May 1, 2003

I had forgotten a pen. Not much of a surprise there, pens had never been particularly easy to hang on to. They have a peculiar tendency to get lost, whether in a purse, pocket, or on a desk. Normally it wouldn’t be a problem, forgetting a pen. I’d have turned around, marched back to my cubicle, and grabbed one. But my own personal dungeon was on the sixth floor, whereas I was on the eighth, and currently running at a dangerous probability of being late. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned in my two years at Fase, it’s to never, ever be late to a meeting with its editor-in-chief.


It’s only impending doom that forces me into decisive action. I have to do something I normally avoid, but without such action, I’ll only have two possibilities to face; being late to a meeting, or being unprepared. I can’t decide which was worse, but either is far more dreadful than ducking into the Advertising office.


Luckily for me, Jonathan Blair, advertising editor and businessman extraordinaire, is on the phone when I burst through his door. He raises his eyebrows at me, and holds up a finger for silence. I ignore him, grab a pen, winked, and hurry out the door. That was, quite possibly, the shortest interaction that I’d ever had with the man. 


He has nice pens, I notice idly as I continue to hurry down the hallway. I peer down at the ballpoint. Personally engraved, carved out of wood. Not that any of it matters, if the ink doesn’t flow well, if it’s not a deep black, or even better a crimson. Not that I think I have much luck with the latter. Still, a pen is better than nothing.


Rebecca’s offices are far from the most lavish in the building; far from it really, and that distinction would probably go to Jonathan. They are, however, the most impressive, at least in my mind. The walls are decorated with dozens of diplomas and awards from various universities and periodical ceremonies. My heart aches when I look at them, and I always have to spend a moment wondering. 


The ground is carpeted, the same royal blue as the rest of the building. In her lobby, there is nothing more than the carpet, and the large, mahogany table that seems to almost rise out of it. Today there are only two chairs at the table. Rebecca always has the right number of chairs out.


Just to the right of the first room is a more conventional lobby, with her secretary manning a desk and a half dozen small, incredibly uncomfortable chairs along the wall. Rebecca always says that if she doesn’t get to enjoy sitting down in a plush chair with her feet up and a cigar in one hand, neither do the various celebrities she interviews, nor the board of directors who appear on a consistent basis to argue and berate her.


Linda comes to greet me as I enter the door, and I am shocked once again, as I always am, by her mouselike stature. It’s not so much that she looks like a mouse—she’s short and plump, but her hair is a bright yellow, unnatural-looking though she claims she’s never dyed it, and her eyes are a bright green. Freckles dot her nose. I’ve never seen a mouse with freckles. She doesn’t carry herself like a mouse, either—she walks straight and driven, her pumps silent in the plush carpeting. But there’s still something there—perhaps her subservience to Rebecca, perhaps the grey sweaters she wears, perhaps just the way she is always sequestered behind a desk. Whatever the reason, she seems like a mouse.


“Ms. Goldblaum is running a bit late,” she says to me, one perfectly shaped eyebrow arched at just the perfect angle to let me know that she is as astounded by this inconsistency as I. “You may wait for her in here, or out in the conference room.”


“I’ll wait out there,” I say, returning her smile. “I think we both know what these chairs are made for.”


“Sore butts and short tempers,” Linda replies instantly. I laugh a little at her joke, and the aptness of it, before I walk out to the lobby. It’s a bit intimidating to sit at the table, and I’ve never lost that sense of awe. In a moment Rebecca will storm in, all panther energy hidden in a powersuit and a pair of tennis shoes. She’ll dominate the room, and the walls will seem a little closer in, the table a little smaller. But for the moment it’s just me, and I feel more the mouse than Linda will ever be.


I twiddle with the pen a little, and my thoughts consequently travel to its owner. Jonathan should be off the phone by now. Though he might not. I wonder who he was talking to, whether it was a client, a friend, one of the dozens of girls he seems to always have, or the editor of another magazine. It’s no secret to anyone that a number of magazines have been courting our Jonathan, trying to win him over to their side. They haven’t won yet, and I’m not sure why. Most of them are men’s magazines, which seems much more up Jonathan’s alley than hair tips and fashion advice.


“Am I late?” Rebecca’s clipped voice interrupts my thoughts, and before I can even recognize that she has entered the room she is sitting beside me, her briefcase landing heavily on the table. “I am, aren’t I? Dammit, Clio won’t ever stop talking. Would you like a cup of coffee before we get started? I need a cup, I’m getting one for myself. Do you like cream or sugar?”


The first time I sat down at the table Rebecca hadn’t asked me if I’d wanted coffee. She’d just slammed a cup down in front of me, miraculously not spilling a drop, and then my copy, already meticulously edited, had appeared beside it, red ink scrawled across every blank surface. Rebecca doesn’t believe in saving someone’s feelings, nor in wasting time.


“It was all right this week,” she tells me from just outside the room. I can hear the steady sound of coffee dripping into the pot, the opening of cabinet’s, a slight rustle of papers as Linda hands her any missed calls. “But that was all it was for me this week. Just all right.”


I’m pleased. It’s rare for Rebecca to hand out anything so close to being a compliment. She reappears at the table beside me, two steaming cups of coffee in her hands. 


“What changes do you want made?” I ask. I already know that she likes my article, and now I’m more concerned with looking at the clock, as the minutes slowly tick by, then with appeasing my boss. Rebecca doesn’t seem to be in a good mood, and she frowns a little at my words and obvious glance toward the clock.


“I want more personal,” she says. “Most of it is good—talking about her regular way of life, her impossible hair, the nonexistant lovelife. But I want something nobody else can get. I want something that stands out.”


“Alexa Dulaine doesn’t like to stand out,” I say. It’s the truth, and Rebecca knows it, but that doesn’t stop her. 


“I know that, you know that, but the world doesn’t know it,” she says. She finally sits down, kicks off the black stilettos she’s been walking around in, and sighs. “That’s not the kind of thing they want to know. And Fase magazine is all about giving the people what they do want.”


“All right,” I say. “I’ll do my best.” And I do mean it. I like my job, in a demented way. I like the journalism of it, the interviewing and writing. It’s the topic that bothers me, though this particular article much less so, for obvious reasons.


“Don’t do your best,” Rebecca reminds me, as she always does. “Your best isn’t good enough. Do my best.” And then she smiles, to show that she doesn’t mean it in a cruel way, and then she leans forward with her pen poised above my paper. “Now, let’s see what we can do with what we currently have.”


Editing always takes a long time, with Rebecca. She’s thorough. It’s how she received all of the awards on the walls, and her position in a world-dominated world. She’s thorough, and determined, and ambitious. I’m not. I used to be, once, I think. But it’s hard to remember a world where I was working only because I wanted to, a world of Bohemian ideals and dreams, where going without dinner for a night was no great loss, and the uncertainty of having a place to live added to the excitement, mystery, and romance. 


“Do you want to work here?” Rebecca had asked that first day I’d come in, timid and shy and wearing slacks and a blazer. I’d been honest, and told her no. She scrutinized me for a moment, blue eyes raking down my body, and I thought they weren’t blue like ice, but blue like fire. Then she’d smiled. “Then why are you working?”


“Because I have to,” I said. She shook her head.


“Then make yourself want to. There’s not way to get ahead in life if you don’t want to be doing what you’re doing.”


I often suspect that Rebecca, for all of her Prada-wearing and Coach-toting, would rather work somewhere more prestigious than fashion.


A sharp knock on the door interrupts our session, and we turn around to see a familiar, obnoxiously handsome man standing the doorway.


“So sorry, ladies,” he says with an innocent look on his face. “Am I interrupting anything?”


“Are you ever not interrupting?” Rebecca snaps back, as unprofessional as I’ve ever seen her. 


“Only when I’m coming,” he says blandly, and then laughs at her shocked expression. “It’s a play on words, love,” he says as suavely as possible, now sauntering into the room. “See, when I’m coming, I haven’t yet arrived, and thus cannot yet interrupt. Only your dirty little mind would read something else into it.”


“At least my dirty little mind knows how to read,” she mutters darkly, but low under her breath so that nobody but me can hear it. I laugh, which redirects Jonathan’s eyes to me. “What do you want, Jon?”


“Only what belongs to me,” he says, leaning down across the table and pulling the pen smoothly out of my hand. “Yoink,” he says with a wink. Rebecca points to the door, the sternest expression on her face that she can manage. Jon winks at her, too, and then walks out, obviously in no hurry. 


“Sometimes, that man,” she says, an almost sad tone in her voice.


“Why don’t you fire him?” I ask. It’s a wonder that Jonathan does still have a job. There’s a rumor through the office that he had a fling with Rebecca’s sister and broke her heart. How true that was, I didn’t know, but it was a definite truth that ever since I’d arrived at Faze, I’d been introduced to the peculiar, strained relationship that existed between the editor-in-chief and the ad executive.


“Because he’s the best,” Rebecca says. “For the same reason that I don’t fire you, despite all of your special hours.”


She wants me to feel ashamed and embarrassed, but her words only remind me to glance at the clock. Which, I realize, is now showing that it’s just past four. “Speaking of those special hours,” I say. Rebecca bites her lip, and looks down at the papers scattered all across the table. We haven’t really gotten down to editing anything just yet. Still, she’s given me my assignment, and made what she considers to be the necessary changes. For all that she pretends not to understand me, she’s more compassionate than she lets on. She nods her head.


“All right,” she says. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


I’m out the door before I’ve even had time to say good-bye, and I yell it down the hall as I hurry off.


The best thing about forgetting a pen, is that I have no reason to return to my office, and I’m down the stairs and out the rotating doors before Rebecca has the chance to remember anything that she’s forgotten.

Rebecca


I can remember the day that Ada first walked into my office. She was dressed in what she clearly considered to be her best working outfit. A pair of slacks she’d undoubtedly purchased at J.C. Penny and a cheap knock-off sweater. There was nothing special about her, nothing to make her stand out against anyone else.


Normally I don’t handle the interviews myself—not for basic reporters and office slaves. I leave that up to the secretaries, or the principal editors. But nobody seemed to know what to do with this girl. She didn’t know anything about fashion. No editor wanted her on her page. That said, she had a phenomenal resume, terrific recommendations, and a portfolio to die for.


So I saw her. I didn’t even bother to take off my tennis shoes. I didn’t think she was important enough to warrant the torture of a pair of high heels. I was right, really. She was just another reporter. 


“What can I do for you?” I asked her, direct and to the point. I’ve never seen any reason to beat around the bush. If there is something that I want to say, I’m going to say it. People have complained about it incessantly, but that’s just the way I am. Suck it up and deal, I say.


“I want a job,” she responded, just as point blank. I finally took the time to look beyond her cheap clothes and nonexistant makeup. There was a certain fire in her eyes.


“Why do you want to work for Faze?” I asked her. I hadn’t picked up a pen yet. No need to take notes for a basic interview.


“I don’t,” she said, and for a moment I was taken aback. Nobody ever responded in such a manner. It’s just not done, for obvious reasons.


“Then why are you here?”


“Because I want to work.” She sighed here, and closed her eyes, as if realizing what an immense mistake she had just made. “I’m a journalist, Ms. Goldblaum. But I can’t work newspaper hours. I can’t be chasing around leads and interviewing people at all times of the day.”


“Why not?”


I was a newspaper woman once. I loved it. I loved the speed and frenzy of the pressroom, the cutting room floor. But I never made it past reporter, and the world of magazines was much more open to women. Besides, free Armani and a friendship with Zac Posen made the deal that much sweeter. I could understand why someone would prefer to work for magazines than newspapers. But this was a woman who had graduated from Loyola, worked for the Free Press, and obviously hadn’t the first idea who Dolce or Gabbana are. 


“Personal reasons,” she told me. None of the interview was acceptable. She was opening no doors, no reason to hire her. But I appreciated her honesty. Most of the reason that I never liked to interview people was because I couldn’t stand to listen to them sucking up and talking about how much they appreciate my work and blah blah blah. Ada wasn’t doing any of that, and for all that she was cutting slightly into my lunch break, I was intrigued.


“So tell me, Ms. Palmer, just one reason why I should hire you for my magazine, which you clearly don’t wish to work for, and to which you’ll only be willing to dedicate minimal hours.”


“I want to work for Faze because it’s near to my house, the hours are nine to five, and the pay is good,” Ada said. “But also because I’ve looked through it, and it’s not an insipid magazine. There are real articles in here, and even the random, gossip attempts to try new angles. I respect the writing, even if I don’t respect the content.”


“You still haven’t told me why I should hire you,” I pointed out. Ada nodded her head, and then gestured to her resume and portfolio.


“That’s why you should hire me,” she said. “Because I’m good, and because I’ll work hard. I need this job. I don’t just want it, I need it. I’ve been freelancing for the past few months, but I can’t do that anymore.”


Another thing I understood all too well was the precarious nature of the freelancer. I’d spent my time doing that as well, praying that a story would get picked up, hoping that the resulting check would cover the month’s rent.


She was right, she did have a good resume. So I hired her. She lived up to everything that she’d said, and within two years was one of our top reporters. But Ada’s always been a bit of a strange one. She’s always refused to go to fashion week. It was a huge honor for her to be asked, only eleven months after being hired. I have veterans who would kill for a shot at fashion week. But, quite simply, they don’t have the chops to hack it.


Being completely honest, I loved to read Ada’s articles. That didn’t mean I was any easier on her. I couldn’t afford to be, with my position. But I always enjoyed editing them, and the one on Alexa Dulaine had been particularly interesting. So I’d been looking forward to our session together, which should have taken place immediately after a short coffee break with my cousin. But stupid, blonde, clueless Clio had fallen in love again, and it was virtually impossible to escape her. Which put me late to a meeting, something I absolutely loathe.


Ada was standing in the middle of the room when I walked in, though she looked about ready to sit down. I sat beside her, slamming my briefcase down a bit more angrily than usual. Between Wes calling and complaining about publication sales, Clio’s boy drama, and my intense abhorrence for tardiness, I was not in a good mood, and needed something to calm my jangling nerves, so I stood again almost immediately.


“Am I late?” I asked. “I am, aren’t I? Dammit, Clio won’t ever stop talking. Would you like a cup of coffee before we get started? I need a cup, I’m getting one for myself. Do you like cream or sugar?”


I don’t know why I bothered to ask. Ada always took her coffee the same—double cream, no sugar. Fit her personality. I wish that I liked mine black. I’ve always admired people who drink their coffee straight up. They seem strong, confident. But I need cream and sugar.


“It was all right this week,” I told her as I poured myself a cup. My mind had jumped to her article already, but I knew that she would follow my train of thought. Ada’s always been good at following me. “But that was all it was for me this week. Just all right.” 


The truth of course, was that it had been great. Ada had proved time and time again that she was a great writer. She had the ability to take what was nothing more than another dull fashion article, and turn it into a commentary on the industry. That being said, I still hadn’t mastered the ability to give a compliment.


“What changes do you want made?” I appreciate her honesty. Sometimes she can be more blunt and to the point than even I. Of course, it would save even more time if she didn’t ask. The paper is covered in red pencil, capable of being erased once a change has been made. 


“I want it more personal,” I say. 


“Alexa Dulaine doesn’t like to stand out,” she says.


I already know this. Anybody in the fashion industry does. Alexa Dulaine, one of the greatest Chicago models, is also notoriously shy of press, something I’ve never understood. She’s successful, and it seems to me that after working for so long she would want to flaunt that success. I certainly do. I admit this to Ada, and consider for a moment whether to sit down or not. But Ada knows me, better than most of my reporters, and there is no point in hiding what is already known. So I sit down, and kick off the damn black stilettos.


It’s no coincidence that hell and heels use the same letters. Comfort. A necessary sacrifice in the world of fashion. Though I am willing to sacrifice my feet, my calves, and my back to my career, I am not willing to sacrifice my time. Which explains that pair of sneakers I keep hidden under my desk. Ada knows about them, after attempting to retrieve a lost pen for me one afternoon. And Jackass knows, of course. The snoop.


Unfortunately, even that brief, passing thought brings to mind the Jackass, who, using his demon-acquired abilities to read minds, enters the room at just that moment.


“So sorry, ladies,” he says, an innocent look covering the evil intentions of his mind. “Didn’t mean to interrupt.”


Be professional, be professional, be professional. “Are you ever not interrupting?” I snap. Damn. And damn him even more, for not missing a beat, but responding quickly and easily,


“Only when I’m coming.” And triple damn me if that doesn’t conjur up images and memories. A whisper, a tongue, a shudder. 

I heaved. He held me close against his body.

“I don’t love you,” I said. He clutched me tightly, bringing our bodies together, into one body and I didn’t know where mine ended and where his began, or if I had two feet or four, or if my eyes were blue or green.

“I don’t want you to,” he said, and only one of us was lying but I didn’t know who.

I blink my eyes, but the darkness doesn’t help, and when I open them again, I see him staring at me intently, green eyes staring at me, and lips moving.


“When I’m coming, I haven’t yet arrived, and thus cannot yet interrupt. Only your dirty little mind would read something else into it,” he says.


I don’t care about professionalism any more, I just want him out of the office, and out of my life. But of course that’s not my option, not my choice. He’s the best in the business. Or so says my boss.


“At least my dirty little mind can read,” I say. I’m in third grade again, whispering under my breath, hoping that the boy three rows over can’t hear me. Except if he does, I don’t mind. He doesn’t, though, at least I don’t think so, but Ada does, and looks over at me with shock in her eyes. I’d forgotten she was there. She laughs a moment, and he turns to look at her. My body wants to relax, but I keep it tense, alert, claws flexed. 


“What do you want, Jon?” I ask. Now that his eyes are off me I return to myself. I may hate the bastard, but I do have to work with him, as difficult as he makes it. It won’t be long now, though, I am sure, before one of us is fired. Everybody in the office talks. But we are good. He is good, I am good, and the magazine is good. So maybe nothing will change.


“Only what belongs to me,” he says, an incorrigible grin on his face. I remind myself that he’s an asshole. “Yoink,” he says. It doesn’t matter, I force the smile off my face, grateful for the years of theater in college. The clock is ticking, and Ada keeps glancing at it nervously. 


“Out,” I say, pointing to the door. Jackass winks, and saunters out. I shake my head. He is a jackass, but sometimes he isn’t so bad. 


“Sometimes that man,” I say, after he’s left, because I want to say something, but I can’t return immediately to editing.


“Why don’t you fire him?” Oh, the question on everyone’s mind. I like Ada, truly I do, and I know that she’s good. But she is still an employee, and has no right to question me. As a friend, perhaps, but we are not friends now, we are sitting in the editing room and her copy is on the table, and a red pen is in my hands.


“Because he’s the best,” I say, and then point out, “For the same reason that I don’t fire you, despite all of your special hours.”


I’m not trying to be a bitch. As words, I can understand what she’s said about her hours. As a story I can understand it. But there’s a part of me that can’t, a part that’s sacrificed everything that I have. And that part doesn’t understand, and I let her know it. And she lets me know that she doesn’t care, by pointing at the clock.


I let her go. I look at the clock myself, and wonder if it would kill me to leave early. Would anybody notice? Would anybody care? But I can’t leave early, because I need to lock the doors and turn out the lights. It’s not in my job description, but it’s still my job.


And yet I feel caged at the moment, locked into this tiny editing room, trapped by red scribbles. I have my gym shoes under my desk, a pair of shorts in the closet. There is no shower in the office, but there is a bathroom, and I have no more meetings. 


There is a difference between running and running away. I’ve been telling myself this for years and years. When I was younger, captain of the track team, I believed those words. But somewhere between then and now, amid the halls of Princeton and the tiny cubicles of Fase, I’ve forgotten, and there are times when I don’t know where I’m going or why. I just run.
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“Please,” I beg her. She shakes her head, red curls flying under a blue bandana. 


“You know I hate this,” she says.


“I’ll lie,” I say playfully, but I’m halfway serious, and I think she knows it. She rolls her eyes, lounging back in her chair. She even slumps gracefully, and for a moment I’m jealous. Just a moment, and then I think of the constant stares, the frequent flash of lightbulbs, and remind myself that there is nothing wrong with being a bit plump.


“Why do they even care?” she laments. And that, right there, is the million dollar question. I’d warned her about this when I’d first met her. 


“You’ll never escape from them,” I said.


“I will, too,” she said. “Look at my hair!” she pulled out frizzy strands, surrounding her face with it, a cloud of golden red, a fuzzy sunset. “I’ll just hide behind this.”


“Whatever you say,” I said. I’d been right. She hadn’t.


“Just write what you want,” she says, capitulating. I smile, pen held high in triumph. “Another win for the great investigative reporter,” I say. She rolls her eyes, and turns around in her seat, eyes scanning the crowd. “More coffee?” I ask.


“I’m low on caffeine,” she says dramatically. “If I don’t get a fix, I’ll go into withdrawal.”


“You just finished a cup,” I point out, laughing. The grounds are probably still warm. I’m still nursing my own latte. I doubt that she really wants more coffee. She probably just wants to milk the free drinks. Friends we may be, but that doesn’t mean she’s above using my position to further her caffeine habit.


She moved into the dorm room with arms filled with instant coffee.


“I can’t believe we’re not allowed to have coffee machines,” she moaned, the first words she said to me. I tried to smile. Was this my roommate? This crazy, anorexic giant with her arms full of coffee and dressed in what looked to be an African sarong? I was more than a little afraid. I had my things packed up into nice boxes, my bed well-made, and suddenly this whirlwind had run into everything.


“Don’t worry,” she told me, dumping everything on top of her mattress. “I’m not crazy. We’ll be best friends, just you see.”


I didn’t think so, though, and I was already considering going to talk to the advisor about getting myself a single room. But then I remembered Daddy back home, with all the hospital bills to pay. I couldn’t make things more expensive. So I stuck it out.


She’d been right, as it turned out, and seven years later we were still best friends.


“Yo, waiter!” she suddenly yells. She snaps her fingers, and the tall man with his back to us turns around. We stare at the familiar face, and begin to laugh.


He was playing on a street corner, all tattered rags and uncut hair. His fingers plucked the strings of the guitar, and he keeps his eyes down. There was no hat, no open case, no box to collect money, so I just dropped a few coins at his feet. He glanced up at me in surprise.


“Do I look like I’m a begger?” he asked, sounding a bit insulted. Alex laughed.


“Yeah, a little,” she said. He smiled back and her and shrugged his shoulders.


“Okay,” he said. “Just checking.”


“Hey, girls,” Greg says, smiling at us. “What can I get for you?” He sees Alex’s empty cup, and outstretched hand, and rolls his eyes. He turns to me, a goofy smile still on his face. “Uh-oh,” he says. “How many has she had?”


“Three cups and counting,” I say. Alex snaps her fingers again.


“Coffee!” she demands. “Coffee coffee coffee!”


Good-naturedly he walks off, back into the restaurant. He returns a moment later with a steaming pot in his hands. 


“Here you go,” he says, pouring it in. Alex’s eyes light up, and the minute he has removed his hand, her face has eagerly dropped into the cup.


“So when did you start working here?” I ask. 


“Yesterday,” he says, a weird expression on his face. Alex looks up from her cup for a moment.


“Lucky for us,” she says. “Free java.”


“Nothing free,” he responds, still looking at me strangely. “I told you this morning that I had my first shift today.”


“Did you?” I ask. “I didn’t remember.”


“Obviously,” Alex says. She takes another sip and sighs contentedly. “Gregory,” she says after a moment. “You must have the best job in the entire world.”


“For this week anyway,” I say. We laugh, Greg included.


“It’s stuck!” Alex said, banging on the door in frustration. She sank down, dramatic as ever. I wondered, once again, whether she should have been an actress instead of a model. “We’ll never get into our apartment! We’ll die, destitute beggers, living in a hallway, picked up by the police for having a newspaper as an address!


He walked by again, the musician from the street. His guitar was slung across his back, no case, just the strap. He smiled at us, and dropped the coins I’d given him at my feet.


“Haha,” I said.


Alex stared at the coins, and then leaned over them. She looked up at me. “You think we could jab these between the door and force it open?” she asked. I would have laughed, if I weren’t so tired.


“Door stuck?” the musician asked.


“Alas,” Alex said. He put his hand out, and after a moment I gave him the key. It wasn’t doing us any good, after all. He put it in the lock, and attempted to turn it.


“Told you it doesn’t work,” I said. He ignored me, took a step back, and promptly kicked the door. This time when he turned the key, it opened.


“Our hero!” Alex gushed, rushing into the room. He blushed a little at that. 


“Thanks,” I said. He stood there awkwardly. Did he want to be invited in? “Do  you live here?” I asked.


“Right across the hall,” he said, jerking a thumb over his shoulder. “Good old 2B.”


“Well, I guess we’re neighbors then,” I said. Stupid. 



“Guess so,” he said, and once again stuck his hand in my face. “I’m Greg, by the way.”


“Ada,” I said. He nodded, and his eyes shifted to look inside our apartment.


“And her? What’s her name?”


“Alex.”


“What happened to your other job?” she asks. “You know. The one at the bar.”


“Oh, it wasn’t working out,” Greg says. “It was interfering with my music.”


We all have something. Maybe that’s why we’re such good friends. Alex has her modeling and her family, I have my writing and Gabby, and Greg has his music. And Alex, I suppose. 


“Seriously, Greg,” Alex says with a sigh, leaning back in her chair in her “serious pose.” Unseriously, she puts her feet on the table. Greg begins to look around nervously. “You need to find a job you can stick with. Don’t you have any ambition in life?”


“Of course I do,” he says. 


“What’s that?” I ask. “Being a street musican?”


“Hey, Al,” he says, licking his lips. “Can you get your feet off the table?”


“What do my feet have to do with your lack of ambition?” she asks.


“Excuse me, ladies,” a new voice interrupts our conversation, and a tall, dark man in a tuxedo pulls Greg aside. “I need to have a word with my waiter.”


Alex looks at me, slightly abashed, and pulls her feet down off the table. It’s almost funny, in a way. Greg has been fired for a multitude of reasons in the past, but I don’t believe that one of us has ever been responsable for his loss of job. It’s possible, though. It can be difficult to remember everything.


“If he gets fired, does this mean I have to find him another job?” Alex asks. I laugh, and a minute later another waiter comes to take our bill. Greg, I notice with relief, is still working, just at another table. 


We pay our bill and leave, just strolling down the street toward my apartment. She always walks me to my room, never to hers. I tell her that it’s okay, that there’s no reason that I have to be escorted, but she still does. That’s Alex.


“I saw Chris the other day,” she tells me abruptly. I smile at her, knowing that she was hoping for a bit of a surprise.


“I have you beat,” I say. “I saw him today.”


“Oh,” she says. “That’s good. It’s just weird. I keep thinking that you two should hate each other, you know, like divorced parents.”


“Well, hate to break it to you, again,” I say, with an emphasis on again. Alex has known me for years. Chris has known me for only a few less, and they’ve known each other that long. She knows that we are still on good terms. She just refuses to accept it. Alex likes a bit of drama. “But we’re not divorced. We’re just friends.”


“Not if he has his way,” she points out.


“He doesn’t,” I point out. By now we’ve reached my apartment and she bows dramatically, long strawberry curls escaping and falling to frame her face. A man across the way stares. 


“Your humble abode, my lady,” she says grandly. I laugh and pat her shoulder. She waves good-bye and walks off, while I reach into my pockets to grab a key. Unfortunately, there is nothing in said pocket but a left-over Kleenex. Of course, I think wearily, why can’t I ever remember a stupid key?

Chris

There are some people that are just not meant to be fathers. There are plenty of times that I’ve had to wonder if that includes me. I like kids, I really do, and I always have, it’s just that sometimes those kids don’t seem to like me. And when the kid screaming her lungs off is my own baby, I have to wonder.


“Shush, Gabby,” I say, leaning down and staring at her hopelessly. She’d been an angel all afternoon, so of course I’d known that it couldn’t last. At some point, something had to go wrong. The problem was that I couldn’t tell what it was. I’d checked her diaper, she’d just eaten, and holding her only made her scream worse. I put my hands on my hips. “If your mother were here,” I say as threateningly as I can. She shushes for a moment and stares at me before returning to her wails. 


Mothers share something special with their daughters. I’ve always been sure of that. Unfortunately, not being a mother, I’ve never been able to test my hypothesis. 


“Gabby, please be quiet,” I plead, and as much for my sake as hers, I pick her up and hold her close against my chest. Her little fists clutch my shirt in small folds, and her mouth sucks at my shoulder. Amazingly, she quiets. I rub one hand gently up and down her back. She’s a miracle, my little baby girl.


The doctor held her out to me, a small screaming blue bundle. I didn’t want to touch her, didn’t want to hold it, afraid to drop it. The doctor, however, had no time for my nonsense, and shoved the bundle at me. I grasped it, perhaps too tightly, perhaps not tightly enough.


“It’s a girl,” the nurse, significantly more patient than the doctor, told me. I nod my head dumbly, and then, even more dumbly, I asked, “what’s her name?”


“Gabriella,” Ada said. I turned to her, a smile on her face.


“I like that name,” I said. “Gabriel, the guardian angel.”


“Gabriel Garcia Marquez,” she added.


“Jules Gabriel Verne,” I suggested.


She paused for a moment, smiled, and shrugged. “Okay,” she said. “I concede.” I smiled back at her, and then down at the little bundle in my arm, that started to cough.


My stomach growls. I head over to the fridge, careful not to jostle Gabby too much. I open it, and am not surprised that there is little food in there. A piece of cheese and a head of lettuce. Ada’s never been one for the domestic world. So I shift the baby to my other hip, grab the phone, and quickly dial for the old stand-by of pizza. Pepperoni and green peppers. I consider mushrooms for a minute. Ada loves mushrooms. She used to keep a can of them above the microwave, and would pour them on our pizza. But there was no way to know when she’d be getting back, or even if she would want pizza. Ada could be unpredictable.


Gabby turns and begins to gnaw on my shirt. There will be a beautiful, dark stain on it in a moment, delicious baby drool. I don’t mind, though, because it’s Gabby, and every moment spent with her is worth it. I stare at her beautiful face. This is mine. This is mine.


“Hey!” the door swings open and Ada walks in, arms filled with toilet paper and a grocery bag. She smiles at me, sags against the door, and slowly sets down the bags. I walk over to help her, and Gabby giggles in my arms.


“Thanks for watching her,” Ada says with a smile. I smile back. I always do. She reaches out her arms and I place the cooing baby in them before leaning down to pick up the groceries. I carry them to the table, and she follows behind me.


“No problem,” I say. “How was your day?”


“Good, good,” she says. “You know, a little work, and then we went out for coffee. You’ll never believe who’s working at Cafe Tal now!”


It’s not hard to guess. “Greg?”


She gapes at me. “How did you know?” I shrug my shoulders, a slight smile on my face. 


“We shouldn’t have done that!” Ada said, stuffing as much clothing as she possibly could into her suitcase. “What made us think it would be okay? What?”


“It was just a week,” I said. I followed her around the room, my arms outspread, trying to convince her not to leave. “I mean, you were on the pill the rest of the time, right?”


“I should have known,” she protested. She grabbed a pair of sweaters and hurled them into the suitcase. She spun around, hair flying in her face, strands hitting me across the eyes. “Now what are we going to do? Huh? Now what?”


The door opened and suddenly Alex was standing there, all six feet, angry redhead. “Are you ready to go?” she asked her friend, and then walked up to me, a finger in my face. “And you, mister, you’re in a fucking lot of trouble.”


I ignored her. Sometimes that was the only thing to do with a girl like Alexi. Pay attention and she’d go off, theatrics and craziness.  I just turned around, and zipped up the suitcase for Ada. She looked at me with tears in her eyes. All that I wanted to do was hold her, but I knew that was the worst thing possible at the moment.


“You don’t have to leave, you know,” I told her. “We could make a go of this. Or not. Either way, you don’t have to leave.”


“We’re wasting time, Chris,” she said, before walking over and placing a firm, platonic kiss on my lips. 


“So I guess I’ll just be going home now,” I say, and then a moment later remember, and clasp a hand to my head. “Hey, I just ordered pizza, so that’ll be coming by sometime later.”


“No,” she says, and holds out her hand toward me. “Go ahead, stay. We’ll talk. We haven’t talked in a long time.”


“Yeah?” I say. I don’t want hope in my voice. There isn’t any hope, I know that, she’s made her decision, and once Ada makes a decision, it’s final. “Jay won’t mind?”


She shrugs her shoulders. Mentally I kick myself. Since when has Ada ever let a man determine her life? I should know better than anyone that it just doesn’t happen. Not that she’s completely headstrong. She’s just. . .strong. She knows what she wants and she does her best to get it, and when things go wrong with her plan, she just adapts as best as she can. Sometimes I think that it wasn’t so much that I fell in love with her, as I fell in love with the possibility of being like her.


“What are you going to do in Chicago anyway?” Mom asked.


“All right then,” I say. “I’ll stay. Here, give me Gabby, I’ll put her down.”


“No,” she says. “I want to hold her a little while longer.” She smiles down at her daughter, and sticks a finger into the baby’s face. Gabby giggles and grabs at it, her small fists wrapping around one finger. Our happy family.


“I need to do something with my life,” I told her. “I don’t know exactly what I’ll do. I’ll start looking around law offices, I’ll interview at supermarkets. There’s nothing here. Iowa is a wasteland!”


“Should I set the table?” I ask. I’ve already walked into the kitchen, and opened the cabinets. Glasses in one, plates in another, and bowls are always a bit of a search. Of the many things Abby is, a good cleaner she is not.


“For pizza?” she asks me. Gabby shrieks with pleasure. “Since when have you started eating pizza with silverware and napkins?”


“Since I got the promotion,” I say, as nonchalantly as I can.


“So you’re just leaving the family,” Mom said. Her hands were planted firmly on her hips, one eyebrow raised, fury written across her face. Dad and Tracy stood behind her, looking almost nervous, almost scared. I felt that family condescension. They were so scared of the woman that they would never leave. Not even Dad. He would just stay under her thumb forever.


“I’m not leaving the family,” I said. “I’m just leaving Iowa. I’ll still call. I’ll still write. I’ll still be your son.”


She didn’t say anything at first, she just turned around and, as she was entering her room, she said “You’ll never amount to anything.”


“Promotion?” Ada asks. She’s disappeared from the room, probably to put Gabby down to sleep. “What promotion?”


“I made partner,” I say. I don’t want to make a big deal out of it. But at the same time I do. I want someone to recognize me. 


“Partner?” she says, walking in. Her eyes light up, and she smiles at me. “Chris, that’s amazing!” But there’s a sadness in her eyes, too. “We don’t talk enough. I didn’t even know you were working towards that.”


“I probably mentioned it,” I say. In fact, I know that I did. I’m surprised she doesn’t remember. She’d been so excited when I’d said I had a chance.


“Hi, is Mom there?” I waited a moment for Tracy to run through the house and find my mother. I licked my lips, more nervous than I should be, just to talk to my mother.


“Chris?” she said. “The prodigal son calls.”


“I call every week, Mom.”


“That’s true,” she said. Then there was only silence. I waited for her to say something more. Mom never let a sentence go by without getting in a dig. Not in the past five years, anyway. But nothing more came.


“I’m working toward partner,” I told her. “I’ve got a big case here, and I think if I nail it, I just might have the credentials.”


“Oh,” she said. “Did you know that your father is in the hospital?”


The doorbell rings, and Ada goes to open it. I watch her leave, and think, as I always do, that could be my wife. And Gabby begins to cry, and I think, this could be my family. But then Ada turns around and motions for me to grab her, and as I enter the room, and pick up my daughter I remind myself.


This is enough.

May 3, 2003


I woke up thinking that it was Saturday. Strange, really. I don’t know what made me think that. I remembered clearly that Chris had been over last night, and he only watches the baby on Mondays and Wednesdays. So why I thought it was Saturday is beyond me. 


I was woken by an irate Rebecca, practically screaming out the headset about something to do with a Kubrick movie or a Davis interview, and all I could figure out was that it was seven in the morning and too early. 


As I pull on a pair of pantyhose and a skirt, the door downstairs bursts open. I ignore it at first, assuming that it is Chris, and he’s forgotten something, or maybe Jay, just coming to check up on me. But a moment passes, and they don’t say anything. I begin buttoning my bra. Gabby screams and I am running out the door and down the hall, not even taking time to realize that I’m terrified.


“Get out of my house!” I scream. The woman turns around and it takes a moment before I recognize her. 


“Ms. Palmer?” she asks. “Is everything all right?”


I nod my head, and drop and shaking hand. “Of course,” I say to the nanny. “I just didn’t. . .I didn’t recognize you for a moment.”


She nods her head and tells me that it’s all right, but I know that it’s not. My apology doesn’t suffice, not for her nor for me, but there is nothing more to do. I shrug off the feeling of discomfort, but it stays with me. For a moment there, I really and truly had no idea who she was.


I make it through an hour of work without anybody coming to bother me. I send in two copies, and began some base research for an article about lip gloss. This one stumps me. I can usually come up with the kind of angle that makes a story at least readable, but I have no idea what to do with a story about lipgloss. Unless it once killed someone. . .but Google turns up nothing, and I refuse to resort to Wikipedia. 


“Hey babe,” I look up, unsurprised to see a smarmy looking Jonathan Blair standing in the doorway. He twirls a pen between his fingers and winks at me. “Want anything?”


“Not especially,” I say, trying to be polite. But, quite honestly, I am not feeling at my best, and I don’t even manage to throw a smile his way before returning to my computer. Perhaps something about the future of lip gloss? But what is the future of lip gloss? More flavors? More sheer shades? And how, anyway, can a shade be sheer, or a sheer have a shade?


He slaps the pen down on the table. “You don’t even have to ask today,” he says.


“Thanks,” I reply. I glance at the pen. It’s just a typical, cheap office pen. I glance at the one in my hand. Red ink. Definitely shows up better against the fine black print of a computer screen.


He continues to stand behind me, uncomfortably close, so that I can feel the heat from his body pushing against my back in waves, and imagine that I can feel his breath on my neck. It must be my imagination. Surely even Jon wouldn’t push the bounds of decency so far.


“Don’t you have work to do?” I ask.


“Yeah,” he drawls back. He doesn’t move. Nice loafers, nice slacks, and a nice shirt, all covering a nice body, beneath nice features. Too bad he knows it. 


“Listen,” I say, and I hope that my voice doesn’t sound as tired as I feel. “Maybe you didn’t sleep in an hour too late today, almost attack your nanny, and then get assigned the most insipid article ever invented, but I did, and I’d really appreciate it if I could at least get started before Rebecca comes in to attack me. Okay?”


He stares down at me, not saying anything. His lip twitches a little, as though he wants to laugh, but doesn’t want to. He grabs the pen again, and taps it twice against the table. Then, unexpectedly, he plops down into the only other chair in my tiny cubicle of an office, and continues to just stare at me. I can’t read the expression in his eyes.


“I have to talk to Rebecca myself,” he says. Nothing more. I wait for a bad pickup line, or some manner of sexist comment, but he says nothing else. So I turn around and return to the mundane, and ridiculous world of women and lipgloss.


As expected, Rebecca comes in just a few moments later, hair perfectly twisted into an elegant bun, dressed in a somewhat severe black suit. Her blue eyes stand out vividly. She looks ready to start a tirade, and the only thing out of place in this picture of irate beauty are her gym shoes. But as she opens her mouth, she notices Jonathan Blair sitting languidly in the corner, and instantly changes tact.


“What are you doing here?”


“Waiting for you,” he says, and his voice is more serious than it is with me, and the flirtation is gone. Well, gone from his voice, at least. But his eyes are staring at her intensely and, to my amazement, Rebecca drops her gaze.


“Okay, well, out with it,” she says, and crosses her arms. She wants to appear busy, that she doesn’t have time for whatever he’s worried about, that she needs to be told about it so she can solve his problem in a snap of her fingers. I doubt that she can. Then again, it is Rebecca. 


“There’s a problem with some of the advertisers,” he says. “They don’t feel that the magazine has the right image.”


Rebecca nods her head, and all of the stiff anger falls out of her stance. She wanders into the room, her brows knit tight together. “What do they feel is wrong with it? They want more women’s lib, chick lit, makeovers, how to?”


“Maybe I didn’t say it right,” Jonathan says. “They love the actual publication. They feel that it isn’t being presented correctly.”


Rebecca is standing at his side now, leaning nonchalantly against a wall. This is what she lives for, the manipulation, the mind games, the business and the politics of business. It’s where Jon lives, as well. As for me. . .I’m pretty sure that I shouldn’t be involved in this. I’m pretty sure that I’m not allowed beyond my cubicle and the cutting room floor. But this is my office, and I’m not going to let them convert it into anything else. Besides which, this is far more interesting than lip gloss. As though anything could be less.


“This is about the Gala, isn’t it?” Rebecca asks. She rolls her eyes, and pushes a tendril of hair behind her ear. It wasn’t loose before her hand raked it, but now it drifts softly down. I wish I were a poet. There is a poetry in the way she is looking at Jon right now. He doesn’t say anything, he just nods his head, and Rebecca shakes her head angrily, stands up straighter again, bristles like a large, angry cat.


“That’s ridiculous,” she says. “They have issues with our publication now, just because I didn’t have a man accompany me to a Gala? Isn’t that was Fase is supposed to be about? Women liberating themselves from the chains of society?”


“Maybe that’s what it’s supposed to be,” Jon agrees. “But that’s not what it is. The women who read these are the same ones reading Nora Roberts and Danielle Steel. They want independence, but more than they want that, they want a man.”


And that, I think, is precisely why I don’t read magazines like the one I work for. The independence part is good, I think, perhaps a trifle overdone, a bit too poetic and not realistic. But the man part. . .there is no independence with a man. Just as, for men, there is no independence with a woman. 


“Fine,” Rebecca grumps. “Tell them. . .tell them my date was sick. Tell them that I would never willingly attend such a function alone. Tell them whatever they want, as long as it gets them off my back, and keeps them paying us money.”


“It’s not an issue of telling them,” Jonathan says, as he stands up and stretches his arms behind his back. “It’s you showing them.” And then he dashingly bows and heads out of my office, and I realize that he has just dismissed both of us. I hope that Rebecca hasn’t noticed, but when she turns around, her back straight, her chin hard, I know that she has. She whirls on me, as though the entire previous conversation had never happened.


“What kind of an excuse do you have for your tardiness?” she asks me. I consider for a moment. I could tell her that the baby took ill, or perhaps that the nanny didn’t show up. My alarm didn’t go off, the dry cleaner ate my clothes, the basement flooded.


“I forgot that it was Thursday,” I say. She doesn’t respond for a moment. I don’t think that she knows how to. It’s not the kind of excuse that is ever given. It’s not really an excuse.


“Look,” Rebecca says, and she’s speaking like a mentor now, like a friend, and not so much like my boss. “I’m lenient with the hours that you leave. I understand your situation, really, I do, and I sympathize with it. But I can’t have you coming in late and leaving early. I don’t make those allowances for anyone.”


“I wouldn’t expect you to,” I say. I’m a little surprised that she thinks I would expect some kind of special treatment. I ask to leave half an hour before the work day ends. That is it. Other than that, I have always been a model employee. 


“Good,” She says, and it’s brisk again, and her nod is sharp. “Have you sent in your copy for the day?” I nod, and she smiles a little. I wonder, for a moment, if she’s going to lean down and ruffle my hair like a little child. “And you’ve started the new assignment?”


“Lip gloss and it’s desire to consume the world,” I say, perhaps a little bitterly, but who wouldn’t be, with such an article. Rebecca smiles, and once again I see the hard businesswoman hiding behind the Dolce and Gabbana. 


“Sounds enthralling,” she says dryly, and we smile at one another, the two sane women in the world of fashion. But then she leaves me alone with my ridiculous article. I consider flavors of lipgloss. Cherry, watermelon, chocolate. What will be nexxt? Tira misu, if they don’t already have it, or perhaps tres leches, or parfait. But they probably have those flavors, if they have mango and cappucino and white chocolate. So maybe it will be something unimaginable, like blood, or skin, or grass.


Now there would be an article.


The phone rings across the hallway, and Susana picks it up. I stare at it greedily. If only somebody called on my phone, if only I had somebody to talk to outside of the computer. I consider for a moment. Rebecca won’t be back again today. It’s a Thursday (at least now I am sure of that) and Thursdays are print day. She’ll spend the majority of the day in the cutting room, editing, sending in proof, reading and rereading. There is no supervision on Thursdays.


So I lean over and quietly dial the numbers to the bookstore, picking the phone up as quickly as possible. Maybe the others will think that I’m receiving a call, or, better yet, that I am working on an interview.


“Hello, Gandhi books,” a low, pleasant voice greets me.


“Hi,” I say, trying not to sound too obvious. “I was wondering if you have a copy of don Quijote, the 1872 Portuguese edition.”


There is no response for a moment, and I fight to hide a smile. Very few employees smile while giving an interview over the phone.


“Ada, is that you?” the voice asks.


“Darn it,” I say. “How did you guess?”


“Shouldn’t you be at work right now?” Jay asks. I shrug, but of course he can’t see. Isn’t it strange, sometimes, the way that we act as though people are watching us when we know they aren’t, and when we know that they couldn’t possibly?


“Shouldn’t you?”


“Touche, hon, touche,” he says. “So when are you going to stop by for a coffee, double cream, no sugar?”


“Whenever you learn to make a decent pot,” I say. “Or whenever we have a real date again. Have we set one up yet?”


“Oh, that hurts,” Jay responds, and the thing is that he actually does sound a little upset. “Did you really forget about tomorrow?”


“Tomorrow?” I ask, stalling for time. “If you want the truth, Jay, I forgot about today. I woke up convinced that it was Saturday.”


“Ouch,” he says, and I know him well enough that I can see his face wincing. “I’ve done that. Throws everything off.”


“Tell me about it,” I say. I can hear voices in the background, one sounding annoyed, and the other one butchering the pronunciation of “Marcel Proust.”


“I better go,” he says, and I’m not at all surprised. “But I’ll pick you up at seven tomorrow. And no, I won’t tell you where we’re going. You forgot, so now you have to deal with it.”


“Fine,” I say. This is the kind of surprise that I can handle. It’s only half of a surprise, really, since I know when it’s coming, and have some idea what it will be. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”


“Love you,” he says.


“Love you, too,” I reply, but I’m talking to a blank dial tone now, and there’s no way to know whether he heard me or not. 

Alex 


I used to think that I would do anything for a friend. Then I met Ada. Or rather, then I befriended Ada, and suddenly found myself dogsitting, plantsitting, babysitting, carsitting, picking up luggage at the airport, sending letters, writing campaigns to the president, living in shitty apartments and now, waiting for twelve minutes. Twelve minutes! Does she think that I have all the time in the world?


Well, if that’s what she thinks, she’s wrong. It just so happens that I have very little time in the world. It just so happens that I am a very busy young woman. It just so happens that I have a job, no, a career, and plenty to do with my time that does not involve sitting around at a little cafe!


“Look, Alex,” Greg says uncomfortably as he walks by for the fifth time. “I know that you’re just waiting for Ada, but if you want to stay in that seat, you’re going to have to order something. House rules.”


Oh, Greg. Cute, little, useless Greg. I want to reach up and squeeze his chubby little cheeks. And people say that I have no restraint. My hands lie docilely and attractively in my lap. The picture of innocence.


“So?” Greg asks. Oh, that’s right. He’s still there. I smile. He trembles a little. That’s strange. . .usually when I smile he doesn’t just tremble, he breaks, he shatters, a thousand little pieces of Greg all across the floor. I try again.


“I really need this job, Alex,” he says, and he’s pleading now, his hazel eyes all big and round and weird-colored. He could probably get a job with those eyes. Not with the hair, though. The grunge look is definitely out. “Please. As a friend.”


I will never tell him that those eyes get me. I will never tell him that I can’t handle when he looks at me like that, no nose, no mouth, just eyes. Play it cool, Alex, remember he’s a man, you can deal with men. So I stand up, keep a tight rein on my smile, and switch to the next seat over. Nicely executed.


“Alex,” he says, and this time it’s an almost angry hiss. “I’m serious.”


I can tell that he is. And that, in itself, is rare enough to make me actually react. I stand up and walk out of the way, just around the greenery. My watch says that she’s now fifteen minutes late.


Fifteen minutes is a lot for Ada. I can’t even remember the last time that I arrived somewhere before she did. I’m pretty sure that it’s never happened.


I didn’t mean to be late to move-in. I was excited about college, and even more excited to see who my roommate would be, or, as I was apt to think, who my new best friend would be. But what with the explosion in the laundry machine, my complete inability to pin together anything remotely looking like clothing other than some bizarre African sarong, and then the sudden disaster of finding out that we weren’t allowed to have coffee machines, I was a bit late.


I barged in, barely able to see, tripping over the bizarre orange fabric, wishing that I could actually see my new roommate instead of just hearing the hushed intake of breath. 


“I can’t  believe they won’t let us have a coffee machine!” I said,more to make conversation than because I was really upset about it.  I dumped piles upon piles of instant coffee (gross, vile stuff. I wouldn’t even feed it to a dog. Or worse, a cat!) onto the bed, and turned around, finally to see her. Brown hair, freckles, and huge, unblinking grey eyes, staring at me as though I’d completely lost my mind. Great, I thought. My roommate is a complete and total loser. For once, I was tactful enough not to say that out loud, and muttered, instead, “Don’t worry, I’m not crazy. We’ll be best friends, just you see.”


“Okay,” she said, and nodded her head. She managed a smile. “I guess that we can be friends. But honestly, I’m not completely sure that you’re not crazy.”


Oooh, zing, and I realized that maybe the girl had a little zip to her. I stuck out a hand, ignoring my dad’s annoyed grunts from behind me. He was probably just trying to lug the tv into the room. I’d said that I didn’t want a TV. Thus, I had no sympathy for him.


“I’m Alex,” I said.


“Alex  get out of my way,” the lazy ass grunted. 


“I think the large, irate man behind you wants something,” she said with a grin and a chuckle.


“English major?” I ask as I step aside and my dad gratefully sets down the Sony.


“No,” she says. “Journalism. But it’s very nice to meet you anyway. My name’s Ada.”


Ada who is currently late. Ada who beat me to school, to finding a boyfriend, to having a baby. I pop my head back into the garden cafe.


“Hey, Greg,” I hiss. “Do you think that Ada stood me up?”


He looks back toward his boss nervously, and then slowly meanders over. He pretends to check to see if a table is dirty.


“When I said you should buy something or go, I was more thinking that you would just get a coffee,” he says.


“That doesn’t answer my question,” I say. 


“You’re rich and famous,” he says, clearly missing the point. “Would it hurt you to throw out fifty cents for a cup of coffee.”


“I think she might have,” I say. “Can you believe I’ve been stood up by Ada? I’ll bet she’s never stood anyone up in her life!”


“Just sit down,” Greg says, grabs my arm, and pulls me into the cafe again. He leads me back to my table, gently pats me on the back, and begins to walk away. Didn’t he say that I have to buy something if I want to stay? 


“It’s not broken,” Ada insisted. “That other guy got into it the other night. He just hit it.”


“Yeah, well, I’ve hit it, kicked it, and rolled my shoulder into it, and it didn’t budge,” I said. “Maybe dream man is a superhero, but apparently I’m not.”


“Maybe we should just jiggle the door some more,” she said.


I considered for a moment. On the one hand, we had to become self-sufficient and manage to somehow get into our room by ourselves. On the other hand. . .


I turned around and started marching down the hallway. “Hey!” Ada yelled. “Where are you going? I think I can get it?”


I can’t really remember which room the guy was in. 2B sounds as good as anything, so I pound on it. Ada is still saying something from next door, but I’m ignoring her. My hair feels hot and sticky in the Chicago heat, and I’m wishing, once again, that my agent would just let me shave it all off. Wigs were hot that summer.


“Hello?” the man said when he opened the door, wearing a pair of briefs and a white T-shirt. His hair was ruffled and in his eyes. Possibly the one man in the world more disheveled than me. Not that I was a guy. “Oh,” he said, covering his yawning mouth with the back of a hand. “The new girls.”


“New girls with a broken door,” I said. “But I hear that you’re good at fixing things.”


“Here,” Ada said, interrupting the moment and dropping a pair of keys in my hand. “I told you I could get it. Hi, Greg.”


“Hi,” he said. “Got the door open?”


I tried to decide whether I should feel embarrassed. I decided that I wasn’t.


“Anyway,” I said. “I just came by to check.”


“Check what?” Ada asked.


“If Greg here will be our knight in shining armor any time we get locked out of that dumbass apartment,” I said. He laughed and nodded his head. He was kind of cute, in a hobo without a home kind of a way. I wondered whether he would let me pluck his eyebrows.



“Well, would our knight in shining armor like to come in for a cup of coffee?” Ada asked. Greg looked almost frightened for a moment. I knew that look. That was the look of a man afraid of being hit on. Girlfriend? Wife? I craned my neck to try and look into his apartment. Impossible to tell. Ada, never an idiot, must have caught the look as well. “We’re new,” she explained. “And it’s always nice to meet the neighbors.”


“Especially when the neighbors are willing to kick down a door for a girl,” I said.


Greg comes back a moment later, a steaming cup of coffee in his hands.


“I didn’t order that,” I saiy. Nonetheless, the smell of hot coffee is wafting toward me, and the caffeine in my bloodstream (let’s admitit, caffeine is my bloodstream) is crying out for more. Against my will, my hands reach out and grasp the cup.


“That man over there order it,” Greg says, pointing to an empty table. I’m not stupid, I understand.


“Thanks,” I say. He shrugs his shoulders, and smiles at me. I smile back.


Yeah, Greg’s a good guy at heart. 


Ada, on the other hand, is quickly losing points. I glance at my watch again. Almost twenty minutes. I wonder if something might be wrong. Could she have gotten in some kind of trouble? 


I opened the door in a towel. Ada always complained that I shouldn’t go around half naked like that, but it was such a hassle to run around trying to find clothes, and then putting them on, and then. . .


“Oh, Greg, it’s you,” I said, and left the door open. I had a hot date, and now the only question was to find the perfect hot outfit. Maybe the red dress. But that one had more than three buttons. Too much work. Maybe that green thing with a zipper. Zipper were good.


“Hey,” he said, walking in and closing the door behind him. “Is Ada here?”


“Somewhere,” I said. “I think she might be sleeping. She had some kind of a convention thing to cover late last night. Hey! Biscotti!” I pulled a pair of cookies out from between the cushions of the couch, and offered them to my friend. He looked freaked out, and shook his head. I ate them. They tasted pretty good. A bit stale.


“I need help,” Greg said. Help? I loved to help out! I spun around immediately, forgetting the purple bra I’d been in the process of picking up.


“I can help,” I said. I tugged the towel a little closer around me, grabbed Greg’s hand, and started marching toward the door. “What do you need help with?”


“Well, it might be better if you had on clothes. . .” he said. I ignored him. Clothes were useless. Really. We’d all be better off in a nudist colony. Cheaper, easier, better looking for a good number of people, myself included. Greg apparently gave up on putting me into clothes, because he grabbed his key and opened his door. 


“See, there’s this bird,” he said, leading me into his bedroom. A dead one, I surmised, based on the circle of feathers plastered against his window that led outside. He walked over and look down. There, on a small jutting outpost, lay a small robin.


“So you wanted Ada to come look at your dead bird?” I asked.


“No,” he said. “I wanted her to help me get him up here. He’s not dead yet.”


Of course, I thought. Clearly Ada had helped him out with such a task before. I wasn’t surprised. Ada was weird like that. And it did explain the peculiar assortment of sparrows and pigeons in Greg’s room. 


“She didn’t stand you up,” Greg insists, handing me my third cup of coffee. I glare at him.


“Greg. She’s almost an hour late.”


“And I still haven’t figured out why you’re still here,” he muttered, looking up at the sky. “Or why you can’t buy your own coffee.”


I ignore him. He wants to buy me coffee. He just can’t admit it to himself. I’m not stupid, I know the way that guys look at me. I guess that I don’t blame them, for the most part. But sometimes it would be nice. 


“You don’t think she’s hurt, do you?”


“No.”


“You don’t think she was abducted by aliens, do you?”


“No.”


“You don’t think she and Jay ran away and eloped?”


“No.”


That last one I don’t really believe either. “Fine,” I say. “I guess I’ll go to her apartment and yell at her.”


“I’ve got a better idea,” he says, placing a five dollar bill down on top of my receipt. He picks it up immediately, and turns to take it to the register. “Try calling her phone.”


Her phone! A-ha! Of course! The beauties of modern technology. I wonder why Greg didn’t mention it earlier. Except that he did. Hmmm. 


She picks up on the third ring.


“Hello, Ada Palmer.”


“Hello, Ada Palmer,” I say in my nastiest imitation. “Forget something today.”


“Too many sometimes,” she says, and there’s a tone in her voice that I don’t like. She sounds scared, almost.


“What’s wrong?” I ask.


“What was I supposed to do today?” she asks, and when I don’t respond (confusion!) she continues. “With you. What did we plan?”


“Coffee,” I say. “The same as every Tuesday and Thursday. Are you sure you’re okay?”


“No, I’m not,” she says, and her voice is trembling. “Alex, I think there might be something wrong with me.”

May 5, 2006


The doctor doesn’t know what’s wrong.


The doctor doesn’t know what’s wrong.


The doctor doesn’t know what’s wrong.


“We could go somewhere else,” Chris says. He holds my hand loosely in his own. He pats the back of it. He doesn’t know what to do, no more than I do.


The doctor doesn’t know what’s wrong.


“He’s not a specialist,” Chris reminds me. My phone rings. I glance down at it, not surprised to see that it’s Jay’s number. 5 o’clock. He will have just gotten out of class.


“Hello,” I answer dully.


“Hey, Musetta, how did it go?” He sounds almost happy. I suppose he can be happy. He didn’t understand when I told him about it to begin with. He said it was just a phase, that I was overreacting. After all, I hadn’t forgotten any of our dates.


“The doctor doesn’t know what’s wrong,” I say. There’s silence for a while. 


“They don’t. . .”


I don’t want to talk about it right now. But I can’t not. I owe him that.


I stripped down to hospital scrubs and plastic booties. I sat in the chair, bright lights shining all around me, Chris sitting outside in the hallway. The doctor came in, as antiseptic as the walls.


“Hello, Ada,” he said after a quick glance down at his paper. “Is that your husband sitting outside?”


“Just a friend,” I said. He nodded his head, but the smile on his face said that he didn’t believe me.


“So what seems to be the problem?” he asked me. “Something about your memory.”


“I’m forgetting things,” I said. “More and more every day.”


The doctor murmured something. “Dates, times, places to meet?” he asked. I nodded my head.


“And also other things. What my assignments are for work, what day it is. . .people. I forgot that I had a maid the other day. I forgot her face.”


This last sentence finally seemed to grab his attention. He stared at me intensely. “How long has this been going on?” he asked. I shrugged.


“I don’t know. It’s hard to tell. I didn’t notice at first. It was just small things. Something someone had mentioned in passing, a pen. . .it was nothing.”


They ran tests on me after that. They asked questions, talked to Chris, measured chemicals in my body and studied graphs of my brain. And they didn’t know what was wrong. 


“Are you going to another doctor?” Jay asks, and I smile, even though I’m scared. I smile because he’s Chris, and Chris is him, and yet they’re so very, very different.


“Not today,” I say. “I’m tired. I’m just going to go home.”


“All right,” Jay says. “I’ll wait for you there.” And again he’s hung up before I have the chance to say anything. I shut the phone, close my eyes, and lean back in the seat.


“So we’re just going home?” Chris asks.


“Yeah,” I say.


Chris wanted them to give me medicine. For Alzheimer’s, for memory, for random tissue loss. Anything, as long as it was something. He wanted to be proactive. I just wanted to be fixed. And the doctors didn’t know what was wrong. 


“Can I still have a lollipop?” I asked the nurse as we walked out. When I’d been younger, lollipops had always made trips to the doctor better. Kind of like Mom’s kisses had healed scraped knees and bloody hands. The nurse looked a bit surprised, but he handed me one. Cherry. My favorite flavor. I ripped off the wrapper and began sucking on it while the doctor continued to talk.


Come back tomorrow, he said. And Monday, and Tuesday, and every day until we find out what’s wrong. Or? I wanted to ask. Or what? Or until I forget that I’m supposed to come back? Until I forget that I have anything to forget?


But I can’t be bitter. What will bitterness achieve? Nothing. And optimism, at least, will keep everybody else happy, will give them hope. How much does it matter that I don’t have any myself?


And for Gabby. Gabby who won’t understand. Oh, God, Gabby. Will I even forget her? Could I ever forget her?


I refuse to cry. I can feel the tears, rising up in my eyes, and I brush them away with the back of my hand. Chris turns to look at me at the motion, and I think he’s noticed. I stick out my tongue at him, cross my eyes. He laughs, and turns back to the road. I laugh as well.


The city traffic isn’t as bad as normal. We’re stopped for fifteen minutes at one light. Chris makes small talk, asks whether I think it’s an accident, or crazy Matilda trying to walk on traffic the way Jesus walked on water. I banter back at him. My cell phone rings, three times. Twice it’s Alex, once from Dad.


Dad. How am I going to tell him. I fumble for my cell phone, turn it on, and then stare blankly at the screen. 


“Who are you calling?” Chris asks. The traffic finally lets up, and we breeze through the intersection.


The funeral home was black. Everything was black. The coffin was black, the chairs were black, Nick’s suit was black, Missy’s dress was black, Dad’s tie was black. My dress was navy blue. I couldn’t find anything black on such short notice.


It was strange to stand up and walk toward the coffin. To lean over it and see Mom’s face. She looked peaceful, much more so than ever in life. In life she had always been bright smiles, loud laughter. She’d embarrassed me so much, in so many ways. She always tried to be cool. 


Nick’s hand camedown heavy on my shoulder, and he gently squeezed. Time to move on, to let somebody else up to see the body. I moved aside and watched as Missy knelt down to say good-bye. Her hair was swept back away from her face, for once there was no make-up on her young face. Her eyes were puffy, and the tip of her nose ass red.


“This is going to be hard on her,” I whispered to Nick. He smiled down at me gently. 


“It’s hard on everyone,” he said,  and gave me another of his patented shoulder squeezes. “How are you doing?”


“All right,” I said. It’s a lie, and he knew it, but it was one of those lies that had to be said. It didn’t take a high school degree to figure that out.


Dad was next in the line. The old ladies throughout the memorial home had been whispering about him. How rude it was that he hadn’t greeted anyone, how he’d never sent letters. Those whispers stopped, as he stared down. He still didn’t say anything. He hadn’t said much since the news came and the doctors called. He leaned over and gently kissed my mother’s cold cheek. I never saw any moisture in his eyes, but when he walked away I say one, lone tear standing on my mother’s face.


“Ada?” Chris asks me again, nudging me a little this time. I’m still staring at the screen on my cell phone, the battery icon bleeping at me that a charging is in order. I snap it shut. Not now, not yet.


“No one,” I say. “This traffic is ridiculous.”

Nick


Things always get hectic around the end of the school year. All of the juniors suddenly realize that they’re behind on applications, that maybe it would be a good idea to invite me over and butter me up. The Academy finally begins looking at new prospects seriously, and I suddenly find myself caught up in a whirlwind of school tours, speeches, and correspondence. And a few months later I get a call into action and find out all the craziness was considered vacation time for me.


That’s the Air Force for you.


Tom Garth is my favorite this year. He’s nothing outstanding, really. 3.8 GPA, 28 ACT scores, a 1390 on the SAT. He plays football and baseball, but isn’t a standout in either one. He did alright matching the physical requirements. Once again, not a star.


I like that he’s so honest. He’s a nervous little bugger, no doubt about that. The minute I walk in the door he’s always asking me how many other kids from the area are applying, or whether anyone got a nomination from Cheney. But he’s honest about himself. He doesn’t try to pretend that he’s all-conference, or that he has great leadership potential.


In a business where everyone wants to seem better than they are, that’s a breath of fresh air.


I can’t complain, of course. When I was his age, I was a liar. I told everyone at JC that I’d started both ways for the Jaguars in the fall, and was the first line pitcher in the spring. Neither was true. I started, and I pitched, but I wasn’t great.


“Mr. Palmer, please come in,” Joan Garth opens the door, and almost curtseys. I’ll admit, half the reason I like Tom is because of his mother. She’s round and plump, and reminds me a lot of Mom. Or maybe she reminds me more of Aunt Tess. Hard to say.


“I made lasagna for dinner tonight, if that’s all right,” she says, and bustles off to the kitchen. It’s an amazing thing to see a woman bustle. I read about it, back in high school when we were forced to skim through Victorian novels, but I never thought I’d live to see the day that a real, living woman in Boston bustled. But Joan does.


“That’s fine,” I assure her. I pull off my coat and hang it over one of the chairs. General Widmore would be furious if he knew I disregarded the uniform so casually. But I’ve noticed that prospects are more comfortable when I’m not in full service dress. Truth be told, I’m more comfortable, too. “You really don’t have to make food for when I come over. These only have to be half hour visits.”


“Oh, I know,” she says, and smiles at me. And she has dimples! This woman is amazing.


Tom wanders in finally. He looks uncomfortable, in a pair of pressed khakis and a buttonup. I haven’t seen ironed pants outside of the military in almost five years. Makes me kind of happy to see it on this 17 year-old kid.


“Hello, Mr. Palmer,” he says. He almost bows, too. Coming to the Garth household is like entering into royalty. “Can I take your coat?”


I laugh a little. I think it’s pretty obvious that I’m no longer wearing a coat. Poor kid has had it so ironed into him to be polite, that he doesn’t know how to react to changing circumstances. Point down for initiative, but I’ll give him a point for obedience and discipline.


“I threw it over that chair, Tom,” I say. “It’s fine right there. That is, if it’s fine with you.”


“Sure, Mr. Palmer,” he says, and then as automatically as though he’s a robot, “Can I get you something to drink?”


This throws Joan into total disarray. “Oh, I’m so sorry!” she gasps, one hand flying up to her hair. “I didn’t even ask you. . .you must think I’m a dreadful hostess. I’m sorry, what would you like to drink?”


“Nothing,” I say, laughing just a little, turning on my smile. Kelly says it’s my “Hundred Watt Bonafide Certified Tom Cruise Got Nothing Sex God Smirk.” She insists on saying that huge long title every time, too. It was flattering the first time, cute the second, and now it’s just kind of obnoxious. I’ve gotten good at ignoring her, though.


Whatever it’s called, it works, and Joan melts into a gooey pile of motherlyness. She clucks her tongue a few times, and bustled over to take a peek in the oven. The lasagna smells delicious. 


Meanwhile, I decide to take advantage of the brief interlude to sit down with Tom and go over his application process. Though it’s obnoxious for everyone involved, I begin with the requisite spiel.


“Tom, I’m so pleased that you’ve decided to continue with your application to the Air Force Academy. Before getting into specifics with you, I just want to let you know that you can think of me not only as a liaison officer, but as a friend. If you ever have any questions or doubts, feel free to give me a call.”


In six years, nobody has ever given me a call. And that is just fine by me.


“Now then, it looks like you’ve gotten the nomination from Senator Dahlman, so that’s a great first step. . .”


And now a miracle happens. My hip begins buzzing, and after a brief moment of astonishment, I realize that it’s my cell phone. But who on earth would be calling me? I told Kelly I’d be at Tom’s, and besides, it’s one of her precious girls’ nights out. She wouldn’t miss a second by having to talk to her boring old fiancé on the phone. The id pops up saying that it’s Ada.


“Excuse me a second,” I say, holding up a finger. “I have to take this.”


I’m worried, and that’s the basic truth. Ada and I were close growing up. She was stuck smack dab in the middle, and I’d always enjoyed playing the protective older brother. But the truth was, ever since enlisting we’d grown apart. It was hard to reach me at times (service in Iraq is sketchy at best, even now) and then she’d started getting involved in Phrase, or whatever her magazine was called. It’s hard to remember the last time she called.


“Hey, baby sis!” I say into the phone. But I forgot to hit the receive button. I try again. “Hey, baby sis!”


“Hi, Nick,” I hear her voice, dulled out by miles of distance, forced into a false scratchiness thanks to an imperfect signal. “How are you? Do you have time to talk?”


There’s something in her voice that stops me from mentioning little Tom Garth and his industrious mom. As much as she wants this introduction to sound normal, I’m still enough of a brother to know that something is troubling her. So I lie.


“Yeah,” I say. “Free as a bird. How’s it going?”


“I’m sick,” she says. Just like that, plain, and simple, and out there.


“Sick how?”


And she tells me. I just stand there and listen. In the background Joan asks where Mr. Palmer wandered off to, and Tom says that he’s taking a phone call. At some point I sit down on a couch, old and uncomfortable, but still better than my feet. I know that I should tell Ada to hold on a moment, that I should walk back outside and set up another appointment for the Garths, but she doesn’t let me get a word in, and I don’t dare to interrupt her.


She was wearing a little yellow dress. My baby sister was usually okay, but I hated when she wore dresses. It was just another reminder that she was a girl, I was a boy, and boys most definitely did not play Barbies, not even makebelieve, and girls most definitely did not play with army men. She was crouched over the creek, one pudgy finger pointing out toward a rock in the middle.


“Look, Nicky,” she said again, an insistent sound in her littlegirl voice. “Look at the fishie!”


That was enough to interest me. In my great, big, grownup seven years I’d never seen a fish in our small little meandering creek. So I walked over to have a look, ignoring how uncool it was to play with a little four year old girl.


There wasn’t a fish in the water, but on top of a rock was a large, green frog. I snickered at Ada.


“That’s not a fish, stupid,” I said. “That’s a frog. Watch, it can’t even really swim.”


Ada whined at me as I waded out into the creek, getting my pants and shoes all wet and muddy. I knew Mom would yell at me when it came time to wash up for dinner, but it would be worth it if I caught the frog. I leaned over, cupped my hands together, and lunged.


She finally stops talking. I stare at the phone in my hand, unable to believe that such a small piece of equipment could deliver such shocking news.


“Nick?” she says, and then again a moment later when I don’t respond. “Nick?”


“Hold on a second,” I say, and I almost don’t recognize my hoarse voice. I walk back out, the phone clutched tightly in my hand. I smile at Joan and Tom, only this time it’s not my megawatt smile, it’s a sick one, a fake one. “I’m really sorry,” I say. “But there’s been a family emergency. I’ll call you sometime this week and reschedule.”


Joan assures me that it will be just fine, while Tom rushes to grab me my jacket. I’m glad that he does. I’m not really in the state of mind to remember it at that moment.


My baby sister.


“Hi, I’m back,” I say as soon as I’m on the sidewalk again. I don’t know what to say after that. Should I tell her that it’s going to be okay? I don’t know that it is. And I realize, as much as my world seems to be crumbling down around me, hers must be slowly disappearing. 


“I don’t know how to tell Dad,” she says. I nod, knowing it’s a useless gesture, knowing that she can’t see me. Habit, I suppose. Military’s supposed to break you of useless habits like that. Just goes to show the armed forces can’t handle everything.


And why am I thinking of work?


“It doesn’t really matter what or how you tell Dad,” I point out then. “He’ll be on the first plane to Chicago either way.”


“I know, and that’s what I hate,” she says. That’s Ada. She’s losing her mind, but she’s more concerned about the cost of an airline ticket than anything else. “It’s not like he’ll be able to do anything out here, anyway.”


Another thing about Ada. She’s never been able to realize that the only thing some people want is to help her. To be there for her. 


Which, I realize, is exactly what I’m going to do. We’ve been sitting here talking about Dad, what the hell? I climb into the government provided SUV. The second I get to a computer I’m booking a flight myself. Take a medical leave. This is a medical situation, after all.


But that’s then, and right now I’m barreling down the expressway at 80 miles an hour, and what do I tell my baby sister?


She was all decked out in the hideous purple and maroon colors of St. Lawrence High, smiling from cheek to cheek. She was so proud of herself. Missy just stared up at her, one thumb stuck in her mouth. No matter how many times we told her that seven year-olds aren’t babies, that finger would just pop back in there.


“You’ll get a picture when I shake the superintendent’s hand, won’t you, Dad?” she asked. Dad nodded his head, but it was through a dark veil of tears. I knew that when the time came he wouldn’t be able to press down that small button, but I also knew that I would be there to do it for him.


“I can’t believe you’re here, Nick!” She said suddenly, and turning to me hopped up and enveloped me in a massive hug. “You didn’t have to come. I know it’s hard to get time off from the Air Force.”


I winced. It wasn’t exactly time off. I’d told my commanding officer that, unable to deal with the grief from Mom’s death, Dad had passed away just under a year later. Of course, now if something did happen to him, I’d be in deep shit. But I hated to plan for the worst.


Dad cried the entire way to the church, just a silent welling of tears that spilled over onto his cheeks. I drove. I realized, halfway through the drive, that Ada had finally begun to understand the moisture in Dad’s eyes.


It was for Mom. It was always for Mom.


When we piled out of the coup, four strong from four seats, Ada took a moment to walk over to Dad. As the other students were milling excitedly, tearing open velcro robes to display the fancy clothing underneath, she waved them away and stood next to the front passenger’s seat. 


“If only your mother were here to see this,” he said, the most cliched phrase in all the world, and blew his nose strongly. It didn’t seem cliche, though, not when it was my family.


Ada smiled at him, and gently squeezed his shoulder. “Don’t worry,” she said. “She is.”


I wonder if Mom is with her right now, if that’s where she’s getting her strength from. Ada always said that Mom was her special guardian angel, that maybe she’d died just to have the protective power of heaven to look over her children. I fell away from the church years ago, so maybe that’s why I don’t believe it. Part of it, I know, is that’s just me. And faith is just Ada.


“Does Jay know?” I ask.


“Yes,” she says, voice subdued. “I told him as I left the hospital.”


“And Chris?”


“He drove me.”


Silence for a moment, as we’re sunk into the reality of it all again. 


“What are you going to do?” I ask finally. I don’t think that anyone’s asked her that before. The silence holds for a minute, two, and I glance down at my cell phone to make sure the call hasn’t been dropped.


“I don’t know,” she says finally. “I’ve just kind of been existing lately. But I guess I’d better figure that out soon. Thanks for taking the time, Nick.”


It’s a dismissal, and I know it. I could plead with her to stay on the line, and she would. I could force her to spend precious hours on the phone with me and she would. I could, but I can’t.


“Love you, kiddo,” I say.


“Love you back,” she says, and now the line is dead. 

Interlude

Jonathan Blair


I love casual Fridays. Always have. Sure, most people figure that casual Fridays mean they can slip into a pair of jeans, but most of them keep the dress shirts, keep the ties. Old habits die hard and all that. But not me, no sir. I figured out long ago that casual Fridays are a chance to live, to be noticed.


Granted, I’m always noticed. When you’re naturally beautiful, it just happens. But that’s just  a passing glance, a fleeting though in a woman’s head of “God, that man is hot,” and then it’s gone and she heads on her way. I suppose, things being what they are, that thought might pass through a few men’s heads as well. Best not to go there.


But really, that’s not noticed. Noticed is walking into a fashion magazine where the “in” color is always black (Rebecca argues that sometimes it’s actually navy, or charcoal grey, but I maintain that it’s just a different shade of black every once in a while) and wearing a red shirt. That’s the daily notice. But the best is casual Fridays.


I have an entire closet devoted to this day, the most sacred of holidays. The hall closet, the one where guests can hang up their coats. Because that’s another way to be noticed. Having people open a closet, expecting to see a leather jacket, or maybe a suede one, and instead being greeted by twelve, brightly colored (think orange, yellow, lime green, fluorescent pink) Hawaiian shirts.


Yeah, baby. That’s being noticed.


Today I’m wearing my personal favorite, the vibrant yellow and blue with surfboards on it. Rebecca pointed out that it does nothing for me. The hair looks as dirt brown as ever, and the hazel eyes are normal hazel. Personally, I think it helps to brighten up my smile.


“Hey, Linda,” I say, leaning over the small secretary’s desk. I wonder, for a moment, if anybody else has ever noticed her incredible resemblance to a mouse. She looks up at me, lips pursed. I shoot her a smile. Slowly, the frowning rosebud transforms into an answering smile.


Yep. Still got it.


“Ms. Goldblaum isn’t in right now,” she says to me, eyelashes twittering. “You can wait in here, or in the conference room.”


My good mood evaporates. I can’t stand games. I keep the smile on my face, though. “Come on, now, don’t play with me, Linda,” I say. 100 watts, right there. “You and I both know that she’s in that office right now, probably untying tennis shoes and pulling on nylons.”


“Be that as it may,” Linda agrees. I’m a little surprised that she doesn’t put up more resistance. “You still can’t go in.”


Be that as it may, I don’t have time to wait on Rebecca’s precious time. She may be the editor here, but I handle the money, and last time I checked, investors care more about the money than the printed word. So, with a wink at Linda, I dodge around her desk and hurry into the office just behind it.


Linda gives a small squawk, and I anticipate her red claws sinking into my back in a frantic attempt to pull me away from her boss. Linda is nothing if not loyal. Fortunately I’m saved by a ringing telephone.


I round the corner to Rebecca’s office. It’s large and spacious, but she converted the larger room into the conference room. An admirable move, I have to admit. Most editors would keep the big room for themselves. Rebecca reserves it for the client.


There’s a large window in the hall wall, for what purpose I could never say. So that Rebecca can watch people walking to the restroom at the end of the hall? Or so that perverts like me can watch through it as she hops around on one foot, skirt hiked up nearly to her hips as she struggles into a pair of nylons?


Can’t say. But I rather like the second explanation.


She finally pulls the things up under her skirt, presumably to her waist, and plops down in her chair to pull on a pair of stilettos. I’ve always liked the stilettos on Rebecca. They make her legs long, and lean, and hell if they aren’t sexy. Still, for some curious reason, I’ve also always been a fan of the tennies. Something about a woman in a thousand dollar power suit with a forty dollar pair of Adidas just turns me on. Go figure.


I take the moment to make my grand entrance. I push the door open before knocking, pseudo-politely. Rebecca looks up at me, eyebrows knitted together.


I showed up at her doorstep at 5:30 sharp. I didn’t bring flowers. I knew Rebecca well enough to know that she would consider flowers a sign that this was a date, and heaven forbid that she ever go on a date again, especially with a goddamned bastard like me.


Her words, not mine.


So no flowers, but I had shaved, and in my mind, shaving was what constituted a date, anyway. So there, I had my date, she had her not-date, and everybody was happy. More or less.


The best thing about Rebecca, I’ve always thought, is that sometimes she’s more man than girl. She didn’t run to answer the door with one shoe on, her makeup half done, and flyaway tendrils. She didn’t ask me to wait an hour while she finished getting ready. She simply opened the door, walked out, turned around, and locked it.


She looked stunning. I wondered if I was allowed to tell her that, or if it crossed the territory into date. Shit, it had only been two minutes, and this whole thing was boggling my mind.


I decided to fuck with it all. “You look stunning,” I said. I kept it simple. Simple meant friendship, right?


The truth was, I couldn’t not say anything. She was dressed in a deep, sapphire blue dress. Simple, fell to the floor. You’d think after seven years working at a fashion magazine I could have told you what fabric it was, but I definitely couldn’t have come close. Something shiny, without looking stiff. She had a single necklace on, an amethyst set in silver. Her hair was up. It was curly.


How did women do that? Turn perfectly straight hair in a sexy pile of curls? Once again, maybe I should try reading the magazine that I spend my life selling.


“Thanks,” she said, and her mouth curves into a small smile. No blush, though, and I almost feel proud. That’s my Rebecky, doesn’t give in to flattery. Still, I kind of wish that she’d fall for mine.


“Think this will make up for the Gala?” she asked as we walked down to my car. I smiled, and responded with the first thing that came to mind.


“Baby, with the amount of gossip this will generate, nobody will even remember the Gala.”


She stiffened. Mentally, I cursed myself. Idiot! I shouldn’t have brought up the past, shouldn’t have reminded her that we’d been here before. She recovered admirably, though, as she slid into the passenger’s seat.


“You’re supposed to knock before entering,” she says, and sits up straight. “Not after.”


“There’s a lot of things that I’m supposed to do that I don’t,” he replies. Vice versa, too, he thinks, but he doesn’t say it.


“What do you want?” she asks, and glances at her watch. “I have a meeting in twenty with the executives of Belleza.”


Twenty minutes is a long time for Jonathan Blair. There are many, many things that he can do in twenty minutes. But he knows that for Rebecca, it’s a pinch. She’ll want to go over her notes, review her speech, check and double check her immaculate makeup at least twelve times, and then sit and sweat nervously for five more. 


“It’s about the Bergman ad,” he says. He doesn’t want to break the bad news to her. The truth is he doesn’t have to. He’s found a half dozen lesser known brands to fill the space, and the whole in Fase’s checkbook. She doesn’t need to know.


But he wanted to come see her. He wanted to make sure she was all right.


“What about it?” she asks wearily. She’s wearing the shoes now. The shoes always make her pinched and professional.


“We lost it,” he says simply. Rebecca groans, leans back in her chair and covers her eyes with a hand. “It’s not that bad,” he assures her immediately. “I lined up some of their competitors, they leapt at the chance.”


“So why bother to tell me?” she snaps. And he knows, now, that there is something wrong, that she’s bothered, and that it’s not just the shoes.


Von Wade was the first one to greet us the minute that we walked into the convention center. I stood for a minute, awed by all of the balloons, streamers, and who the hell knows what else that the organizers had rigged up to transform the bland meeting room into a kaleidoscope of gold and silver. Rebecca wasn’t distracted, though, she walked straight up to the publishing tycoon and shook his hand, strong and sure.


“Hello, Mr. Von Wade, it’s nice to see you again,” she said, the pithy small talk required at such functions. He smiled back at her, though his eyes almost immediately strayed over to me. They widened and returned to Rebecca.


“I see that you brought an escort,” he said, almost stumbling over his words. I tried to hide a smile. I failed. Rebecca glared at me. “Are you sure that he’s such a good idea, though?”


That served to quickly and easily destroy the smile that was still sneaking across my face. Rebecca, meanwhile, seemed to suddenly decide that von Wade was among the most charming men alive. She stuck one hand through his crooked elbow, and gracefully glided with him into the banquet room.


Damn women, I thought. Always thinking with the estrogen, never the brains.


I didn’t want to hurry into the room, looking like I was nothing more than Rebecca’s not-date. After all, I had received the same invitation she had, and the proof of that was sitting in my trash can outside. 


So I lingered for a moment in the gaudy display of wealth, greeting the pretty ladies that came through, and ignoring their dates (or not-dates, who the hell knew anymore?) When six or seven minutes had passed I decided that enough time had passed, and I walked in.


Rebecca was chatting to Misotto and wife number 12 (maybe three, but who was keeping track?). I had no desire to speak with Mr. Magoo, but the wife was pretty enough, and besides, I was sick of playing Rebecca’s sick game. Whether she was willing to admit it or not, she was mine, and it was time to reclaim my property. So I strolled over, and casually linked my arm around her waist. She stiffened for a moment, but unwilling to make a scene in public, allowed my transgression. I smelled her hair. Raspberries.


“Mr. Misotto, this is Jonathan Blair, our advertising executive,” she said smoothly. Misotto’s eyes lit up, and he leaned forward eagerly.


“Did you catch the Sox game last night?” he asked eagerly. “Who would have ever imagined Deeter letting go like that? Holy hell in a handbasket!”


“We’ve met,” I murmured in Rebecca’s ear, before joining in Misotto’s excitement over what had really been a pathetic and poorly played game. 


When our auspicious organizer began banging a glass with a fork (which she never broke, to my chagrin) it was Rebecca who instigated physical contact. She grabbed my elbow, and forcefully dragged me to a table.


“What kind of a game are you playing?” she hissed at me through a bared smile. “This is not a date. This is a business arrangement.”


“Since when do you drag business associates along by the elbow?” I asked in return, one eyebrow cockily raised. I winked at one of the cocktail waitresses as she walked by. Rebecca growled a little and I had to catch my breath. The last time I’d heard that noise had been under distinctly different and more pleasurable circumstances. I suddenly wished that my pants were a size bigger.


“Fine,” she said, and dropped her hand. I grabbed it before it fell, and while she continued to glare daggers at me, interlaced her fingers with my own. 


“Just keeping up appearances,” I said innocently as we found our seats. 


“This isn’t just about the ad,” I tell Rebecca, surprising myself with the blanket honesty. “I wanted to see how you’re doing.”


She looks at me for a moment, confusion written across her face. Does she believe me? Doesn’t she?


“I’m fine,” she says shortly, and I know that she doesn’t. Trust, once lost, is a hard thing to regain. With Rebecca, it can be almost impossible. “But if you’ll excuse me, I still have that meeting.”


I probably should let her be. I’m sure that’s what any sane man would do, and maybe, under other conditions, I would be one of them. But right now I can’t just leave, because her scent is still in my nose, and I can still feel her hands along my back. And, damn it all, I want to know that it wasn’t a fluke, and I want to know that there was something there.


So, against all the laws of nature and sane thought, I walk over to her desk, and lean over it. We’re a few inches apart. She suddenly looks as though she would like to bike me. That would probably hurt.


“I’m not sorry,” I say.


“I’m not getting into this with you right now,” she replies. She won’t meet my eyes. I take this as a good sign, and lean in a little closer.


“I’m not sorry,” I say again. “Are you?”


I must have fallen asleep at some point during the speeches, because they didn’t drag on as long as usual. Besides, I had a sore side, and I was certain that when I took off my shirt I would find the imprint of little fork tines, courtesy of the sweet little woman at my side.


“Well, that was fascinating, wasn’t it,” she said, and the sharp whistle of her voice confirmed that yes, I had been sleeping. And probably snoring, from how irate she sounded. 


“Sorry,” I said, lazy smile on my face. Most women find that smile sexy. Rebecca clearly didn’t. “I had a bit of a night last night.”


“You know what, Jon?” she said. “Believe it or not, I don’t want to hear about your sexual escapades. Believe it or not, I just don’t care.”


A trembling in her voice made me think that maybe she did care, maybe there was something left over from that disastrous explosion two years ago. But hell, I was making progress. Last year she wouldn’t even talk to me. Then she hated me. Apathy now, apathy I could deal with.


Until, that is, stupid little Zac Posen and posse walked over, and began amiably chatting up my non-date. She complimented his current line. He complimented the magazine. She complimented his new handbags. He complimented her most recent article. She complimented his outfit for the gala.


“No, really,” she insisted, allowing one hand to settle lightly on his shirt lapel. “I love the fabric, it’s fabulous.”


“Thanks, hon,” he said with a bright smile. “You know what else is looking fabulous tonight? Your date.” Rebecca looked back at me in surprise. I was gaping at Posen, which is why I caught his wink. How bout that. One of the fashion freaks knows what it is to have game.


“I’m sorry, you haven’t met,” Rebecca said, recovering a little of her equilibrium. “Zac, this is Jonathan Blair, he’s the head of our advertising department at Fase.”


“Very nice to meet you,” he said. “I’ve been thinking about putting an ad out in one of the magazines. Just one, probably, don’t want to go too corporate too fast.”


My mind starting whirring. Posen knew what was what, I could tell, and he was going to play the game. While Rebecca stood by, we bantered back and forth, prices, layouts, worth to him, worth to me. It took fifteen minutes, but I won. He won too, I thought ruefully as he sauntered away, one arm slung over a blond bimbo, one over a tall, designer-clad man. Win-win. Or lose-lose, depending on whether you’re a pessimist or optimist. I’ve always been an optimist.


“Not bad,” Rebecca said with grudging pride. “Not bad at all.”


“Thank you my lady,” I said, and allowed my gaze to follow her form to the ground and back again. I couldn’t resist. “You’re not looking bad yourself.”


She laughed at that. Proof that enough flattery does eventually get you somewhere. She reached out and grabbed a flute of champagne from one of the passing waiters, and then on second thought grabbed another and handed it to me.


“To Fase,” she said, raising her glass. I inclined my head and gently tapped it against hers before taking a sip.


“Look, Jon,” she says, looking uncomfortable. “I really don’t want to discuss this right now. I have a lot on my mind, you know how I get before meetings, and I’d really prefer it if we could just let the whole matter drop right now. Please.”


A decent man would walk away right there. A compassionate man would have run. I’m neither decent, nor compassionate, and I leaned in closer. If I sneeze, our foreheads would bump. That’s not exactly what I was going for, so I pray my allergy medication is working.


“No,” I say.


“Please,” she says again, and that one simple word does something to my stomach. I look at her, curious.


“This isn’t just a meeting that has you upset,” I say. She opens her mouth for a minute I think, this is it, here it is, the trust. The God damned trust that broke up a good thing in the beginning, that ended something this morning, and here it is, the walls are going to break down, she’s going to break through and finally, finally we’ll get somewhere.


“It’s. . .” she says, and that’s as much as I get. It’s. The walls are back, and her eyes are closed. She’s turned from the kitten into the panther again. I am suddenly seized by the urge to hit something. 


“Ada didn’t come into work today,” she says, and it takes a moment for my mind to shift from one thought to another. 


“Do you think that’s it?” I ask her. I feel a little sorry. I like Ada, I really do. She’s cute, snappy, a nice girl, and not sore on the eyes, either. But I never took to her the way Rebecca did. I use her, pure and simple. We both know it. No harm, no foul.


“I don’t know,” she says. “She’s been slipping more and more every day.”


I don’t know why she’s telling me this. I never understood all the metaphorical bullshit at school, and I don’t understand it any better now. I’m no idiot, though, and I know Rebecca is saying something.


“You should just let her go,” I say. “She’s hurting the company.”


Wrong thing. I sometimes wish I had a little midget, following me around, who would give me a swift kick in the ass whenever I start to stick my foot up my mouth. Rebecca rears back and stand, one quick motion that I could never hope to duplicate. Her eyes are blazing sparks again. I’ve heard that blue fire is the hottest type.


“She is not hurting the company,” she spits my own words back at me. “She can’t do interviews, or long range articles, but she’s still writing. And as long as she’s producing, and producing as much quality as Fase requires, she stays. Until she can’t remember who I am, or where her office is, or the best way to get a man, she stays.”


“Okay,” I say, and I bite back the comment that two days ago she didn’t recognize Linda, or that the week before she’d come into my office, a confused look on her face, and asked what exactly she was supposed to do after finishing an article.


We didn’t leave the gala until almost one, and Rebecca had enjoyed a few too many drinks. I should have been more responsible, probably, but I liked the way alcohol loosened her up. I like that she was smiling, and laughing, and responding flirtatiously. I dragged her away, finally, arm around her waist as she draped herself over my shoulder.


“Let’s go to your apartment,” she said huskily in my ear. “Mine’s too far away.”


We took a taxi. The alcohol hadn’t hit me until that minute, but with her arms around my neck and her breath whispering against my skin, I suddenly found it hard to walk a straight line. She was still enough Rebecca that there was no action in the car. I put my hand on her leg, but she brushed it off, looking archly toward the taxi driver. Still no PDA with Rebecca Goldblaum.


It took a few tries to get the key to go in the lock properly,  a fact which annoyed me and amused Rebecca. When I finally turned to show her triumphantly that I could turn the knob, she pushed me in, hard, and followed close after, slamming the door hard behind her.


“Are you sure about this?” I asked.


“I’ve been sure since I met you,” she responded. She pulled my tie off, and began unbuttoning the shirt, no wasted movements.


She suddenly straightened, and stared me in the eyes. Suddenly she didn’t seem drunk at all. “No strings attached?” she asked. 


I’m a man. I agreed. I reached one hand back, grabbed her by that tousled mane of hair, and pulled her in close, crushing her lips against mine.


She growled for me at night.


“I’m okay, Jon,” she says to me. It’s a lie and we both know it, but it’s necessary, both for her and for me.  “I don’t regret last night, if that’s still what you want to know. I should, and I know that, but I don’t. So there you go. You win.”


“No,” I say, and I’m suddenly angry. Furious, even, a red knot of emotion pulsing hard in my abdomen. “I’m not happy.”


“Why not?” she says, and it’s the weary voice of someone who knows she’s lost. And that pisses me off even more. Two strides, and I’m next to her, one motion, and my hand is at her lower back, pulling her closer to me.


“With a woman like you, a man can never win,” I say harshly, and meeting be damned, I pull her close and find her mouth.

May 19, 2006

Some days still seem normal, and that’s what I cling to. Days like Saturday, when I woke up knowing it was Saturday, and I took Gabby to the park, we met Jay, we went out for dinner, and back home. 

But mostly it’s getting worse. Right now, I’m lying in my bed, staring at the ceiling. I can hear that woman downstairs with Gabby, and a note next to my bed says she’s a child care provider, so I shouldn’t be afraid. But I still am, because I have no idea who she is.

Or why she is here. Why would I have a child care provider when I’m here, at home? At some point did I decide that I was a danger to my own daughter? I hate this, I hate it I hate it I hate it!

I take a deep breath and sit up. Regardless of why there’s a strange woman in my house, regardless what I thought last week, I’m still here, still alive, and still lucid. It does nobody any good if I stay in bed all day. That’s just giving in, giving up.

I dress quickly, immaculately. I decide to go in to the office today. I don’t have to go in; there’s no sticky note on my dresser reminding me. I must have the day off, for one reason or another.

I walk over to my baby, the one steadfast in the world. I still know who she is, still know what she means to me. Thank God for that, at least. I lay one hand on her head, now sprouting more and more blonde curls every day.

“Bye, sweetie,” I say with a gentle kiss. “Mommy’s going to work, but I’ll be home later.”

She blinks up at me, smiles, giggles. Has she learned to talk yet? I’m sure she must know some words. I wave good-bye to the caretaker, and get into my car.

My phone rings almost the instant that I step into my car, and looking down I see that the screen reads Nick. I smile.

The plane landed on time, and Nick was actually on it. A pleasant surprise. As a general rule, the plane would land late, and it would turn out that he’d been bounced to a different flight anyway. Meeting Nick at the airport was an ordeal that could last hours. Fortunately, it hadn’t proven to be one of those times.

He walked into the waiting area with one carryon bag and a massive hug. 

“Hey, babydoll!” he said, his signature smile plastered across his face, dimples and all. “Did you miss your big bro?”

“Might have missed you,” I said, my voice muffled by his chest. “But definitely did not miss the constant suffocation.”

He laughed, that big belly laugh that belonged better to Santa Claus than an AF officer. He tousled my hair, tossed the carryon over his shoulder, and began walking confidently through the airport, forcing me to run to catch up.

“So, you’re going to let me stay at your apartment, yes?” he asked. I didn’t say anything for a moment, and Nick groaned. “Don’t tell me that you’ve forgotten where you live!”

The words should have had a bite to them, from anyone else probably would have. But it was just Nick, stupid, goofy Nick, and I couldn’t be upset.

“No,” I said. “I’m just not sure I want an uninvited guest.”

“I’m invited,” he protested. 

“You invited yourself,” I pointed out. “That’s not quite the same thing.”

“You invited me,” he insisted. “When you called and told me everything. You knew your big brother would fly into the rescue. That’s the same as an out and out invitation.”

I hugged him, impulsively, and he held on a little longer than usual, assuring me that he understood, that he wasn’t dismissing my problem, that he was just trying to be light and friendly and hopeful.

“I’m scared,” I said.

“I’m scared, too,” he admitted. “But you’re a buck, you’ll get through this.”

I flip open the phone, raise it to my ear. “Hi there.”

“Hi yourself,” he responds. “How’s it going?”

“Look,” I say slowly. “I’m not supposed to talk to strangers. Do I know you?”

A short bit of silence, then a barked laugh. “Haha, very funny. My baby sis, always a joker.”

I laugh with him. The taxi has reached my office by now, so I hop out, and quickly hand him some change and hop out. I stare at the office for a moment. Now, which floor do I work on. . .

“Have you told Dad yet?” Nick asks. It’s the fifth time he’s called to ask me. If I count all of the times he bothered me while visiting, it would be the fifteenth. I sigh, readjust my purse, and decide I’ll just ask if there’s somebody at a front desk.

“No,” I admit.

“Ada, come on here!” Nick says. “Have you just cut off communication completely?”

“Of course not,” I say, almost insulted. How could my brother think that I would ever stop my biweekly chats with my father? He knows how close we are. 

“He hasn’t noticed anything?” he asks, and the tone to his voice is different. I know what he’s really asking.

“I’ll tell me tonight,” I say finally.

“What makes tonight any different than last night?”

“Because,” I say, as I stand in the center of a building I’ve never been in before, and stare at the vaulted ceilings and the marble floors. “Today I forgot where I work.”

“Why do I have to meet your boyfriend?” Nick grumped as I dragged him into Lydia’s Books. “You know that I’m not going to like him. I never like your boyfriends.”

“Because nobody has met Jay yet,” I explained. “My family’s very important to me, and he’s very important to me, and it’s hard that you don’t know each other.”

“I think there are bigger issues to address here,” he said.

“The biggest issue is my life,” I said. “And Jay is a very big part of that.”

Lydia’s was large for an independent bookstore. All of the walls had been torn down on the first floor of the old Victorian house, replaced instead by massive shelves and tables of periodicals and children’s books. At the back a small bar had been put in for a cafe which specialized in turkey sandwiches and exactly seven forms of coffee. A tall, bookish man stood, shelving books, directly beside the bar.

“Excuse me,” I said, assuming a clipped and annoyed voice. “Could I get a little service here?”

Jay began moving toward the coffee machine even before turning around. When his eyes finally met mine, his lips lifted in a broad smile, and he immediately came over to gather me in my arms.

“Ada!” he said. “What a perfect surprise.”

“I have another surprise for you,” I said, as coyly as possible. One dark eyebrow lifted over eyes that were currently grey. I motioned Nick to come forward. “This is my brother, Nick. Nick, this is Jay.”

“Nice to meet you, Jay,” Nick said. He looked my boyfriend up and down appraisingly. I sighed. I knew exactly what Nick saw. A dorky, argyle wearing book clerk who wasn’t good enough for his baby sister. And I knew what Jay probably saw, too. A brutish, conservative, narrow-minded bodybuilder.

“It’s actually Jefferson,” Jay said.

“So you want me to call you Jefferson?” Nick asked, clearly a bit confused.

“No, no, no,” Jay said, raising his hands as though to brush away such an idea. “I just thought you should know my real name.”

“Okay,” Nick said. “My real name is Nicholas.”

“No, that’s not. . .” Jay sighed, giving up. I put a hand on his arm. “Never mind.”

Linda let Jay off work early, and we continued the awkward conversation as we continued down to the Starbucks just around the corner.

“So, do you like working in the book shop?” Nick asked. I had to give him points. The big, dumb idiot was at least trying to make pleasant conversation. 

“Yeah, it’s all right,” Jay said. “Really, it’s just a way to make money. What I really want to do is open my own clinic.”

“You’re a doctor?” Nick asked.

“Not yet,” Jay said. “Well, not ever, really. I’m in school right now.”

“To become a doctor?”

“No, I’m studying veterinary medicine,” Jay said. Nick turned to stare at me, trying to convey in one glance what a loser he clearly thought that other man was. I sighed. Some people can just never understand one another.

Thank goodness for saved address books in phones. I flip mine open and anxiously look through the numbers. There are two Rebeccas saved, Golblaum and Taylor. I cross my fingers and dial the first one.

“Hello, Fase Publishing, you’ve reached Rebecca Golblaum’s office, this is Linda speaking.”

I let out a long sigh. It was Goldblaum, then, though I can’t figure out why someone named Linda is answering instead of Rebecca. Must be a secretary or something.

“Hi, this is Ada Palmer. Is Ms. Goldblaum available?”

“Just a moment,” Linda says, and I suddenly find myself listening to the tinkling of bad elevator music. I remind myself to talk to Rebecca about changing the music. I then consider how useless that is, and wish that I had a sticky pad of notes on me.

“Hello, this is Rebecca,” the clipped, polished tones say.

“Hi, this is Ada,” I say. I can hear a rustle and gentle murmur in the background, as though someone else is talking.

“Yes, I know,” Rebecca says.

“Excuse me?”

“Not you, hon,” Rebecca says, and her voice is louder now. “Just talking to the oaf. Where are you? You didn’t call in sick today.”

“I wasn’t supposed to work today,” I say, confused. I know I wasn’t. Work is color coordinated to pink, and there was definitely no pink paper by my bed in the morning.

Rebecca doesn’t say anything for a moment. Another murmur in teh background. “Well, okay then. What can I do for you, Ada?”

I suddenly feel uncomfortable, as though there’s some great secret that they’re trying to keep from me. I have the horrible feeling that I’ve forgotten something, but I have no idea what it might be. 

“Nothing, really,” I mutter, and then realize how this must sound to her, and she is my boss, so I continue, despite the growing sense of unease taking up permanent residence in my belly. “It’s just. . .I didn’t really have anything to do today, so I thought I’d come in and maybe try to do some work. Or even just play gopher for somebody.”

“That sounds fine,” Rebecca says.

“But I can’t quite seem to remember where my office is,” I say nervously. 

“Oh,” Rebecca says, and I can hear the other person there demanding to know what’s going on. His voice has grown louder, enough so that now I know it’s a man, and I have the general idea of who it might be. Bright Hawaiian shirts leap to mind. It doesn’t quite mesh with the vision in my head of an extremely handsome man, but I know, intuitively, that somehow the two go together. 

“1829 South Avenue,” she says. I walk outside quickly, and look at the address. 1830 South Avenue. I look across the street, and sure enough, there it is, the stark black and white lobby of Fase magazine, and suddenly I know, fifth floor.

“That’s right, stupid me,” I say, and laugh a little. “Fifth floor. I’ll be there in just a moment.”

“That’s fine,” Rebecca says again, but her voice is strained. “Don’t worry about it.”

I quickly cross the street (remembering to look both ways. Thankfully I don’t seem to be losing common sense.) I take the elevator to the fifth floor, and hurry to my office, ignoring Sharon and Shannon as they say hello.

I slide into the cubicle, and stare at the computer.  A little pink sticker reads “remember to come into work tomorrow.”

Greg


Every man has a few defining moments in his life. I have three. The day my father first bought me a guitar (and the subsequent lessons, of course), the interment of Carmel, my very first pet (a cocker spaniel) and the moment I met Alexa Dulaine. The first became my life’s ambition and purpose, the second taught me death, and the third one introduced me to passion.


Alexa, to put it quite simply, is perfect. Obviously, she has the perfect figure, the perfect face, the perfect hair. She knows it as well as anyone else—her body, after all, that physical perfection, that paragon of beauty, is the way she earns her living. She knows how to flaunt it, show it, display it to its very best.


Face in shadow, eyes in light


Passion’s fire eternally bright


Lips that sizzle eyes that smolder


Flawless back and upturned shoulder


Radiant being, angel above


Devil incarnate, my hatred and love

What I’m not so sure that she realizes is that she has an equally beautiful soul. She laughs. She’s always, always laughing. I wrote a song for her laugh, once. It came out sappy and soulful and totally, completely wrong. Wrong for Alexa. I keep trying, but I haven’t come up with the words yet, nor the tune. She’s not musical, this muse of mine. She’s just. . .alive.


“Hi,” I greet her as I walk out of my apartment door. She turns around, surprised, and that glorious mane of hair


Fire, sunset, in between


Florida oranges, tangerine


Liquid carmel, fluid sheen


Coffee, mocha, orange liquor cream





 Flies all around her face.


“Greg!” she says, surprised, and she drops her keys. She’s always surprised to see me, bright and early, eight thirty in the morning. We both always leave at the same time. I don’t know why she always acts so astonished. Maybe it’s just a game that she plays, but I doubt it. Alexa’s never been much for games.


“Hi!” she says, and I’m happy that she seems so pleased to see me. “I haven’t seen you in a while. How have you been?”


“You saw me yesterday morning,” I point out.


“That doesn’t count,” she says. “I haven’t had enough coffee at eight thirty in the morning to remember anyone or anything.”


And those words right there put up a wall, that certain boundary we’re not ever supposed to cross. Bad thoughts are brought up, weird memories. We both ignore them.


“Coffee it not a memory enhancer,” I say softly.


“True that,” Alexa says, and her voice is almost dreamy and musing. “Wouldn’t that be amazing if it were, though? I mean, I’d have the most perfect memory ever! And we’d be able to fix Ada. Except she’d be jumped up on caffeine all the time. I wonder if decaf would have the same effect?”


And with that she gives me a cheery little wave and flounces off down the corridor, leaving me standing there, bemused. I love that nothing is taboo about her.


I lock the door behind me, and begin strolling down the hallway, not in any great hurry. It’s just another routine day for me, job searching, trying to find another way to get by in this big, bad city. 


Ada stared at Shuffles with wide eyes. She closed them for a moment, brought her fingers up to her temples, and gently massaged her head. “Greg,” she said finally, after a long moment. “What is that?”


I turned in the direction of her finger, and sure enough, there was the big, half bald, half hairy cat. I walked over and gently pat him on the head. He hissed at me and tried to bite. Take that, cat, too fast for you.


“This,” I said proudly, making sure that I maintained a discrete distance away. “Is Shuffles.”


“And what is Shuffles doing in your apartment?” she asked.


“I found him in the garbage outside,” I explained. Poor Shuffles. He’d just been perched on top of the garbage, growling and hissing at anybody walking too nearby. That was no kind of life for a beautiful orangish-brownish-greenish cat.


Shuffles hissed again, and I took another step away. 


“He’s just having some trouble adjusting,” I explained. Ada nodded.


“Did you ever consider that maybe Shuffles was happier out in the garbage?” I didn’t have an answer for that. What kind of an animal would ever prefer to be in the garbage than in a nice home, with delicious food?


The piercing call of “Ada!” ran through our house. She rolled her eyes, and peeped her head out of my door.


“I’m right here, Alex!” she said.


A moment later she came in, red hair bound back by a multicolored head scarf/wrap/hood thingie. She had a smudge of dirt on her nose. She looked gorgeous.


“There you are,” she said, sounding a bit annoyed. “I locked myself out.”


“Again?” I couldn’t help asking. The words burst out before I had the opportunity to consider them. It wasn’t the third time in a week, no, it was the third time in a day.


“Ooh, I like your coat!” She said, peering over my shoulder. Confused, I turned around. What coat? All I saw was Shuffles. Who chose that moment to burp, and roll over lazily. Alex gave a short shriek, followed by a laugh.


“Um. . .Greg?” she said. “I think your coat is alive.”


“It’s not alive,” I said indignantly. “It’s Shuffles.”


Maybe, I think, I could work in a veterinary office. I like animals. There is that little problem that animals seem to hate me (maybe it’s the hair). I could try another serving job, but I’d been through three in four months, so my recommendations probably don’t look too good.


Whatever. My mind keeps turning back to Ada. I can’t get her out of my head. It’s only been two weeks, but she’s so different. It’s not that her personality has changed. . .it’s just hard to connect with someone who doesn’t remember things that are so very, very clear.


I grab my guitar and head out the door. I can’t do this today. I can’t newspaper clip and savings stare. The sun is too bright, the sky too blue, and my best friend slowly slipping away from me. 


When times get tough then the tough get going


When the sun’s shining bright then the flowers start growing


When the moon’s out at night all the stars start glowing


But I’m still stuck right here


When the snow falls down all the world shines white


When you come to the corner take a left and not right


When backed into a corner you must put up a fight


While I’m still stuck right here


It’s not often that Chicago shines. It’s no New York, all concrete and cold hard steel, gray slush in the winter and not much to recommend it in the summer. It’s prettier, with the lake on one side framing it, and the new, glass buildings fighting for dominance against the skyline. But it’s still a city, it’s still a shitty hellhole filled with scrambling peons running to and from work, all designer suits and Starbucks coffee. But today it shines.


I choose my favorite bench in Lincoln Park, and begin to tune the guitar. I don’t put out a hat, or my case to collect change. I’m not a bum, my music is more to me than a few coins or a dollar bill. I play outside because I have to. The music can’t be contained by the four walls of my little apartment.


“Did you ever think that some people don’t want to listen to your music?” Alexi asked me. I shrugged.


“Maybe they don’t want to initially,” I said, “but nobody dislikes it. You can’t dislike music.”


“What if I told you I disliked it?” she asked. She perched forward on the end of her seat, manicured nails digging down into the red leather cushion. “What if I told you I hated it?”


I couldn’t say anything to that. I just stared at her, hoping I looked more impassive than I felt. If she didn’t like music, if that whole element of my life was forever cut off to her. . .I wouldn’t know what to do, how to react. Music and Alexi. That was all that my life meant. 


“I’d tell you that you’re lying,” I said in reply. I slung the guitar case over my shoulder and started toward the door. 


“Well, I don’t,” she said. “I don’t hate it, so I don’t see why you have to leave.” I paused for a moment. “I like hearing it,” she said, and then, as imperiously as only Alexi Dulaine can make it, “so I demand that you remain within your room and play for me.”


I left anyway, as much to prove that I could as anything, but the words stayed with me, that feeling of utter elation


She told me to stay


Left anyway


Some things a man’s just got to do


Went far away


See her again some day


Tell her all the pain that she’s put me through


A little old lady smiles at me, and throws a coin at my feet. Her hair is blue. I can’t help thinking that with hair that color, she must need the quarter more than I do. Not that a quarter’s much use to anyone but a five year old these days. I smile at her and nod, but keep playing. I don’t play for charity.


The skies have begun to darken when I finally stop, when I look up above to try and gauge the time. Lincoln’s face is in shadow, his limbs eerily outlined against the dusky night. A body is sitting beside me.


“You’re really good, you know,” Ada tells me. I turn around and stare at her. My eyes try to search out the differences that must be there. Are her eyes glazed over and confused, her hands moving in nervous confusion? But no, she looks the same, all freckled face and tousled hair, and a wide smile across her face. “Have you ever tried to cut a record?”


“No,” I say, and it’s the truth. I won’t tell her why, though, not before I admit it to myself.


“You don’t need to be afraid,” she says, and those words cut through me. “I guess I realize that now, in a way I never did. Because you’ve only got one chance, and when it’s over, nobody will remember whether it worked or not.”


I try to smile at her, but I can’t. My lips won’t open, and the jokes won’t come. She smiles at that, again, and lightly punches me in the arm.


“Don’t look so down,” she says. “You act like I’ve got a cloud of death circling my head.”


Doesn’t she?


When you’re gone and the world closes up


When you’re gone and the seas all dry up


When you’re gone and I’m afraid to look up


And see your face among the clouds. 


And the world seems somehow brighter


And the brights seem somehow darker


And shouldn’t I be missing you now


When you’re gone?


A shadow falls over us, and we both look up at the same time. It’s only there, silhouetted, that I realize it was two shadows, only in the twilight I couldn’t tell the difference.


Jay and Chris stand there, and I wonder if it’s weird for Ada, to see them next to each other. I wonder if it’s weird for her to see Jay holding Gabby in his arms, while Chris holds a collapsed stroller. I wonder if it’s weird for them to see her. And then I think, no, it’s not, it’s just weird for me.


I guess I’m just a weird guy like that. 

April 1, 2006


I wake up to a huge plate of Oreos next to my bed. I’m smart enough not to eat them. It’s April Fool’s Day, and a plate of Oreos means that Jay spent the night, woke up before me, and filled the creamy center with toothpaste. It seems a little cruel on his part to play a joke like that on me today, a joke that revolves around my ability to remember last year’s prank, but that’s Jay for him. If I point it out, he’ll feel horrible. If I don’t mention it, he won’t even recognize it.


It is also, unfortunately, a working day, as I realize when I look at the huge map taped across my mirror, with highlighted directions from where I live to where I’m supposed to go. I rip it down, fold it into quarters, and stick it into my purse.


On the dresser just below the mirror are three photos, all covered with sticky notes. The first reads “Coffee at noon.” Beneath the note is a picture of Alexa, crazy red hair filling up the confines, and below that picture directions to a coffee shop. The second note says “Should be here already. Call if not” with a phone number under it, and a picture of Chris. Next to that is the third picture, this one clipped out of a magazine with the simple word “Boss” written on it. 


I stare at the picture for a long moment. I recognize the straight black hair and the piercing blue eyes, of course, I’m not that far gone. I remember the tone of her voice, the soft, brisk sound of her tennis shoes striding down the hallway. I remember her full name, Rebecca Goldblaum, and the inside of her office. But I can’t, no matter how long I concentrate, remember what it is that she does. What it is that I do. I must work at a library, I think, looking at the clutter of books across my dresser and along the floor. But that doesn’t sound right, and Rebecca doesn’t look like she belongs in a library. I read the back of the photo, which only says “Fase” and realize, with a jolt, that this is when my life changes.


Or maybe it already changed, and I just don’t remember.


I walk downstairs, and even if it is April Fool’s Day and everyone one earth is smiling and laughing, I can’t do anything but frown. The sky seems greyer today (or does it? Was it blue yesterday?) 


“Happy April Fools’ Day!” Jay is beaming as I walk down the stairs. “Did you find a sweet surprise?”


I snap. I don’t mean to, I know that he is trying to be clever, and sweet in his own, strange, Jayish way, but I snap. “Yeah, thanks for being an asshole,” I say, and I’m regretting the words as they come out my mouth, but I can’t stop them, it’s all the frustration of the past three weeks, and I just. . .can’t. . .stop. “You know that I can’t remember. Thanks.”


“Ada, he was just trying”


“I know what he was trying,” I say, cutting off Chris before he can make any more allowances. He’s sitting at the table with Gabby, helping her to eat a bowl of applesauce. She stares at me, hazel eyes big, and makes a funny lopsided smile.


“Mommy blub!” she announces proudly. A funny, strangled noise gets caught in my throat. Half laugh, half sob. I walk over to her, sit down beside Chris, and take the spoon from his hand. He gives it to me silently. Jay walks over, and stands behind me, and Chris stands up. It’s a strange little drama, an Ibsen play that I’m being forced into, whether I will it or not. 


“I’m sorry,” I say a moment later, and a light squeeze on my shoulder lets me know that I’m forgiven, that I needn’t say the words. I lean back, thankful for the wooly scratchiness of Jay’s sweater. I don’t need to see him behind me to envision the thick rimmed glasses, the unruly hair. What color are his eyes today?


“I’m not going to work today,” I say, and I don’t realize that I’ve made that decision until the words come out of my mouth. I’m not going to work ever again, I realize with a sinking sensation. And then, a little irking bug, what am I going to do? How am I going to support Gabby?


“I’ll call Lisa,” Chris says, and walks off. Who’s Lisa?


Jay and I finish feeding Gabby, and things seem almost as normal as I think they ever would be. She giggles and burps and calls us all sorts of absurd things.


I wanted to be in a hospital, not a taxi.


“So what will we do today?” Jay asks, as Chris comes back in, picks up Gabby, and tells me that he’s taking her to her doctor’s appointment. I let him go, because right now I trust him more than I trust myself.


“I don’t know,” I say, and then, a bit suspiciously, “Don’t you have to work?” Oh, God, what am I going to do if I can’t work? How am I going to pay the bills? And then the thought occurs to me; who’s paying for Gabby’s doctor appointment?


“It’s a Friday, my one and only day off,” he says grandiosely. “Plus, no class. Can’t beat that!”


“I suppose not,” I say. 


So we go to a movie.


I begged and pleaded with the taxi driver to hurry up. Chris was holding my hand tightly, his face whiter than mine could possibly have been. 


It’s not very good, and I volunteer to leave and get popcorn, as much because I need a break as because I’m hungry. The theater is dark, and I bump into a man as I walk out. I blink repeatedly in the bright lights of the hallway. Posters for movies I’ve never heard of, or at least can’t remember, line the technicolor corridor. 


The lobby is almost empty. Everybody is probably at their own movies, sitting there, watching. And I’m out here. Alone. I walk up to the counter, and a bubblegum-popping teenager comes to meet me.


“What can I get for you?” she asks. I look at the popcorn, and suddenly I don’t know. What do I eat? Extra butter, no salt, cheese? Nothing sounds right. I can’t go back in empty-handed. Jay has tried so hard to make this right, to make it normal, and I can’t ruin it by going back in with nothing. I just. . .I can’t deal with it, and I shouldn’t get so worked up, it’s just popcorn, but it’s more than popcorn and. . .


“Hold on just a minute,” I say, and the girl seems to sense some of my urgency, because she just nods her head and leans her elbows on the counter. I pull out my phone and quickly dial my brother’s number.


“Hey,” he answers it, casual, simple. 


“Hi, I just have a question,” I say, and try to swallow down my nerves. “It’s kind of silly, I know, but. . .how do I like my popcorn?”


“Excuse me?” Nick asks.


“Popcorn. How do I like to eat it?” I ask again.


“Um. . .Ada. . .” he says, and I know that he doesn’t want to answer the question. I don’t know why he doesn’t want to, but he doesn’t. “You’ve never liked popcorn.”


“Okay,” I say, and then, trying to return some semblance of normality, “That’s what I thought. Thanks, bye,” and I hang up, even while I can hear him trying to respond. 


I put the phone in my pocket and shakily walk back into the darkened theater. I slide into a seat beside Jay.


“You knew,” I whisper.


“Yeah,” he says back, and then gives my hand a squeeze, and I am immediately filled with an intense sense of gratitude.


The hospital was white and clean. Too clean. I hadn’t been in a hospital since I was born, as much as I could tell, and I didn’t want to be there now. I begged Chris to take me home, but he was at the counter with forms of paper, and a nurse had somehow forced me into a wheelchair and began pushing me down the hall.


“Movie sucked,” Jay says as the lights turn back on.


“A zombie falling in love with a vampire? That’s just ridiculous,” I say.


“Yeah, I could maybe buy the Dracula bit,” he says, “but zombies don’t have souls. Isn’t that the whole point of being a zombie?”


“You just can’t buy a good horror movie these days,” I say with a sigh, and he laughs and slings an arm around my shoulders. I snuggle into him, scratchy argyle and all. He’s familiar, and simple, and I can still remember him.


“Hi,” I said, giving up on the whole appearance of being together. It had been a long week at the office, piled with interviews and hard articles. It was rare to get slammed at Fase, but it had just been one of those weeks. “One small coffee, double cream, no sugar.”


“Coming right up,” the man behind the counter said. He smiled at me, and something awoke in my belly, forcing me to smile back. He was cute, black-rimmed glasses and all.


“Actually,” I said, considering my state and having a bizarre desire to talk some more to this Adam Brody wannabe. “You’d better make that a grande.”


“On the house,” he said, and slid the cup across to me. I realized with a start that he’d been making the bigger size before I’d even asked it.


“Thanks,” I said. I took a deep sip of coffee, moaning a little as the warm liquid left my lips. “Sometimes a girl needs a caffeine boost.”


“Long week?” he asked.


“I swear each day was longer than in Ulysses,” I said with a little laugh.


“Maybe I’d better make you another,” he said, gesturing toward the cup. I smiled.


“Maybe.”


We’re the last ones out of the theater, as always. Jay insists on staying and watching the credits, whether the movie was good or complete trash. He says that everybody who worked on it deserves some degree of credit anyway. So we sit, alone except for the employee who comes in to sweep the floors. The one benefit that I’ve discovered to Jay’s system is that we never have to fight to make our way out of the theater. Sure enough, an empty lobby greets us, and beyond that an empty parking lot.


“So where to now, milady?” Jay asks as he gallantly opens the passenger door for me. “Coffee or dinner?”


“Just coffee,” I say with a smile. “It’s getting late, and I don’t feel very hungry. Besides, Chris has to work tomorrow. I don’t want to make him stay up too much.”


“You take care of Gabby every day,” Jay protests. “I’ve never heard you complain about not getting enough sleep.”


“I know,” I say. I do know. It doesn’t make sense. I’m applying a double standard here, and one which Chris doesn’t deserve. “Just chalk it up to one of my bizarre idiosyncracies.”


“Okay,” he says. I can tell something’s bothering him. It’s in the stiff way that he pushes the car into drive, the intense look on his face as he wheels around the corner.


“What’s wrong?” I ask after a few moments of uncomfortable silence. 


“Nothing,” he says, and flashes me a smile. I’m not stupid.


“Seriously, Jay, talk to me.”


“It’s just. . .” he glances at me. I put on my serious face. He sighs, laughs a little, and turns back to the road. “It’s just. . .Gabby. What are you going to do with her?”


I don’t know what he means for a moment. What am I going to. . .and then it hits me. When I can’t take care of her anymore. When I become a danger to my own daughter. The thought chokes me up a little, and I shake my head.


“I don’t want to talk about that,” I say. It’s true. I don’t even want to think about it.


“I know,” he says. “But you have to, Ada, you have to think. It’s getting bad.”


“Not now,” I say. “Not tonight.”


And he says “okay” and we continue to drive.

Missy


Dad’s five minutes late to pick me up from practice. Not like there’s any kind of a surprise, there. I can’t even remember the last time he was here at 5:30. It’s always six or later. 


If he would just buy me a car, it wouldn’t be a big deal. I’d just drive myself home, and he wouldn’t have to worry about it. But we always need money for this, or for that, or just to “save for college.”  I’d rather have the car.


Ms. Shreier is looking at me again, that worried look. I avoid her eyes. I don’t need people worrying about me. I can take care of myself. Haven’t I already proved that? I mean, Dad’s still all broken up over Mom, and she died seven years ago. Seven! I keep telling him he should try dating again, try and get over her, but he never does. And I’m supposed to show sympathy, anyway.


My cell phone rings, that new song by The Fray. It’s Daphne, so I answer right away. 


“Hey,” I say. “Dad’s late again.”


“Wow, what a surprise,” Daphne says. “So you still don’t know if you’re coming?”


“Oh, I’m coming,” I say, and I mean it. Dad’s been keeping me inside since forever. He won’t let me date, won’t let me even go to parties where there will be guys. But this one’s going to be at Daphne’s cottage, and it’s going to be the coolest one ever. There’s no way I’m letting Dad keep me from going.


“Yeah, well, that’s what you said last time,” Daphne says. “I just need to know if I have to give you a ride.”


“Yeah,” I say. “Come by at, like, eight?”


“Make it seven thirty,” Daphne says. “I need to be there before anyone else, remember?”


“Okay, cool,” I say. My dad’s car is pulling into the parking lot, and I need to get off the phone. “My dad’s here right now. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”


“Okay,” Daphne says, but she still doesn’t sound quite sure. Like she thinks I’m lying or something.


“Hey, hon,” Dad says, smiling at me with that stupid grin. “Sorry I’m late. Got held up at the office again.”


“Whatever,” I say. I pick up his folders, and put them in the back seat before sliding in. “So, I’ve been pretty good all week, haven’t I?”


“Yes,” he says, and looks at me, all suspicious. His phone rings, and he answers it immediately. It’s like he doesn’t even want to talk to me. My own dad. 


“Ada!” he exclaims, and suddenly it all makes sense. Of course it’s Ada. Perfect, beautiful, smart Ada. Ada who never does anything wrong, even when she does the stupidest shit ever. 


“What’s going on?” I asked the minute I walked in the door. I could tell something was wrong. Everybody was crying. Even Daddy, sitting in the big rocking chair, was crying. I hated being the last one to come home.


“Hey, Missy,” Ada said. She was the only one who paid attention to me. She was crying, too. “Why don’t you come into the kitchen, we’ll get you something to eat.”


“Really?” I asked, a little excited. Mom never let me have snacks after school. She said it was too close to dinner time.


Ada pulled out some graham crackers, Hershey’s and marshmallows. Alright, I thought. S’mores!


“What’s going on?” I asked again. Ada turned on the microwave.


“There was an accident,” she said. 


“What happened?”


“Don’t you want to wait for your s’more?” she asked. She wouldn’t look at me, she just kept watching the marshmallow get bigger and bigger.


“No. What happened? Was somebody hurt?”


“It was Mom,” she said, and she finally turned to look at me. Behind her, the marshmallow exploded all across the microwave. “She died.”


Dad looks kind of freaked out. He just keeps nodding and saying “uh-hmmm. Uh-hmmm.” I don’t think he’s going to end up letting me go to the party tonight. I consider my options, and realize, once again, that I don’t have options. Other people have options. Not me. 


I cross my arms and lean back in my seat. Dad turns onto our corner. I hate it. It’s all palm tress, blue skies, and red roofs. It all looks so the same. And not a good same, the way the rich neighborhoods look. Just dull, drab, typical development sameness. 


Dad smiles, and I think I can almost see tears in his eyes. Probably there’s no almost to it. Dad’s kind of a wuss. “All right,” he says finally. “I love you, honey.”


He hangs up the phone and turns to look at me.


“Oh, great,” I say, the words leaving my mouth before I can consider. Dad’s face hardens. It does that a lot around me. I guess it’s because I remind him of Mom, or Nick, or Ada. I’m always reminding him of someone. It kind of sucks, because I never remind myself of anyone.


“Can you miss class for a few days?” he asks me.


Two thoughts run through my mind simultaneously: 1) yes! Skipping class and Dad actually condoning it! 2) Dragged away from my friends for some stupid family reason again.


“I guess,” I say. “I have a test tomorrow in social studies and an essay for english, but I guess I could ask to have them pushed back.”


“You don’t have to,” Dad says abruptly. “I’ll call the principal and get it all taken care of it.”


That’s all he says. Nothing else. Silence for the rest of the drive home. I shift in my seat, the straps of my backpack digging uncomfortably into my shins. I’d asked to buy a nice one. One of those Northfaces that don’t have stupid plastic sticking out of them. I’d gotten a cheap one.


The palm trees swing by in a long line, and blur together into one, long, serpent. A serpent with hard bark and swaying fronds. What’s going on?


He pulls the car up our driveway, and still without a word is out and through the kitchen. I hear the soles of his shoes as they pound through the house, the creaking of his door as he opens it. I follow my slowly, dragging the stupid straps over my shoulder. I walk to the phone before I follow my father.


Three rings before Daphne picks up. 


“Hello, Hesmer residence.”


Scratch that, three rings before Daphne’s maid picks up.


“Hi, this is Mel Palmer,” I said in my most grown-up voice. “Is Daphne available?”


“Just a moment, ma’am,” the voice says, and then a dull click as I’m put on hold. I can never decide whether I like talking ot the maid or not. On the one hand, it makes me feel grown up, the way she calls me ma’am, the way she can’t see that I’m 17 across the phone lines and wires. But it’s weird, too.


“Hey, Mel, did your dad say yes?” Daphne is breathless with excitement. I’m breathless with dread.


“Not exactly,” I say. Before she can start on her tirade I break in. “I think something’s happened,” I say. “Something bad. To someone in the family. We’re going away for a little bit.”


“What?”


“I don’t know,” I say, and suddenly I don’t want to be talking to her, because maybe it is something bad, maybe Nick got shot in action or baby Gabby got sick. I want to be off the phone, I want to be sitting on Dad’s bed, having him tell me it’s okay. I want Ada braiding my hair again, and Nick outside cutting the grass.


“I have to go,” I say, and before Daphne can get out another exclamation of “like, what?” I’ve hung up and almost run to Dad’s room.


Nick looked so cool, in his tall red socks and white sliding pants. He had hit hat pulled down low, over his eyes, so I couldn’t see them.


“How can you tell which one is Nick?” I asked Mom. “They all look the same.”


“That’s why they’re called uniforms,” Ada said, sounding a little snotty like she did whenever she was proving how much smarter than me she was. “Because it makes them look the same.”


Mom patted me on the shoulder. “He’s the best one out there,” she said. “That’s how I can tell.”


I looked again. He might be the best one out there, but that didn’t help at all when everyone was just standing around. I wondered whether he was better at standing than all of the other players. 


The ball was hit, high up in the sky. I jerked my head back, stupid too-long blonde bangs falling in my face, but I couldn’t find it. The white of the ball was lost somewhere in the white of the clouds. 


“Go, Nick!” Ada was screaming, on her feet, and then I noticed that Mom was standing up, too, her hands clapping in excitement. I stood up, too, but I didn’t know why. The little figure, way out in center field, turned to the right and began running to the fence. I put a hand on my forehead, and squinted through the sun, still trying to find the ball.


“Come on, come on,” Ada was whispering under her breath. All of a sudden, everybody broke into cheers, jumping up and down, screaming. I squinted some more. That tiny figure, even tinier now that he’d run to the fence, was holding one hand up triumphantly. I guessed that he’d caught the ball.


“Good job, Nicky!” Mom yelled, and then sat down, suddenly calm, pushing a tendril of hair behind one ear. I was confused. “Aren’t you proud of your brother?” she asked me. I looked at the field again. I still couldn’t tell which one he was.


“Dad?” I ask, knocking gently on the door. He doesn’t respond. There’s a suitcase lying open on his bed, a few pairs of socks and boxers already thrown in. He’s rooting through a dresser.


“Dad?” I say again, and this time I come in when he doesn’t answer, and I sit down on the bed. That horrible, tacky bed with the pink flowers and green twining leaves. It looks like a grandma’s bed. “What’s going on?”


“Your sister is sick,” he says finally, and it’s as though a great weight has been lifted from my shoulders. Sick. That’s all. That’s not so bad.


“What kind of sick?” I ask, and my voice cracks. I guess it knows something that the rest of me hasn’t quite caught onto yet. 


“Missy, come sit down,” he says, and he stops his search for a sweater or a vest, or whatever, and he sits next to me. I pretend that I wasn’t sitting ahead of time, that his comment made a little bit of sense. No smartass response for once. 


“Your sister is very, very sick,” Dad says. “She’s in the hospital. It’s not. . .there’s no medicine to take.”


I wait, patiently. I don’t know what it is that he can’t seem to tell me. 


“It’s psychological,” he says finally. “There’s something wrong with her head. She can’t. . .she can’t remember things anymore.”


Alzheimer’s. The word pound s through my brain, even though he hasn’t said it. Alzheimer’s. Like Daphne’s grandpa got. She’d have to visit him every weekend, only he never could remember her name, or even his name, sometimes. But Alzheimer’s was for old people. It wasn’t for girls like my sister. It wasn’t for people with babies.


“She doesn’t have  a disease that the doctors have ever seen before,” Dad keeps talking, even though I just want him to stop, to just shut up. He goes three years barely talking to me ever, and then he won’t shut up. “There’s nothing we can do for her. We’re losing her.”


And no, I think. We lost Mom. But even if Ada can’t remember anything, she’ll still be here, she’ll still be Ada. We haven’t lost her.


But maybe that’s just youth talking, right?

April 12, 2006


I open my eyes and the ceiling is flat and white. There aren’t any little rivets in it, no dimples from the stucco. Just plain, flat white. I close my eyes again, and it’s plain, flat black.


I roll on my side, looking for the familiar alarm clock, but there isn’t one. There’s a vase of flowers on top of an unobtrusive white bedstand. Daylilies. My favorites.


Beyond the flowers is a window, and the cityscape of Chicago. I try to find the Smurf building. I can never remember the real name. Jay could probably tell me, if he were here. But it’s th etall one, with the diamond shaped top.


“Ms. Palmer, how are you feeling today?” a pretty woman dressed all in white walks into my room. I sit up, look down in surprise. I’m not wearing my pajamas, I’m wearing what looks to be a plastic smock. It’s not very comfortable. I can feel a hole in the back of it.


“I’m fine,” I say. I’m still not completely sure why I’m here, or even where here is. It’s not that frightening, though. It still all feels so familiar, and this woman seems so familiar.


Emily. The name drifts across my conscious. That must be her name.


“Are you Emily?” I ask her. It sounds rude, but I don’t know how else to ask. A smile brightens her face.


“You remembered!” she says. “That’s marvelous. Yesterday was a bit rough.”


Yesterday. Funny, I can’t seem to remember anything from yesterday. . .or maybe I do, but it certainly doesn’t feel like it.  I look to my right, and discover a vase of flowers just sitting there. Daylilies. My favorite.


“Who brought the flowers?” I ask, and I’m slowly putting the pieces together. The bland symmetry of the room, with white walls, white ceiling, white floor, white bedspread, and my beautiful white cloth ballgown. A hospital room.


“Jefferson Andrews,” Emily said calmly. Her hair is a shifting shade of auburn, the type that only comes out of a bottle. There was a time, I think vaguely, when I could have mentioned its exact shade. Funny. Right now nothing comes to mind.


Jefferson Andrews doesn’t ring any bells. Thomas Jefferson was the second president of the United States, I remember that. He wrote the Declaration of Independence, a lawyer, a slave owner, a founding father. But Jefferson Andrews. . .nothing.


“Oh,” I say, and I shift a little in the bed. The sheets feel as plastic as my gown. “I see.”


“Let’s take a look at your day’s itinerary, shall we?” Emily says brightly. She sounds like she’s talking to an old woman, but when I look down at my hands they’re pale and strong, the tendons barely standing out through the still-young skin. “Well, you have quite the day set out for you!” 


I manage a brief smile, but I can’t quite meet her eyes. I stare out the window. There’s that Smurf building, the one I can never remember the name of. That doesn’t frighten me, though. I know, with utmost certainty, that I was never able to remember its name. 


“At 9:30 you have a meeting with Dr. Stillus,” Emily says, running a pen alongside the words. “And then Mr. Andrews has a scheduled visit, followed by Mr. Vance. Ms. Dulaine sent her regrets—she’s been called away for a photo shoot. Mr. York still plans on visiting later in the evening. At one you have our exercise class—it looks like today we’ll be heading to the pool for water aerobics. Won’t that be exciting! You have a session with Dr. Montomery at five, and then we’re having movie night for all the patients.”


“Okay,” I say. The names are a muddle in my head, and I can’t seem to separate Ms. York from Mr. Vance or Mrs. Dulaine. I can’t put a face to any of them. Emily looks up at me, and must see the confusion on my face.


“That’s right,” she says, chuckling a little. She leans forward, and grabs a black, leather book from my bedstand. It’s right beneath a vase of daylilies. My favorite. “Here,” she says, and thrusts the book into my hands. I open it.


Pictures are on every page, with short little descriptions written beneath them. I recognize my handwriting. The first picture is of a baby, and this is one name which I haven’t forgotten one bit. Gabrielle Palmer. My baby stares at me, a wide smile on her face, blue eyes twinkling. Her hair curls a little—Chris’s hair. I turn the page and my two men smile at me, Jay and Chris. Frowning, I read the descriptions under their names.


Jefferson (Jay) Andrews—boyfriend. Been dating for two and a half years. Works in bookstore, schooling for vet. WONDERFUL.


Christopher Vance—Gabby’s father. 


I shake my head and continue to flip through the book, the last names that the nurse had named off blurring togehter with pictures and first names until everything that she’s saying has come to make some kind of sense. 


Dr. Stillus, I soon see, is the older, male doctor. His thinning plate seems to reflect even the harsh fluorescent lights of the psycology ward. He asks a series of questions, shows a series of photos, and reminds me of a series of important dates. He doesn’t help with anything, doesn’t even profess to try. I wonder if I’m wasting his time, or if he’s just wasting mine.


Jay comes in, wearing an argyle sweater with a collared shirt under it. His hair is rumpled, glasses on. He looks like a scholar, an Indiana Jones type, and I wonder whether he has ever gone excavating. I don’t think so. Vets don’t do that. He sits down on the edge of my bed, takes my hand, and I feel like screaming that I’m not dead, that I’m not sick, that I don’t have to be in this bed. 


“How are you today?” he asks me. I sigh and shrug my shoulders.


“I’m fine, Jay, really. I just don’t get why I have to be here.”


Jay looks at me, frowning, and I can almost read the words flowing through his brain. It’s going to be one of those days. I’m suddenly reminded of what it felt like to visit my eighty-three year old aunt in the nursing home. I can’t remember what she looked like, or smelled like, or even her name, but I remember that feeling of dread walking down the hallways; what will she be like today? Will she recognize me.


I refuse to be that woman, as confusing as this world is around me. So I push myself up on my elbows and smile brilliantly. “So, fill me in on the gossip of the outside world,” I say. Jay smiles, relieved and let off the hook. 


“Well,” he says, “Gabby is walking around like a crazy person, babbling about everything. She’s driving Chris just about crazy, chasing after her.”


I interrupt, not because I want to break the easy familiarity of his dialogue, but because I simply have to know the answer to a question that I’ve probably asked a dozen times before. 

Jay

Mr. Palmer

Nurse

