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PENGUIN BOOKS

All Adults Here

‘Fresh and funny … ripe with the kind of juicy gossip perfect for swapping with a favourite sibling via late-night, hushed phone calls’ Washington Post

‘There’s refuge to be found in stories of everyday people going about their lives. Straub has become adept at finding amusement in the mundane, and All Adults Here might just be her best yet’ O, The Oprah Magazine

‘Straub’s best book yet … excellent book-group fodder’ Washington Post

‘A masterclass on the small-scale American drama. This warm, optimistic novel argues that one should keep trying, regardless. All Adults Here affirms the value of community and family, no matter the strife that may rise up within them’ Vogue

‘A totally engaging and smart book about the absolutely marvellous messiness of what makes up family; a wonderful book’ Elizabeth Strout, New York Times bestselling and Pulitzer Prize-winning author of Olive Kitteridge and Olive, Again

‘Will make you question your entire childhood, and how much your parents influenced it as you learn one mother’s perspective of what went right and what went wrong with her own family’ Marie Claire

‘No one writes family drama like Straub, and in All Adults Here she brings the Strick family to life with her unique wit and wisdom. It’s a heartfelt, grounded story about family dynamics, forgiveness, and the unavoidable effects we have on those we love’ Buzzfeed




For my parents, who did their best,
and for my children,
for whom I am doing mine




Every feeling you’re showing

Is a boomerang you’re throwing

–ABBA

No one’s easy to love,

Don’t look back, my dear, just say you tried

–Sharon Van Etten

You love to fail, that’s all you love

–The Magnetic Fields
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The Quick Death

Astrid Strick had never liked Barbara Baker, not for a single day of their forty-year acquaintance, but when Barbara was hit and killed by the empty, speeding school bus at the intersection of Main and Morrison streets on the eastern side of the town roundabout, Astrid knew that her life had changed, the shock of which was indistinguishable from relief. It was already a busy day – she’d spent the morning in the garden, she had a haircut appointment at 11:30, and then her granddaughter, Cecelia, was arriving by train with two suitcases and zero parents (no school bus accidents there – just a needed escape hatch), and Astrid was to meet her at the Clapham station to bring her back to the Big House.

The bus hit Barbara just after eleven. Astrid was sitting in her parked car on the inner lane of the roundabout, the verdant circle at the center of town, adjusting her hair in the mirror. It was always the way, wasn’t it, that one’s hair always looked best on the day of a scheduled trim. She didn’t wash her hair at home unless they’d gone to the beach, or she had been swimming in chlorinated water, or some foreign substance (paint, glue) was accidentally lobbed in her direction. No, Birdie Gonzalez washed Astrid’s hair every Monday and had done so for five years, before which it had been washed by Nancy, at the same salon, Shear Beauty, which was located on the southeastern side of the roundabout, in the quarter circle between the Clapham Credit Union and Susan’s Bookshop, kitty-corner from Spiro’s Pancake House, if you peered through the open sides of the white wooden gazebo at the grassy island’s center. The professional hair washing was a relic from her mother’s generation, and an affectation that her own mother had not possessed, and yet, there it was. It was not a pricey indulgence, if weighed against the cost of proper conditioner. On every eighth Monday, Birdie also gave Astrid a trim. Nancy had given slightly better haircuts, but Birdie was better with the shampoo, and Astrid had never been vain, only practical. Anyway, Nancy had retired and Astrid hadn’t missed her. Birdie was from Texas, and her parents were from Mexico, and Astrid thought of her as human sunshine: bright, warm, sometimes harsh, but always good for one’s mood.

It was the end of the summer, which meant that soon, from Monday to Friday, Clapham would belong to the year-rounders again. Kids would go back to school, and the summer inhabitants would go back to being weekend inhabitants, and life would return to its quieter pace. Astrid inspected her skin for spots. Ticks and skin cancer were the twin fears of anyone who spent time outdoors in the Hudson Valley, certainly for those over the age of twenty-five. In the rearview mirror, Astrid watched Clapham go about its morning routines: Women with rolled-up yoga mats plodded slowly out of the municipal hall, well-off summer residents strolled the sidewalks, looking for something to buy that they had somehow missed during the last three months, locals sat drinking coffee at the counter at Spiro’s and at Croissant City, where every sixty-five-year-old man in Clapham could be found with a newspaper at 7:30 A.M., seven days a week. Frank, who owned the hardware store, which sold everything from window fans and fresh eggs to batteries and a small collection of DVDs, was standing beneath his awning as his teenage son pulled up the iron gate. The small shops that sold T-shirts and sweatshirts that read CLAPHAM in large block letters didn’t open until noon. The fanciest clothing store on Main Street, Boutique Etc?, whose name Astrid had always found both grammatically and philosophically irritating, opened at noon, too, which Astrid knew because she begrudgingly bought most of her clothing there.

Astrid let her eyes wander to the eyesore, the bête noire of every Clapham resident, both year-round and summer interloper – the unweildy, trapezoidal building that had been empty for a year, the large space inside totally bare except for things abandoned by the most recent tenant: a ladder, two cans of paint, and three overstuffed garbage bags. There was a Sold sign in the window, with a telephone number, but the telephone number had long since been disconnected. The county records, which were available to anyone who cared to look – and Astrid had – said that the building had indeed been sold a year ago, but no one knew to whom, and whoever it was, they’d done nothing but let the dust bunnies proliferate. What went in was important: If it was some big-box store, or a national chain, it would be war. A death knell for the town as the residents knew it. When Rite Aid came in, not even to Clapham proper but to the outskirts of town, which did need a pharmacy, people lost their minds. Astrid still had a KEEP LOCAL, SHOP SMALL sign in the dirt next to her mailbox. She’d spent her own money making the signs and distributing them. And if that had been in the village itself? Astrid couldn’t imagine. If the person who bought the building didn’t know or didn’t care, there would be riots in the street, and Astrid would carry the biggest pitchfork.

Because the storefront was on the eastern tip of the roundabout, the direction from which most cars entered Clapham, the large empty windows were what welcomed people to town, a very sorry state of affairs. At least Sal’s Pizzeria, directly next door, was charming, with its red-and-white-tiled walls and its boxes printed with a portrait of its mustachioed proprietor.

Barbara was standing on the sidewalk, just beside the mailbox in front of Shear Beauty. Her car, a green Subaru hatchback with a ‘My Other Car Is a Cat’ bumper sticker, was parked in front of the municipal building, which held the mayor’s office, a co-op preschool, yoga classes, and the winter farmers’ market, among other things. Was she getting back into her car after mailing a letter? Was she looking across the street, squinting at the Sold sign, as if it would offer any new information? Astrid would never know. She watched as Barbara stepped around the front bumper of her car and into the street, and then Astrid continued to watch as the yellow sixty-four-seat Clapham Junior High School bus came barreling down the street, knocking Barbara down as neatly and quietly as her grandsons’ toy soldiers. Astrid snapped the visor closed and leapt out of the car. By the time she’d crossed the street, half a dozen people had already gathered. There was blood, but nothing gorier than a twelve-year-old could see on network television. Astrid had seen death up close before, but not like this, not on the street like a raccoon.

‘It was empty,’ Randall said. He owned the gas station, which made him an easy authority on vehicles. ‘Except for the driver. No kids.’

‘Should I cover her up? I shouldn’t cover her up, should I? Should I?’ said Louise, who taught the yoga class, a rather dim, sweet girl who couldn’t remember her lefts and rights.

‘I’ve got the police,’ said a nervous-looking man, which was, of course, the right thing to do, even though the police station was two blocks away, and clearly there was nothing for the police to do, at least not for Barbara. ‘Hello,’ he said, into the phone, turning away, as if to shield the other bystanders from what was still on the pavement. ‘There’s been an accident.’

‘Oh, for Chrissakes,’ Birdie said, coming out of her shop. She saw Astrid and pulled her aside. They clutched each other’s elbows and stood there in silence until the police arrived, at which point Astrid offered Barbara’s husband’s phone number and address. She’d always kept an organized address book, and this was why, just in case. The EMTs scooped Barbara’s body up and put her on the stretcher, an unflippable pancake. When the ambulance had gone, Birdie pushed Astrid gently toward the salon’s door.

Shear Beauty had made some improvements over the years, some attempts at modernization. The mirrors were frameless, and the wallpaper was silver with a gray geometric pattern, all of it meant to make the place seem sophisticated, which it wasn’t particularly. Birdie never could let go of the bowls of dusty potpourri in the bathroom or the embroidered pillows on the bench at the entrance. If someone wanted a fancier place, they were welcome to find one.

‘I can’t believe it,’ Astrid said. She set her purse down on the bench. The salon was empty, as it always was on Mondays, when Shear Beauty was closed to the public. ‘I can’t believe it. I’m in shock, I’m definitely in shock. Listen to me! My brain is nonfunctional.’ She stopped. ‘Am I having an aneurysm?’

‘You’re not having an aneurysm. Those people just drop dead.’ Birdie gently guided Astrid by the elbow and sat her down at the sink. ‘Just try to relax.’ Birdie also cut hair at Heron Meadows, the assisted living facility on the edge of the Clapham border, and she had a certain sangfroid approach to the mortal coil. Everyone shuffled, in the end. Astrid sat and leaned back until her neck touched the cold porcelain of the sink. She closed her eyes and listened to Birdie turn on the warm water, testing its temperature against her hand.

If Randall was right and the bus had been empty – that was important. Astrid had three children and three grandchildren, and even if she hadn’t, the loss of a child was the most acute tragedy, followed closely by a young parent, followed by cancer researchers, sitting presidents, movie stars, and everybody else. People their age – Astrid’s and Barbara’s – were too old for it to be outright tragedy, and seeing as Barbara had no children of her own, people were bound to call it a blessing, that is to say, a blessing that the school bus hadn’t run down someone else. But that didn’t seem fair to Barbara. She’d had a husband, and cats. She’d been a crossing guard at the elementary school decades earlier – oh, the irony! At least it wasn’t her corner, Astrid thought, exhaling while Birdie scratched her scalp with her short nails.

What was Barbara thinking about, when the bus was careering toward her? Why had she parked there and not across the street? What was on her list to do that day? Astrid sat up, her hair dripping on her neck and her blouse.

‘Are you all right?’ Birdie asked, moving a towel onto Astrid’s shoulders.

‘No,’ Astrid said, ‘I don’t think so. I didn’t even – you know this – I didn’t even like Barbara. I just feel a little, well, shaken.’

‘Well, in that case,’ Birdie said, walking around to the front of the chair, crouching down so that she and Astrid were at eye level, ‘let’s go into the back.’ Birdie’s mouth was a straight line, as steady as a Catholic schoolteacher. She always had a solution.

Astrid nodded slowly and offered Birdie her hand. They walked around the half wall behind the sink, into the room where an eyebrow-less young woman named Jessica waxed off other people’s body hair three days a week, and lay down next to each other on the twin-size mattress, Astrid on her back and Birdie propped up on an elbow. Astrid closed her eyes, suddenly exhausted. As usual, because after so long, there was a certain rhythm and sequence to what would unfold, Birdie started softly kissing Astrid’s cheeks and ears and neck, everything but her mouth, but today was different, and Astrid reached up and pulled Birdie’s mouth straight to her own. There was no time to waste, not in this life. There were always more school buses – how many times did a person have to be reminded? This time, it was clear. She was a sixty-eight-year-old widow. Better late than never.
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Taxi TV

Cecelia sat between her parents in the back seat of a taxi that smelled like body odor soup. Amtrak required unaccompanied riders between the ages of thirteen and fifteen to jump through a series of hoops, one of which was being escorted onto the train by an adult. The arrangement was supposed to be fun, but Cecelia could call a spade a spade. She was thirteen and had access to the internet. It was witness protection, more or less. Her school hadn’t expelled her, not officially. It was more an agreement to take a break, the way people’s parents did on television, right before their inevitable divorce. It was something Cecelia had said almost in passing when she and her parents were talking about what to do, how to solve the problem with her school. It was a joke, really – maybe I should just go move in with Gammy for the year. But the next morning, her parents were sitting at the tiny kitchen table, eyes bloodshot, as if they hadn’t moved since dinner the night before, and they said that they’d written to her school and spoken to Astrid and that, yes, that was the plan. Cecelia was hard-pressed to decide whom she was angriest at – her parents, for yanking her, or at her school, for letting her be yanked. It wasn’t close to fair. In fact, it was the opposite of fair. It was a Sucky Situation, even if it meant moving from a small apartment to a huge house. Any perks were vastly outweighed by the crushing feeling of apocalyptic failure and profound injustice. But Cecelia had tried to explain everything already a thousand times, and this was still where she ended up, so the idea of justice didn’t really matter anymore. It was done.

‘The Big House is really best in the late summer, the whole valley, really.’ Cecelia’s father, Nicholas Strick, Nicky Stricky, was the baby of his family, and had run away from his parents’ house before his eighteenth birthday and returned only for holidays and special occasions that had been guilt-tripped for months in advance. He was not a reliable source. The taxi turned onto Flatbush Avenue and headed toward the Manhattan Bridge. Cecelia thought her father could be the most handsome father in the world if he shaved his beard or cut the short, messy ponytail that he usually wore at the nape of his neck, or bought clothes that weren’t made for ranchers and cowboys. Instead her father always looked like someone who could be handsome if he wanted to be, but the beard and the clothes and the hair were effective deterrents.

‘She really does have great taste, and she knows everybody,’ Juliette said. Cecelia’s mom was French and knew about good taste, everyone said so. Juliette liked Astrid better than her husband did. She may have liked Astrid better than her husband, period. ‘There are big, clean public swimming pools, and you only ever have to wait because someone is slow, not because there are a hundred people ahead of you. Clapham is great, chérie, you know that. You always liked going there, even when that house was like a toddler disaster, and I was always afraid you were about to kill yourself on the edge of something. And anyway, it’s better to be in the countryside, it gives the blood more oxygen.’

That didn’t sound true, but Cecelia didn’t bother to argue. And if it was, what the hell had her parents been doing, depriving her blood of maximum oxygen for the past thirteen years? ‘I already agreed to this plan. It’s fine, really.’ Cecelia’s suitcases were in the trunk. Together, the three of them – Cecelia and her parents – took up every inch of space in the car, like commuters on a rush-hour F train.

‘D’accord,’ Juliette said, patting Cecelia’s thigh. Her chin wobbled, and she turned her face toward the window. ‘Okay.’

‘Are you sure you want to go by yourself? We could take the train up with you, get you settled.’ Nicky had never volunteered to go to Clapham before – maybe this was already progress. He rubbed his hands on his beard.

‘Dad, it’s fine. I’m just going to read the Deathly Hallows again. It’s only two hours.’

‘Can you manage the two bags, you think? There are escalators.’ Juliette was a dancer, both strong and practical about bodies. It was a good quality in a mother. Whenever Cecelia had fallen down or injured herself as a child, Juliette would whip up a pant leg to show her daughter a scar. Cecelia was trying to remind herself of these things in order to decrease the life-size piñata of her parents that she was building in her mind at all times. It wasn’t their fault, but it also wasn’t her fault, and parents were supposed to be the ones who swooped in and fixed things. But her parents had never been the kind to make a fuss. Her mother was a dancer who pretended not to smoke cigarettes. Her father was a hippie who sold bundles of sticks and crystals to younger hippies on the internet. His claim to fame, outside of their family, where he was famous for his quinoa salads, trumpeting farts, and humorous, improvised songs, was playing a handsome high school student in one movie, The Life and Times of Jake George, filmed when he himself was a handsome high school senior. He’d found the experience of teenage girl fandom so appalling that he’d become a Buddhist and spent the next year in a monastery in Tibet. They weren’t the types to yell and scream on anyone’s behalf, even hers.

‘It’ll be fine, Mom.’ There was a tree-shaped air freshener hanging from the rearview mirror, and Cecelia watched it swing back and forth as they drove over the bridge. Taxi TV blared, and Juliette silenced it with her thumb. It was a beautiful day – blue sky, no clouds, no traffic. It almost made Cecelia sad to leave the city, but then she thought about going back to school in September and having her best friend not speak to her and having everyone else assume, because she was leaving, that she was the guilty party – shaming her! Cecelia Raskin-Strick, who had slept with her American Girl dolls until she was twelve, just last year! And they weren’t even soft plastic! And then she wasn’t sad, at least not about leaving. For the rest of the ride, her parents stared out their respective windows and Cecelia looked over the driver’s shoulder, trusting that he was going the right way.
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Eau de Goat

Porter’s bathroom smelled like goats because Porter smelled like goats. She couldn’t always smell it herself, certainly not when she was with the animals, but once she came home and got into the shower, the steam opened up her pores and the whole room bloomed into a barnyard. It was worse when she smelled like cheese, mostly because other people tended to be more likely to attribute the cheese smell to her own body, whereas when she smelled like the goats, the animals were clearly to blame.

After graduating from Hampshire College, Porter had moved back to Clapham fast, like a rubber band pinged across a room. Her father had been dead for two and a half years, and being at school in Massachusetts had felt so absolutely dumb, but her mother had insisted she stay. What was the point? her mother had asked. What would she do in Clapham but sit around and mope? Porter thought that if she was going to find her father anywhere, in whatever form, it would be at home. And so she came back, reverting quickly to her teenage habits, but with part of her family cleaved off, as if her father had been a dream. It had been like learning to walk with a limp – tough at first, but then she got so used to it that she couldn’t remember what life had felt like on two solid feet.

She’d worked as a substitute teacher at the high school, then at the Clay Depot, a high-end pottery store on Main Street. When she was nearing thirty, Porter’s childhood friend Harriet converted her parents’ land into an organic farm, and then they bought some goats and read some books on fermentation, and now, almost eight years later, Clap Happy Goat Cheese was available in shops in New York City and at every restaurant in Clapham and at specialty cheese shops around the country. Harriet had sold Porter the land and her share of the goats (there were two dozen altogether) and moved to Oregon with her husband, and so now the dairy was Porter’s alone.

It was maybe because of the goats that the idea of getting pregnant on her own didn’t seem all that scary. She was used to assisting reproduction, to having a hand in creating life, even if it was goats. Sperm banks were stud farms, and she’d grown up around enough farmers to know how biology worked. Really, it was mainstream, heteronormative couples who were doing the crazy thing, picking a partner based on what, a sense of humor? Where they went to college? What they did with their tongue when they kissed? And then having a baby. Why didn’t everyone pick one person to marry and then pick the sperm they wanted separately? Also, fathers died, anyone could die, didn’t people understand that? You couldn’t ask one person to be your everything, because that person could be taken away. Would be taken away, eventually. Obviously it would be ideal to have a partner to help with the child once he or she was born – she wasn’t a fool, she knew she had only two hands – but she didn’t want to wait until she was forty. Maybe if she lived in a bigger place, where the dating pool was larger, she wouldn’t have felt in such a rush. But Porter knew everyone in Clapham who she could possibly have sex with, and there were no golden tickets on that list.

There were romantic partners Porter could have had babies with: Jeremy, her high school boyfriend and first love, who had wanted to marry her at eighteen and now lived across town with his perky wife and their two school-age kids; Jonah, her college boyfriend, who smoked weed more often than he ate food, and who had moved to Vermont and seemed to be a professional Bernie Bro Facebook ranter; Hiro – the boy she’d slept with once during the relationship with the pot smoker – a Japanese student who had no social media and an ungoogleable name, so she’d lost track of him. The sex hadn’t been good, but what was good sex? He could have been a good husband, a good father, who knew? And he probably was, with someone else. Then there were the guys Porter had slept with after college: Chad, the lawyer, whom she’d found both sexy and boring, like a human baseball game; Matthew, the underemployed waiter she’d dated for a few months, who had another girlfriend but sometimes still texted late at night, little empty speech bubbles forever appearing and disappearing after Hey, thinking about you; Billy, the guy she’d met on vacation in Puerto Rico, who was on his own vacation from Wisconsin, and whom Porter was fairly sure had a wedding ring tan line; and then Ryan, her most recent boyfriend, the only one since college whom she’d actually introduced to her family, who probably didn’t love her, and most definitely didn’t want kids. Accidents happened, but Porter had been on the pill since she was a junior in high school, and since then they hadn’t happened to her. All the while, her friends had endless engagement parties, weddings, baby showers, births, like so many rocket ships zooming away from her. Both of her brothers had children, and at least one of them, her niece, Cecelia, was the greatest child to ever be born. Porter was ready to zoom, too, and so she stopped waiting for a pilot to appear.

Choosing sperm was the ultimate online dating – you had all the information you needed on paper. Porter also wasn’t sure she trusted what were essentially résumés – everyone stretched the truth on résumés – and so she focused on the facts. Porter was tall herself and didn’t need tall genes; she wasn’t Jewish and therefore it was fine if the donor was, in terms of Tay-Sachs and other diseases on the ‘Jewish panel’, so said her reproductive endocrinologist. Porter wanted to make up for things she lacked – physical coordination, the ability to carry a tune. It was best not to think about these men masturbating into a cup. It was hard to decide which was more off-putting: a man donating sperm just to make some cash or a man donating sperm because he liked the idea of having lots of children borne by strange women. Porter put it out of her mind. The sperm was an ingredient, and this way, she got to choose what kind of cake she wanted to make. The child would be hers alone, and that cupful of swimmers was a means to that end. And now she was pregnant with a girl. Science worked, and miracles happened. The two were not mutually exclusive.

Porter turned off the showerhead and watched the soapy water pool around her feet. Her breasts had always been modest and small, even when the rest of her body had widened with age. Now they were full and hard, more than a palmful of stretching tissue. Her hips and tummy kept the secret with their soft width, a professional hazard. Porter didn’t trust anyone skinny who worked in cheese. You met them from time to time, mostly on the retail side, and Porter always kept her distance. Enjoying the product was important. Thank god her cheese was pasteurized.

Now that she was halfway and starting to show in earnest, Porter knew she was going to have to start telling people. And before she told people, she would have to tell her brothers. And before she told her brothers, she would have to tell her mother. She knew that it would be unimaginable to most women not to tell their mothers that they were embarking on such an experience – she’d seen scores of adult women clutching their mothers’ hands in the waiting room at her reproductive endocrinologist’s office. But Astrid Strick wasn’t like that. She knew how to get stains out of white shirts. She could name all the plants in her garden and identify trees and birds. She could bake everything from scratch. But she did not invite intimacy the way that Porter had observed in other mothers, the kind who would let their children sleep in their bed after a bad dream or get their hair wet in a swimming pool. Astrid had always existed – both before and after her husband died – in an orderly way. She had rules, and the proper clothing for any weather, unlike Porter, who had neither. That was part of it, of course. Porter was going to let her daughter sleep in her bed every night if she wanted to. She’d chew her food and spit it into her mouth, if that was what the baby wanted. Porter was going to be as warm as an oven. That’s what she was going to tell her mother.

Russell Strick had loved The Twilight Zone, and Porter thought that that was how she might have told her father – she would have asked him to imagine an episode where a baby was made in a lab and put into her body. It wasn’t fair, the way most people just got to keep both their parents, and have grandparents for their children, and cutesy nicknames. Porter was used to that unfairness – her college graduation, her brothers’ weddings, her mother’s fiftieth birthday, sixtieth birthday, all the big fucking days – but somehow that part didn’t get easier. He was still gone, and he would miss her big days, too, in addition to her brothers’. He would have been happy that she was having a baby, maybe (in some weird way, a way that they wouldn’t ever talk about out loud) even a little bit happy that he would be the primary male figure, apart from her brothers, that he, Grampa, would loom large. Gramps. Gamps. Pops. Popsy. Porter didn’t know which he would have been, which silly nickname he would have been granted by Cecelia and then called by all his grandchildren in turn. Porter had had a dream that somehow her father was also the father of her baby, through some mix of time travel and magic but with none of the troubling connotations that such a thing would have in real life – in her dream, it was like her father was somehow her grandfather and her father and her child’s father all at once, an ageless ghost, and the women in the family did all the work. It was like a Brad Pitt movie that would make you cry even though it got terrible reviews.

Porter stepped over the lip of the bathtub and wrapped herself in a towel. She wiped at the mirror with her hand, clearing a space large enough to see her reflection.

‘You’re a grown-up,’ she said to herself. ‘You’re a grown-ass woman, with a growing-ass baby inside her. You are an adult. It’s your life.’ Porter turned to the side and cupped her hand beneath her belly. ‘Hey, you. I’m your mom, and I swear to god, everything is going to be okay. I am ninety-five percent sure that everything is going to be okay. At least seventy percent. I swear. Fuck.’

She would tell her mother today. Or tomorrow. At the very latest, she would tell her mother tomorrow.
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Unaccompanied Minor

It was only four stops on the train – Yonkers, Croton, Poughkeepsie, Clapham. Cecelia had a window seat but kept her nose in her book. The conductor had given her a special bracelet that read UNACCOMPANIED but might as well have read ABANDONED FOUNDLING, PLEASE TAKE ME HOME AND MAKE ME A SANDWICH. All the mothers on the train – Cecelia could tell which ones they were, even though only a few of them actually had children with them – gave her pitying looks and asked her pointless questions, like ‘Sure is pretty out there, isn’t it?’ to which she would smile and offer an affirmative nod. Fathers either knew better than to speak to an adolescent girl they didn’t know or were better able to shut off the part of their brain that noticed children not their own.

Other girls – the girls she had been friends with until very recently, the ones who drank the cold coffee from their parents’ abandoned mugs on the kitchen table and sometimes even an inch of vodka pilfered from the freezer – might have hidden in the bathroom at the opportune moment and then leapt off in a place that sounded more exciting, like Rome (even if it was Rome, New York) or Niagara Falls (even though she didn’t have a raincoat and was too young to gamble), but Cecelia didn’t want her parents to worry. Especially now. What would happen if she didn’t get off the train? Cecelia couldn’t quite picture it – Astrid would no doubt know just what to do, how to stop the train, how to scour the platforms for the next dozen stops. She probably had a walkie-talkie in her junk drawer that could reach the conductor personally. And then Cecelia would be in trouble, and her parents would have to jump on the next train together and they would fight and then they’d be at the Big House and fight some more about whose fault the whole thing was, without ever figuring out that it was actually their fault, if you got down to it. Regardless, she had only forty dollars and a credit card that went straight to her parents’ bank account, and so even if she didn’t mind the idea of stressing everybody out, it wouldn’t last long. She wasn’t built for life on the lam.

The Clapham station was just a long platform with tracks on either side, a mouth with braces. The Hudson River moved swiftly alongside. Cecelia humped her enormous suitcases onto the platform with the conductor’s help and tried not to die of embarrassment as he called her grandmother’s name, his booming voice carrying over the hum of the train and the sounds of passing cars and birds twittering overhead. The station was up a long, precarious flight of stairs, that’s where the waiting room was, with benches made of wood slats. That was probably where Astrid was right now. There was no one else in sight. Some people found cities scary, Cecelia knew, but those people had been swayed by misleading statistics and Batman movies. There was nothing frightening about being in a place where you were always surrounded by hundreds of people – there was always someone nearby who could hear you scream. Cecelia knew, because she was a modern girl, that her race and economic status meant that not only could someone hear her scream, but that someone would also be likely to help. It was also true that, because she was a girl, her parents had taught her to carry her house keys in between her fingers like Wolverine, just in case.

The conductor called her gammy’s name again – ‘Ast-rid Striick!’ as though her gammy were the only contestant on the game show Who Wants to Take Care of This Minor? Cecelia laughed nervously, knowing full well that her grandmother had never been late for anything in her entire life.

‘I’m sure she’s upstairs; she must just be in the bathroom.’ Cecelia crossed her arms over her chest. Everyone else had already disembarked and trotted happily up the stairs into their loved ones’ waiting arms, or their cars, or Spiro’s, which was one block farther from the water.

The conductor did not smile. Instead, he checked his watch. ‘We’re now holding up the train, ma’am.’

Cecelia was just about to ask him why on earth he would call a thirteen-year-old ‘ma’am’ when she saw her grandmother running down the stairs, her purse flapping behind her like a taupe leather cape.

‘There she is, she’s right there,’ Cecelia said, so relieved that she thought she might cry. Once Astrid got to the platform, she waved with both arms until the second she was close enough to touch her granddaughter, whom she then gripped on the biceps and kissed on the forehead. They were more or less the same height now, with the balance tipped slightly in favor of youth.

‘You may release her now, sir,’ Astrid said. ‘Mission accomplished.’

The conductor turned on his heel with a small nod, and a moment later, the train pulled out of the station, as if in a huff.

‘Hi, Gammy,’ Cecelia said.

‘Hi, sweetheart,’ Astrid said. ‘I saw someone get hit by a bus today.’

Cecelia’s eyes widened. ‘Like, a person?’

‘A person. A woman my age. I’ve known her for most of my life. So I’m feeling a little bit scrambled. Do you know how to drive, by any chance?’ Astrid pushed her sunglasses up so they sat on the top of her head. Her eyes did look a bit swimmy, and for a moment, Cecelia wished herself on the other side of the platform, heading back in the opposite direction.

‘I’m thirteen.’

‘I know how old you are. I taught your father how to drive manual when he was eleven.’ Astrid pointed. ‘We did parallel parking right over there, on the next street, next to the river.’ She mimed a car driving down the embankment and falling into the water. ‘Ha! Splash!’ Nicky was the youngest of his siblings and had done everything early. The family lore was that if Elliot, the eldest, did something at six, Nicky would do it at three, with Porter doing it somewhere in the middle. Being in the middle meant no one remembered anything except as a foggy mist, just the most general idea that Porter had been there. That was sometimes how Cecelia felt about her parents, too, though of course she was an only child and they had no one else to pay attention to, other than themselves.

Cecelia cringed. ‘I don’t have a car. Obviously. I mean, even my parents don’t have a car.’ It was warm, too warm to be standing in the full sun. It hadn’t seemed so hot in Brooklyn. Cecelia was wearing a sweater and she wanted to take it off, but she already had the two suitcases plus her backpack and she didn’t want more to carry. ‘Who got hit? Did they die?’

‘Barbara Baker, a total pain, and, yes, she died. From where I was sitting, it looked instantaneous, which is what we all want, god knows. It’s okay, I can drive. But let’s make that one of our little projects, mmm? Every woman should know how to drive. You never know when you’ll need it. Come along, I’ll get one, you get the other.’ Astrid reached for the handle on the small suitcase and tugged it along behind her, bumping it up one step at a time. Cecelia grabbed the handle of the larger suitcase and followed in Astrid’s wake.

It should have been a five-minute drive to the Big House, but the roundabout was closed, so it took eight. Astrid drove with her hands on ten and two when she wasn’t using the gearshift. Cecelia held her backpack on her lap, hugging it close, a health-class flour-sack baby. Astrid clicked on the radio, which was set, as always, to WCLP, Clapham’s local NPR station, the local news with Wesley Drewes, whom Cecelia had always pictured like a cloud with eyeballs, looking over the whole town, zooming in and out wherever necessary.

‘When is your father going back to New Mexico?’ Astrid didn’t mask her distaste for the plan.

‘I’m not sure. In a couple of days, I think.’

‘He sure likes it out there. How one could enjoy yurts and scorpions is beyond me, but that’s Nicky. You know he never liked peanut butter, just because everyone else did? He pretended he was allergic. How about your beautiful mother?’ This was said without sarcasm or rancor. Juliette had become a fashion model in her teens after a talent scout had stopped her and her mother on the sidewalk in front of her dance studio in Clignancourt. Her whole life had been like that – someone happening along with an idea, opening a door. Juliette would then walk through the door, whether or not it led to a laundry chute. Cecelia looked more like her father, with a wavy nose and soft brown hair that looked blondish if you weren’t standing anywhere near an actual blond person.

‘You know, the same. Eating radishes with butter, that sort of thing.’ The streets of Clapham were wide and leaf-dappled, at least in high summer. It was where Cecelia had learned how to ride a bike, how to swim, how to play catch with an actual baseball mitt, all the things that were harder to do in New York City, at least with parents like hers. She’d been forced into dance class with her mother, but through a combination of clumsiness and mutual embarrassment, Cecelia had been permitted to quit fairly early. ‘But mostly I think she’s sad.’

‘No one wants to send their child away,’ Astrid said. ‘Well, no, I suppose some people do. Some people send their children to boarding school as soon as they can! But your mother is allowed to be sad. It’s going to be just fine.’

‘Okay.’ Cecelia wasn’t sure how much her parents had told her grandmother about what had happened in Brooklyn.

‘You know, we thought about sending Elliot to boarding school in New Hampshire when he got to high school, somewhere he’d rub shoulders with future captains of industry. But Russell – your grandfather – was never going to let that happen. People move to Clapham for the schools, he’d say! Why would we send our son away? What’s the point of having children if you get rid of them before they even have anything interesting to say?’ Cecelia stared at the side of her grandmother’s face. Astrid was often chatty, but the chatting didn’t usually tend toward the personal. Cecelia made sure that her seatbelt was buckled, just in case. ‘How many interesting things does a teenage boy say, really? Though your father was interesting, he really was. All our conferences with his teachers were mortifying gush-fests, just fountains of compliments, as if they’d never met a charming person before.’ Astrid reached over and lightly patted Cecelia’s backpack. ‘Becoming a widow is like having someone rip off the Band-Aid while you’re in the middle of a totally separate conversation. When you’re a widow, you don’t get to choose. We were married for twenty-five years. A good run, but not if you take the long view. Not like Barbara and Bob.’ Astrid slowed to a stop at a red light – one of two in town – and leaned forward, resting her head against the steering wheel. ‘I should call him.’ The light turned green, but Astrid didn’t move, and therefore didn’t notice. Cecelia swiveled in her seat to see if there were any cars behind them, and there were.

‘Gammy,’ Cecelia said. ‘Green light.’

‘Oh,’ Astrid said, sitting up. ‘Of course.’ She rolled down her window, stuck out a hand, and waved the cars to go around. ‘I just need to sit for a moment, if that’s all right with you. And your mother mentioned something about some trouble with your friends?’

‘Yeah.’ Cecelia’s bag buzzed in her lap, and she dug out her phone. Her mother had texted: Hi hon just checking to make sure Gammy picked u up + all is well. Luv u. Call when you get to the Big House. <3 Cecelia shoved the phone back into her backpack and shifted it down between her feet. ‘We can sit here all day, if you want to.’ There had been trouble with her friends, in a way, though the trouble was really just that some of her friends were under the impression that they lived in a video game and that they were adults whose actions had no consequences, not children whose judgment-making skills were not yet fully formed. The trouble was that people always told Cecelia things, and that she wasn’t a lawyer or a therapist. She was just a kid and so were her friends, but she seemed to be the only one who knew it. The trouble was that her parents had given up at the first sign of trouble, like a disgruntled child’s first game of Monopoly. They’d folded. Folded on her.

Astrid reached over and took Cecelia’s hand. ‘Thank you, dear. I appreciate that. Most people are in such a hurry.’

‘Not me,’ Cecelia said. ‘Absolutely no hurry whatsoever.’ She closed her eyes and listened to Wesley Drewes describe the weather.
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Spiro’s Pancake House

Elliot heard about Barbara Baker from Olympia, who ran Spiro’s Pancake House. She hadn’t seen it happen, but she had heard the ambulance and the commotion, and she had taken out the binoculars from under the cash register. She’d seen Astrid cross the street, and thank god, Olympia said to Elliot, thank god, your mother is the perfect person for that type of thing. Everyone knew that Astrid was capable in trying circumstances. Then Olympia had watched the EMTs lift Barbara’s body onto the gurney. Elliot stared out the window as Olympia spoke, imagining the scene.

‘And my mother was right there?’ He pointed with his fork. ‘Right there?’

Olympia nodded. She was Spiro’s granddaughter and had babysat for the Strick children, which meant that she always asked personal questions and lingered too long after pouring coffee, but Elliot liked the food at Spiro’s better than anywhere else in town and so he came anyway. Why were there binoculars under the cash register? Elliot wasn’t surprised – Clapham was that sort of place, entirely too small for even the semblance of privacy. ‘Right there. She probably felt the breeze, you know, of the bus going so fast. You know that feeling? When you’re sitting there, and a truck goes by, and the whole street rumbles?’

Elliot felt his body give an involuntary shake. ‘God,’ he said. ‘It could have been her. It could have been my mother.’

Olympia tucked her lips into her mouth and bowed her head. ‘It’s a tragedy.’

‘I would be an orphan,’ Elliot said.

Olympia put her free hand on his shoulder and left it there for a few seconds before turning her attention to her other customers.

At least twice a week, Elliot pretended to have early-morning site meetings so that he could leave home sooner and eat breakfast on his own. Meals at home were often a disaster, with chunks of oatmeal on surfaces that weren’t even remotely close to where the oatmeal had been ingested, and wet bits of scrambled egg floating in his coffee. And that was on days when the twins were more or less well behaved. He had never screamed the way Aidan and Zachary screamed, never – if he had, Astrid would have put him out on the front step. Elliot and Wendy were clearly doing things wrong, but he didn’t know how to fix it. Wendy had the patience in the family. It wasn’t sexist to say that. Surely the boys would grow out of their insanity eventually, and Elliot would again be in awe of them, as he was when they were first born and he was sure that their birth was the crowning achievement of his life, having had a part in their creation, even if it had taken a few doctors’ assistance and, of course, Wendy’s body to hold and carry and deliver. Maybe it was a blessing of childhood that most people couldn’t remember much before they were five – what good would it do to remember life as a savage toddler, totally divorced from societal norms? It was as if each human evolved from being a chimpanzee in a single lifetime. No one wanted to remember the jungle.

Even when he came for lunch, like today, Elliot always sat at the counter and he always ordered the same thing – eggs over easy, extra bacon, wheat toast, no potatoes. Olympia filled and refilled his water glass every time he took a sip, the cold silver pitcher sweating drops onto the stack of paper napkins next to him. WCLP was playing over the diner’s radio, as always, and had just switched from Local News with Wesley Drewes to Clap If You’ve Heard This One, the trivia show hosted by Jenna Johansson, one of his younger brother Nicky’s former girlfriends. Clapham was like that – everyone was someone’s high school love, or someone else’s mother, or your cousin’s best friend from camp. Elliot liked where he was from, and being where he was from, almost always, but he did occasionally have daydreams that were just like his own life only with no wife or kids and he went through an entire day without bumping into six people he’d known since childhood, without knowing exactly where and when he would run into them. In general, though, he thought that the longer he’d known someone, and whether they knew his family, increased the chances of people hiring him and so Clapham seemed like the best place to be.

‘Large hazelnut coffee, four sugars, lot of cream,’ Olympia said. ‘That was Barbara. For a little while, maybe ten years ago, she was into the egg whites, but not anymore. My brother said they stopped the bus just past the country fairgrounds. They set up two cop cars, and he could have crashed right through them, but he didn’t. He just slowed right down.’

‘It was the actual bus driver? The school bus driver?’ Elliot dragged some bacon through the yolk on his plate. He was still thinking about how many times he and his mother and his wife and his sister parked on the roundabout every week, how easily it could have been his mother, just now, flattened into oblivion. When his father died, Elliot had been too young to have accomplished anything – he’d been a larva, still full of limitless potential. That had been the tragedy, all the things that his father wouldn’t see. But if his mother died, now, today, it would be a tragedy of another kind. What more had he become? Sure, he had a wife, he had children, he had a business, a house, but Elliot thought that by the time he was in his forties he would have more. The cruelest part of becoming middle-aged was that it came on the heels of one’s own youth, not some other, better youth, and that it was too late to start over.

‘Who else would it have been?’ Olympia’s grandfather had come from Greece, but she was born in Clapham. She was older than Elliot by ten years and had children of her own, one of whom had just graduated from high school, which Elliot only knew because her cap-and-gown photo was thumbtacked just behind Olympia’s head. At least he thought it was Olympia’s daughter. They were a huge family, and Olympia had a couple of sisters, Elliot knew – the graduate could belong to any of them. He should know, but he didn’t.

‘I thought it was someone who just wanted to take a joyride, you know, a kid. A drug addict, I don’t know! I didn’t think it would be the actual bus driver.’ Elliot shoveled half a piece of toast into his mouth. ‘That’s fucking scary, excuse my French. My niece is going to be on that bus in a few weeks, my kids are going to take that bus someday. I took that bus.’

Olympia crossed herself airily and then kissed her fingers. ‘They’ll have a different driver by then,’ she said. Someone shouted from the kitchen, and Olympia looked at Elliot’s plate. ‘Want more toast?’ He nodded, and she pushed through the swinging door back into the kitchen.

Spiro’s was fifty years old, maybe more. Some years ago, after her grandfather died, Olympia had replaced some of the booths in the back, and a few years after that, she’d replaced the stools at the counter and the counter itself. The jukebox was the same one that had been there since Elliot’s childhood, as was the ancient silver milkshake machine, which looked like a giant metal toilet plunger but made the town’s best shakes and floats, hands down. Wendy, Elliot’s wife, had never particularly taken to Spiro’s, because she thought it was grungy, but most people acknowledged it as one of the main centers of town life, and it was where Elliot often met clients, to prove that he was Clapham through and through.

Some people wanted to get out of their hometowns, in order to prove themselves. That was the old-fashioned way, to set out for the big city on foot and drive home in a Rolls-Royce. Elliot felt exactly the opposite. What would success matter, if it happened somewhere else? He wanted witnesses. That was why, when the building on the corner came up for sale again, he’d bought it. Him, Elliot Strick. He’d bought it with every penny of his money and he’d routed it through a corporation and an address that belonged to Wendy’s parents in California. It was his to figure out, his to build. And when he did, everyone would know it. It made his stomach hurt to think about it.

Elliot swiveled around on his stool, the same way he had as a kid. Unlike some of the other babysitters, who had been inattentive and careless, more interested in the snacks in the pantry and the cable TV, Olympia had been tough. In some ways, it was a relief, knowing that she had boundaries, and rules, just like their mother. Some of Elliot’s friends had had mothers who went barefoot, mothers whose silky bras were slung over the shower rod, mothers who left candles burning after they went up to bed, and they made Elliot so nervous that he couldn’t go to their houses anymore.

His phone buzzed on the counter, and Elliot flipped it over. His sister, Porter. Just checking in, are you coming to see Cece today? Also hi you smell like poop. Elliot rolled his eyes and chuckled, despite himself. He typed back: Are we required to go to the Big House to welcome her? I have a meeting, boys have jujitsu. Wendy is bugging me.

Elliot watched the three little dots appear and disappear, as if his sister was starting and restarting whatever she had to say. They weren’t particularly nice to each other; were any adult siblings? They saw each other when their mother told them to. Elliot didn’t care, it was fine. Finally Porter wrote back: She’s a teenage girl and I promise does not give a shit if you show up. This weekend is fine. If you wait longer than that, Astrid will murder you in your sleep.

Elliot didn’t respond. Olympia pushed back through the swinging door and slid another neat pile of buttered toast beside his mostly empty plate. Once, when he was probably seven or eight, Olympia had caught Elliot cheating at Monopoly, and she had banished him to the backyard like a dog with fleas. He’d had a bit of a crush, then.

‘I heard that the building on the corner got sold again, did you hear that?’ Olympia craned her neck to look over her patrons’ heads, out the window, and across the roundabout. ‘I wish whoever it was would just get it over with. What’s the point, you know? Buy it, turn it into a bank, whatever, just do it, you know?’ She shook her head.

‘You don’t want it to be a bank. What do you think it should be?’ Elliot asked.

‘I’d like a really good Mexican restaurant, I guess. Or Japanese. But I’d settle for anything, as long as it wasn’t another diner.’

‘We don’t need another diner,’ Elliot said.

‘We sure don’t,’ Olympia said, and winked.

Elliot finished his coffee and sat. His meeting didn’t start for another half hour, and Wendy was in charge of getting the boys where they needed to go that afternoon. Traffic was moving normally outside. It was only hours ago, Barbara and the bus. Elliot watched the cars go around and around, himself with no particular place to go.
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