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Best Friends Forever

“Delicious! Former mousy types, rejoice!”

—People

“One of the most compelling ‘nice girls’ popular literature has ever produced. Addie’s story deserves to be savored again and again.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

“This beach read will win readers over with its wit and wisdom. A clever, sad and sweet turn on Thelma and Louise [with] what may be the funniest not-quite-heist ever pulled off.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Weiner has created a steely, sympathetic narrator who is vulnerable but not pathetic, unwilling to settle for disappointment despite the bad hand that most of her thirty-three years have dealt. The novel is a welcome addition to the author’s collection of tales about strong, clever women who carve their own niche in this world.”

—The Miami Herald

“Warmly and realistically drawn.… Weiner writes comfortably about the real world.”

—Janet Maslin, The New York Times

“Weiner again employs her trademark characters, but gives them new pizazz, more complexity and fresh insight. It’s a winning combination.… Combines comedy and poignancy.… A very satisfying read.”

—The Hartford Courant

“Weiner handles sorrow with a deft touch, blossoms in beautifully descriptive passages, and keeps readers glued to the page with curiosity and delight.”

—Booklist, starred review

“Showcases Weiner’s talent for creating richly drawn, realistic characters. She deftly weaves in multiple back stories and subplots and punctuates the story with plenty of humor.”

—Library Journal, starred review

“Jennifer Weiner is a master of the modern-day fairy tale.… Her heroines look just like us: self-deprecating, plagued by those few extra pounds—and ready for Prince Charming only once they’ve embraced their quirks. Weiner’s latest effort is no exception.”

—Marie Claire

“Jennifer Weiner always delivers.”

—Daily News

“Riveting… Strong, poignant writing.”

—New York Post

“The must-have beach read.… In Best Friends Forever, two childhood gal pals suffer a teenage-falling-out but reunite for an unexpected female-bonding adventure.”

—Elle
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For Susan Abrams Krevsky—my BFF


“I can’t say that I’m sorry for the things that we done
At least for a little while sir me and her we had us some fun”

—FROM “NEBRASKA” BY BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN


PART ONE
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Reunion



ONE

Dan Swansea came awake in the darkness, not knowing for a minute who he was or where. He lifted one hand to his head and groaned when it came away sticky with blood. Slowly (or at least it felt that way), things returned to him. His name. That he was outside in a parking lot, on his back in the gravel, and he was freezing. Also, except for his shoes and socks, he was naked.

He sat up, his stomach roiling as a wave of pain swept through him, and wiped his head again, flicking drops of blood onto the gravel. He’d followed a girl out here. A girl—her name was on the tip of his tongue, but he couldn’t quite get it. A high school girl, an old classmate, with flashing white teeth and red soles on her shoes. Come to my car, she’d whispered. It’s warm. They’d kissed for a while, with the girl backed against the driver’s-side door, her mouth fiery underneath his, their breath steaming in the blackness, until she pushed him away. Take off your clothes, she’d said. I want to see you. It’s freezing! he’d protested, but his hands were already working at the buttons of his shirt and the clasp of his belt, because it was cold but she was hot, and he wasn’t passing this up. No way. He’d squirmed out of his clothes, kicking his pants off over his shoes, dropping each garment in a pile on the gravel, and when he looked up, naked and shivering in the cold, one hand cupping his cock, she was pointing something at him. His heart stopped—a gun?—but almost before he’d thought the word, he saw that it wasn’t a gun but a cell phone.

The flash was brilliant, blinding him as she snapped a picture. Hey! he shouted. What the fuck?

See how you like it, she’d snarled. See how you like it when they’re laughing at you.

He’d lunged for her, trying to snatch the phone. What is your problem?

What’s my problem? she’d answered, dancing backward on her red-soled shoes. You’re my problem. You ruined my life!

She dived into the car, slamming the door before he could grab the handle. The engine roared to life. He’d jumped in front of her, thinking she’d stop, but judging from the cuts on his side and the terrible sick throbbing in his head, maybe she hadn’t.

He groaned again, pushed himself upright, and peered at the country club, which was empty and locked. Through the darkness, he could see the tennis courts off to one side, the golf course behind the building, the sheds and outbuildings underneath a stand of pine trees a discreet distance from the club proper. Clothes first, he decided, and stumbled painfully toward the nearest building. Clothes first… and then revenge.


TWO

Looking back, the knock on the door should have scared me. It should at least have come as a surprise. My house—the same one I grew up in—is set at the farthest curve of a cul-de-sac in Pleasant Ridge, Illinois, a Chicago suburb of fourteen thousand souls with quiet streets, neatly kept lawns, and well-regarded public schools. There are rarely pedestrians or passersby on Crescent Drive. Most weeks, the only signs of life after ten p.m. are the flash of headlights on my bedroom wall on the nights that my next-door neighbor Mrs. Bass has her Shakespeare Society meeting. I live alone, and I’m generally asleep by ten-thirty. But even so. When I heard the knock, my heartbeat didn’t quicken; my palms did not sweat. At some level underneath conscious thought, a place down in my cells where, the scientists tell us, memories reside, I’d been waiting years for that knock, waiting for the feel of my feet moving across the floor and my hand on the cool brass knob.

I pulled open the door and felt my eyes get big and my breath catch in my chest. There was my old best friend, Valerie Adler, whom I hadn’t spoken to since I was seventeen and hadn’t seen in person since high school ended, standing underneath the porch light; Valerie with her heart-shaped face and Cupid’s-bow lips and lashes heavy and dark as moth’s wings. She stood with her hands clasped at her waist, as if in prayer. There was something dark staining the sleeve of her belted trench coat.

For a minute, we stood in the cold, in the cone of light, staring at each other, and the thought that rose to my mind had the warmth of sunshine and the sweet density of honey. My friend, I thought as I looked at Val. My friend has come back to me.

I opened my mouth—to say what, I wasn’t sure—but it was Val who spoke first. “Addie,” she said. Her teeth were gleaming, perfect and even; her voice was the same as I remembered from all those years ago, husky, confiding, an I’ve-got-a-secret kind of voice that she currently deployed to great effect, delivering the weather on the nightly newscasts on Chicago’s third-rated TV station. She’d been hired six months ago, to great fanfare and a number of billboards along the interstate announcing her new gig. (“Look who just blew into town!” the billboards read, underneath a picture of Val, all windswept hair and crimson, smiling lips.) “Listen. Something… something really bad happened,” she said. “Can you help me? Please?”

I kept my mouth shut. Val rocked back on high heels that seemed no thicker than pins, gulping as she raked both hands through her hair, then brought them to waist level and began twisting her belt. Had I known she had that haircut, that buttercup-yellow color, that shoulder-length style, with layers that curled into ringlets in the rain, when I’d given my hairdresser the go-ahead? I made a point of not watching her station, but maybe I’d caught a glimpse of her as I changed channels or the billboards had made an impression, because somehow here I was, in flannel pajamas and thick wool socks, with my ex-best-friend’s hair on my head.

“Look at you,” she said, her voice low and full of wonder. “Look at you,” said Valerie. “You got thin.”

“Come in, Val,” I said. If time was a dimension, and not a straight line, if you could look down through it like you were looking through water and it could ripple and shift, I was already opening the door. This had all already happened, the way it always did; the way it always would.


THREE

I led Valerie into the kitchen, listening to the drumbeat of her heels on the hardwood floor behind me. She wriggled out of her coat and used her fingertips to hang it over the back of a chair, then looked me up and down. “You weren’t at the reunion,” she said.

“I had a date,” I answered.

She raised her eyebrows. I turned away, filling the kettle at the sink, then setting it on the burner and flicking on the gas, unwilling to say more.

My night had not started out well. On the dating website’s advice, I’d met the guy, my sixth blind date in as many weeks, at the restaurant (“Do NOT invite a stranger to your house!” the website had scolded. “Always meet in public, always carry a cell phone, car keys, and/or enough money for transportation, and always let a friend know where you are!”) I’d gotten the first parts of it right, driving my own car, with my cell phone charged and enough money to cover the bill in my wallet, but I hadn’t been able to fulfill the last part, on account of being, at the moment, friendless (friend-free?), so instead, I’d printed out a note in eighteen-point bold type and taped it to my fridge: I WENT TO MEET MATTHEW SHARP ON FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 23. IF ANYTHING HAPPENED TO ME, IT’S PROBABLY HIS FAULT. I’d added my date’s telephone number, the name and address of the restaurant, and a photocopy of my insurance card. I’d thought for a minute, then added, P.S.: I WOULD LIKE A MILITARY FUNERAL…because, really, who wouldn’t? Buglers playing taps equals guaranteed tears.

“Addie?” the man by the hostess stand said. “I’m Matthew Sharp.” He was on time, and tall, as promised. This was a refreshing change: the five guys I’d previously met were not, in general, as promised. Matthew Sharp was neatly dressed in a tweed sports coat, a dark-blue button-down shirt, pressed pants, and loafers. His breath, as he leaned close to shake my hand, smelled like cinnamon, and a mustache bristled over his lip. Okay, I thought. I can work with this. True, the mustache was an unpleasant surprise, and his hairline had receded since he’d posed for his online picture, but who was I to complain?

“Nice to meet you,” I said, and slipped my black wool coat off my shoulders.

“Thanks for coming.” He looked me up and down, his eyes lingering briefly on my body before flicking back to my face. He didn’t look appalled, nor did he appear to be edging toward the door. That was good. I’d dressed in what had become my date uniform: a black skirt that came to precisely the center of my knees (not short enough to be slutty, not long enough to be dowdy), a blouse of dark-red silk, black hose, black boots with low heels, in case he’d been lying about his height or, less likely but still possible, in case I needed to run. “Our table’s ready. Would you like a drink at the bar first?”

“No thanks.” The website recommended only a single glass of wine. I’d keep my wits about me and not give him any reason to think I had a drinking problem.

The hostess took our coats and handed Matthew a ticket. “After you,” he said as I tucked my scarf and hat into my purse and shook out my hair. My calves had finally gotten skinny enough for me to zip my knee-high boots to the very top. I’d gone to my hairdresser that morning, planning on nothing more than a trim, but, buoyed by Paul’s repeated use of the word “amazing!” and the way he’d actually gotten teary when he’d seen me, I’d allowed myself to be talked into six hours’ and five hundred dollars’ worth of cut, color, and chemicals, and left with a layered bob that Paul swore made me look sixteen from certain angles, honey-blond highlights, and conditioner with a French-sounding name, guaranteed to leave my hair frizz-free and shiny for the next four months.

I asked for a glass of Chardonnay, Caesar salad, and broiled sole, sauce on the side. Matthew ordered Cabernet, calamari to start with, then a steak.

“How was your holiday?” he asked.

“It was nice,” I told him. “Very quiet. I spent the day with family.” This was true. I’d taken the full Thanksgiving dinner—butternut squash soup, roast turkey, chestnut stuffing, sweet potatoes under a blanket of caramelized marshmallow, the obligatory pumpkin pie—to my brother, Jon, at his assisted-living facility on the South Side. We’d eaten sitting on the floor of his small, overheated room, our backs against his single bed, watching Starship Troopers, which was his favorite. I’d left by three and been back home by four. There, I’d made myself a cup of tea, added a slug of whiskey, and left a dish of chopped turkey and gravy out for the little black cat that frequents my back door. I’d spent the evening sitting in the living room, one hand on my belly, looking at the shifting grays and lavenders of the sky, until the moon came up.

“How about you?”

Matthew told me he’d had dinner with his parents, his sister, and her husband and kids. He’d cooked the turkey, rubbing butter and sage under the skin and slow-roasting it over a bed of onions. He said he loved to cook, and I said I did, too. I told him about my adventures in guacamole. He told me about the shows he watched on the Food Network and the hot new restaurant in Chicago he was dying to try.

The waiter slid our plates in front of us. Matthew tucked a tentacle into his mouth. “How’s your salad?” he asked. A bit of fried breading was stuck in his mustache, and I had to fight an impulse to reach over and brush it away.

“It’s great.” It was overdressed, each leaf oily and dripping, but that was okay—a bad salad was a perfectly reasonable trade-off for, finally, thank you God, a decent date. I chewed a mouthful into lettuce-flavored paste, and we smiled at each other.

“Tell me about your job,” Matthew said.

“I paint illustrations for greeting cards.”

He actually seemed interested, which was a pleasant change from my previous dates. How had I gotten into that line of work? (Through my mother, who’d written copy for the same line of cards and had submitted one of my watercolors without telling me years ago.) Did I work from home? (Yes, I’d set up a studio in the dining room, with my easel by the window, where the light was best.) He asked about the hours, about my training, about whether I got lonely working all by myself, instead of in an office. I could have given him a soliloquy, an essay, could have sung an entire libretto on the topic of loneliness, but instead I’d just said, “I don’t mind being by myself.”

He told me about his job running a chain of self-storage warehouses in Illinois and Wisconsin. I asked about where he’d grown up and where he lived now, lifting a soggy crouton to my lips, then setting it back on the plate, untasted, waiting for the moment that had come during each of my other dates, when he’d start trashing his ex-wife. Of the five men I’d gone out with, four of them had proclaimed that their exes were crazy (one had upped his diagnosis to “certifiably insane”). The fifth was a widower. His wife had been a saint, which sounded even worse than crazy when you were the potential follow-up act.

He was nice, I thought, as Matthew expounded enthusiastically on the hike he’d taken just last weekend with the Sierra Club. “I go out with them a few times a month,” he volunteered. “Maybe you could join me?”

My first thought was that he was kidding—me, hike? Where, from the Cinnabon to the Ben & Jerry’s? I still had to remind myself that I was now more or less normal-sized, and that Matthew had never seen me in my previous incarnation. “Sure. That sounds like fun.” A hike in the woods. I let myself picture it: a red fleece pullover, a hat that matched my mittens, the thermos full of hot coffee that I’d bring. We’d sit side by side on a blanket in the leaves and watch as a stream burbled by.

Our entrees arrived. My fish was mealy at the edges, translucent in the center, tasting as dead as if it had never been alive. I managed two bites while Matthew told the story of how his colleague, a middle-aged middle manager named Fred, had suddenly taken it into his head to get his eyes done. “He came into the office and he looked—Well, one of the secretaries said he looked like a squirrel with something jammed up his…” He paused. A dimple flashed in his cheek. “Like a startled squirrel. Like his eyes were trying to jump right out of his head, and I heard that when his granddaughter saw him for the first time she started crying.” He chuckled. I smiled. Love me, I thought, and sipped my wine and trailed one manicured thumbnail delicately along the edge of my blouse, beneath which my breasts swelled, clad in itchy lace, helped along by heavy-duty underwire.

Matthew leaned across the table, with his tie dangling dangerously close to the puddle of beef blood on his plate. “You’re a really unique person,” he said.

I smiled, shoving my doubts about the syntax of “really unique” to the back of my mind.

“I feel so comfortable with you. Like I could tell you anything,” he continued.

I kept smiling as he gazed at me. He had nice eyes behind the glasses. Kind eyes. Maybe I could talk him into shaving the mustache. I could see us together, on a slope covered with fallen leaves, my mittened hands around a cup, the coffee-scented steam curling in the air. Please stop talking, I begged him telepathically. Every time you open your mouth, you are jeopardizing our beautiful life together.

Sadly, Matthew didn’t get the message. “Six months ago,” he began, with his eyes locked on mine, “I woke up with a bright light shining through my bedroom windows. I looked up and saw an enormous green disc hovering above my home.”

“Ha!” I laughed. “Ha ha ha!” I laughed until I realized he wasn’t laughing… which meant that he wasn’t kidding.

“I have reason to believe,” he continued, and then paused, lips parted beneath his mustache, “that I was abducted by aliens that night.” He was so close that I could feel his beefy breath on my face. “That I was probed.”

“Dessert?” asked the waiter, sliding menus in front of us.

I managed to shake my head no. I couldn’t speak. I was single, true. I was desperate, also true. I had slept with only one man at the shamefully advanced age of thirty-three. I’d never heard the words “I love you” from someone who wasn’t a parent. But still, I was not going home with a guy who claimed to have been violated by space aliens. A girl has her limits.

When the check came, Matthew slipped a credit card into the leather folder and looked at me ruefully. “I guess I shouldn’t talk about the alien abduction on first dates.”

I adjusted my neckline. “Probably not. I usually wait until the third date to talk about my tail.”

“You have a tail?” Now he was the one who couldn’t tell if I was kidding.

“A small one.”

“You’re funny,” he’d said. There was a kind of drowning desperation in his voice, a tone I knew well. Help me, he was saying. Throw me a rope, give me a smile, let me know it’s okay. I got to my feet while Matthew searched his pockets for a few bucks to tip the coat-check girl, then followed him through the restaurant, waiting as he held the door. “You seem like a good person,” Matthew said in the parking lot, reaching for my hand. I moved sideways, just enough so that I was out of his reach. You’re wrong, I thought. I’m not.

Outside, the predinner mist had thickened into a chilly fog. Streetlamps glowed beneath golden halos of light. Matthew ran his hand through his hair. Even in the cold, he was sweating. I could see droplets glimmering through his mustache. “Can I call you?” he asked.

“Sure.” Of course, I wouldn’t answer, but that didn’t seem smart to mention. “You’ve still got my number, right?”

“Still got it.” He smiled, pathetically grateful, and leaned forward. It took me a second to realize that he intended to kiss me, and another second to realize that I was going to let him. His mustache brushed my upper lip and cheek. I felt absolutely nothing. He could have pressed a bottle brush or a Brillo pad against my face; I could have been kissing his lapel or the hood of my Honda.

By the time I got home, he’d already left a message, long, meandering, and apologetic. He was sorry if he’d freaked me out. He thought that I was great. He was looking forward to seeing me again, maybe on Sunday? There was a movie that had gotten a good write-up in the Trib, or a hot-air-balloon festival. We could drive out, pack a picnic… his voice trailed off hopefully. “Well,” he said. “I’ll talk to you soon.” He recited his telephone number. I thumbed number three for “erase,” kicked off my boots, twisted my bright new hair into a plastic clip, then sat on the edge of my bed with my face in my hands and allowed myself one brief, dry, spinsterish sob. Don’t get your hopes up. The website didn’t say that. It was what I told myself as inoculation against the fantasy, persistent as a weed, that one of these guys could be the one: that I could fall in love, get married, have babies, be normal. Don’t get your hopes up. I’d chant it like a mantra on my drive to the Starbucks or the Applebee’s or, with Date Number Four, the bowling alley, where, it turned out, the fellow had had the ingenious notion of combining a first date with a fifth birthday party for his son (his ex-wife had not been glad to meet me; neither, for that matter, had his five-year-old). Don’t get your hopes up… but every time I did, and every time I got my stupid heart crushed.

“Oh, well,” I said out loud. Funny. That had been nice to hear. But it was so unfair! To get a date on the Internet, a woman had to be many things, starting with thin and proceeding relentlessly to attractive and pleasant and a good listener and good company. Young, of course. Still fertile, still cute, with a good body and a decent job and a supportive (but not intrusive) family. The men didn’t even have to be sane.

I looked at the clock, the antique pink-and-green enameled clock on chubby gold legs that I’d bought myself for my birthday. It was just after ten. The reunion would be in full swing. Merry Armbruster had called me that afternoon, making one more last-ditch plea for my attendance. “You look fantastic now! And I’m sure everyone’s forgotten about… well, you know. We’ve all grown up. There’s other things people will want to talk about.”

Thanks but no thanks. I swallowed my vitamins with a glass of water and chased them with a shot of wheatgrass (I’d been drinking the stuff for two years, and it still tasted exactly like pureed lawnmower clippings). I hung up my date uniform, replaced the lace bra with a comfortable cotton one, pulled on my favorite flannel pajamas and a pair of socks, then sat back down on the edge of my bed, suddenly exhausted. Just lately, I’d been thinking a lot about the girl I’d been, and what she would have made of the woman I’d become. I imagined the little me standing at the doorway of my bedroom, once my parents’, in a neat cotton sweater and a pleated skirt, dark-brown hair caught in a ponytail and tied with a ribbon that matched her kneesocks. At first she’d be pleased by the rich color of the paint on the bedroom walls, the oil painting that I’d done of a lighthouse casting its beam of gold over the water, hanging above the window. She would like the enameled vase on the bedside table, the crisp linen bedskirt and the trellised iron headboard, but then she’d realize that it was my parents’ bedroom. Still here? she’d think, and I’d have to explain how I hadn’t meant to stay, how I’d tried to go away to college, how I’d planned to live in a big city, to have boyfriends and an interesting job, to make friends and take trips and have an apartment that I’d decorate with souvenirs and statues and photographs I’d have taken on my travels around the world, how I’d planned on all of that, but somehow…

I rolled onto my side. My blood buzzed, and my thoughts were darting wildly, jumping from my date who’d looked so promising, to the website where I’d found him, to my ex-boyfriend Vijay, who’d been “ex” for four months, and who’d never exactly been a boyfriend. You couldn’t call him a boyfriend, I guess, if we’d been out together in public only once, but I’d loved him with an intensity that I thought—or at least hoped—was reserved for the first man you’d wanted who’d broken your heart.

I squeezed my eyes shut and let my hand rest briefly on my belly, holding my breath as I pressed. Still there. The lump—it was actually more of a stiffness than a lump—was still there, between the ridge of my pubic bone and my belly button. I pushed at it, prodding with my fingertips. It didn’t hurt, exactly, but it didn’t feel normal, either. I didn’t know how long it had been there—for years I’d been so fat I could have been gestating twins and probably not noticed—but I was sure that I knew what it was. Hadn’t I watched my own mother die of the same thing? First her breasts, then her liver, then her lungs and her bones, then everything, everywhere.

I’d scheduled an appointment with my doctor for next week, the soonest they could take me. The receptionist’s chirpy voice had cooled noticeably at my name, and I knew why. Last year I’d called in a panic after my fingers had found an odd-shaped protuberance on the side of my abdomen… which had turned out to be my hipbone. Well, how was I supposed to know? I thought, as sullen as I’d been when the nurse delivered the verdict, then stepped outside the exam room to laugh her stupid highlighted head off. You spend ten years in the neighborhood of three hundred and fifty pounds and see how well you recognize your own bones when you find them again.

Besides, this time it felt different. Big, strangely stiff, growing each day. I knew what it was, and deep down, I’d known that it was coming. Bad luck always found me. I was a bad-luck kind of girl. The cancer had eaten my mother and found her sweet, and now it had returned to Crescent Drive, hoping I’d taste the same. And maybe that wouldn’t be so awful, I thought, as I lay on my fancy bedding, staring up at the crown moldings I’d hot-glued in place with my birthday clock ticking quietly beside me. I could just give up on everything, starting with Internet dating. No more freaks and geeks and unexpected mustaches; no more regular-looking guys who turned out to be from the Twilight Zone. I could just read, stay in bed eating shortbread cookies and gelato, and wait for the end… and with that, I heard the knock at the door, and I went downstairs to find my best friend standing there, just like old times.


FOUR

By the time Jordan Novick, Pleasant Ridge police chief, arrived at the parking lot of the twenty-four-hour drugstore, the woman was almost in tears. “I can’t figure out what’s wrong,” she said, brandishing her key fob and raising her voice as the infant in her arms howled. “It’s a brand-new car. You’re just supposed to walk up to it with your key fob, you don’t even have to press anything, and I keep trying, but the door still won’t open.”

“Don’t worry,” he said, giving the woman a fast (and, he told himself, completely professional) once-over. Five-five, one-forty, Caucasian, brown and brown. Sweatpants, ponytail, crusted patch of either vomit or dried applesauce on her shirt, diaper bag on her shoulder, recycled-plastic shopping bag in her hand, panicked look in her eyes and dark circles underneath them. “Why don’t you and the little one sit in the cruiser and stay warm?”

She nodded gratefully, babbling thank-yous as he walked her to his car and got her settled in the backseat. He took the woman’s key fob, which held no actual keys, just a plastic rectangle, shut his car door, and stood for a moment, surveying the parking lot. The drugstore anchored one end of Pleasant Ridge’s two-block downtown, which, Patti used to joke, had been zoned “cute.” Next to the parking lot was the town hall, a stately brick building with Doric columns and a marble memorial to the World War II dead out front. Next to that was the organic grocery store, a coffee shop where you could obtain a four-dollar scone or a five-dollar cappuccino, the post office, a bookstore, and a handful of boutiques that sold things like potpourri and pottery. He scratched his stubble, thinking, then waved the key fob next to the driver’s-side door of the Prius the lady had indicated. Nothing happened. He scanned the rows of cars and located three other Priuses (Prii? he wondered). The second one had an infant seat in the back, and its locks popped open obligingly when he approached. “Close the books on that one,” Jordan said, then looked around to make sure no one had heard.

Back in the cruiser, the woman had pulled up her shirt, and the baby had stopped squealing and started nursing. Jordan caught a glimpse of the woman’s bare white belly and the curve of her breast before hastily averting his eyes.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, sounding wretched. “We ran out of Tylenol, and my husband’s out of town, and I didn’t know what else to do.”

“It’s fine,” Jordan said. “I believe I’ve solved the mystery.” He explained, without looking at her, that she’d been aiming her key fob at the wrong car.

The woman slumped back against the seat and pounded at her forehead with the heel of her free hand. “You must think I’m the biggest idiot in the world.”

“No, ma’am,” he said, and meant it. The biggest idiot in the world is the guy—the detective—whose wife is having an affair with her dentist and who fails to notice the new lingerie, or the gym membership, or that she’s suddenly walking around with a mouthful of blinding-white teeth. “These things happen.”

He waited until she’d burped the baby (its name was Spencer, and Jordan wasn’t sure if that made it a boy or a girl), then walked her back to her car. “Drive safe,” he said as she strapped Spencer into the seat, fastened her own seat belt, and gave Jordan a weary wave.

He shoved his hands into the pockets of his parka and considered the night sky. Something is coming, he thought… but he couldn’t say why he was thinking it, or what he imagined was approaching. Snow, probably—snow was usually coming toward the end of November in Chicago… but maybe something else was on its way, something better. Jordan took a deep breath, then climbed into his cruiser to head back to the station and type out a report on the Case of the Locked Prius, by far the biggest event of his shift. Something was coming, and he’d just have to hope that he was ready when it came.


FIVE

Valerie Adler’s family moved into the green-and-tan ranch house across the street in June of 1983, when I was nine years old. They arrived on a Saturday morning. My brother and mother and I were sitting at the kitchen table as the moving van roared around the corner. Attracted by the noise, we went to the living room to look. I could hear the grumble of a lawnmower from the house next door (Mr. Bass would be pushing it, wearing a sleeveless undershirt and leather sandals that exposed his thick yellow toenails, while his wife watched from their screened-in porch, reading a paperback and pointing out the spots he’d missed).

“New neighbors,” Jon called to my father, who was at his station at the stove, making his famous pancakes.

“Really?” My mother put her hands on Jon’s shoulders, standing on her tiptoes to peek over his head. She watched the truck for a minute, then went back to the kitchen. That morning she was dressed in her blue cotton bathrobe, with her hair in a thick braid over one shoulder. Her breasts swung above the belt that barely made it around her midsection, and her broad feet pushed at the seams of her slippers.

This was the year I had begun to understand that most mothers weren’t like my mother, that my family was different from other families in Pleasant Ridge. Some of my classmates’ moms were skinny and some of them were plump, but none of the plump ones were near the size of my mom, who had to work hard every time she got up from a chair or out of our station wagon, who had to stand through my parent-teacher conferences because she couldn’t fit behind the desks.

“Wow, look at her,” I’d heard Lauren Felsey whisper to Kara Tait when my mom had come to school on Career Day. I’d felt furious at Lauren, but furious at my mother, too, for failing to be a normal mom, in jeans or khakis, with a neat haircut and a brisk manner. My mom was big, and soft, and dreamy, and until then I’d always thought she was beautiful. She had pale skin and rosy cheeks, like a painted doll, round blue eyes and light-brown hair that fell to the small of her back. At night, I loved to lie on her bed and watch her brush her hair, as light and fluffy as the stuff you’d pull out of milkweed pods. She had a beautiful voice, and even though she moved slowly, she was graceful and light on her feet, as if she were being moved by invisible gusts of wind. When I was in nursery school, I’d drawn pictures of her with a body made of clouds, outlined in blue crayon, big and puffy and insubstantial as air. I’d drawn myself on the ground, a squat flesh-colored stump with a scribble of brown loops for hair, holding on to her shoelace as a string, keeping her tethered to the world.

My parents had met in summer camp when they were seventeen. My mom had been in charge of the chorus and of writing the end-of-summer musical at Camp Wa-Na-Kee-Tah, and my father, tanned and broad-shouldered, had taught archery at the boys’ camp across the lake. They’d never told me how they’d met. Sometimes I’d imagined that it had been in the water: that my mom had been swimming across the lake one bright summer afternoon with the shaft of a misfired arrow in her hand, and my father had swum out to meet her.

They’d both gone off to college, and then my dad had gone to Vietnam, and they’d met again at a camp reunion the summer they were both twenty-five. My dad was doing odd jobs—he’d driven school buses for a while, and washed dishes in a restaurant. My mom was working at Marshall Field’s, writing copy for the newspaper ads for hats and suits and dresses, and singing in community theater productions at night. She lived in an apartment downtown, with two roommates. “I walked right up to her and said, ‘How’s the prettiest girl in bunk eight?’” was how my father told it. “Oh, Ron,” my mom would say, and swat at him with her hand or a dishtowel, but you could tell the story pleased her. They’d gotten married eight months after the reunion. My mother’s roommates had been her bridesmaids.

My parents moved to Pleasant Ridge, and had a baby boy, my brother, Jon, and then me, eighteen months later. Fourteen Crescent Drive was a tranquil house, with no raised voices, not even a slammed door. As I got older, I learned that this was because of my father, of what had happened to him during the four months he never talked about, the months he’d spent in the war. He was as handsome as he’d been in the camp photographs I’d seen, but pale and thoughtful, twitchy and ill at ease unless he had a hammer or a screwdriver or some kind of tool in his hand. My father would flinch if the refrigerator door shut too fast or if one of us cracked open a can of soda unexpectedly. Once when we were sitting at the table, a car on Crescent Drive had backfired, the sound like a gunshot in the still summer air, and my father had jerked in his chair, as startled as if he’d been slapped. I remember how my mother had led him into the living room, how she’d wrapped her arms around him, murmuring things I couldn’t hear, smoothing his hair from his forehead. “Mom?” I’d whispered, edging into the room.

“Addie, bring your dad a glass of water,” she’d said without letting go of him or looking at me. I’d gone running to the kitchen, and by the time I came back they were sitting on the couch. Beads of sweat stood on my father’s forehead, but he managed a smile for me, and the hand that took the glass trembled only slightly.

“Sorry, Pal,” he said. “I just took a bad turn there.”

When I was grown myself, I figured out that the war had been his bad turn. My father had been a good student in college, with law school or an MBA in his future, but whatever he’d done or seen overseas had ended that somehow. He couldn’t manage a nine-to-five job, couldn’t stand being inside all day, couldn’t handle the pressures of deadlines or answering to a boss or dealing with the public. He worked as a handyman, doing small repairs, painting and shingling and plowing driveways in the winter. Every few months, I’d help him put up flyers in the grocery store and the post office—Honey Do! they would say. I will do the things your honey don’t! I would decorate them with a drawing of my father on a ladder, painting a house one year, up changing a chandelier’s lightbulbs the next, and he swore that the illustrated flyers got double the number of calls the plain ones had.

My mother worked full-time, first writing newspaper ads, and then copy for Happy Hearts greeting cards, contributing rhyming couplets for birthday and anniversary and get-well-soon and condolence cards. As the 1980s progressed, she wrote cards for Hanukkah and Kwanzaa and Secretary’s Day. Eventually she worked exclusively on the Modern Moments line, which featured, for example, cards you could send to someone upon the occasion of entering rehab (“I’m glad to know / You’re taking this important step / Getting the help you need / For yourself and everyone who loves you”).

Our house was a split-level ranch, brick on the bottom and pale yellow paint on top, with three bedrooms on the top floor (two of them tiny and one just small) and a kitchen and dining/living room downstairs, and a basement underneath that. The basement was my favorite part of the house. One side was a playroom—there was a piece of red-and-blue carpet left over from Jon’s bedroom covering the concrete, a wooden toy chest with chipped green paint. On the other side of the basement was my father’s workshop. He’d put a bright braided wool rug on the floor, an old black leather couch against one wall, and an ancient television set on a coffee table in front of it. His tools—the awls and hammers, the levels and chisels and saws—hung in neat rows on a pegboard, and he had a long work-table set on top of sawhorses next to a miter saw. There were plastic bins of fabric scraps, yarn, beads, tubes of paint, and coils of wire along the edge of the table, along with a record player, in a pebbly plastic carrying case with a bright orange handle, so my dad could listen to his comedy albums: Bill Cosby, George Carlin, Richard Pryor, Steve Martin, Bob Newhart, and Monty Python, while he built puppets, intricate marionettes with articulated joints and hinged jaws and painted faces.

Jon and I were the recipients of the bulk of his handiwork. My brother had a complete set of Viking puppets (they rowed a carved wooden boat), and a dozen wooden soldiers in miniature red felt coats, and a Superman that actually seemed to fly, suspended from fishing line above his bed. I had Flora, Fauna, and Merriweather, plus Aurora herself, from Sleeping Beauty, and a pair of puppets that looked like my parents (the mother’s hair was fluff that I’d gotten from pulling apart and combing cotton balls, and the father wore a miniature cardigan, just like Mr. Rogers). For my birthday, my father was already working on a miniature me, with hair made from golden-brown thread, and a tiny copy of Anne of Green Gables glued to its hands. In addition to making puppets for Jon and me, my father made them for my mother’s nieces and nephews, and dozens more that he’d pack into cardboard boxes and take to shelters in Chicago every December. “You could sell them,” I’d suggested once, and he’d thought about it, then shaken his head. “They’re not fancy enough for people to pay for,” he’d told me. Maybe they weren’t fancy, but I thought they were wonderful.

While my mother wrote on the sunporch, my father would straighten up around the house—“policing the area,” he called it. He’d change the station wagon’s oil, fix a leaky faucet or a squeaky hinge. He’d clean out the refrigerator, scrubbing the shelves, spraying them with Windex and wiping them down with paper towels before putting them all back. He would sweep and mop the garage floor, sift through our closets to pile up the clothes we’d outgrown, and pick up groceries twice a week. In the afternoons he’d return to the basement. The gooseneck lamp he’d picked up from someone’s curb on trash day would be angled so that it shone a bright circle of light on whatever he was working on—cutting out a puppet-sized coat or a dress, or painting a pair of shoes on a puppet’s wooden feet. One of his albums would be playing, and sometimes there’d be an open can of beer on the table. “Hey, Pal,” he’d say, handing me the broom so that I could sweep wood shavings into a fragrant pile before he headed upstairs to join the family.

In the summer, Jon spent his afternoons at the swimming pool. In the winter, he’d go ice-skating in Kresse Park, dropping his backpack in the closet and dashing out of the house minutes after he’d entered it, with his skates laced together and slung over his shoulder. Jon played soccer in the fall and T-ball and, later, baseball in the spring. I wasn’t on any teams—the combination of being shy and uncoordinated had proved fatal deterrents early on. My ankles wobbled when I skated, and when I swam, I stayed in the shallow end, where my feet could touch the bottom, one hand hovering by the pool’s ledge, ready to grab on for support. Most afternoons I’d stay in my dad’s workshop, sitting on the couch doing my homework, then sketching and painting while my father sawed and sanded and laughed along with Monty Python. “That, sir,” we’d say together, “is an ex-parrot!” There was a half-sized refrigerator down where he kept his beer and grape soda for me and sometimes a candy bar that we’d share. On top of the fridge was a plug-in kettle where he’d heat water for instant coffee or hot chocolate in the winter.

I knew, from the other families on Crescent Drive and the kids at school, that nobody else’s father stayed home while their mother worked. Most of the dads took the 7:44 train into Chicago. My school bus would roll past them every morning, lined up on the platform, wearing suits, carrying briefcases, reading newspapers folded into thirds. The truth was, I liked having my father around; I was never happier than when I was down in the basement, snug on the couch, working on long division or fractions or spelling words, and he’d call me by a private name, Pal. I loved that name. At school, I was nobody’s pal. Even though I’d known most of my classmates since nursery school, it felt like they’d made a complex set of secret alliances when I wasn’t looking; like every girl was paired off and spoken for by a best friend, and I was on my own, unless one of the teachers took pity and let me eat my lunch at my desk or work on my paintings during recess. Later, I would realize that my early exposure to all of that comedy hadn’t helped. Word-for-word recitations of Bill Cosby’s trip to the dentist or George Carlin’s routine about there being no blue food were not the way to attract other little girls.

Jon and I watched as a faded red VW Bug pulled up behind the moving van. The woman who got out of the driver’s seat was tall and tanned, with an ankle-length Indian-print skirt wrapped low around her hips, and blond hair piled on top of her head. She wore movie-star sunglasses, huge and opaque, leather thong sandals, and a stack of turquoise-and-silver bracelets piled on one wrist.

“Hippies,” said my father. He’d tucked the pancake-batter bowl under his arm and come to the window to see. He was freshly shaved. His hair was neatly combed back from his high white forehead. My guess was that he’d slept on the couch in the basement last night. He has bad dreams, my mother told me when I asked. Jon had another theory: he said that my father slept in the basement because they didn’t love each other anymore. Mom’s a cow, he’d said, and I’d punched him on the arm as hard as I could, then started crying. He’d stared at me for a minute, then hugged me roughly around my shoulders with his un-punched arm. Don’t cry, he’d said. It’s not your fault. Which was not the same as telling me that it wasn’t true.

“Hippies on Crescent Drive?” my mother called from the kitchen. Jon pursed his lips in a soundless whistle as the woman with the bracelets stretched her arms over her head, exposing a sliver of midriff. Then the passenger’s-side door of the Bug opened and a girl about my age got out. She wore droopy cutoff denim shorts and a dingy white T-shirt. There were ratty white high-top sneakers on her feet (boy’s sneakers, I thought, and felt myself blushing on the girl’s behalf). She was tall and gangly, with knobby elbows and narrow wrists.

“They’ve got a little girl, Pal,” my father reported.

“Isn’t that nice!” called my mom. “Addie, maybe you can go over and say hello.”

I shook my head. There were people—my brother was one of them—for whom talking to strangers came easily. Then there were people like me, who had to plan out what they’d say in advance and rehearse the words in their heads, and still wound up dry-mouthed and stammering, or blurting out lengthy passages of Bill Cosby, when the moment arrived.

“Come on,” my mother cajoled. “We can bake them cookies!”

The cookies were tempting, but not tempting enough. I shook my head again. My mom came back to the living room. She took my hand in hers and squeezed. I could smell her: Ivory soap and vanilla mixed with hair spray and her perfume that came in a white bottle with flowers painted on the sides and was called Anaïs Anaïs. “Addie,” she said, bending down to look at me. “Imagine if you were that girl. You just moved to a new town, you don’t know a soul… wouldn’t you like it if someone came over to welcome you to the neighborhood?”

I didn’t answer. I wasn’t sure about this new girl, who seemed utterly at ease, in a way I never was, like she had no idea that her clothes and shoes and hair were all wrong. Jon peered out the window again. “She’s looking at us,” he said. I held my breath, watching, as the girl stood in the street with her hands in her pockets, checking out our house. There was a hopscotch grid chalked on our driveway, next to my bike, with a banana seat and purple-and-silver streamers hanging from the handlebars, which added up to the equivalent of a billboard stuck in our yard: Nine-year-old girl here!

The girl squinted toward the window, and it seemed for a minute that she was looking right at me. Then she crossed the street, walking decisively across our lawn. We heard a knock, and I turned to my mother. “Answer it!” I whispered.

She shook her head, bemused. “Adelaide, you can answer the door by yourself.”

I shook my head, wondering if I had time to dash back to the kitchen and gobble a fast half pancake. Jon sighed, then got to his feet. “Come on,” he said. He took my hand, not unkindly, marched me to the door, and pulled it open. The girl was standing there. “Hello,” she said. Her voice was husky and low, a memorable voice. “I’m Valerie Violet Adler. Who are you?”

“I’m Jon, and this is Addie. It’s nice to meet you.” My brother gave me a pat on the back that was almost a shove and left me there. For a minute, the girl and I just looked at each other. She had freckles, big splotchy ones dotting her cheeks, and buck teeth that were jagged along the bottom. Around one of her ankles was fastened a loop of colorful beads on blue thread, an item it had never occurred to me to want, a thing I was now certain I couldn’t live another day without.

“We just moved here from California,” she told me, pushing the hair that had escaped from the ponytail behind one ear.

“Hi,” I said. My own voice was so soft I could barely hear it.

“I like your bike,” said the girl.

“Do you want to ride it?” Oh, no, I thought as the tips of my ears got hot. That was wrong. I should have asked if she had a bike, should have said, Maybe we can go for a ride together…

The girl shook her head. “Mine’s in there.” She cocked her thumb toward the van. “Maybe we can go for a ride later. You can show me around.”

I looked at the new girl, ready to offer her the most valuable thing I had, the secret that probably nobody else would tell her. “The lady who used to live in your house died there.”

The other girl’s eyes widened. “Really? She died in the house?”

“Uh-huh. It was the middle of the night, and the ambulance came and woke everyone up.” I didn’t tell her how Mr. DiMeo had walked outside alongside the body, holding his wife’s hand, weeping, and how a week later he’d moved into the Presbyterian Home, where he’d eventually died. I’d save that for later.

“Huh,” said Valerie. “That was my grandmother.”

“Really?” I stared, wondering why I’d never seen her before.

The girl ran her tongue along the jagged ridges of her front teeth. “Do you know which room it happened in?”

“The big bedroom, probably,” I said. I was already plotting when I’d ask her if she’d be my bosom friend, and whether “bosom” was a word I was prepared to say out loud. “Don’t worry. Your parents will probably sleep there.”

“My mom,” she said. “It’s just me and my mom. My parents are divorced.”

“Oh.” I didn’t know anyone whose parents were divorced. It seemed both tragic and glamorous. Mostly tragic, I decided, thinking about my father singing in the basement, using his pocketknife to cut a Snickers bar in two pieces and offering me half.

“That’s why we moved. My dad’s a stuntman, so he had to stay in California. That’s where the movies are.”

“Oh,” I said again. “Wow.”

We stood there for a minute, Valerie on the threshold, all freckles and scabs and tangled hair, me with my hand on the doorknob, my starched skirt rustling around my knees. I can remember the dirt-edged Band-Aid on her elbow, the smell of syrup and bacon, the polleny, green-grass haze in the humid air. I can remember, even then, the feeling of my life balanced on top of a triangle—a fulcrum, it was called; my father had told me that—getting ready to tilt one way or the other.

Across the street, the beautiful woman raised her hand. Her silver bracelets clinked as they slid down her arm. I lifted my arm to wave back as Valerie looked unhappily over her shoulder. “Hey,” she said, “can I come in? She probably wants to start unpacking.” She yawned enormously. “We drove…” She paused, yawning again. “… all night.” She flipped her ponytail over her shoulder. “Actually, not quite all night. We stopped at a rest stop. We camped out in the car. Did you ever do that?”

I shook my head. When my family went on car trips, we set out armed with an AAA TripTik and reservations at Days Inns along the way. My mother would pack picnic lunches: turkey sandwiches, hard-boiled eggs, carrot sticks, and a thermos full of milk.

“You can camp outside,” Valerie said. “In your backyard. I’ll show you how to make a tent. All you need is an old sheet.” I nodded. I could picture it: a crisp white sheet forming a perfect triangle, Valerie and I, our faces lit by flashlights, side by side beneath it. Valerie lifted her head and sniffed. “Are you having breakfast?”

“Are you hungry?” I asked.

Her stomach growled before she could say anything. I swung the door open wide and made a little bow, a sweeping gesture with my arm, something I’d probably seen on TV. “Come in,” I said, and she did.


SIX

In the kitchen, the kettle whistled. I turned the flame down and studied my old friend. Underneath her coat she wore a tight red dress that clung to her chest and hips and dipped low in the back. There was a belt of wide gold links around her waist and, on her feet, high-heeled pumps with pointed toes. Diamonds winked at her earlobes and on her right hand, and she carried a capacious handbag made of soft red leather over one shoulder. “Are you alone?” she asked.

No, I’ve got a bunch of Chippendale dancers back in the bedroom! Wearing nothing but baby oil and teeny little togas! “Yes, Valerie. I’m alone. What do you want?” I asked in a not entirely friendly tone of voice.

“I can’t believe you’re still here,” she said, surveying the kitchen, which was much improved since she’d been there last. I’d taken up the linoleum and put in glazed terra-cotta tiles. I’d ripped out the mirrored backsplash, a living shrine to the 1970s, and banished the harvest-gold Formica and avocado-green appliances, replacing them with softer, richer shades: cream and butter and rich rusty red on the walls. A farmhouse sink with a gorgeously curved, ruinously expensive faucet sat beneath the window that looked out at the backyard. There was a round oak table, crisp cream-colored curtains framing the new windows, cabinets that I’d painted myself… but the liquor, that collection of dusty bottles of Chivas and Ronrico rum, some of them given to me as gifts and some dating from my parents’ marriage, was still in the same place, in the cabinet over the refrigerator.

Val stood on her tiptoes and extracted a bottle of vodka. She rummaged in the freezer and came up with a handful of ice. “Drink?” she asked. I shook my head. She dumped the ice and a slug of vodka into a juice glass and gulped. Then she hoisted herself onto the counter next to the sink—her old familiar perch, the place I’d seen her a hundred, maybe a thousand times, with her long legs swinging, dirty white socks on her feet, and usually a scrape or a Band-Aid or two decorating each knee. “Where are Ron and Nancy?” I could hear the strain in her voice as she tried for her old familiar tone, that life’s-a-lark buoyancy with which she’d formerly addressed, or discussed, my parents (how amused she’d been to learn that they had the exact same names as our president and first lady!).

I lifted the kettle from the stove. “They died.”

“Both of them?”

“Yes.”

Sadness flickered across Valerie’s face. Her lips fluttered; her carefully tended eyebrows drew together. It was the same expression she probably used to convey her sorrow when telling the people of the Chicago metro area that there were thunderstorms on the way, and just in time to spoil the holiday weekend. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought I’d heard something, but my mom moved away. When was this?”

“A while back.” I pulled two mugs off the shelf, found spoons and tea bags and sugar. “Would you like some tea, or are we sticking with the hard stuff tonight?” Val shook her head. I put one of the mugs back and filled the other for myself as she rubbed her hands against her thighs, then wrapped her arms around herself.

“And Jon?” She hopped off the counter and circled the room, stopping to check out a painting of a Granny Smith apple in a copper bowl. “Did you do this?”

I nodded. “Pretty,” Val said, and wandered over to the refrigerator, where she read the note I’d taped there. “Military funeral?” she asked. “Did you join the army?”

“Valerie,” I said. “We haven’t spoken in years, and now you show up in the middle of the night, looking like you’ve seen a ghost, with blood on your coat…”

She cringed inside her red dress. “I can explain,” she said. Instead of throaty, her voice sounded hoarse. “I’ll tell you everything, but you have to promise to help me.” I’m not promising you anything, I started to say. I’d gotten as far as opening my mouth when Val said, “It’s about Dan Swansea.”

My skin prickled with goose bumps. My mouth felt dry as salt. “What about him?”

“He was at the reunion.”

I shrugged. No surprise there. Dan Swansea had been a star football player and the best-looking boy in our class. He’d also been a troublemaker, a snapper of bra straps, an instigator of food fights and Senior Skip Day, a creative and habitual cheater, the kind of guy who’d stuff the occasional nerd in a locker just to break up the boredom of the school week. For most of high school, he’d also been the object of my extremely secret crush. By senior year, he’d turned into something else altogether.

“He was there,” she said, and shook her head. “I didn’t think…”

“Why not?” My voice was flat. Dan Swansea and his friends had been barred from graduation, but I assumed that nobody back then had thought to keep them away from future reunions. As it was, they’d turned their ostensible punishment into a joke. Half the class, in solidarity with the boys, had also skipped the ceremony, and afterward I’d heard that Dan and his pals had made the rounds of all the choicest post-graduation bashes, the ones on the west side of town, where the parents had brought in kegs and paid for disc jockeys. They’d gone to the parties, wearing board shorts and PRHS T-shirts, playing water polo in backyard swimming pools, hoisting bikinied girls onto their shoulders for chicken fights. I’d collected my diploma to scattered boos from the audience and spent the afternoon helping my dad scrub the spray-painted words FAT WHORE off our driveway, while Dan and his friends were out drinking and dancing and probably fucking Val’s fellow cheerleaders in the backseats of cars their fathers had bought for them.

“You know what? No.” I pushed back my chair and got to my feet. “I think you should leave.”

As if on cue, the big blue eyes that were more vivid than I’d remembered (colored contacts?) welled up. Valerie blinked, and tears coursed down her cheeks, cutting grooves in her makeup. And there were her freckles, underneath the foundation and the powder. Evidence of a simpler time. “Please.” She stretched one fine-boned hand toward me. “Please help me.”

“What if I don’t want to?” I’d meant it to come out cool and removed. Instead, I just sounded petulant, like a three-year-old telling her parents that she wasn’t ready to get off the merry-go-round.

“Addie, please.” More tears dripped down her cheeks. “Don’t be so hard.”

“Oh, please,” I muttered… and that was as far as I got. You broke my heart were the words that had risen to my mouth, but I couldn’t say them. That was what you said to a boyfriend, a lover, not your best friend. She’d laugh. And I’d had enough of being laughed at. I’d worked hard to get to a place where it didn’t happen anymore, where I didn’t move through life like a walking target, where it was just me and my paints and brushes and my big empty bed every night. “You weren’t a good friend,” I said instead.

“I know,” she whispered. “I wasn’t. You’re right. But Addie…” She looked at me, brushing tears from her cheeks, widening her eyes and aiming the full force of her beauty and vulnerability at me like a floodlight or a tractor beam, a thing you couldn’t ignore and couldn’t resist. “I’m in trouble. Please.”

I didn’t say anything, but when I sat back down at the kitchen table, Valerie’s face lit up. “You’ll help me?”

“Tell me what happened.”

She lifted herself back onto the counter. “It’s a long story.”

“How about the abridged version?” I let her see me glance at the clock above the stove. “I have to work tomorrow.” This was true. There was no point telling Valerie that I worked at home, so it wasn’t as if I had to punch a clock at nine in the morning. Painting greeting cards wasn’t saving lives, although I liked to tell myself that I was making people’s lives better in some tiny, transient way, bringing beauty and joy for less than three dollars a pop. My current project was a painting of a bouquet of flowers, yellow daffodils with one brilliant orangey-red tulip popping up from the center. You’re the best of the bunch, the card would say inside.

Valerie wiped delicately beneath each eye with a fingertip sheathed in the dishtowel she’d grabbed.

“Dan Swansea,” I prompted.

She drew a watery, wavering breath. “Well. You knew about the reunion, right?”

“I knew.” For the past nine months, a steady stream of postcards in school colors had invaded my mailbox, addressed to Adelaide Downs ’92, inviting me to dinner and dancing at the Lakeview Country Club, the same place that had hosted the class’s senior prom, which, needless to say, I hadn’t attended. Bring pictures! the postcards had urged. Send news! I’d pitched them all, not even bothering with the recycling bin, not wanting those red-and-cream rectangles hanging around where I could see them.

“Dan was there…” She started rubbing at her dress again.

“And?” My voice was calm.

“And I think I may have killed him.”

I sat up straight in my chair. “What?”

She gave a shuddering sigh. “Killed him. I think maybe I killed him. Maybe. I’m not sure.”

My mouth fell open. “You killed Dan Swansea?”

“Well, somebody should have!” Val hopped off the counter and started pacing, eyes blazing, high heels banging against the floor.

“Valerie…” I got to my feet, meaning to grab her by her shoulders, but she pushed past me. “Valerie.”
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