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that joke isn't funny anymore

Nancy stopped putting mascara on my lashes long enough to put on some music, something older, she told me, from her generation.  She was in a good mood, which was a huge relief. I leaned down on the window sill smoking her medicinal pot and looked out to the street and played the counting game until she returned and made me tilt my head back to the ceiling.  She didn’t wear much makeup herself anymore, but she liked to keep her hand in it.  I didn’t mind, most of the time I couldn’t be bothered to do it myself. 

It was mid-summer — the northeast in a draught, the heat building up to some kind of crescendo that would never come — and the few people outside this early in the morning were wearing shorts and thin T shirts, preparing for another miserable day.  A huge woman in a billowing white shirt with the words “Righteous Babe” written in black and red was sitting at the bus stop on the corner, waving her hand in front of her face like she was trying to dry her nails.  She was a good find, but maybe for later: we were counting strollers. 


“I know this band,” I told Nancy as she hovered over me.  “It’s like the Cure or Bananarama or something, one of those wuss bands from the ‘80s, big deal.” 


“Stop moving your head," she said, cupping my chin gently. “It’s not the Cure, Bridget, it’s the Smiths, back when Morrissey’s misery was what everyone aspired to.  You have to hear this one song, it’s the saddest thing in the world.  Do you want me to make you some oatmeal or something?” 

She was in full-on mothering mode.  I told her I didn’t have time and she shook her head at me disapprovingly.  Finished with my face, she now stood appraisingly with her arms folded behind the green sofa where I slept on those nights that I needed to get away from my mother’s slurry booze escapades and catch my breath.  

“You look nice,” she said, “but I’m not crazy about that shirt.”  Nancy reached over, took a long hit from our joint, and went to get me the CD cover so I could see what she was talking about.  She always assumed I would like the things she did, that I would agree with her taste.  I didn’t dare bring up the fact that I had a giant poster of Aaron Lewis over my bed — hunched around a guitar with a cigarette dangling out of the corner of his beautiful, sad mouth — and that I hungrily kissed him on those lips every night before I went to sleep.  I wasn’t in any danger of her finding out, though.  My uncle’s townhouse was down in Society Hill.  She could never make it that far; she couldn’t even cross the street.  Nancy hadn’t left her apartment since she came home from the hospital over a year and a half ago.

“I can’t tell what he’s singing about,” I told her, still scanning for strollers.  So far she was up by two, and I had to leave for driver’s ed in a few minutes. 


“I know, he leaves it up to your imagination. But you have to keep listening --“


“There she is,” I suddenly yelled, “ten points!” 


Nancy came running back, holding the CD in her hand. She looked out the window, but couldn’t stick her head out far enough to see Gammy hobbling down the sidewalk with her foot-cast and her guppy expression in her winter parka, even in the building heat.  


“No fair,” Nancy said, “I was trying to educate you.” 


“Take it up with the judges,” I told her. 


“Aren’t you going to be late for driver’s ed?” 


“Not till 9:30,” I lied, taking the CD from her. 


Before I left, I gave her the bottle of blue Listerine she had asked for, somehow the grocery service had missed it.  When I took it out of my backpack, she grabbed it like it was an antidote to some kind of poison. 

“Bless you!” she said. “My mouth was starting to taste like paste."  She was pretty, but the haircuts I gave her weren't much good and her ragged nails were chewed down past the quicks.  But that wasn’t the real problem, of course. 


“No,” I said, “now you’ll just smell like disinfectant. You should use Strawberry Scope — that’s the dope shit right there.” 


“Don’t talk like that,” she said, “you’re not some homegirl off the street.”

“Close enough,” I said.

 “Honey, you wouldn’t know the street if it bit you in the behind. I’m going to gargle right now. Hold on a minute.”  


“I thought you were the one who didn’t want me to be late,” I said, but she was already in the bathroom, making gurgling noises.  I took the opportunity to sneak down the hallway to her tiny bedroom.  My uncle was still there on her nightstand, grinning,, his white teeth sparkling in the sunshine, greeting her each and every morning.  The phone was still in his name: anytime she called me his name came up on my caller ID. 


“I've seen this happen in other peoples' lives,”  she sang from the bathroom, after spitting. 

The movie that week was about a man named Jimmy, the Best Driver in the World; only, it turned out that it was an entirely self-given title.  He liked to drive defensively, he explained, which meant you had to think ahead and concentrate the whole time.  Sometimes he would stay in place, even after a light turned green, just so he could put a safe distance between himself and the car ahead of him.  Other times, he liked to give a “friendly toot toot” on the horn to warn people he was about to put his turn signal on.  

Stupid as it was, I still had to take notes.  Driver’s Ed was mostly the result of a plea-bargain I made with my guidance counselor: I had to pass the class in order to graduate.  Things had gotten a little hectic my senior year, which meant a lot of partying, and I won’t lie to you, the last few months I could give a shit about most of my classes.  

“Yo,” Chris Root said behind me to no one in particular, “if dude tried any of that shee-it here, he’d get his little faggoty ass pumped with a Tec-9.”  

I sat there, watching Jimmy run through his anal-retentive spot checks for safety, and imagined what it would be like to be in a car wreck.  Last week’s film was called “Auto Accidents Up-close,” fully designed to scare the crap out of you and keep you on the straight and narrow.  It featured a bunch of police videos: grisly images of pulverized cars twisted and contorted into alien forms, lit up by ambulance lights on the edges of vaguely familiar-looking highways all over the country; and people being wheeled away on stretchers and in body bags.  You were meant to feel terrified, that if you were driving and distracted by anything, or driving drunk, you could end up like all these other young people on their way to the morgue.  To me, it was liberating to see the worst that could happen. 

There would be the noise, of course, and the jolt, which I thought would be pretty scary, but I could picture a kind of peace to it, too.  Like, you were aware that there was this accident happening, and there would be nothing you could really do except ride it out and hope things turned alright for you, or if not, that you enjoyed your last moments on this earth.  I liked that idea.  Shutting your eyes and taking your hands off the steering wheel and letting it happen.  It was something I earmarked to talk to Nancy about later.  She was the only person who would understand what I meant. 

Later in the morning, we got the Pontiac, which meant no a/c.  Jun Yun Kim took the first turn.  I had to sit in the back seat next to Tracy, who typically smelled of BO, even worse on hot days with no breeze.  But as Jun Yun Kim wobbled down Lombard Street, with Mr. Maxie barking at him to choose a lane, Chris Root was telling me a story over Tracy’s head.  Chris Root always had a story.  In this one, some friends of his were getting lit before class the other day in an alley way a few blocks from school, when one of them spied a woman through her apartment window.  According to Root, the girl was mad foxy.

“She had long hair and this tight-ass body,” he said in a sotto voice, so Maxie couldn’t hear over his own screaming, “like a fuckn' goddess, I swear to God.” 


“Why are you telling me this?” I asked him. “I don’t want to hear a story about you and your skanky friends.” But of course it was understood that I did.  That summer, I had decided that Chris Root would be my last high school fling, but it wasn’t working very well: we had gotten together a couple of times, but mostly all he ever wanted to do was puff bowl after bowl with his loser crew and play World Cup Soccer on his XBox. 


Chris Root kept talking.  This woman walked past the window in the nude, he explained, and his buds dropped everything and stared at her.  She walked past the same window maybe three or four times before one of Root’s friends — an idiot stoner named Clarence — yelled out “I want you!” really loud.  Suddenly, the blind came down, the show’s over, and they each gave Clarence a sock in the arm for wrecking everything. 


“You guys are idiots,” I said. “You could be arrested for being peeping toms.” 


“Nah,” Chris Root said, a flop of blonde hair covering over his left eye, “she wanted us to see her and be all up in her shit like that. She was totally getting off on it. We figure it’s only a matter of time before she starts hopping us up to her crib.” 


“Quit talking all over me,” Tracey with BO said. “Why don’t you just make out and get it over with?” 


Jun Yun Kim veered down the streets like he couldn’t see over the dashboard, which made Mr. Maxie even more red in the face.  Jun Yun Kim said something that I couldn’t hear, and Chris Root was telling some other story about skateboarding at Love Park with Bam Margera and Tracy was just sitting there, having said her piece, inert and stinking, and even though I’d opened the windshield as far down as it could go, I still couldn’t get any breeze on my skin. 


When my turn came, I was already so out of it from the heat and the weed in the morning that I almost smashed into the backside of an SUV at my first turn.  Sweat got into my eyes, but if you ever took a hand off the steering wheel, Mr. Maxie would scream at you for twenty minutes, so I didn’t clear my eyes, even though it was stinging them.  In the end, my vision got blurry and the heat was coming down on me, so I intentionally ran a yellow light, which made Mr. Maxie so furious he pulled me out of the driver’s side.


“Nice driving,” Chris Root said. I told him to shut the fuck up. 

After the drive, Maxie gave me a lecture about my attitude.  I had one last chance to fly right, he told me.  I was on thin ice.  I had to take stock.  It was time I took my life seriously.  None of this was a joke.  

This was not the version I told my mother.  We were eating dinner out on the deck, just fruit salad, really, since we were both on a diet and neither of us had any money to order out.  I didn’t ever tell her about Aunt Nancy either.  To the rest of my family, she was a completed chapter, an oddity that someone might bring up in a few years at a big family gathering, nothing more.  

None of them, not even my uncle, came to visit her in the hospital, which made her even more depressed.  She thought these people were her family, and it turned out that they didn’t give two shits about her when push came to shove. 

My uncle, caught up in the minutiae of details with his upcoming wedding, didn’t even ask me about her anymore, though I thought he at least knew we still hung out.  The sad truth was, I don’t think he thought about her much, but I couldn’t bring myself to tell Nancy that.  She was still totally hung up on him and didn’t know anything about Carmen, and I wasn’t going to be the one to tell her. 


“So, my baby is going to be driving pretty soon, huh?” Mom said to me. “We’re going to have to get you a Camaro.” 


“Jesus, mom,” I said, “Camaros are so guido. I want a Porsche.” It was true, I’d already decided that I would have a Porsche as soon as I finished Stanford Law School, a yellow convertible Boxster with the rear spoiler.  And I’d blow past people driving up and down the coastline, a stack of legal briefs in the passenger seat, blowing in the wind. 


“I knew a boy in high school with a Camaro,” mom began.  She was only thirty two years-old — just four years and three months younger than Nancy — which meant she was sure her high school stories were all still relevant to me.  Not much past dinnertime and she was already woozy, her words slurred just enough to let me know she’d tipped a few before I got home.  I didn’t care, most nights it was about the only way she was bearable.  

My uncle would normally tan her ass for that, but he was out with Carmen doing some wedding-related thing or another.  I hardly ever saw him anymore, and, as my mom kept saying, it was only going to get worse.  It was so clear we were going to have to move again, but my mother kept saying we’d cross that bridge when we got there, which meant she was not going to worry about it until it was too late and Uncle Jack would have to fix us up with something at the last minute.  With any luck, I would be away for college by then and it would be her problem. 


It was around nine o’clock, but still light out with the smoldering sun sinking below the skyline, lighting up the sky from an angle.  I’d eaten enough fruit and wanted a cigarette, but instead, I sank down in my chair and closed my eyes as my mother ran down a nostalgia trip about growing up in the boondocks and driving in some huckleberry’s bad-ass ride.  


I called Nancy before I went to bed — ignoring an incessant call waiting beep from my friend Angela, who had just found out she was pregnant a week ago — just to hear her voice again and make sure she was still feeling okay.  She just asked me a million questions about my day.  She always wanted to hear the tiny, throw-away details about people: the way a piece of gummy food was pressed into Jun Yun Kim’s braces; the shitty shaving job Maxie did around his sideburns; the ridiculous lavender shoes I saw a woman wearing, while strutting down Walnut Street.  It was like she was blind and needed me to describe the world around her.  


“Thanks, sweetie,” she said, after I had finished. “It sounds like you had a pretty full day.” 


“Yup,” I said, and then we said goodnight.  I never remember my dreams very well, but I remember that night I dreamed that Aunt Nancy and I had opened up a store somewhere, a restaurant that also sold clothes.  And it was doing very well, with people streaming in and out all day long.  And she was incredibly happy.  

My mother and I needed to shop for bridesmaid’s dresses.  It was one of the projects that she most looked forward to with her brother getting married.  We weren’t sure exactly how we were going to be used in the wedding, though I had been told by Carmen that I would be carrying a wicker basket of rose petals that I would distribute down the aisle before she came down.  Carmen and my mother weren’t on the best of terms.  She thought my mother was a hanger-on, using my uncle’s money and space so she wouldn’t have to get a job herself — which was entirely true — whereas Carmen herself was a fireball go-getter who didn’t take no shit off of no one. 

She was originally from Puerto Rico but when she was very young, her family moved to southern Jersey, where the women still wore skintight leopard skin leggings and had their hair fried and piled up high to the rotting rooftops.  Still, she had come here and made something of herself, working her ass off until she became the manager of the CVS on Market and Tenth, which is how she met my Uncle.  He had picked up a staph infection from a rusty drill bit and had to pick up antibiotics. “I seen him there,” Carmen told us once, “holding his hand like it was about to fall off, like what's it called? Lepersy? And I knew he was going to be my little baby, right then. It was love at first sight.” 

My mother thought the ‘lepersy’ thing was hysterical, for a while she tried to sneak it into her conversations when I was around like it was this secret joke between us.  I didn’t care: I liked Carmen.  


We walked around Lord & Taylor, looking over formal evening gowns and pretending we could afford anything we saw.  My uncle told us the amount we could spend, but my mother swore if we saw something really beautiful she could get him to go for it.  The saleswoman was thin and fashionable and had her blonde hair swept up over her shoulders, like she could step into any one of the dresses and be ready to go in a heartbeat.  


“That is definitely the one,” she said to me after I came out in a deep blue Nicole Miller that my mother and I had no hope of affording in our lifetimes.  I didn’t care.  I beamed.  We had only begun trying on dresses when my phone rang from inside my purse. 


“Honey, it’s me,” Nancy said.  “I’m really sorry--” Her voice was nervous and fluttery, coming in and out as if she were dangling off a window ledge. “Listen,” she said. “How can you be sure if you have breast cancer?” 


“You feel for lumps,” I said, in a whisper.  Mom was in the changing room next to mine, and I didn’t want to have to explain the call to her. 


“Lumps, yes, but what kind of lumps?” she said. 


“I don’t know – anything I guess.” 


“Oh, God,” she said, “is there some way you could come over here?” 


“I can’t,” I told her. “I’m trying on dresses with my mother.” I almost slipped and said ‘wedding.’ That would be the last thing either of us would need. 


“Please,” she said.  One word.  


At her apartment, she had me feel her breast for her, but I couldn’t feel anything at all.  We had breast cancer covered in health class at the end of the year, but I didn’t exactly feel qualified to make a prognosis.  I told my mother that I would be right back, but she was so happy trying on dresses that she didn’t mind. Without me to monitor her, she would have more of an opportunity to buy something my uncle couldn’t afford.

“It’s there,” Nancy kept saying, “I knew it. I always knew it.” This was the first time I had ever seen Nancy without a shirt.  She had beautiful, smooth skin.  I liked the shape of her neck, the way her clavicle spread out to her shoulders.  Under different circumstances, I might have told her so.  

“Oh, God,” she was saying, “wouldn’t that just be perfectly poetic? Why doesn't he just kill me off and be done with it? I’m just another of his failed experiments. How many things can be wrong with me at once?” 

“Don’t get hysterical,” I said. “I don’t feel anything out of the ordinary, just your boob, but you should probably go to a doctor and get it checked out for real.” 


"Well, I can’t just go to a fucking doctor,” she snapped. “It seems like you should know that by now.” 


“Then get one to come out here,” I said as calmly as possible. 


Nancy was silent, for a minute, putting her bra and shirt back on. 


“Okay, okay. I'm sorry. Everything's okay, now,” she said, looking glum. “I’m sorry I called you about this.”


“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “That’s what family is for.” 


She smiled like I just shoved a knife into her belly.  Nancy’s parents live in an ashram up in Oregon and almost never get in touch with her.  She also has a brother somewhere upstate but he was an addict of some kind and couldn’t be relied on to pay his rent, much less take care of his damaged sister.  The thing that most killed Nancy was that she had always been the together one in her family. 

“You know what I mean,” I said to her.  Instinctively, I leaned over to give her a hug and I could hear her crying softly and apologizing over and over again past my shoulder.  

Over on Nancy’s dinner table, there was a scattered metallic blanket of loose change, with small piles gathered in obsessive little stacks.  She told me once that she had over four hundred dimes alone.  


“Look,” I said, gently pulling away from her. “You know I can’t always take care of you all the time, you have to want to take care of yourself, too.” 


“Sweetie, you sound like a poster,” she said, blowing her nose into a Kleenex. 


“Whatever, whatever. Pretty soon, I’m going away to school on the west coast or somewhere, and I won’t be able to help you like this all the time.” 


“The west coast, huh?” Nancy said. “Well, Jack will want you to stay closer to home, and I’m betting he’s paying for your education. Good luck getting your deadbeat mom to pay for that.”


“I’m getting a scholarship,” I lied. “I don’t need anyone’s help.”


“Oh, well, then good for you,” she said without enthusiasm.  I could see a certain kind of darkness cross her face. 


“Bridget,” she said, “I need to tell you something very important. It might be the most important thing I will ever tell you.” 


“Okay,” I said, wishing I was back at Lord & Taylor’s. 


“I know you’re young and you feel like you can do anything and there is no limit to what you can accomplish, right? But here’s the sad, bitter truth: You only get one small window of opportunity to be extraordinary, you know that? A teeny-tiny one, and if that window slams shut and you miss it you get to regret that for the rest of your ordinary, wasted life.” 


“Okay,” I repeated.


“Just keep that in mind,” she said. “I’m living proof of what happens to you when you miss that chance.” 


“But your life isn’t over,” I said. “There’s no reason you can’t still do amazing things.” 


“It'd be nice to think that way, wouldn't it?” she said.  


She picked up a lit roach from the table, took a long drag, and offered it to me. 


“I can’t,” I told her. “My mother is waiting for me at the store.” 


“Yeah, so what’s all that about buying dresses? I thought you didn’t like them.” 


“It’s just stupid,” I said. “Mom wants me to go to this party with her or something. I don’t want to go.” 


“Party, huh?” Nancy said dubiously. “Since when does your mom go to parties that have a dress code?” 


I could feel a kind of burning in my skull, like a truck screaming down an empty highway.  I didn’t want to be there, having this conversation.


“I don’t know,” I said, reaching for the door. “I’ve got to go.” 


“Fine,” Nancy said, holding the joint to her lips. “Have a great time. Give my regards to the Duchess of York."  

Chris Root drove like one of the people on “World’s Greatest Car Chases.”  He’d slice his turns so that the tires would squeal; he’d cut people off and blow his horn at them as he went by; he ran stop signs.  Mr. Maxie screamed at him and screamed at him, but each time he took the wheel it was as if he were possessed by some kind of road demon.  Sometimes, the screaming would break his trance and then he’d look over at Mr. Maxie, the man in a short-sleeved shirt and too-short tie, whose blood pressure had shot up past the point of rupture, and he’d give him this little smile as if he understood nothing at all of what was being said to him. 


Time and again, Mr. Maxie would have to use the brakes and steering on his side of the car just to keep us from swerving off the road.  The rule was, anytime he had to take control of the car, your driving time was done for the day.  That meant Root spent a great deal of time in the backseat next to me, telling his stories.  To see him drive, you understood the danger the whole city would be in if he ever passed his driver’s test and got a license.  His father was a shyster lawyer, who had his own grainy commercial on the local cable channel, but you’d figure he would have to defend some folks pretty high up on the food chain at the DMV if his son were to have any chance of driving legally. 


That morning, Root had driven first and taken an illegal left-hand turn onto the path of incoming traffic.  Mr. Maxie, too tired to scream at him anymore, just pulled the car over to the side and it was understood that Root was to go where he belonged in the backseat.  Elapsed time: 40 seconds.  


“That was bullshit,” Root muttered after he jammed in, putting me in the middle next to Jun Yun Kim, who remained, as always, silent.  “The sign is totally confusing.” 


“You’re never going to pass this class,” I said. “You might as well just blow it off and stay home.” 


“What, and deal with my fucking mother all the time? Nah, I’ll pull this off, you wait and see. I’ve got some tricks up my sleeve.” 


“Whatever,” I said.  Tracy was busy in the driver’s seat, re-arranging all the mirrors so they would suit her.  Maxie wasn’t even paying attention anymore.  There were two weeks left to go and he seemed like he was more than ready to pack it in.  No doubt contemplating how he used to get by on just a regular gym teacher’s salary.


“Oh, shit,” Root suddenly said.  “I didn’t tell you the fucked up thing.” 


“What?” 


“You remember the naked chick?” he said grinning at me. “The one in the building?” 


“Yeah, yeah,” I said. “What, did you get it on with her or something?” 


“No, check this out: we went back there every day after we saw her, right? And sometimes she’d be there, with the blinds just partway pulled down so all we could see was her stomach, but a couple of times she’d ease up and let us see her titties.” 


Jun Yun Kim shifted uncomfortably in his seat, and tried to look out the window. 


“That's pretty pathetic,”  I said. 


“So I get this idea, right? I take a big piece of paper and a magic marker, and I write down my cell phone number and then tape it to my back.” 


“Oh, shit,” I said, “no way did she call you.” 


“Yup yup yup,” Root said. “A couple of hours after she saw the number. My boys was like, ‘Dude, no way’, but she was all over it.” 


“What did she say?” 


Root just smiled at me, comically raising his eyebrows. 


“It’s on, girl,” he said. “It’s most definitely on.” 

Most evenings, Uncle Jack would stay at Carmen’s too tired from his work and wedding planning to get out of her bed long enough to come home.  Whatever work ethic existed in my family belonged to Jack -- as my mom liked to say, he worked hard enough for all of us.  I figured I could take it easy through the summer before I had to get my college applications in, though I had already decided to hit up UCLA for early entry.  I just knew I wasn’t going to end up like my mother, bored and tired and drunk all the time and always watching stupid cable shows and complaining about how she never went out anymore.  Dead at thirty-two.  


“You need a man to go out with,” I told her that evening. “You need to go on dates and shit like that.” 


“Easy for you to say,” mom said to me.  She was reclined in her chair in the shadows so that all I could see clearly of her were her feet. “You’re sixteen and beautiful, I’m thirty-two and disgusting.” 


“Well, I don’t have a boyfriend either,” I said. And it was true.  Not since Don Delbanco in March, and he was an asshole. 


“So, we’re two old maids,” my mother said, taking a deep drink from her margarita and laughing.  Three, I thought, including Nancy.  But I wasn’t worried, I knew I still had college and law school to find someone and my mother could go out any time she wanted to and meet eligible men.  We still had options, at least.  


I went up to my room, the smallest space in the house, but it faced the street, so I could look down and watch everything going on below me, just like Nancy did all the time.  I hadn’t heard from her in a few days — not since the breast cancer scare — and all of a sudden, I was worried for her.  I took my phone out of my bag. 


She didn’t pick up, even after hearing my voice leave a message.  Sometimes she turned her answering machine off, and sometimes she played music loud, but that’s not what I pictured her doing.  I saw her sitting on the couch, huddled up, like she was cold, or standing over her table, endlessly sorting the same coins over and over again, and hearing the phone ring and not making a move toward answering it. 
I found out by total accident, though I'm not sure now why I didn't put more of it together earlier.  It was two weeks after my seventeenth birthday on the morning of our final driving test, which already had me nervous, and then Nancy had called me early, begging me to get her some cotton balls and a box of Tampax that she said just couldn't wait.  The cancer scare had blown over and now she was just back to her routine.


I was running late, but she was at the door waiting for me, like a relay runner waiting for my hand off.  She immediately headed into the bathroom with the bag. 


"Wait just a second," she yelled over her shoulder, "I'll be right out." 


So, I was standing there, not looking at anything in particular, watching the thin beams of sunlight coming through her kitchen windows illuminate different parts of her apartment.  One of the beams was spotlighting a folded over paperback copy of a book called In Cold Blood draped over the arm of her couch.  Absently, I picked it up, flipped through the pages.  And then I noticed, written in her tiny, precise hand, a number written in the upper right corner of page 131.  


I stood there, waiting for her, not thinking anything of it in particular, just staring at the numbers as if they were some kind of ornate design.  But then, somehow, weirdly, it began to hit me.  There was a tweak in my consciousness, a kind of silent jolt.  


She came out seconds later.  I had placed the book back down on the armrest.  I had lost her page, but I didn't think she would notice or care.  


"So," she said. 


"I can't really," I said.  "I've got my final test today. I've got to be ready for it." 


"Oh, right," she said. "The test. What happens if you don't pass?" 


"Then this whole summer has just been a complete waste of time and I have to repeat my senior year and don't go to college." 


"You'll do fine," Nancy said, smiling. Oblivious.  "I have all the faith in the world in you, you know." 


I waited until I was a block or two away, out of her visual range, before I started down the alleyway.  I had my phone in my hand, number dialed, finger poised over the send button, just waiting. 


The alley was just what I'd imagined; a bowed narrow street with jagged flecks of glass scattered in the corners and collecting against the curb, facing the back ends of small buildings and townhouse condos, the neighborhood trash collection piled in bags along side the curb, waiting to be removed later that evening.  I looked up and saw her window, where the sun was pouring in.  You could see almost to the far wall of her living room. 


I pushed send. 


And the sound of Root's voice on his outgoing message: gravelly, disoriented, as if he'd just woken up from a serious nod, on the other end, saying "Yo?" over and over again.

My Uncle got married on a pretty but humid day in mid-September.  The reception was out in Riverside, a tidy patch of outdoor green that gave you a distant, smudgy view of the city in the far background.  Initially, they had planned for about 75 people, but at the last minute, Carmen decided she had to invite both sides of her family, so the guest list swelled to more than twice that, and it was a mob scene.  The representatives from our family were sparsely scattered amidst Carmen’s endless cavalcade of Aunts, Uncles, cousins and dear family friends.  At the reception, the DJ, yet another distant cousin, busted out the El Gran Combo.  Everyone was dancing salsa and getting drunk and laughing riotously, except for a few of the older folks, who sat amongst themselves, speaking in Spanish and staring serenely at the scene on the dance floor. 


I was sneaking champagne from the bottles that were still strewn on the tables.  My date, a dark-skinned dude from Chestnut Hill named Marco, was macking on one of the caterers, a tall Latina with dazzling eyes, but I was getting a good buzz on and couldn’t care less.  He was a last-minute choice anyway.  A fill-in for someone who never existed in the first place.  

Mom, meanwhile, was lit like a roman candle, and was dancing up a storm on the raised platform of the stage, grinding her hips in a way that would have completely embarrassed me had I not been so drunk myself.  

I couldn’t even see my uncle and Carmen, they were out amongst the tables making the rounds, shaking hands and smiling like everything was going exactly according to plan, even though half the guests got lost from Carmen’s incomprehensible directions to the church, the photographer had picked up some kind of virus working in the Virgin Islands and kept coughing loudly into a nasty hanky during the ceremony, and two of her brothers had already had one skirmish and promised to revisit the issue a few drinks later.  


To be honest, I don’t remember who called who.  It could be that Nancy had just had enough of our mutually agreed-upon silence, or I might’ve been too tempted myself.  I had to move to the indoor lounge, away from the music, where several of Carmen’s Aunts had situated themselves to gossip about everybody.  They smiled vaguely at me as I weaved past. 


"I can't hear you, sweetie," Nancy was saying to me. "Where are you?"


“I’m at Uncle Jack’s wedding,” I said to her. “He just got married and I’m really buzzed.”

  After the thing with Root, I just didn’t care anymore.  None of it was my problem. There was nothing anyone could do. But as soon as I heard her voice, I knew I had made a terrible mistake.


“Oh,” she said, “oh.” And then there was a long silence, where I couldn't tell if she was still there or not.  I felt the steering wheel being wrenched out of my grasp, the force of the accident about to tear through me.


“It was a beautiful ceremony," I gushed, "and we’re all at this country club or something surrounded by golf courses and everyone is dancing and getting wasted and I’ve never seen another couple so happy before.” 

“Why did you keep this from me, Bridget?” she said, furious. 

“Why didn't you tell me about your fucking little peep shows, Nancy?”  I shot back.  “Why were you fucking around with a bunch of underage assholes who would tell the whole world about it?”   She was crying now but I couldn’t stop anymore.  It was like I had crossed over into the other kind of person I could be. 

“Because I’m sick,” she said, sobbing loudly, but from where I was sitting, I could see out the window at the party.  Jack and Carmen had made their way over to one of the tables with Carmen’s elderly aunts.  He stood there in his tux, his new wife at his side, nodding and smiling at whatever was being said to him, even though he didn’t speak a word of Spanish.  
