so terrible for all of you. Beyond terrible.”


    I closed my eyes and heard the pounding of rain and the sound of Donny’s new Harley. His new leather jacket, his big goofy smile that people said looked like mine. Donny telling our mother he would come right back and take her for a ride. My mother laughing and smacking him upside the head, yelling, “You know I won’t fit on that there seat.” My mother’s screams when the police came to our house and told us there had been an accident.


    I opened my eyes and saw Julia Fallingwater sitting there, still curled like a shrimp in my mother’s chair. “Beyond terrible, yeah.”


    “And you were twins.” She shook her head. “I’m so sorry, hon.”


    “Thanks. Yeah, in fact—” I thought about it for a second, about whether or not to tell her. Colors whirled in my mind from the postcard she had sent, the one from Arizona I had taped to the mirror on my dresser, gone now, burned up in the fire. “In fact, I’ve got a confession.”


    “A confession?”


    “Well, here’s the thing. When I read those letters, I assumed you were a man.”


    “I guess anyone might.”


    “And you never signed your full name. You always just signed it J. I thought your name was John or something. In fact, you never signed ‘Fallingwater’ either. I found that in Mom’s address book and figured it out. What kind of name is that, anyway?”


    “It’s Indian. My father was Navajo.”


    “Really,” I said, as if this had never occurred to me. “So the funny thing is, when I read the letters and put the dates together, I thought you were my father. Donny’s and mine. Well, not you—the guy who wrote the letters.”


    “Oh, Julie. My goodness. You must be so relieved.”


    “Relieved? No, no, I wouldn’t say that.” I let out an unpleasant laugh. “See, here’s the thing. I don’t know if Mom told you much about Bill Barlow, but he was a real asshole.”


    “She told me some things,” she said. “That’s why I was so surprised when she decided—well, it doesn’t pay to dwell on it.”


    I knew what she was thinking. It was hard to imagine how Mom would not only pass up true love with her, but then would go and get pregnant by that bastard Bill Barlow. I was so used to thinking of Fallingwater, that imaginary Native American man who lived in my mind, as my real father that I couldn’t attach the words “my father” to Bill Barlow any more, and maybe I never would again. “It must have been hard for you when she went back to him,” I said.


    She nodded. Her skin was mapped with fine lines around the eyes and mouth, but she had probably been beautiful forty years ago. “It was tough.”


    “Can I ask you something?”


    “Of course.”


    “Did she write letters like that back to you?”


    Julia laughed. “Well, she wrote me some letters. They were a little less colorful, I guess I’d say. I still have them. Would you like to see them?”


    “Lord, no,” I said, then, hoping that hadn’t sounded too rude, I added, “I mean, hey, it’s none of my business.” I took a breath, then asked another nosy question. “Do you think she ever wondered if she made a mistake, staying here, not being with you?”


    “I don’t know. You kids meant the world to her.”


    It was hard to imagine Mom making that kind of sacrifice, in fact, any kind of sacrifice, for anyone. Then again, when you got right down to it, what did I really know about my mother? Not much, it turned out.


    ***


    Julia was in the kitchen, washing out our cups. I slumped on the couch, my feet on the coffee table, staring out the front window. There was a lot of traffic. I watched the cars shoot back and forth too fast around the curve. She came back in, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “I should get going.”


    “Back to traveling sales?”


    “No, I retired last year. I’m here visiting my sister. She’s sick.”


    “Oh no, is it serious?”


    “It doesn’t look good.”


    “I’m so sorry.” I thought of my sister in her hyperbaric chamber.


    “Well, maybe the doctors are wrong.” She picked up her blue raincoat from the chair and cradled it in her arms.


    “You never know.” I got to my feet carefully and walked her over to the door. “Can I ask you something?”


    “Of course.”


    “I know how you felt about her, but how did she feel about you?”


    “I don’t know. I guess she must have loved me enough to go against all those prejudices she had.”


    “I guess so.”


    “Have you ever loved someone that much?”


    I shook my head. “Nope.”


    “Well, I’m not sure I’d wish it on you. It’s no walk in the park, that’s for sure.” She held out her hand, and I shook it. “I’m so very sorry about your mother, Julie.”


    “Thanks.”


    “And I’m sorry I’m not your father.” She smiled.


    “Well, you couldn’t help that.” I gave her a little hug. She had a comforting smell, like old wood and roses.


    In the doorway, she paused and turned to me. “Was she happy with her second husband?”


    “Frank? Oh, yeah. He was the best.”


    “That’s good. I’m glad.”


    “He died ten years ago.”


    “I’m so sorry. You liked him?”


    I nodded. “I loved him.” There was a catch in my throat I wasn’t expecting, and I turned it into a cough.


    “They say when you love someone, and they love you, their spirit always stays with you.”


    “You think so?”


    “I don’t know. It’s the kind of thing people say. Who knows what’s true?”


    We walked out onto the porch. It had stopped raining, and the trees were dark and shiny. Star was just coming up the walk. Her eyes were red like she’d cried all the way home on the bus from the hospital. When she reached the porch, I said, “Star, this is Julia Fallingwater, an old friend of my mother’s.”


    She said, “Oh, like—” but didn’t finish her sentence.


    “How’s Ricky?”


    “The same.” Her eyes filled.


    “My brother is in the burn unit,” I explained when Star had gone back into the house. “But he’s holding his own. My sister is still in intensive care but she’s doing great.”


    “They can do amazing things nowadays.” She took a business card out of her purse and handed it to me. “Call me if you ever need anything. Or just to say hello.”


    “Thanks.” I stuffed the card in my pocket, though I had no intention of ever calling her.


    “I’m sure your brother and sister are going to be just fine.”


    “I know they are,” I said, though I didn’t.


    I watched her drive away, then stood looking at the empty space where her car had been.


    “She seemed nice,” Star said. We sat in the kitchen eating sandwiches made from fake meat, not saying anything. Tears rained from her eyes into her sandwich. When we were finished, I thanked her for the meal and went up to my old room. As I lay in bed, I could hear her sobbing through the wall. I lay awake trying not to listen until I drifted off into the sadness of everything.


    A crazy sound blasted me awake, and it took me a moment to realize it was the landline in the hall. I ran to the phone in the dark, nearly falling over some boxes, and grabbed it. Norma’s voice. I went cold with fear before I even heard what she said. “They’re taking Ricky into surgery.”


    Before she had finished the sentence, I was dressed and pounding on Star’s door.
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    There was no time to take the detour down Route 40. The streetlights gave Main Street an unearthly glow, and in the dim light, I could see the yellow tape in front of my building, the deep black holes where the windows had been. I floored the gas pedal and headed out of town as fast as I could, cranking up the radio so I couldn’t hear Star crying.


    In the burn unit, Norma dug her nails into my arm. “He took a turn for the worse,” she said. “They’re doing emergency surgery.” Star let out a bloodcurdling scream, and Norma shot her a poisonous who-the-fuck-are-you look. I tried to calm Star down, but she just went on wailing. Norma took me aside and gave me the details of the surgery, but I couldn’t understand anything she said.


    Hours went by. Star finally stopped sobbing and sat staring at the wall like she was watching a movie of happy memories with Ricky. I watched the wall, too, chewing on my fingers until one started bleeding and I had to ask a nurse for a band-aid. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore and decided to dash over to the other hospital to see Pam.


    She was awake when I got there, eating a bowl of slime (probably oatmeal). “Hey!” she rasped when she saw me. It was such a relief to see her sitting up, looking more or less normal, that I nearly burst into tears. “Good news. They say my levels are back to normal and they might let me go home tomorrow.


    “You look amazing.” She looked strange with no eye makeup, but not in a bad way.


    “They said I don’t appear to have any significant aftereffects from the smoke inhalation. Except I’m still hoarse, but that will go away soon. And I’m kind of tired. You look tired, too. You look like shit, actually,” she added, not unkindly.


    “Now that you mention it, I feel like shit.”


    She patted me on the knee, like I was the one who was injured. “How’s Ricky?”


    A wave of panic shot through me, but I said, “He’s holding his own.” I wasn’t sure what that even meant. Before she could press me for details, I changed the subject. “Where’s the prince of darkness?”


    “Timmy? He flew back to sunny California. Repo calls.”


    I plucked one of Milo’s roses out of the vase next to her bed and examined it carefully. “So guess who I met yesterday. Mom’s old friend. Julia Fallingwater.”


    “Julia—is she the sister of—wait a minute.” I could see her brain was scrambling to make sense of things, and rather than torture her, I just blurted out the whole story.


    While I was talking, she just looked sadder and sadder, and when I finished, she just said, “Oh, Jools.”


    “It’s okay.”


    “It’s not okay.”


    “Sure it is.”


    “No, it isn’t. Wow.” She shook her head. “I don’t know if I was ever totally convinced that Fallingwater was your father, but it never occurred to me that he was—”


    “I know.”


    “I’m so sorry.” She really did look sorry.


    “Hey, it’s no big deal,” I said.


    “It’s just so sad.”


    “It is what it is,” I said, a saying our mother had been partial to.


    “I guess so.” She patted my hand. “Well, thank God Ricky’s doing okay. I tried calling Norma earlier, but she didn’t pick up.” She started asking me specific questions about his progress, and I didn’t want to say anything for fear of sending her into a tailspin, so I told her I had to run over to Bayview to check on him. I said a quick goodbye and shot out of there. In the hall, I found Milo sitting next to Pam’s ex-friend Doug, the developer. “How’s Pam?” they both asked. I told them she was doing great.


    “How’s the sale going?” I asked Doug, not very nicely.


    “Uh, the sale?”


    “Our house? You know, raccoons, snakes?”


    He gave me a weird look. “Didn’t you hear? It was called off.”


    “It was what?”


    “Called off. Canceled.”


    “Who called it off?”


    “Your sister.”


    “Pam called it off?”


    “The other one. She said you weren’t selling.”


    “Norma called off the sale?”


    “Yep.”


    “No fucking way.”


    “Fucking way.” He didn’t sound happy.


    “Till when?”


    “Till whenever. She says you and your brother need a place to live, so the house isn’t for sale.”


    I thought about how long it might be before Ricky was able to leave the burn unit. I wouldn’t let myself even consider the possibility that he might never come out. “Are you sure?”


    He was sure. “Is Pam free now?” He and Milo both stood up.


    They couldn’t both go in at once. “Who got here first?”


    “I did,” Doug said.


    “We arrived simultaneously seven minutes ago,” Milo said.


    I had no trouble knowing who to believe.


    “Why don’t you go ask her who she wants to see?” Doug suggested. He sounded pretty confident.


    I stuck my head in the door of her room. “Doug and Milo are here. Which one should I send in?”


    Without hesitating, she said, “Milo.” I was about to leave, but turned around to say something and saw her giving her lips a quick swipe with a wand of pink lip gloss. I flashed back to the way she looked when Milo carried her out of the fire, then she morphed back into the present, grabbing a tissue and blotting her lips with it.


    I was worried sick about Ricky, Ray was dead, everything I owned in the world had burned up, and the man named Fallingwater had never existed, but here was my sister, putting on lip gloss, a miracle. I wanted to say something but couldn’t think what it might be. I just stared at her for a moment, then said goodbye again. She waved her pink-splotched tissue.


    Back in the waiting room, I pointed at Milo. “You win,” I told him, and he raced off to see Pam. “Sorry, dude,” I said to Doug. He shrugged. I added, “All’s fair in love and war.”


    “And real estate,” he said.


    There was no point telling him that was where he screwed up.


    ***


    Star was asleep when I got back to Bayview, sprawled across a couple of chairs. Norma was on the other side of the room, holding People magazine but not reading it. She waved when she saw me and told me there was no news. “No news is good news,” she added, though my guess was that it wasn’t. She pointed to Star and made a prune face. “She’s drooling in her hair. How’s Pammy?”


    “She’s amazing.” I gave her the highlights, then briefed her on the Milo and Doug situation.


    “I can’t believe men are still fighting over her,” she said, shaking her head.


    “I think Milo’s team is winning.” I felt a little twinge of jealousy, saying that, then felt like an asshole.


    “I should have done that. Dated lots of guys. Had sex with them.” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “Instead of getting married to that dickhead.”


    “Yeah, maybe so,” I said, trying to stay out of it. If I said anything bad about Bob, she would probably snap at me that he was a great guy and a good father and blah blah blah.


    She glanced over at Star. “Doesn’t she have a job?”


    “She works in the coffee shop.”


    “Well, it’s awkward. I’ve got nothing to say to her.”


    “She’s a nice kid.”


    “Maybe, but she has no business being here. She’s not family. What’s with the nose ring?”


    “Oh, you know.”


    “No, I don’t know.”


    “I was thinking of getting one.”


    She didn’t respond. She was definitely off her game.


    Star woke up and started crying again. I sat next to her and found myself launching into a speech about how this was the best hospital in America, maybe the world, and they could do all kinds of amazing things nowadays, and there was no reason to worry, and everything would be fine, fine, fine. I couldn’t tell if this helped, but finally she stopped crying and we just sat together, not saying anything, and after a while, Norma moved over and sat down next to me. I don’t know how long the three of us waited in those hard plastic chairs. Time stopped, and while we waited for it to start up again, I breathed in and out, feeling lucky I could do it. Air was like a cocktail, and we all went on sipping it day after day, without thinking about it. I considered giving up on food service and opening an oxygen bar. I had heard there was such a thing. I couldn’t imagine how I could ever cook anything that tasted as good as O2 (its nickname). Or maybe I’d open an apple farm, where I could work outdoors. Or maybe I’d become a sky diver. I snacked on air, a sip here, a gulp there, appreciating every juicy breath, no ventilator or tubes in my nose, straight up, no chaser.


    We must have all been drunk on air, because when the doctor came and told us Ricky’s operation had been a success, the three of us screamed and threw our arms around each other, jumping up and down in a crazy group hug, and if Norma ever disliked Star after that and thought she wasn’t family, she never showed any sign of it.
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    Ricky was furious when he found out he had slept through the whole holiday season, so Pam came up with the idea of celebrating Christmas anyway, and he was all for it. We had spent so many hours watching him breathe, waiting for a sign of anything we could do for him, that if he had wanted a team of Elvis impersonators in Santa suits, we would have found them. Luckily, he just wanted a big family dinner and our old decorations: the inflatable reindeer, flashing icicle lights, and a tree that wasn’t fake—the whole nine yards.


    Milo found a little pine somewhere, and when we propped it up in the living room, it smelled like Christmas, though it was an unseasonably warm March day. Time was out of joint, Milo said, but Pam said that was our new normal. When Ricky saw the tree, he smiled with the part of his face that still worked and said, “Perfect.” His speech was slurred because he was still on heavy drugs for pain, but the doctors said the burns were healing well, and he could walk a little, with help. We were already used to the way he looked, though people in Target gasped and looked away when we wheeled him around in there, and the doctors said they were going to try to fix the scars when he was strong enough. He had lost a couple of fingers, but he could still work a TV remote like nobody’s business. Things were definitely not perfect, but they could have been a lot worse, and we knew it. We thought every day about exactly how much worse they could have been.


    One day, I got up just after noon as usual, came downstairs, and found Pam and Star on the couch, hugging and crying. Panic flooded me.


    “Amazing news!” Pam said in her fake-happy voice, a weird look on her face. “Star is pregnant!”


    I ran over and joined their hug. At the same time as I was screaming and cheering and even crying a little, I was privately wondering how the hell Star and Ricky were planning to deal with this.


    “How did it happen?” I asked Pam later. She gave me her “you moron” look like she was about to explain the birds and bees. “You know what I mean.”


    “They don’t believe in birth control.”


    “Not natural?”


    “Right. So she takes wild yam pills.”


    “Does that work?”


    She gave me the “you moron” look again.


    “What are they going to do?”


    She said Star didn’t want an abortion. “Not natural?” I guessed.


    “She wouldn’t even talk about it. She started crying, and I started crying, and that was the end of it. Ricky’s going to be a dad.”


    As Pam and I drove to Babies R Us for some spring-Christmas shopping, I was thinking how fucking weird it was the way things had turned out. Not even Madame Rosa could have predicted it, not that she was any good at predicting. “You know, life. Everything. It’s just so—” I couldn’t figure out how to finish my sentence.


    “Yeah,” Pam said. She knew what I meant.


    ***


    Pam wanted me to plan our Christmas dinner, but I hadn’t even used a microwave since my restaurant closed. Whenever I thought about cooking, the beautiful plates at Falling Water floated in my mind with colors and tastes blending into paintings, and I would slam the fridge shut and order takeout for all of us. The people at Fast Wok on Route 40 knew my voice when I called.


    At first, I just said yeah, sure, whatever, to the menu items Pam suggested, but finally one day, she crossed the line with green bean casserole.


    “Hell no.”


    “But it’s yummy,” she said.


    “Hello! Campbell’s soup? That’s just embarrassing.”


    “Then what do you suggest?”


    “I don’t care. Just not that.”


    But I couldn’t stop thinking about it. A cream sauce with gorgonzola and a little sherry began to bubble in my imagination. Soon I was in the produce aisle at Safeway with a shopping list that had started out in Pam’s handwriting but was now covered with mine.


    ***


    I was on my way to check on Ricky when Star handed me the phone. There was no one I felt like talking to, so I never picked up the landline when it rang, but she chatted away with anyone who called: telemarketers, bill collectors, it didn’t matter. When I said hello, I heard, “Hi, Julie, it’s Julia Fallingwater. Your mother’s old friend,” she added, in case I didn’t remember.


    “Oh, right,” I said, like I had just placed her. “Hi.”


    “I was just in town and I thought I’d call and see how you all were getting on.”


    “Fine, thanks.”


    “Your sister-in-law tells me your brother is doing really well.”


    I didn’t bother to explain that Star and Ricky weren’t married, a fact that drove Norma crazy. “He’s hanging in there.”


    “I’m so glad to hear that. She told me he’s just about fully recovered.”


    Another raving optimist. “Well, I don’t know if I’d go that far.” I told her about the wheelchair, and the damage to his hand and face, and the way his burns were healing. She seemed so interested that I even found myself telling her about the pregnancy, and she congratulated all of us. I asked her how her sister was, and she said she had passed away.


    “I’m so sorry,” I said. People were supposed to say hopeful things about death at that point, but I couldn’t.


    “I’ve been staying at her place, packing boxes,” she said.


    I remembered how we had tried to clear out everything in our house before we gave up. “That’s hard.”


    “It really is,” she said. “I keep finding things that bring back memories. Anyway,” she said in a brighter tone, “I thought of you and wondered how you were keeping.”


    I told her more about Ricky, about his physical therapy, and all the new things he was able to do every day. She kept asking questions, so I just went on jabbering, telling her how excited we were about the baby, and about our plans for Christmas dinner.


    “What a great idea,” she said. “It’s just the kind of thing your mother would have wanted you to do.”


    “Is it?” I don’t know if it was the mention of my mother that did it, or that she was such a good listener, but I heard myself inviting her to dinner. There was an awkward silence, like she thought that might be kind of weird, and I was already thinking that, too, but then she said if she was in town, she would try to make it, and we left it at that.


    The next day, we were all in the kitchen going over our menu when I casually mentioned that I had invited Julia Fallingwater to our holiday dinner.


    “Who?” Norma asked.


    “Mom’s friend?” I said, like she was an idiot for not knowing.


    Pam caught my eye and mouthed, “What the fuck?” When everyone else had left, she stood in front of me with her arms folded.


    I didn’t have an explanation, so I shrugged and said, “The more the merrier, right?”


    “I’m sure she’s very nice, Julie.” I didn’t say anything. She shot me a gimlet-eye that was scarily like our mother’s. “She’s not your father.”


    “Duh,” I said.
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    “Ricky wants blueberry pie,” Norma said. She was wearing an old flower-pattern apron of our mother’s.


    “That’s not very Christmassy.”


    “I’ll call the bakery.” She picked up the phone and spoke, then I heard her giving someone a tongue-lashing and slamming down the phone. “The pies won’t be ready till four. You can go pick them up.”


    “Me?” I thought of explaining that I didn’t do Main Street any more, but I was too tired to argue. I put it off as long as I could, then drove into town and parked outside the Wild Hare. It was packed, probably with my old customers. Madame Rosa’s blue neon sign was on, and I was afraid she might see me through the window. As I ducked to avoid her, and the giant bubbles floating down the street, I wondered what it would be like to live in a town that still had a grocery store.


    The pies weren’t ready yet. The cute guy behind the bakery counter offered me some free coffee, but I didn’t want any. I just wanted to go home. “Didn’t you have that restaurant that—” he said.


    “Yeah.”


    “I saw you on the news.”


    “You want my autograph?”


    “Just when you pay.” He smiled like he was flirting with me. I imagined him asking me out, us falling in love, and then him leaving me for someone else, or getting cancer and dying. There was no point to anything.


    As I headed down the street with a warm stack of pies, I tried hard not to let my eyes wander across the street, but I made the mistake of looking up and saw that my building was completely gone. The insurance company had told me something about this, but I wasn’t listening, and now I was staring at a sign saying, “Danger, Keep Out,” and behind it, a giant crater. Someone told me that during the fire, the firefighters tried to aim their water cannons at the back of the building, where the fire was, but couldn’t get a good shot because the creek was in the way. If only they could have reached it, they said, my restaurant could have been saved. The creek that ran under my house, that I had sailed plastic forks on, had screwed me.


    By the time I got home, I was so anxious I was panting. I was trying to decide if I needed to go take some asthma medicine or maybe some Valium when I heard Ricky calling me, saying he had to go to the bathroom.


    “Dude, I’m on my way,” I said, and I didn’t think about my building after that.
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    Tim and his friend Alex burst in the front door like celebrities, tan and shiny as if they had just been at the beach. Tim had been in and out of town for months, but Alex hadn’t seen Ricky since the accident, as we called it, and he stopped short and stared, and for a moment I thought he was going to cry. If Tim was upset at the way our brother looked now, he managed not to show it. He kneeled down next to the wheelchair and took Ricky’s good hand carefully and held it. I stared at their hands.


    “Who wants eggnog?” Norma trilled. She was carrying a tray of Santa mugs. We each took one.


    “Merry Rickmas,” Pam said, clicking her mug against Tim’s.


    “I hope Rickmas is better than Christmas,” Tim said, draining his cup. He probably thought it had alcohol in it, but Norma wouldn’t let me put any in. “That fucking sucked.”


    “Rickmas will be awesome,” Star said, massaging Ricky’s shoulders from behind the wheelchair. “We should celebrate it every year.”


    “Every day,” Pam said.


    “Oh, come on, you guys,” Ricky laughed. His hair had started growing back and made a halo of curls around his new crooked smile. “Not every day.” He tried to downplay it, but it was obvious he loved having his own holiday.


    Milo came in the front door carrying a big flat box and handed it to me. He had driven down to the Eastern Shore to get oysters like Frank used to do. I set the box down on the kitchen counter and took out a gnarly shell, pried it open with an oyster knife I found in a drawer, and tilted it to my lips. Something about its cold, astringent juice made me so sad I could hardly see.


    “Did you know you can get a terrible illness from eating those things raw?” Pam asked.


    “Yep,” I said, slurping another one.


    “That’s right,” Milo said. “Vibrio vulnificus.”


    “Live fast, die young,” I said.


    “Yeah, you’re living so fast,” Pam said.


    “You think I don’t live fast?” I popped open another oyster.


    “You never leave the house. When’s the last time you went anywhere?”


    “I went down Main Street to get the pies.”


    “I mean for fun. Picking up Ricky’s medicine at Rite Aid doesn’t count.”


    “Well, what do you want me to do about it?”


    “I don’t know. Nothing. Never mind.”


    “Julie, do you ever think about the phoenix?” Milo asked. He was standing next to Pam and frowning at me like they were my parents.


    “Hell no, their food is terrible.”


    “No, not the bar. The bird. The one that rises from its own ashes.”


    “What about it?” I didn’t know what bird he was talking about and I didn’t care.


    He paused, like he was trying to find the right words. I already knew what he was trying to say. “The thing is, Julie, you might find that if you opened another—”


    “No fucking way.” I cut him off before he wasted any more breath.


    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean—” Poor Milo.


    “Don’t worry about it,” I said, slurping down another oyster. I knew he meant well, but there was no way in hell I would do that to myself. It was the same reason I had never tried to get married again—what was the point? You let yourself care about something and then boom, it’s gone, or it’s cheating on you with your best friend. As much as I had loved Brandon, or thought I had, I had loved my restaurant way, way more. I had been drunk on its colors, its tastes and smells, in the most intoxicating romance of my life. Now all I could taste and smell was the kind of thick, black smoke you can’t get out of your nostrils.


    ***


    I was about to put pepper in the batter for the French toast (another of Ricky’s requests) when Pam grabbed my wrist. “What the hell are you doing?”


    “Putting in the pepper.”


    “That’s disgusting! She never did that.”


    “Mm, pepper.” I shook in more than I normally would have. “Trust me.”


    “Pepper?”


    “Who’s the chef here?”


    “No one is a chef. No one wants to be a chef.”


    “Fair enough,” I said.


    “I give up.” She made the familiar washing motion with her hands.


    “Wait and see,” I said.


    French toast with pepper has a mysterious zing, like a secret. Even Pam had to admit it was amazing. After breakfast, we gathered around the tree for presents, the way we always had, mostly stuff for the baby. Somehow, holding a pair of tiny socks made it real, and we laughed about how he or she was going to pop out with little dreadlocks and some piercings. The dogs were prancing around like it was a special canine holiday. When we were nearly done, Pam handed me a box wrapped in weird green foil with buffalos on it.


    “Buffalo giftwrap?” My voice was casual, like it hadn’t kind of freaked me out.


    “It’s from Buffalos R Us,” she said, adding, “ha ha.”


    I tore off the wrapping paper.


    “Hold it up so everyone can see,” Norma said.


    “What’s that, a spittoon?” Tim asked.


    “It’s a hand-hammered copper Ruffoni stockpot,” Pam snapped.


    It was. It was the most incredible pot I had ever seen. It was huge and round, at least seven quarts, I was guessing, and looked like it was made of pure gold. On its top was a fancy ornament, a little sculpture of an artichoke. The copper was so clean and new I could see my reflection in it.


    “It’s wicked,” Star said.


    “It is.” I ran my hand along its smooth, perfect rim. I could hardly breathe. “It truly is wicked.”


    “I knew you’d love it,” Pam said.


    “It’s a fucking pot,” Tim said.


    Before anyone else could get their dirty fingerprints on it, I carried it up to my room and set it carefully on my dresser next to my row of pictures, one of Donny, one of my mother and Frank, and one of the Arizona desert.


    ***


    The doorbell rang, and I heard Bob’s voice yell hello, then goodbye. I looked over at Norma and saw her wipe her eyes just before Bobby and Billy burst into the room with the dogs right behind them. She smothered them with kisses they didn’t want, then pounded avocados for red and green guacamole while B&B yakked about all the fun weekend-dad stuff Bob had done with them.


    When the doorbell rang again a while later, I knew who it had to be, and I ran to get it. It was Julia Fallingwater in a navy blue jacket, her salt-and-pepper hair combed to one side with a silver barrette. It was an old-fashioned look, but it worked for her. “I’m so glad you could come,” I greeted her, though actually seeing her made me nervous, since I didn’t want to have to explain to anyone—especially Norma or Tim—what the story was with her. “Come in and meet the gang,” I said, hoping I sounded more comfortable than I felt as I led her into the living room.


    As I made the necessary introductions as briefly as possible, she looked moved, even shaken, at the sight of everyone gathered around the tree: Ricky in his chair, Star attached to him like a barnacle, Tim and Alex on the couch sucking down dirty martinis that Pam had poured into their Santa mugs. It had to be weird for Julia, I thought, to be here with my mother’s family now that she was gone. It was hard enough for us, and we were used to it.


    “Thanks so much for including me,” Julia said. “Can I help with anything?” I had the feeling she might want me to give her a job so she wouldn’t have to do too much talking, so I led her into the kitchen and handed her a carving knife, parking her in a corner next to the ham. Then I rushed to the stove to rescue my gorgonzola sauce, but Milo had done an outstanding job of keeping it from breaking.


    “I didn’t know you could cook,” I said.


    “I can’t,” he said. “Not like you.” He handed me the whisk.


    I made a disgusted sound and stirred.


    When I went back to check on Julia, I found the plate I had given her covered with perfect paper-thin slices of ham. “Nice work.”


    “It’s wonderful to be here, Julie. It means a lot.”


    “I can imagine,” I said, though I couldn’t.


    “I feel her here. Her spirit.”


    “Ah.” Now this, I understood. I had lived in this house with Donny’s ghost for so many years, and then later, Frank’s ghost had joined him, and the two of them were probably joking around together somewhere just out of sight, playing pranks on angels. Now my mother’s spirit was everywhere, floating in the air we breathed. The house even still smelled of her sometimes—a weird smell, to be honest, of musk and cologne and sweat, but whenever I picked it up in the hallway, or in her bedroom (now Pam’s room), it made me happy. I still missed her, but in moments like that, it felt like she wasn’t even really gone. “It’s great having you here,” I said to Julia, and as I said it, I knew it was true. After months of imagining J. Fallingwater somewhere out there, sharing his Native American wisdom with me, being the father that my own father, that rat-bastard Bill Barlow, never was, it was actually weirdly comforting to see her.


    I tried to explain this to Pam when I ran into her on the back porch where we were storing drinks that wouldn’t fit in the fridge.


    “You mean like if the man you imagined was your father was heroin, Julia is methadone?”


    “Not funny.”


    I must have sounded hurt, because she put her hand on my shoulder and said, “Sorry, I mean, I get it. She’s nothing like Mom, but she feels familiar. I wonder if we ever met her.”


    “She said they never saw each other again after they broke up. But yeah. She’s familiar. Like a relative.”


    “Just don’t let Tim figure it out,” Pam said. “Or Norma.”


    “Hell no,” I said.

  

  
    
      XXIV

    

    The holiday china was piled high with ham and turkey, green beans, roasted potatoes, vegan meat with carrots and pearl onions. It was like a painting of something I had seen somewhere but couldn’t place, and I was about to try to find my new phone and take a picture, but everyone started passing the plates around and the picture dissolved. We all started to dig in.


    “Isn’t anyone going to say grace?” Norma snapped.


    “You go ahead,” I said.


    She said some kind of prayer, and then she got Bobby to say one, and then Billy just had to say one, too, and meanwhile, the food was getting cold. The food was my prayer, I thought, and putting it on the table was my grace, but I didn’t think Norma was going to buy that. I sat fidgeting until all the damn praying was done.


    I was just lifting my fork again when Julia said, “Thank you for inviting me into your home. It means a lot to me.”


    I could see Tim stare at her like he was wondering who the hell she was and how she had horned in on a family gathering, but he kept his mouth shut for once. From opposite ends of the table, Pam and I exchanged looks.


    “We’re glad to have you here,” I said.


    “We’re glad to have everyone here,” Pam said. “Even Tim.” She smiled a bratty smile at him.


    He shot her a poisonous look, but only said, “Pass the ham.”


    “Look at this.” Julia Fallingwater pointed to her plate. “It’s a work of art.”


    “Everything looks amazing,” Alex said, heaping green beans onto his plate.


    “Let’s drink to Julie.” Pam held up her glass of the fancy French wine Milo had brought.


    They all raised their glasses, even Ricky, but I said, “No, no, I didn’t do it. It was Pam and Milo.” My voice sounded whiny, like I was defending myself from an accusation.


    “Come on, you did most of it,” Pam said. “You deserve the credit.”


    “Dude, it rocks,” Ricky said with his mouth full.


    I had to admit, the touch of basil in the cranberry sauce was mysteriously delicious, and the gorgonzola-mushroom cream sauce kicked the ass of Campbell’s soup. Ricky and Star were over the moon about their Tofurkey, though I was sure it tasted like wood.


    Julia Fallingwater said, “You know, Julie, people are put here on the Earth for a reason, and it’s obvious you were put here to cook.”


    “Thanks.” I found myself wishing she could have eaten at my restaurant. She hadn’t asked me why it was called Falling Water, and I was never going to volunteer the information, though she had probably figured it out somehow. I looked around and saw everyone eating, and for the first time in a long time, I thought about how amazing it had felt to cook for people and make their lives better, if only for a little while.


    ***


    “This is such a nice room,” Alex said, looking around. He was just making polite conversation though. It was an ugly little room off the kitchen, with a table that was too long, a fake-antique china cabinet, and embarrassing family photo collages on the walls. “It has a nice feel. Did you always eat in here, growing up?”


    “Only on holidays,” Pam said. “We normally ate in the kitchen.”


    “We should have dinner in here more often,” Star said. “It’s really nice.”


    Tim gave her a weird look. I started getting a bad feeling in my stomach.


    “We could have a formal dinner every weekend,” Pam said, not paying enough attention to Tim. “With wine, and candles. Jools, you could cook something great every Saturday night.”


    “I don’t think so,” I said.


    “I’ll cook on Fridays, you cook on Saturdays,” Pam went on as if I hadn’t just refused. “And on Sundays, we’ll order pizza.”


    “Sounds like you figure you’ll be here for a while,” Tim said. “I know the market tanked, but the house has to sell at some point.”


    Pam looked at Tim, and I saw her get it. “True,” she said.


    Then Norma had to open her big yap. “We’re not putting the house back on the market.”


    “What was that?” Tim turned to her. “I don’t think I heard you correctly.”


    “We are not putting the house back on the market,” she repeated more slowly, in case he hadn’t heard. I thought maybe she would say it again in another language in case he didn’t speak English.


    “You think you can just decide this?”


    “Majority rules. Ricky and Star and the baby need somewhere to live. And Julie.”


    “You can’t be serious.” Tim was starting to get the same pink spots in his cheeks Pam got when she was mad. “Julie can’t go rent an apartment?”


    “She’s suffering from depression. She can’t work.”


    No one had ever said this to my face, and I wasn’t sure I appreciated it.


    Pam jumped in. “Anyway, this is our home.”


    “It’s not my home,” Tim said.


    “Yes, it is,” Pam said.


    “I hate this place. It’s a shit-hole.”


    “It doesn’t matter what you think. The point is, we’re not selling it.” Norma made the family hand-washing gesture to show she was done with the subject.


    “This is delicious ham.” Julia Fallingwater picked up a platter and passed it. “Would you like some more, Pam?”


    “No thanks.” Pam’s eyes were fixed on Tim like a dog’s on a squirrel.


    “I’m part owner of this house, and I want it sold.”


    “You don’t get to decide,” Pam said.


    “I get to decide what you do with my part of the house. And you’re selling it.”


    “Fuck you, we are not,” Pam said.


    “Language,” Norma said, pointing to Bobby and Billy.


    “No, fuck you,” Tim said to Pam.


    “Language.”


    “And fuck you,” Tim said to Norma.


    “This is our mother’s house. She loved it,” Pam said.


    “You think that fact should mean something to me?” His tone was low and deadly.


    “What are you talking about?” Norma’s voice was starting to rise into the range only dogs could hear.


    “Maybe some people had some issues with her.”


    “With Mom?” Norma apparently couldn’t imagine this. “Like what?”


    “Maybe some people thought she was a big, fat, narrow-minded, first-class hillbilly bitch.”


    “Now hold on just a minute.” Julia Fallingwater put down her fork.


    “Excuse me?” Tim turned to Julia with a truly scary look on his face. I felt my chest tighten like a fist. “And who the fuck are you, exactly?”


    “I can’t sit here and listen to you talk that way about your dear mother.”


    “I would advise you to stay out of this,” Tim said. I didn’t think he would punch a woman, but you wouldn’t want to test him.


    “I can’t let you insult her memory.”


    “And how is this any of your business?”


    “She was a beautiful person, and I loved her.” Julia was getting a pretty dangerous look on her face, too.


    “You obviously didn’t know her well.”


    “I knew her very well.” There was something in her tone that told the whole story, and I sure hoped Tim hadn’t heard it.


    “Come again?”


    Oh, here we go, I thought.


    “I. Loved. Her.” Julia’s eyes were narrowed.


    “Julie, what is she saying?” Tim demanded. I didn’t answer. “Is this some kind of lesbo thing?”


    “Timmy!” Norma shrieked. “You shut your mouth!”


    “Mommy, what’s a lesbo?” Bobby asked.


    I kind of hoped Julia would say something to defuse the situation, but she just sat there. Then I hoped I would defuse it myself, but I didn’t. Julia and I just stared at Tim like silent twins.


    “Oh, sweet Jesus,” Tim said. “Did you know about this?”


    Pam nodded.


    “This is nuts. I’m in Bizarro World. You’re all crazy. You’re all totally insane.”


    “Yeah, we’re insane,” Pam said. “Everyone but you.”


    “After what she put me through—all the shit she said to me. And you’re telling me she was—no way. No fucking way.”


    Pam nodded. I was about to say something sarcastic when I noticed Tim had tears in his eyes. I shut my mouth.


    Tim stood up. “Let’s go,” he said to Alex.


    Alex just sat there. I hadn’t noticed until now that he seemed to be trying to hide a smile. “You go ahead,” he said. “I haven’t finished my dinner.”


    Tim turned and glared at him.


    Alex covered his mouth with his hand like he was trying to keep something from escaping, then burst out laughing.


    “It is pretty fucking funny,” Pam said.


    “I don’t get it.” Norma was scowling like she was planning to wash our mouths out with soap when she got a chance.


    Alex pulled himself together, then burst out with another laugh. He turned to Tim and said, “I’m sorry,” He pulled himself together, then laughed some more. Tim was still standing there like he was about to bolt, a serial-killer look on his face.


    “Sit down, Timmy,” Pam said.


    Tim turned and looked at me.


    “Yep,” I said.


    “Will someone please explain what is going on here?” Norma demanded.


    No one answered her.


    “Time for blueberry pie,” I said, jumping to my feet.


    Alex put his hand on Tim’s arm. “For God’s sake,” he said. “I want dessert.” Now that I finally understood what their deal was, I realized I had known all along. It made sense now, how angry Tim always was, how much he hated our mother, how he had left home and moved as far away as he could get. I could see now how much Alex loved him, though I couldn’t understand why. I ducked into the kitchen and stood next to the stove, letting the familiar heat from the oven warm me, and when I came back into the dining room with a pie in each hand, Tim was sitting next to Alex, waiting for dessert, like nothing had happened.


    We all dug into our pie.

  

  
    
      XXV

    

    “Star loved that fake turkey stuff,” Pam said. “Did you see how much she ate?”


    “That baby’s going to be 500 pounds of pure vegan,” I said. I was cleaning my new copper pot with lemon juice and salt the way its directions said to do before using it, making sure not to scratch it.


    “The real turkey was spectacular,” Milo said. He was washing the dishes and Pam was drying them. The dishwasher had finally conked out and we hadn’t bought a new one yet.


    “Yeah, it turned out pretty good,” I admitted.


    “It was incredible,” Pam said.


    “Yeah?”


    “Even Tim liked it.” Milo handed Pam a plate.


    “He’s such an asshole. Thank God you’re buying him out,” Pam said to Milo.


    I set my pot carefully on the Formica counter and stared at her. “He’s what?”


    She put her hand over her mouth. “Oh shit. We were going to tell you. We were just waiting for the right time.”


    “Are you serious?”


    “Yep. Done deal. Tim said yes.”


    “Wow.” I tried to wrap my mind around this information. “But Milo, why would you do that? This house is worthless.”


    “I think it will be a good investment.” He smiled a twinkly smile.


    “I get it,” I said. I did get it. And I was okay with it.


    Maybe he would have elaborated, but Julia Fallingwater came in carrying a platter flecked with the last pink dregs of ham. She hadn’t said much since the brouhaha at the dinner table. She handed me the platter and said, “Julie, I need to get going. Thanks so much for everything. It meant a lot to me. I loved being around your family.”


    “Ha. That makes one of us.”


    “I know, hon. Families are like that. But for me it was really special, being around the people she loved, who loved her.” In a breezier tone, she said, “Well, I better hit the road.”


    As I walked her to the front door, I said, “I’m so sorry about all the drama.”


    “I’m the one who should apologize. I shouldn’t have said anything. I just couldn’t stand to hear anyone talk like that about her. ”


    “I understand.” I didn’t, really.


    She gave me a hug, and we promised to keep in touch, but I had a feeling we wouldn’t. As I stared at the empty space where her car had been, I wondered what my mother would think if she could see her old lover driving away from our house. Would she be glad we had finally met? Mom had lived and died without ever telling anyone about Julia, but she had named me after her. She had kept her letters like she just couldn’t let go of her. That sure looked like real love to me. But then again, what did I know about love? Nothing.


    When I got back to the kitchen, Pam was wiping down the stove while Milo swept the floor. I picked up a dishrag and cleaned things that were already clean. Then we sat at the kitchen table drinking some of Star’s raspberry leaf pregnancy tea.


    Milo and Pam raised their cups. “To Julie.”


    “Stop it,” I said.


    “Seriously, Jools, dinner was wonderful. You are wonderful,” Pam said.


    “Am not. Shut up.”


    “You know, back in high school, no one would have predicted you’d be a chef,” she pressed on as if I hadn’t spoken.


    I pictured myself in high school, sitting around on my fat ass watching reruns of The Brady Bunch. “Yeah, it didn’t say that in the yearbook.”


    She drained her tea, then poured some red wine into her and Milo’s cups. “How did you learn to cook like that?” she continued.


    “I don’t know. From Mom, I guess?”


    “Mom was a great cook, but you’re in a whole different league.”


    “Julie, seriously, don’t you think you should consider opening another restaurant?” Milo asked. His voice was gentle, like he was trying not to scare away a baby bird. “You have the insurance money, and you own the property. You could build another building.”


    I opened my mouth to say no fucking way, I could never put myself through that again, no matter how much he and Pam hounded me, but found myself saying, “You never know.” It might not have been the answer they wanted, but it was the best I could do for now.


    After everyone had gone to bed, I went to my room. I set my new pot back on the dresser, lay back on the bed, and stared at it. It was large and round and beautiful like a big copper UFO. “Beam me up,” I said to the pot. I stared at it until I started getting sleepy, and maybe I fell asleep then, I don’t know, but suddenly the pot seemed to change, and shadowy figures started moving around on the side. I sat up in bed so I could see better. It was golden and filmy, like a cloudy crystal ball, but I could make out some of the shapes. It was all of us together somewhere, but I couldn’t tell where: Pam and Milo with their arms around each other, Ricky and Star and their cute baby, Norma and her kids, maybe even Tim and Alex, and we were smiling and clinking our glasses, and on the table in front of us were plates and plates full of beautiful food, like a banquet in a dream world. Everyone was laughing, everyone seemed happy, and suddenly I was filled with happiness, too, and Ricky was walking and his face had healed, and the baby really did have dreadlocks. It was so real I could have reached out my hand and grabbed a colorful plate with sauces swirled in patterns, and edible flowers, and everything cooked to perfection with all the flavors I had loved in my restaurant, of Asia and the southwest, the taste of that one moment when the food comes up perfect on the plate, like a painting.


    Then the vision dissolved. In real life, I didn’t know what would happen next, but instead of scaring me, it felt good not to know. Maybe Norma would change her mind and insist on putting our house back on the market. Maybe Pam and Milo would get married in Las Vegas by an Elvis impersonator. Maybe Ricky really would get better, and he and Star would buy a van and drive to California, or Bermuda, the way they had always talked about. Maybe I would open another restaurant in town, or on the moon. All I knew was that somehow, I didn’t know where or when, I would cook again because that was what I loved, and for now, we were in our house, sharing it happily with our ghosts, and the creek ran under us on its way to the Chesapeake Bay.
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